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      ‘Sebastian, dinner is ready!‘

      His mother called from the kitchen as she did every evening. He knew if he didn't answer straight away she would become annoyed. Like he did every evening he called back to her.

      ‘I’ll be down in a minute!‘ Being overly punctual, he always kept it strictly to a minute.

      His father was already sitting at the dinner table waiting for him.

      ‘How’s your day been?‘

      ‘Like always.‘

      As always, Sebastian avoided making eye contact with his father. His father had noticed it for a long time and pointed out to him that he should look at the people he was talking to. But Sebastian just shrugged his shoulders.

      Over the last six months his parents knew something was happening with their son. They couldn’t put it into words.

      Sebastian was behaving strangely. Lately he preferred to stay in his room, putting his earphones in and listening to music. He was tired of his home, his school, his friends and his life. He alone knew why, and he hadn’t yet told anyone. He knew he was gay, and he was feeling lonely. Yes, he loved to look at young men posing in gay magazines. He loved their bodies and ached to touch them. On the Internet he contacted like-minded young men where he felt understood and supported. He also had his first sexual experiences with a young man who had been as curious as Sebastian. They spent the most wonderful time together in a tiny hotel room. The oversized bed almost filled the room, and they had no other choice but to fall directly upon it. Even today, they sent each other steamy messages. Again, Sebastian felt his phone vibrating in his pocket. He immediately remembered the young man’s strong hands on his skin, the scent of his masculine aftershave, and his hot kisses all over his body. With his heart throbbing, he pulled out his phone and typed a message with trembling fingers. He slipped the phone away and ran both hands through his hair. No, not now, he thought. It took superhuman effort to deny him getting drawn deeper into sexual fantasies that would have left him with nothing but frustration.

      How could he tell his parents he was gay? It seemed like a wall stood between him and them. His parents had conservative views. They regularly attended mass, and the local priest thought of them highly, as they were devout Catholics.

      As a young catholic boy, Sebastian went through the ceremonies and rituals . After communion, his priest told him his sin was forgiven, and he had received eternal life as well as the indwelling Holy Spirit.

      ‘But what sin did I do?‘ he asked looking up at the priest with childish eyes.

      ‘You and God know,‘ the priest answered, confusing Sebastian.

      I don’t know so how can God know? How can God forgive my sins if I don’t know what sin is?

      When they watched television, his father casually remarked that gay men were not part of the church because they bore the sin of obscenity. His father did not know how much he hurt Sebastian with these words. Sebastian tried to suppress his humiliation, but after his father said that, he never entered a church again.

      His mother didn’t stop pestering him about Magda, a girl Sebastian liked to spend time with in his childhood. Magda was their neighbour’s daughter, and from his parent’s perspective nothing would have been more suitable for Sebastian and Magda to become a couple. Sebastian wasn’t interested. He liked Magda for their familiarity and her cheerful smile. They had grown up together like brother and sister. As children, they used to play house, hide and seek, doctor, and climbed all the trees in the neighbourhood. They built their own little home in the forest near the swamp, made from collected corrugated iron sheets, tree trunks, twigs and leaves. It looked like a camouflaged soldiers hideout—and that’s what they called it. In there they pretended to be a family during times of war; mother, father and child. Magda’s doll, old and grubby, served as their much-loved baby. They pretended to be married in a church in front of the altar with a pretend priest speaking words none of them understood. The only words they could cite were,

      ‘Do you want to take Sebastian as your husband, and stand by him in good and in bad times, until death parts you?‘

      And Magda would answer, ‘Yes, I do.‘

      ‘Do you want to take Magda as your wife, and stand by her in good and in bad times, until death parts you?‘

      Sebastian would answer with his cheeky smile,

      ‘I guess so.‘

      Then they would hug and smile and keep playing their roles in their innocent, careless and childish ways. As they grew older, they hung out with the other village youths under the big oak tree doing everything teenagers like to do. Riding motorbikes, listening to music, smoking weed, drinking alcohol, dancing, and playing on their phones.

      

      Yes, he felt lonely and excluded. Magda looked at him with her caring yet discerning look. She tried to understand what the problem was. Magda had always loved Sebastian. Right from the start, he was her hero. To remember their childhood brought about peace in Sebastian. He would never forget those moments with Magda because she had given him unconditional love and trust. Since childhood, Magda had always been his soul mate. Yet Sebastian knew he had reached a moment in his life where he alone had to choose.

      It was a rainy but warm day in early August when Sebastian strolled along the streets of Nordhorn. The small town flourished with tourists, who arrived during spring and summer. They came for the Engdener Wüste, a recently opened nature reserve for water birds. The tourists brought along good atmosphere and money for the upkeep of the local economy.

      Sebastian was pleased with himself because he had completed his Abitur the week before, which would make him eligible for enrolment at university. Although his father had been trying to persuade him to enrol in a theology degree, Sebastian wasn’t sure what course to enrol for. He didn’t like learning about the divine but he leaned more towards subjects like anthropology, that explores humans within past and present societies. Or the humanities, that study human culture. His parents had offered to pay for his entire course, but it meant he could only study theology.

      He hated that their offer had made him feel pushed into a corner. Their lack of understanding for his own ideas disappointed him. He told them that he had his own interests, which they should try to understand. But they could only shake their heads. Like so many times before, he walked out of the house  to escape their senseless control. Yet each time he had to go back home—a journey that was becoming more and more dreadful.

      He walked out of the park and continued to stroll along the streets of Nordhorn. It was an early Saturday afternoon and Sebastian could feel the weekend atmosphere. People were rushing home to their families, stopping to get groceries to prepare their traditional Sunday roasts. Sebastian thought of his Sunday roast at home that would undoubtedly comprise of a big chunk of beef with gravy, potatoes and cooked red cabbage. He dreaded the morbid conversation that would eventually come to a cold stop midway through lunch. His mood immediately deteriorated.

      Sebastian was crossing the road when he spotted a new poster in the travel agent’s window. He got into the habit to look for international flight specials. It made him dream of faraway places. As he got closer, he could make out the words:

      
        
        Experience Australia. Become a Fruit Picker. Offers now available.

        

      

      Without hesitation he entered the travel agency.

      ‘Good day.‘ He walked towards the travel consultant at the desk. 'Please tell me more about this fruit picker offer.‘

      ‘Well,‘ she said, looking at him curiously, ‘first you’ve got to be over eighteen to do this.‘

      ‘I am twenty,‘ Sebastian said excitedly.

      ‘All right,‘ she said with a smile. She looked at her watch. Then she looked at Sebastian. A very attractive young man stood in front of her. Hair almost black and curly, styled in a way none of his peers would have it, she thought. Dark sparkling eyes surrounded by thick eyelashes, and full red painted lips. Soft facial features, almost feminine with white, cleanly shaved skin. He had a perfect physique with muscular arms and wide shoulders.

      ‘Look, here’s a brochure that explains everything. Read it over the weekend and come back next week if you are still interested.‘

      ‘Thank you very much.‘ Sebastian couldn’t hide his excitement. ‘You will see me next week.‘ With these words he rushed out of the travel agent’s office, ran across the road back to the park to sit down and read the brochure. He was reading so fast he missed out on words and entire lines. Calm down, he muttered to himself, noticing his fast heart beat. With shaky hands he read the text a second and a third time, absorbing each word and trying to understand the conditions. Slowly the words sank in:

      
        
        Mango Harvest, September, in Northern Territory, Katherine

        Seasonal Harvest Fruit Pickers

        We currently have an opportunity for mango pickers to join the team near Katherine, Northern Territory, Australia.

        Reporting to the Picking Supervisor, you will be required to pick mangoes in an efficient and productive manner, whilst maintaining excellent quality and hygiene standards.

        We will require physically fit people who will be available for an induction starting 1st September. Overseas students welcome.

        Positions are limited, so please forward a current resume at your earliest convenience to:

        mangotree@fruitpickers.com.au

        

      

      Sebastian didn’t understand every word, but he knew it was about the picking of mangoes. And that he wanted to leave this place.

      When he came home that evening, his mother noticed a new bounce in his step. What had happened to her son that made him look happy? He rushed past her and disappeared to his room for the rest of the night. When she called him down for dinner he declined, saying he wasn’t feeling well. She knew he was up to something, but because her husband wasn’t coming home for dinner either—he was on one of his monthly church meetings—she let the evening pass by quietly reading the Bible.

      Sebastian went straight to his laptop to compose a cover letter. He also sent his resume, noting that he was looking for overseas experience to help him decide on what to do next in his studies. Within a minute he received an automated acknowledgement saying he will get a response from the advertiser within the next forty-eight hours.

      That night Sebastian could not sleep. He was tossing and turning, thinking non-stop about how he would handle his adventure if it went ahead. But somehow—he didn’t know why—he was feeling it would work out for him. He deserved to become happy again after all his suffering.

      In the early morning hours he devised his plan. He would use the savings from his holiday jobs to pay for the flights, accommodation and expenses. For many years he had helped Magda’s dad in his bakery, who paid him generously for his hard work. Sebastian had to prepare dough starting at three in the morning—working through to shop closing at three in the afternoon. Neither the hard work nor the long working hours bothered him. It made him happy to be tucked away in the bakery’s backroom, next to the hot oven, hidden away from the public and away from his friends and parents. At the same time it was like an apprenticeship. Magda’s dad took pride in teaching him his secret recipes of bread making, buns and cakes. His parents were also proud that he learned the baking in addition to his schooling. What his parents thought, however, did not matter to him. It had been his decision to do so, and at the moment he decided to leave his home and his friends to get away from his sad life and to think about himself in peace.

      On Monday evening Sebastian found an email from MangoTree Orchards. He was so nervous he missed the right key on his keyboard, and instead of opening the email he shut down his computer entirely and had to wait until it restarted again. After logging in again there it was: MangoTree Orchards was happy to welcome him by the end of August. They advised him to contact the Australian embassy as soon as possible to get a work visa. His contract would be initially for three months with a prospect of extension. His pay would be $16 per hour. Accommodation was provided free of charge. After receipt of his acceptance they would send a contract in an attachment, which required his signature. Sebastian sent a reply at once and accepted their offer.

      
        
        ‘I accept your offer and await your contract for signing. I will arrange to obtain a work visa as soon as possible.‘

        

      

      It was easier than he thought it would be. The next day he called the Australian embassy, and someone there advised him that he could apply for his visa online. It would take no longer than two weeks to process.

      He spent his time working full time at the bakery. Magda’s father asked him to have the weekend off to recover but Sebastian wished to work over weekends as well. The minute he received his six-month work visa, he sent a text message to Magda.

      
        
        ‘Can we meet tomorrow night at seven by the big oak tree?‘

        

      

      
        
        ‘Yes, will see you there. I will bring wine.‘

        

      

      When Magda made her way to the big oak tree the next evening, she knew Sebastian wanted to tell her something important. She had a bad feeling, but couldn’t tell why. Her heart was heavy when she arrived. He sat on the big tree trunk that had blown off during the last storm and nobody bothered to move it. One of his long legs rested casually on top of the other. His posture made her think of Buddha sitting under the fig tree meditating. It was an idyllic place to be that night. The sky was sparkling with stars. There was a mild breeze. The rustling of the grain of the nearby cornfield was barely audible. Magda thought he looked more handsome than ever. She noticed his shining face and a sparkle in his eyes when she walked toward him. He got up and greeted her warmly with a kiss on her cheek and a brief hug.

      His throat  tightened when he saw her coming. She was wearing the black loose dress he loved on her. It made her look taller than she was. A colorful scarf was thrown around her shoulders. The blue reflected the color of her beautiful eyes. Her lips had a hint of extra color and her long blond hair was tied in a loose ponytail. She looked lovely.

      He knew his news about his departure would sadden her. Magda was very attached to him. They sat down next to each other and smiled when Magda produced a well-chilled bottle of expensive champagne. She had intended to bring a bottle of wine, but the occasion was worth the champagne. He popped the cork and while he was pouring their glasses,  he said quietly:

      ‘You know, don’t you?‘

      ‘Yes.‘ Her eyes filled with tears.

      They looked at each other warmly as they had done many times before.

      ‘To us,‘ she said solemnly.

      They took a generous sip of the ice-cold bubbly, feeling the cold liquid going down their tight throats.

      ‘Excellent champagne.‘

      There was a silent pause. He turned to her.

      ‘Magda, I am going to Australia to pick fruit for a while. I need to have time to myself and think.‘

      ‘I know what the matter is, Sebastian. I have known all along that you are gay but I wanted you to tell me.‘

      He swallowed hard. ‘I am sorry Magda. I wanted to tell you but I couldn’t bring it over my lips. I feel insecure talking about this. My parents think it is obscene to be homosexual.‘

      ‘It is the way we are brought up, Sebastian. Find a way to detach yourself from your parent’s influence.‘

      ‘It’s easier said than done.‘ Tears flowed down his face. Magda gave him a tissue.

      ‘I love you,‘ she said without hesitation.

      ‘I know.‘ They embraced. Their faces touched.

      ‘I love you too but not in a sexual way.‘

      ‘I know that too,‘ she said in acceptance. They drank more champagne, enjoying each other’s company in silent harmony.

      ‘Sebastian, you have to accept who you are, otherwise you will never become true to yourself. Only by accepting what and who you are you will find happiness.‘

      ‘Thank you.‘ He held her hand.

      ‘Sebastian, remember that I will always be here for you. Remember I deeply love you. Remember my love when you feel lonely or desperate. Remember you are never alone. I carry you in my heart.‘

      After the weekend Magda accompanied Sebastian to the travel agent.

      ‘There you are,‘ the travel consultant said as if she had waited for him.

      She acknowledged Magda with a nod. ‘Are you going with him?‘

      ‘In my heart, yes.‘

      The travel consultant smiled.

      Sebastian booked the one-way flight for the last week of August. He would fly via Hong Kong to Darwin, and from Darwin by light plane to Katherine.

      As they walked out of the travel agent’s office, Magda turned to him.

      ‘Sebastian, I am leaving for Hamburg tomorrow to stay a few weeks with my aunt. I can’t be here when you leave.‘

      ‘I won’t be gone forever,‘ he tried to console her.

      ‘I have a different feeling about that. You are not made for this world here. Follow your path, my dear Sebastian, and don’t look back.‘

      She turned and walked away, shaking, sobbing. He looked in the direction she left until she disappeared behind the next bend. For the first time after his decision to leave he felt a strange emptiness in his heart that stayed with him for a long, long time.

      

      His parents gasped in disbelief when he broke the news. He had waited until three days before his departure. In his mind the short notice would lessen the pressure that would mount on him.

      ‘But what about your theology degree?‘

      ‘Who said I want to study theology?‘

      ‘It’s what we have planned for you since you were born!‘

      ‘Exactly. That has always been your mistake. Making plans for me.‘

      ‘But we only mean good for you, boy!‘

      ‘Will you stop calling me boy? Damn, I am twenty and really no boy anymore!‘

      ‘Really, Sebastian,‘ his mother said desperately, ‘you don’t know Australia, how will you survive there? You have no overseas experience, no life experience!‘

      ‘Well, that’s my problem, not yours, mother. For sure I will be happier once I get out of here where no one understands me.‘

      ‘Please give us a chance to understand you.‘ His father pleaded.

      ‘You’ve missed your chance. You had twenty years to understand me, but you failed.‘

      Both his parents swallowed hard. These were harsh words coming from their son.

      ‘At least you could have discussed it with us,‘ his mother said. She gave up as she knew her son’s stubbornness.

      ‘When are you coming back?‘

      ‘Honestly, I don’t know. My visa is valid for six months.‘

      His mother seemed to relax.

      ‘It is open for extension though,‘ he added coldly.

      There was disbelief and shock. The traditional Sunday meal ended halfway through when everyone got up and left the table.

      

      When the day of departure finally came, his parents handed their son a farewell necklace of pure silver with a cross as a pendant. The cross was beautiful and had a lot of detail. It looked very old. The face of Jesus crucified expressed sorrow and pain. Blood flowed from his wounds and down his body. Sebastian was impressed with this special gift. Even though he had left the church, he wore the necklace around his neck under his shirt.
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      The friendly welcome on his arrival at the orchard’s fruit picker accommodation touched him. Jessica, who introduced herself as Sebastian’s colleague and team leader,  was waiting on the veranda with a glass of chilled mango juice for him. Sebastian gulped it feeling the cool liquid going down his dry throat. For a moment he thought of Magda and him drinking the cold champagne under the big oak tree that had a similar effect on his throat. In fact, Jessica looked like Magda. She was short and had blond hair tied up in a ponytail. Dressed in denim shorts, a loose white T-shirt and flip-flops she almost looked childlike. She attempted to speak clearly, but Sebastian still had to listen carefully to understand her.

      ‘You must have welcomed many of my kind before,’ Sebastian said.

      ‘Not too many,’ she laughed, ‘but I know my Aussie accent is unique!’

      She left Sebastian to check out the three-storey house on his own. It was pleasant to walk bare feet on the cool wooden floors. He smelled fresh paint. The house appeared bright and sunny with windows everywhere, each offering Sebastian a different view of the orchard. There were six bedrooms and two bathrooms on the two upper floors. On the ground floor there were two spacious living rooms and a clean kitchen. Sebastian was delighted to find table tennis equipment and a billiard table in one of the lounge rooms since he liked to play both games since he was a child. Again, he remembered Magda. How she fought against him in a game of table tennis and always lost, because she liked to let him win.

      Four comfortable lounge chairs in a cozy reading corner with bookshelves invited lazy evenings. On the other side of the room there were two computers and a big television. I am glad I have my own laptop with me, Sebastian thought, as the computers looked out of date.

      The room adjacent to the kitchen had three dining tables with chairs and cabinets containing plates and cutlery, cups and glasses. An oversized double fridge filled one corner of the room. Each person had their own shelf already marked with names. Sebastian’s shelf was at the top. Now all he needed was to fill it with groceries — that is, if he found a supermarket in this remote place. A large timber veranda, built almost around the entire building, extended the area to an indoor/outdoor living space. More seating on the veranda made for enjoyable evenings outside. Everything looked appealing and Sebastian felt comfortable in his new home.

      ‘This is where you stay,‘ Jessica said, who had come to show him his room.

      The size of the room Sebastian was to share with two other guys impressed him. A huge suspended ceiling fan circulated pleasant air that made the entire room feel cool.

      ‘Which one is my bed?‘

      ‘You are the first, it’s your choice!‘

      Sebastian took the bed under one of the two windows in the room. The bed was tucked into a recess and it would give him privacy. He preferred to sleep near an open window. It made him feel less anxious. Looking out he saw a large part of the orchard. Two thousand three hundred mango trees stood spread over an area of fifty acres. The trees grew in rows of about ten meters apart. The land had an odd shape and in the distance Sebastian noticed the trees spreading out randomly.

      Now that he was in a new country, a new place with new work and new people, he began feeling a little uneasy. He was tired from the long flight. It had taken him thirty-eight hours from the time he left home until he got to the orchard. On arrival he found the heat and wind exhilarating, but after the long drive from the airport to the orchard on a dusty gravel road he felt sweaty and was starving. All he needed now was to get out of his tight jeans, have a shower and then something to eat.            

      In the afternoon Sebastian’s roommates arrived. Grant came from Johannesburg, South Africa, and Aaron from Israel. There was an obvious clash between Grant and Aaron. Grant was tall and solidly built. He was Afrikaans, spoke in a loud deep voice and thought highly of himself. When Sebastian wanted to shake his hand, Grant ignored him and instead stared at him, inspecting him from head to toe. Although Grant was courteous, he was arrogant and difficult so Sebastian took his usual approach of being helpful but keeping his distance. Aaron was of a light build, sensitive and shy. Aaron had a Jewish background, but it wasn’t important to him as he thought there was too much fuss over religious differences. He focused on the humanity within the person. Sebastian liked him right from the start. He recognised himself in Aaron – Aaron had subtlety, cautiousness, and restraint.

      The house filled with the other fruit pickers. They were a mixed group from all over the world. Only two of them were Australian yet they still came from far. After a few days of getting to know each other, Sebastian and his roommates were like family. Aaron and Grant eventually got along without offending each other, and Sebastian felt like a mediator between them. They knew sticking together and working as a team was important to make them feel secure. Teamwork would also be expected from them when the harvest would start. According to the owner of the farm, Mrs. Adelaide, the mangoes had not ripened fully and the harvest was delayed by one week. The newly arrived fruit pickers didn’t mind the extra time to acclimatise.

      

      Sebastian and his mates went to the nearest town, Katherine, to check it out and buy groceries. Even though the town had a small population of ten thousand, the town itself covered a large area. In the city center they found a cinema, a small shopping mall with a supermarket, as well as a hotel with a public bar. The group decided to have a cold beer. As they walked into the air-conditioned tavern, the cold air made them sigh with relief. It was decorated like a typical old English pub. The furniture and walls were made of dark stained wood. There were small separated areas with cozy seating along the windows. Decorations displayed on scattered shelves could inspire the odd bored guest. Sebastian was hit by the smell of the old, dark red and patterned carpet, which gave off an odor of a mixture of alcohol and cleaning detergent. The brightly lit counter with several beer taps and mirrors in the back was the main attraction. Various bottles containing all sorts of alcoholic beverages were lined up in front of the mirror, giving an impression of a much larger choice than there really was.

      The three men went straight to the counter and sat down on the barstools with Sebastian in the middle. Hot, sweaty and thirsty they drank their beers fast. Aaron’s words slurred already after half a glass. He was not the steady drinker like Grant, who downed two pints within one hour and could still talk straight. Sebastian was happy with one pint that made him feel tipsy. He wondered about the sport scenes on three big television sets . After he watched for a while he discovered that it was rugby. It would be more interesting to watch soccer now, he thought. Aaron also noticed the rugby and made a rude comment.

      ‘If you ask me, the point of going for a drink is to talk and not stare into a television.’

      ‘No,’ Grant replied quickly, ‘you go in a pub to watch rugby and get pissed with your mates.’

      Grant knew what the rugby was about and explained that the scenes were from the 2015 world cup final between the All Blacks and the Wallabies. ‘The All Blacks won the cup, the Wallabies got second and the Springboks third.’

      ‘Who are the All Blacks, Wallabies and Springboks?’ Aaron asked.

      ‘Oh man!’ Grant shook his head over so much ignorance.

      'The Wallabies is the Australian rugby team, the Springboks is the South-African, and the All Blacks are the Kiwis.'

      Sebastian and Aaron chatted silently for the rest of their stay, while Grant followed the Rugby.

      When they got out into the heat, the combination of the heat and alcohol hit them hard. Sebastian was dizzy and Aaron tottered along.

      In the supermarket they took their time to look at the products. While Aaron had a problem finding the ingredients to make Falafel, Sebastian couldn’t find the bread he knew. Having baked tasty German sourdough bread with crunchy dark crusts for years he had become fussy about it. In the end he went for sliced toast bread with grains. There was only one alternative; sliced toast bread without grains − white and soft and tasteless. Grant didn’t have any issue finding his groceries and couldn’t understand what all the fuss was about. He stocked up on plenty of bacon, eggs, baked beans and white bread.

      At the checkout they saw an Aboriginal man. Sebastian had seen Aboriginal people before in pictures but had never stood next to one in real life. He tried not to stare but couldn’t help himself. He had never imagined how broad-featured they were. This man had deeply setback black eyes protruded by bushy eyebrows, a broad nose and full lips surrounded by a wild beard. His hair was uncombed and marked by bleached streaks. He had very thin legs that stuck out under oversized shorts. After he paid for a packet of cigarettes, the man left in a hurry.

      The three looked after him. The checkout lady smiled.

      'Just arrived, have you?'

      'Yes, it’s our first time here.'

      'You’ve got to go to Nitmiluk before you start picking,' she said, all knowing.

      'What’s there to see?' Grant asked with a rude tone in his voice.  

      'Well, if you want to learn a bit about Aboriginal culture − this is the place to go.'

      'Thanks for the tip!' Sebastian said cheerfully, making up for Grant’s stupid question.

      Outside in the heat Grant proclaimed loudly,

      'I really don’t need to see the culture of these monkeys.'

      A cold shiver went down Sebastian’s back.

      Aaron shrieked with disgust. 'What do you mean?'

      'Do you know the Aborigines are the oldest known people on earth?' Sebastian said.

      'I couldn’t care less. They look like apes, don’t you agree?'

      'No I don’t.' Sebastian said calmly. 'And you should have educated yourself better about what to expect from this country before you got here.'

      Grant turned and walked away.

      'Is it the alcohol or is that Grant speaking?' Aaron asked visibly shaken.

      'Think where he comes from,' Sebastian said. 'South Africa has had racism soaked through for generations. Apartheid happened not that long ago.'

      Aaron was thinking while they walked to the bus stop.

      'We don’t have a problem, Sebastian. You are German and I am Jewish, but what happened in history is not our fault nor would I ever put any blame on you. We are several generations away from the holocaust. There comes a time when people have to get over what happened otherwise their past will haunt them.'

      'I know, and I am glad you are bringing this up, Aaron. I somewhat expect to be associated with Germany’s past in other parts of the world. But people forget Hitler and the Nazis were radicalised people if you see it in today’s terms.'

      After a pause he continued. 'It was then like today. Politicians do not represent the majority of the population. Just look at what’s happening in Europe with the EU, in Syria with ISIS or in Israel with the Palestinians. It is disgusting. I put them all in the same pot of the radicalised, yes, politicians and the terrorists. They talk of democratic values but where have they gone? I better not start with the lying press otherwise I will still be talking tomorrow!'

      'One day I want to marry and have a family,' Aaron said. 'It is almost scary to think of the future. But here and now I wish to have a break from my worries back at home.'

      'Me too.'

      Back at their quarters Grant pretended as if nothing had happened. He was back to his courteous behaviour. The next day he apologised for being an idiot. He decided not to join Sebastian and Aaron to Nitmiluk National Park though, because he said he was feeling tired.

      

      After a very bumpy bus ride they arrived at the drop-off point of the Park’s entrance. Sebastian and Aaron set out to see Katherine Gorge, a rocky landscape with gorges, rivers, caves and waterfalls. They walked along a stony trek and found the most beautiful Aboriginal rock art along the way. Thousands of years ago, Aborigines had engraved and painted kangaroos, stick people called mimis, and aboriginal men with spears hunting huge birds on rock outcrops and surfaces. These works of art were still visible but were on the brink of disappearing. Many of them were specially protected to stop vandalism and deterioration resulting from weather conditions and other damage. There were signs explaining the symbols and creatures in the artworks and the importance of them in aboriginal culture. Groups of tourists joined them on the way, stopping every now and then to absorb the beauty of the park. A rocky landscape surrounded the amazing gorge, and the winding river had crystal clear water. By lunchtime they were hungry and stopped at a picnic site, which was also a crocodile management zone and open for swimming. It was in the shade of a big tree with huge sideway branches covered in dense leaves that rustled in the gentle breeze. The river nearby added to the coolness, and the rippling of the water provided a pleasant background noise.

      'This is paradise!' Sebastian exclaimed excitedly.

      'And these are even better than paradise!'

      Aaron exclaimed and pulled six kebabs out of his backpack, which he had lovingly prepared the night before. Sebastian provided salad, bread and juice. They ate sitting on the rocks next to the river while they told each other stories from their childhood. Then it was time for a swim in the cool water. They emerged fresh and clean but in their enthusiasm forgot the time. Their bus back to the orchard was leaving in one hour so they ran along the stony path. The last rays of the late afternoon sun pierced through the bush creating mottled shady patterns in front of them. They hopped over the stony obstacles, cheerful like children, and they reached the bus out of breath. Happy and exhausted, they leaned back in their seats. It had been a day full of enjoyable experiences that they would never forget.
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            Mango Harvest

          

        

      

    

    
      'We Pick the mangoes keeping their stems on, the safest way to avoid fruit damage,' Jessica explained, trying hard to speak clearly.

      'The priority in mango picking is to prevent the spurt sap from getting in contact with the skin of the fruit. The spurt sap that oozes out once the stems are removed causes skin browning and reduces the sale price.'

      They were standing somewhere in the middle of the orchard between rows of at least twenty meter high mango trees. With no breeze the heat was almost unbearable. The team of six fruit pickers had been told to wear hats, gloves, closed shoes and to cover up with long pants and long-sleeved shirts to protect them from the sun and the mango sap, which could cause nasty skin irritations. They felt their sweat running down their backs, but agreed that they preferred sweat to sunburn or rashes. Sebastian, Aaron and Grant were in one team with the girls from the bedroom above theirs.

      Grant looked increasingly unhappy, as he tried to flirt with one girl, Xing Li, who was Chinese and extremely shy. He winked at her constantly, then he stood next to her and put his arm around her shoulder. Startled, she took a step away from him. She was embarrassed about Grant’s advances in the middle of the fruit plantation during their induction.

      'Listen carefully everybody!' Jessica said with a slightly raised voice towards Grant. Grant stiffened, as he understood Jessica meant him.

      'So, cut the mangoes with ten centimeter stems attached. You can use secateurs and picking sticks to get to the higher ones.'

      Jessica showed how to use the secateurs to cut the fruit off the remaining branches. She also showed them how to use the picking stick, but because she was short even the picking stick wasn’t long enough to reach to the top of the tree. They laughed, and Grant, with a great deal of pompousness, came to her aid. While he put his hand on Jessica’s taking the picking stick off her, he pushed himself onto her.

      Jessica pushed him away hard. For a moment Grant lost his balance but caught himself quickly. He picked a mango off the highest branch without a problem.

      'Thank you, Grant. Next time keep your distance from me, do you hear?'

      'No problem!' He was pleased with himself.

      Jessica continued unperturbed.

      'Then, carefully place the fruit with their stems into the crates. Please be careful not to damage the other fruit with the sharp points of the stems and do not overfill the crates as the stems may break off when you stack them.'

      The mangoes, called Kensington Pride, looked magnificent − big and green with a light blush on one side. Jessica tested one mango by cutting it down to the seed. The yellowing inside told her that this was at the right stage of maturity. It was time to pick the mangoes now while the flesh was still firm to avoid them being eaten by bats.

      Bats? Sebastian remembered his granddad’s superstition about bats. As a child he had been told that when a bat flies into your home, the devil would be behind you. What nonsense he told me, he thought and shook his head.

      'Why are you shaking your head?' Aaron asked.

      'I just thought about my granddad and what nonsense he told me about bats,' Sebastian answered, not wanting to go into the details.

      'You know, when I think of bats I see bloodsucking vampires before me,' Aaron said.

      'Luckily they only come out at dusk. There’s plenty of time to make a plan.' Sebastian said.

      'Do you mean the vampires or the bats?' Aaron asked, confused but amused.

      'Both.'

      'Very funny.' Aaron smiled.

      Jessica looked at them impatiently.

      'Sorry,' they apologised and focused on her instructions again.

      A big trailer filled with empty crates was parked next to them, which would be picked up three times during the day and taken to the packing shed. There, another team would process the fruit. Stems would need to be removed by snapping them off by hand while the fruit was immersed into mango wash. The mango wash would neutralise the harmful spurt sap. The mangoes would then be placed with the sap hole down into other crates lined with plastic pockets ready for delivery to the fruit dealer.  

      'Now this is serious business, people!' Jessica said with an earnest expression. 'We will check your team for correct picking techniques that can affect the quality of the fruit. If you handle the fruit roughly it will show abrasions, cuts, scratches, punctures, creases, and wounds. We cannot sell damaged fruit, and if we have to, we will have to sell it at a much less price. So, if we find your team consistently delivering damaged fruit, your team will be split and we will distribute you onto other teams individually.'

      Sebastian and Aaron glanced over at Grant. They were sensing trouble ahead. Right on cue Grant asked:

      'Is our team getting a chance in the packing shed too?'

      'Yes, the teams rotate every two weeks.'

      'And why is my team starting with the harder shift?'

      Jessica looked surprised. 'But you came here to pick fruit, didn’t you?'

      'Yes, yes, was just wondering why my team has to start with the harder shift.'

      'We have to start somewhere,' Jessica said. 'Besides, you haven’t even picked, and already you have decided that this is the harder shift?'

      'Just because it’s out in the sun and exhausting work.'

      'Well, Grant, once you get to the de-stemming and packing you’ll find exhausting work too. After all, you chose to do physical work.'

      'Okay.' He gave up. Sebastian and Aaron sighed with relief.

      Grant was right. It was exhausting work, but after the first couple of days the team had settled into a routine. They took turns with using the secateurs and picking stems as blisters formed even through the gloves turned out to give little protection. The blisters, which let their palms burn, eventually turned into horny skin. None of them were used to work under the scorching sun and in the hot wind, and their skin turned red after the first few days. Sebastian, who had particularly white skin, looked at himself in the mirror at nighttime and thought he looked funny. Big white areas showed around his eyes from wearing sunglasses yet the rest of his face was tomato red. I look like one of those professional skiers, except I don’t ski, he thought. After a long and relaxing shower he applied layers of moisturising cream that disappeared into his burnt skin. Every inch of his exposed skin tanned to a medium coffee-brown within days yet he looked consistently fairer than his work mates who had all taken on a dark brown complexion after the first fortnight .

      They had early nights, feeling drained and dehydrated despite drinking plenty of water during the day. A cold beer on the idyllic veranda in the evening made them marvel at the beautiful night sky. Being away from city lights and during new moon this was an unforgettable viewing experience. The Milky Way was an arching dim glow, comprising of Billions of bright and dull stars intermingled with each other to form a nebulous whole. They could also make out the four bright stars of the Southern Cross that, as Jessica told them, changed position during the year and was now almost upside down. She also told them that the Southern Cross had many aboriginal names. Because there were many tribes spread across Australia, star systems had different interpretations too. To the fishing communities around Arnhem Land the Southern Cross and the pointers illustrated a stingray being chased by a shark. In the desert regions of central Australia, the Southern Cross were the footprints of an eagle, while the pointers were his throwing stick and the coal sack his nest. For over forty-thousand years, the Aborigines had built an astrological knowledge system they followed into their social, cultural and religious life. They passed their knowledge down orally from one generation to the next as a living system they still adhere to today.

      For the young fruit pickers it was a lot to absorb. They were learning about a world that looked different to the worlds they came from and a culture they hadn’t known. Sebastian took time to write long emails to Magda. He described his impressions of this foreign continent; he talked about Aaron and Grant and the people he worked with, his work, his burnt skin, and his feelings. He told her how grateful he was for her understanding and how good she was to accept and love him the way he was.

      By being away from the pressures imposed upon him by his parents he was dismantling the prison he built around himself. Seeing his life from a different viewpoint, he was curious for knowledge and happy to take risks at the chance of having new experiences. He embraced every day as a new chance to grow.  

      When Sebastian’s team had their turn in the packing shed, tension between them grew. Grant threw the mangoes instead of transferring them into the crates gently. He also didn’t take care snapping off the stems. Every time he did that, the sap oozed out of the sap hole damaging the fruit. The brown skin and damage were visible the next day and Jessica called in a meeting.

      'At least ten percent of your mangoes have damages. I don’t know who of you the culprits are, but if this doesn’t stop we will have to separate your team.'

      'It’s Grant.' Aaron almost whispered, but he looked determined.

      'You asshole.' Grant walked over to Aaron with his fist drawn back ready to punch him in the face.

      Sebastian reacted fast. With one leap he was behind Grant getting hold of his outstretched arm. Red-faced and deeply embarrassed, Grant turned around and grabbed Sebastian hard by his shirt. In this moment Sebastian aimed his clenched fist at Grant, which hit Grant directly on the nose. He lost balance falling back in shock and surprise with his nose bleeding profusely.

      'You gay pig!' Grant screamed at him.

      Colour left Sebastian’s face. Did he hear right? Not that he tried to hide his homosexuality. There was one young man in the other team he was immensely attracted to and Sebastian had openly admitted it. But calling him a gay pig was too much. He clenched his fist again, this time aiming at the left side of Grant’s face.

      'Stop this right now!' Jessica screamed at the top of her voice.

      Everybody froze.

      'Come with me, Grant!' It was a command.

      Grant, humiliated as he was and holding his nose, followed her like a defeated dog, leaving a trail of blood.

      He left the next morning to catch the plane to Darwin. Jessica offered him a chance to improve on his picking and handling technique, but he declined. He admitted the laborious work in the heat was not for him. They shook hands and wished each other well before he left. Except for Sebastian. He watched Grant’s departure from his room window. He felt good about himself because he had learnt to stand up for himself for being gay. Looking at the red dust cloud of the big Jeep as it left, the team didn’t hide their feeling of relief.

      

      Ten weeks into the picking season, Jessica gave Sebastian and Aaron a new job. They were to deliver the crates to the fruit vendors. Sebastian was the only one with a drivers license to drive the small truck with the refrigerated container to the delivery stations. There, the men were to unload the crates and pile them up inside the storage facilities. It was hard work lifting and carrying the heavy boxes filled with big mangoes, but they enjoyed having lively discussions when commuting between their destinations that sometimes were long distances of dusty road apart. They saw kangaroos and emus and other wild animals they didn’t know. On their return to the plantation at dusk they admired large roosts of fruit bats dangling upside down off the tree branches while some of them were flying around in search of food. The spectacle amazed then anew each time. Both were grateful for the opportunity to explore the outback from the safety of their vehicle.
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      The name Farah represents joy, happiness and cheerfulness. Farah was all of that. She was the most cheerful person Arief had ever known. She had been inherently happy and the sun of his otherwise sad life. Now she was dead. Burnt to ashes and nothing remained except her grave and his memory of her and their unborn child.

      Arief had loved Farah, his wife, who died of a heroin overdose four weeks ago. He stood at her small hidden grave in the bush on the outskirts of Darwin. According to her brother, Garuda Megawati, she committed suicide. But Arief didn’t believe Garuda. He blamed his brother-in-law for Farah’s death. Arief hated him.

      Two years ago they came to Australia to escape imprisonment in Indonesia on serious drug-related charges. The trio immigrated with the help of false passports that had been easy to get from their friends. Maintaining good connections in Indonesia and China had always been Arief’s strength. Within Garuda’s drug syndicate, known as the Eagle’s cartel, Arief was a well-respected man. Without him and his connections, drug supplies would swing over to their rival drug dealer, the Wolf, who operated parallel to them in Jakarta.

      The Indonesian trio bought a property and settled in Darwin, where they continued dealing in drugs in China and Indonesia. Officially they were fruit merchants, an excellent disguise for their true business. Fruit growers from around the region delivered to their warehouses that were spread over the Australian Northern Territory. They became successful in supplying large fruit retailers as their prices were well below their competitor’s prices. It didn’t matter to them if they made a loss because the real money source was based in Jakarta. It turned out that their second year of fruit trading returned good profits. The mere quantities of sold produce made them take over much of the fruit supply market in the Northern Territory.

      

      Arief had a humble background as his parents had been poor. He grew up in the Indonesian province of Java, known for its dense and poverty-stricken population. Like so many other families, his parents had a small rice paddy that was hard work but didn’t produce enough money to feed the family. Besides cultivating their own rice paddy, his father worked as a farm labourer on other people’s land. Arief painfully remembered his father ploughing the fields of others with a simple plough drawn by water buffalo; his bare feet stomping in the mud of the flooded fields — his father almost looking like an animal himself. It was excruciating for an old man to work in a bent-over position all day long. When he got home he was dirty, smelly, starved and exhausted. He died a short while after his wife died giving birth to Arief’s sister, who also died at two. His relatives sent him to an orphanage from which he ran away at twelve. For many years he lived on the roads of Jakarta until he worked for Garuda Megawati. At first he was his running boy, delivering small packages all over the city. It was the time when Arief met many druggies and dealers from many places, but especially from China. After years of delivering packages, he knew the drug scene inside out and Garuda, the Eagle, took him in as his associate. All of Arief’s contacts loved him for his reliability, for which Arief got paid in time and in full. Those qualities and Arief’s excellent business sense were worth a million in Garuda’s drug business, making Arief his perfect match.

      This is how Arief met Farah. The first time he saw her, his life changed. Her laughing eyes looked at him and happiness surged through his veins. Until then, the feeling had been unknown to him and Farah changed him into a different man. The love he felt for her was all encompassing; it was healing his soul, made him forget his childhood hardship and taught him to care for others. He likened her to an angel. In her presence he felt blessed and enlightened.

      He never understood why she took up taking heroin when they came to Australia. Maybe because she was torn out of her home environment and she was lonely. Farah never told him the reason and one day her brother left a high dose of heroin on her bedside table. What Garuda did in her bedroom that night remained a mystery. When Arief returned from his trip to Pine Creek later that night, Farah was already dead. She lay like an angel on her bed. Her hands folded, her skin white, her face peaceful. As if she was asleep − only her breath was missing.

      Had Garuda prepared her like this? Arief knelt beside her and tenderly stroked her face. His heart broke. Through his tears he noticed the clandestine kit containing materials to inject the heroin on her night table. A water bottle, a small bottle labeled Ascorbin, a metal spoon, several clean cigarette filters, a cooker, a lighter, and several needles, one with the cap missing which Garuda must have taken out of her arm as it had been placed neatly next to the other syringes. No, Arief did not believe that Farah had given herself the fatal shot. Perhaps Garuda had even poisoned the heroin in addition to giving her an overdose? Arief suspected he hadn’t been told the truth about Farah. There was a secret between the siblings that may have been the reason for her death. He felt betrayed and his heart was filled with hatred, and ever since Garuda and he were on bad terms.

      

      Once a week Sebastian and Aaron would make the delivery to Pine Creek. The vendor, Megawati & Lee Fruit Suppliers, consistently ordered a large quantity of mangoes. The recently established fruit merchant had become one of MangoTree Orchard’s best clients. They were also one of the few who respected the strict payment terms imposed by MangoTree Orchard.

      Sebastian and Aaron selected only the best mangoes. Jessica instructed them to be extra friendly with the recipient and to provide excellent service.

      'Should our customer not be happy with the goods for any reason, offer to deliver new mangoes to them the next day.'

      'Really Jessica, we have hand selected the fruit. There is not one mango that shows any blemishes.'

      'I know, Sebastian, yet we have to do our best with this important customer.'

      'The customer is king,' Aaron added all-knowing.

      'That’s it!' Jessica agreed and gave the men a thumbs up.

      

      Pine Creek was located ninety kilometres north of Katherine and was a one-hour drive on the Stuart Highway. It was a fascinating historic town full of unusual buildings that dated back and connected to the nineteenth century gold mining industry and the later mining for uranium, iron ore, silver, lead and zinc. Megawati & Lee Fruit Suppliers occupied one of the big warehouses on the outskirts of Pine Creek, which they used as a collection storage facility for fruit and vegetables and from where they distributed their produce. When Sebastian and Aaron drove in to the warehouse, cool air hit them. The vast size of the warehouse had a cosmic feel. It was constructed with metal sheets and glass. The mezzanine floor spread around the building and had offices with glass fronts facing the interior. Several metal staircases reached up to the mezzanine in a zigzag pattern.

      They had delivered to Megawati & Lee Fruit Suppliers twice before and Sebastian knew the place. He got out of the truck and searched for someone to receive his cargo. Sebastian looked up at the main office with the glass wall. Two men were facing each other. He recognised Arief, the same guy who had signed for his delivery last time. Sebastian waved at him but Arief didn’t respond. What was he doing? Was that a gun in his hand? Yes, it looked like a pistol. Sebastian saw Arief take a step closer toward the other man, stretching out his arm and pointing the pistol straight to his head, execution style. The moment Sebastian was about to shout out his name to stop what was about to happen, he saw Arief fire a shot. His name froze in Sebastian’s throat. The other man fell backwards. In an extraordinary effort, the dying man still tried to hold on to something in vain. The horror of the moment was written on his face.  For a split second Sebastian thought to intervene, but he knew it was too late. He climbed the metal stairs in shock, with his footsteps echoing in the numbing silence. He glanced through the glass again and noticed blood dripping out of the dying man’s forehead as he hit the floor.

      One more flight of stairs.

      A few more steps around an awkward corner.

      He opened the door with shaking hands.

      As he entered, the smell of cordite struck him. The chemically spiced smell of the burnt gunpowder with aromas he hadn’t smelt before left a funny taste in his mouth. The opposite door was wide open and Arief was gone. The man on the floor lay in a pool of blood. Had Arief shot him a second time? Sebastian took a closer look and saw a knife sticking out of the man’s chest. The blood ran out of the wound in a trickle. The dead man’s eyes were wide open, his last gaze was towards the ceiling. Sebastian threw up his arms in disbelief. The stench of death petrified him, and his breathing accelerated which made him gasp.

      A piercing pain went through his head. His immediate thought was to leave as he feared he could be blamed for killing this man.

      Wrong place, wrong time. Should he just disappear? But no, I am not the murderer! Chill out. It will be all right. Relax, relax, relax…

      ‘What’s going on up there?’ Aaron was coming up the stairs.

      Sebastian woke with a sudden jerk.

      'Don’t come,' he said in a voice he didn’t know he had.

      Too late. Aaron was standing behind him.

      'Fucking hell.' He heard his friend’s voice as if from a distance.

      'What can we do? Pull out the knife?' Aaron’s voice shook.

      Suddenly, Sebastian’s head was clear again. Cold clarity without any feeling for the dead man. Surprised at himself, he said to Aaron,

      'Do not touch the knife, Aaron. Do you know what the fucking emergency number is in Australia?' Sweat dripped from Sebastian’s white face.

      Aaron shook his head. 'No idea.'

      Silence. No one stirred. Both men were thinking about what to do next.

      Aaron said, 'I am calling Jessica, she will know.'

      He took out his phone and dialled. Jessica answered straight away.

      'Jessica, what is the emergency number?'

      'Why, triple zero.'

      'Thanks.' Aaron was not wasting time. He hung up and dialled triple zero.

      It took a long time to make himself understood in his desperation and broken English.

      Because of the remoteness of the place it took police and ambulance over one hour to arrive. Sebastian and Aaron went back to their truck, not knowing what to say or do. All they knew was that they couldn’t help the dead man.
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      ‘But I told you this earlier!’ Sebastian was annoyed. ’No, I did not see when he stabbed the man. It must have happened when I walked around that corner.'

      He pointed to the wide steel frame that held the glass in place and blocked the view into the office.

      'The stabbing must have happened just before I entered.'

      The policewoman was relentless in her questioning and compared Sebastian’s responses to those he had given in the morning.

      'And you are absolutely certain you saw the man you call Arief fire the gun at the other man, who you think is his brother-in-law?'

      'Yes, I’m sure.'

      Since their arrival, two police officers took turns questioning Aaron and Sebastian. When the forensic team finished their work at the crime scene, they put the dead body into a black body bag and zipped it up. Then they put the body bag into the ambulance and drove away. Watching this, the two young men were absolutely exhausted. They were still in shock, annoyed, worn out and starving. Finally, at around six in the evening, they were allowed to leave but had to be on call for further questioning in the coming weeks as they were important witnesses.

      'Yes,' they agreed, 'we will tell our supervisor.'

      On their exit from the warehouse they noticed several journalists with camcorders. A number of people were standing in groups talking to each other excitedly. Sebastian and Aaron quickly drove past them. They felt safe in the shelter of their small truck.

      'Lucky they cannot get on our nerves now.'

      Both men were relieved. They talked a little on the way back, but were asking themselves why this had to happen to them.

      'It was just a freak coincidence that I was looking up in the precise moment the guy fired the shot,' Sebastian said.

      Aaron concluded it was part of their Karma. 'It is that which we can’t foresee or influence. The incident happened and now we have to live with the consequences. It has become part of our lives − whether we like it or not.'

      After a while, Sebastian spoke into the silence.

      'Maybe it’s the omen of the bats my grandpa told me about.'

      'Come on, Sebastian, you’ve got to be kidding!'

      

      Arief raced back to Darwin. All he wanted was to be with Farah. His head was spinning in a blur of feelings and thoughts. He was laughing and crying and feeling relieved and worried at the same time. He had to flee Australia and go back to Jakarta but needed a new identity urgently. His phone rang. With a swift movement he took out the SIM card and tossed it out of the window, cursing at himself for not having thought of it earlier. Now they can't track me down anymore. At the next petrol station he bought a new prepaid SIM card and inserted it into his phone. After a few calls a new passport was in the making that would be handed over to him in person by one of his Chinese contacts, who would come to Australia for that purpose the following week. This time his name was to be Bintang Ramadani. He didn’t like the name because of the religious association of Ramadani with the Muslim month of fasting. He was a born Muslim but he never followed the rules of the Koran.

      After he had spent time crying at Farah's grave, he collected himself again. He needed a place to lay low but had to get a few things from his home first. When he got there later in the afternoon, he parked his car some distance away and walked to his house. He pulled down his hat and checked out the area around his home before he went closer. All seemed to be clear, but as he entered through the back door two armed police officers were waiting for him. 

      'Arief Lee, you are under arrest for the murder of Garuda Megawati.'            

      As they handcuffed him, Arief knew this was the end of his long troublesome life of freedom. 

      

      When Sebastian and Aaron arrived back at the orchard that night, Jessica was waiting on the veranda. They were welcomed like heroes. She had prepared a lavish buffet including grilled chicken, kebabs, baked potatoes, salads, pickles, fruit, and plenty of cold beer. The other teams gathered to listen to the news. The two young fruit pickers ate, drank and answered questions but exhaustion soon took over. Jessica told them a detective had visited earlier to speak with her. It was imperative for Sebastian and Aaron to be on call to assist the police in their investigation. An appointment had been arranged for two days later in the morning. Jessica gave them the week off to recover from their ordeal. On the way to his room Sebastian thought of Magda and his family and how they would take the news. He couldn’t believe how his life had changed in an instant. In the morning he would write a long email to Magda and his parents. Despite the dreadful experience and turmoil of the day he fell into a dreamless sleep.

      The next day another big surprise awaited them. When they were having breakfast, Jessica put the newspaper under their noses. The front page of the NT News showed a big picture of Sebastian and Aaron when they were leaving the warehouse in the small truck. The photograph was taken from outside the driver’s side, so Sebastian’s face was clearly visible while the passenger side with Aaron was blurred. An article was printed under the picture, with a bold heading that read:

      

      
        
        German Fruit Picker Crown Witness in Bizarre Murder Case, Pine Creek, Northern Territory

        

      

      
        
        A young German man, in Australia on a working holiday, has become the lead witness in a bizarre murder case. When he and his workmate delivered mangoes to a depot outside Pine Creek, *Klaus (*name changed) saw a man shoot at another man. On investigation, *Klaus found the dead body with head and chest injuries. The killer is known under the name of Arief Lee, who is the cofounder of a recently established fruit distribution business called Megawati & Lee Fruit Suppliers. Arief Lee has been arrested at his Darwin home and charged with the murder of his brother-in-law and business associate, Garuda Megawati. Both men are alleged to have Indonesian connections.

        

      

      ‘But how do they know all this?' Sebastian asked.

      'The Commissioner spoke to the press in a TV interview on the nightly news.' Jessica sat down. 'Apparently there is a lot of guessing about the two men’s identities. They say they may be two criminals on the run from Indonesian authorities, but this is not yet confirmed.'

      Aaron dropped a piece of fruit in surprise. 'What were they running from?'

      'They may be drug dealers.'

      'Drug dealers as fruit dealers? Funny.' Aaron was amused.

      'No, clever!' Sebastian said. 'I always thought that Arief Lee had a screwed face.'

      'What do you mean?' Jessica and Aaron asked at the same time.

      'Well, he really didn’t look like an ordinary fruit dealer. Somehow he seemed messed up − confused and sad, as if he had been through a lot of hardship in his life.'

      The next morning a team of detectives arrived demanding to speak with Sebastian and Aaron. The detectives asked the same questions the two young men had answered two days ago. Sebastian repeated that he did not see the stabbing; That all he saw was the moment when the man he knew as Arief fired the gun and how the other man fell on the floor, and that when he entered the office Arief was gone.

      The detectives confirmed that Arief Lee and Garuda Megawati were hunted drug dealers from Jakarta and that they had come to Australia on false passports. Their registered names in Indonesia were Wahir Dur Gus, alias Garuda Megawati, and Heryanto Sukarnoputri, alias Arief Lee. One of the detectives also asked if Sebastian or Aaron had ever met a woman in the warehouse called Farah but they both denied this. According to the immigration authority, Farah was part of a triad when they entered Australia, but she was now missing.

      The days that followed were full of revelations about the cross-border drug deals of the trio, the killing of the Eagle, and the search for the mysterious woman called Farah. Through the Internet, Sebastian’s picture went all over the world in connection with witnessing the murder of one of the world’s most notorious drug lords.

      

      In Jakarta, the leading newspaper, TEMPO.CO, revealed the National Narcotics Agency (BNN) had found over one hundred kilograms of heroin, fifty kilograms of crystal meth plus one hundred and fifty-thousand ecstasy pills at the Eagles home before he disappeared together with his sister- and brother-in-law two years ago. Trained dogs of the BNN found the goods carefully packed behind the wooden wall panels in different rooms. Every packet had a number that related to a delivery address. Detectives then extracted the relevant list from Garuda’s deleted computer files. The list exposed the names and addresses of each client. As a consequence, an initiative had been started between the National Narcotics Agency (BNN) and the Bank of Indonesia for the prevention and eradication of drug abuse and distribution in Indonesia that was now well under way. As many drug-related transactions were conducted through banks, Bank of Indonesia was now actively involved in the drug eradication effort. Most of the accounts of Wahir Dur Gus, alias Eagle, which were identified as dealing with drugs, were frozen.

      Within the drug scene, news of the Eagle’s death spread fast, and the Wolf, Eagle’s competitor, was happy. With the Eagle dead and Heryanto Sukarnoputri, the mastermind behind the Eagle’s drug business imprisoned, major Chinese drug suppliers would soon change over to the Wolf. But the Wolf wasn’t aware of Heryanto’s loyal friends, who had always been treated fairly and paid very well for their work. It was in their interest to get Heryanto freed up in Australia so they wouldn’t lose their generous income. Imam, Garuda’s manager, felt especially obliged to help Arief, because Arief had paid for his children’s education. Although Imam offered Arief to pay him back in instalments, Arief didn’t accept any payback. He said he was happy to help Imam’s children and told him about his sadness not to have children of his own.

      

      Two weeks later, when things appeared to have calmed down a little, Sebastian and Aaron were walking out of the Katherine cinema when Aaron whispered to Sebastian:

      'I think we are being followed by someone.'

      'What did you say?'

      'Fuck, someone is following us!' Aaron had gone pale.

      Sebastian stiffened. 'Let’s cross the road at the pedestrian crossing, then change sides again after a few meters to see if we are really being followed.'

      The man behind them followed them across the road then back again.

      Yes, they were being followed.

      With panic in his voice, Aaron asked: 'What do we do?'

      'Confront him.'

      'Have you gone completely nuts, Sebastian?'

      Without further comment, Sebastian stopped abruptly and turned around to face their follower. The sudden stop let the man nearly bump into Sebastian. He came to a standstill. The two men faced each other silently for a moment.

      Sebastian’s voice was harsh. 'What do you want? Who are you?'

      The man, undoubtedly of Chinese origin and with a cold look, drew a knife and held it in front of Sebastian, who turned to stone.

      Dead silence followed.

      Sebastian awaited his death.

      No feeling.

      No thought.

      In bewilderment, the Chinese man stepped back and looked Sebastian up and down. Was that compassion in his gaze? Was he smiling? The man turned away and disappeared amongst a group of tourists.  

      Sebastian swallowed deeply after his near death experience.

      'Did you just see what I saw?'

      'Yes.' Aaron answered, shocked. 'I saw what you saw.'

      'The police station is right there. Let’s report it.'

      

      'So, let me get this clear. You are the guy who witnessed the killing of the drug lord from Jakarta?' The constable held up the picture in the NT News and compared it with Sebastian’s face.

      'Yes, that’s me.' Sebastian managed a smile despite the shock he was still in.

      'And the Chinese man drew a knife on you, and your friend Aaron saw it?'

      'Yes.' Aaron said. 'I was standing right next to them.'

      'You know,' the constable said after a while, 'you should be under protection and not running around like a free range chicken!'

      The humour made them relax a little.

      'You can call yourself the luckiest guy on earth to be alive right now.'

      'Yes, I certainly do call myself lucky.'

      'So why do you think he did not stab you? What made him change his mind?'

      Aaron answered on behalf of Sebastian: 'Because the would-be killer was attracted to my friend.'

      'Attracted? In what way?'

      'In a sexual way.' Aaron spoke the words loud, slow and clear.

      The constable looked at Aaron, then at Sebastian and back at Aaron.

      'Okay, I understand.'

      Aaron said: 'Just to be clear, we are not a couple.'

      Sebastian rolled his eyes.

      The officer grinned. 'I said, I understand.'

      

      Two police officers drove Sebastian and Aaron back to the orchard and organised a security firm to stand guard at their accommodation. Sebastian was assigned a lawyer, Glenn Moore, a serious man with a stern expression. Sebastian noticed his unusually firm handshake. Despite the heat, Glenn Moore was dressed in a dark grey suit with a white shirt and tie. He had a hat on too and Sebastian thought the man looked odd. All his facial features and appearance matched those of Charlie Chaplin, except this lawyer was a lot taller. Sebastian was by no means short − at one meter eighty-eight, he was taller than most guys, but Glenn Moore almost reached two meters. He spoke in a broad Australian accent and had to repeat himself several times before Sebastian and Aaron understood what he was saying.

      'I suggest we apply for an urgent witness protection program to be put in place until the court hearing, which could be weeks away.'

      Aaron looked confused: 'My flight back to Israel is booked for the fifteenth of December. I suppose this protection plan won’t affect my departure?'

      'No', Glenn Moore answered. 'It doesn’t affect you and you can fly home. We may have to contact you again via videoconference to make a statement in court about the killing attempt. My team and I are more concerned about Sebastian as he is the key witness to the murder and now someone has tried to kill him.'

      He turned to Sebastian. 'Even if we allow you to fly back to Germany, we cannot guarantee your safety, because the people we are dealing with are cold-blooded hit men and their instruction is to kill you − no matter where in the world you are.'

      Sebastian: 'What if the murderer gets extradited to Indonesia?'

      Glenn Moore: 'Unlikely. His earlier drug-related offence back in Jakarta carries the death penalty in Indonesia, in which case Australia will most likely refuse a request for extradition.'

      'Okay then, that’s fine', Sebastian agreed. 'I don’t mind staying here, as long as you can guarantee my safety.'

      Glenn Moore looked relieved. 'Okay, so the next step is to let immigration know what’s happening and to extend your visa. While this is in progress we will arrange for a safe place for you to go until the court hearing.'

      'Oh, does that mean I have to leave this place,' Sebastian asked.

      'Well, yes, your picture and your whereabouts are all over the Internet.'

      Sebastian thought for a while. Instead of feeling scared he was excited. Great, I don’t have to return home. More adventure ahead of me!

      He smiled as he said: 'You know, you couldn’t do me a bigger favour.'

      They laughed.

      Glenn Moore spoke decisively. 'You’ll hear from me within the next forty-eight hours. Until then, stay inside the house and prepare yourselves to leave. Aaron, you will be taken to the airport under police guard. Security personnel are guarding the area around your accommodation until you have both departed.'

      They shook hands again. This time, Moore’s handshake was softer.
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      Even with the big Land Rover it was difficult to drive on this road. They were on the way to an aboriginal outstation somewhere between Yirrkala and Nhumlunbuy, in northeast Arnhem Land in the north of Australia. The driver did his best to swerve around rocky stones, potholes and spiky shrubs. It was a bumpy ride, and Sebastian had a headache. The breaks outside in the humid heat didn’t help but made his headache worse. The air-conditioning was on high and Sebastian enjoyed the cold air blowing in his face.

      'Are you gut?' Dural tried to throw in some German words.

      He looked wild and earthy with a grey long beard that covered half his face and almost touched his huge protruding belly. Uncombed fuzzy hair, intermingled with yellow bleached streaks, surrounded his head in a tangle. His facial features were those of an Aboriginal; he had a wide flat nose, and strong bushy eyebrows further evoked his deeply set black eyes. Dural’s father was Swiss and had come to Arnhem Land in the sixties to work in the bauxite mine near Nhulunbuy, then called Nabalco. Dural’s mother was an aboriginal woman who was employed in Nabalco’s office. She was from this area.

      'Maybe not. I think I am coming down with a cold or something.'

      Sebastian was stressed by his quick departure from the orchard. Everything had to happen fast, and he felt he hadn’t properly said goodbye to Aaron, who looked sad when Sebastian left. Nor had he found the time to write an email to his parents, so he called them instead. They were shocked by what they were reading in the news, but relieved that the lawyer made sure their son was safe.

      'Yes, safety first,' the lawyer told Sebastian. Glenn Moore called him the day after their meeting to let him know Dural would pick him up the following day to take him to Arnhem Land, where Sebastian was due to meet a man by the name of Tjandamurra, who would look after him.

      'Tjandamurra must mix you a brew with nambara. It will help your cold.'

      'And what is that?' Sebastian asked,  annoyed about another new word he didn’t know.

      'Nambara are the leaves of the paperbark tree. The leaves are crumbled into hot water and left to steep. You inhale the aroma. And for headaches, the inner bark of the paperbark tree is pounded and soaked in warm water, used as a drink or wash and applied to head, neck and ears.'

      'Who is Tjandamurra?' Sebastian was curious.

      'His tribal name is Djiniyini Gurruwirra, but everybody calls him Tjandamurra.'

      'How did he get his nickname?'

      Dural loved to talk about his people. 'The historic Tjandamurra who inspires us,  was a famous guerrilla fighter − he was one of the few who fought the European colonisers in Australia. He lived from 1873 to 1897. Our Tjandamurra today is still young but respected by our community like an Elder.'

      'Why?' Sebastian was more and more interested in what he heard.

      'Well, he passionately lives the outstation life and by doing so applies and reworks the knowledge and wisdom of our ancestors, but he is also reviving lost knowledge. It is important for us to keep our knowledge alive so we can pass it on to our next generations.'

      'Tell me about the outstation life!' Sebastian was keen to learn about the place he was being sent to. No one had told him anything yet, and he was bursting with curiosity.

      'It was introduced to Arnhem Land as an initiative by the government in the 1970s. It is supposed to help Yolngu move back to and control their clan lands. You can also call it a homeland away from the pressures of life at Yirrkala and Nhulunbuy.'

      Dural paused for Sebastian to ask more questions, but Sebastian waited for Dural to carry on.

      'Tjandamurra leads rehabilitation programs for aboriginal young people who have been in prison. He helps them re-connect to our land by taking them into the bush after their terrifying ordeal. Through rituals such as dance, song and body paint he helps them access their dreams again. These rituals show episodes of the dreamtime. His half-brother is in Darwin Don Dale Youth Detention for aggravated robbery. Some of our people die in there for lack of connection to their people and land.'

      'Are dreams and dreamtime the same?' Sebastian asked.

      'Essentially yes,' Dural answered. 'Dreams are more individual while the dreamtime comprises the whole.'

      'What about his parents?'

      'His ancestor bloodline is not clear because Tjandamurra’s mother was affected by the lost generation policy. As a young child she was forcibly taken away from her family and brought to a Methodist mission on Elcho Island. Her connection to her kinship is lost. Tjandamurra’s grandfather, his father’s father, was Yolngu who helped fight the Japanese in the 1940s, protecting the north coast of Australia. A Japanese soldier shot him dead. His father died young of diabetes.'

      Sebastian was surprised. 'I didn’t know Aborigines fought in the Australian military at that time!'  

      'There are many facts that are not known about Aborigines and many of these facts are kept secret.' Dural seemed to get upset as his voice became shaky and his eyes watered.

      'In 1941 a special reconnaissance unit of Yolngu men was formed to help repel Japanese raids on Australia’s northern coastline. It was then when Yolngu made contact with Australian and US service men. This was also the time when petrol sniffing began.'

      'Yes, I have heard about that. I guess they do it all over the world. Years of sniffing fuck up the brain.' Sebastian said.

      'It sure does.' Dural agreed. 'Even I sniffed for a while when I was young. Shit, still don’t get why I did that.' He was getting more upset.

      Time to change the topic, Sebastian thought. 'So, what about Tjandamurra’s mother? Is she still around?'

      'Yes, she’s a weaver. She is out in the bush a lot and collects pandanus leaves, which she dyes and then weaves into baskets, dilly bags, mats and strainers for leaching food. Sometimes she sells her products to the tourists.'

      'Where would she find tourists in this countryside?' Sebastian asked.

      'There are a few campsites around here, but the tourists have to have permits because this is protected aboriginal land with limited access.' Dural continued proudly: 'If I catch tourists without a permit I fine them because I am a ranger.'

      'But how do the tourists know they have to have a permit here?' Sebastian asked, confused.

      Dural was resolute in his opinion. 'If you travel the country of other people, you have to inform yourself. Not knowing the rules is not an excuse around here.'

      'I understand.' Sebastian sensed hostility in Dural’s voice. He was amazed at his strong aboriginality despite his father being Swiss. Much later Sebastian found out that his grandparents had raised Dural while his father had played only a minor role in his upbringing. This was a common practice among Aborigines as grandparents and extended family members played an active role in child care and in the education and passing on of cultural knowledge, customs and family beliefs.

      

      This was their second day of driving. They had left Katherine the day before in the morning and stopped in a small place called Bulman Weemol in Main Arnhem Land, four hundred kilometres east of Katherine. The road was red and dusty and when they got there, they thought themselves lucky to find accommodation and a store where they bought something to eat.

      There was a festival, called a corroboree, with aboriginal dancing and an art display run by indigenous women, with jewellery made of a variety of dyed seed pods, fabrics and scarves with aboriginal patterns, canvas and bark paintings, woven baskets and mats, and much more. When the flaming hot sun disappeared behind the horizon, there were more dance performances. The local Aborigines used white clay to paint each other with symbols and patterns. Dressed with red headbands and red cloth casually wrapped around their waists, they danced by imitating crane birds, kangaroos and crocodiles while others were playing the didgeridoo and clapping sticks.

      The community was in high spirits and when darkness took over, the children watched an animated version of The Rainbow Serpent, a story about the history of origins on aboriginal terms, on an outdoor screen. A feast was cooking in the earth oven that was covered with large sheets of paper bark and tended by several men. The smell of roasting meat and vegetables spread through the village making hungry mouths water. Another highlight was when they put a fish sculpture on fire. It was made of rope and thin wire that had been soaked in kerosene before and hung off a scaffold. Sebastian watched the rapidly burning flames, which were swept along by the warm evening wind. The flickering light reflected on the excited faces of the onlookers. They felt the deep relationship between them and the country and expressed their gratitude to nature that looked after them as long as humankind looked after her. The exchange of values, actions and products with the purpose of benefitting each other gave the Aborigines a sense of stability and trust.

      Sebastian was one of a handful of white fellas enjoying the various activities. The Aborigines were friendly with big smiles on their faces, inviting him to join them for the late meal and drink. The meat was so tender it dissolved in his mouth, and the taste foreign − earth-like and aromatic from the herbs and vegetables it was cooked in. Their natural way of being and excitement to share their culture and tradition with him and each other delighted Sebastian. It was an experience he would never forget.

      

      Dural woke him from his thoughts.

      'We are almost there. Do you see the huge paperbark swamp in the distance?'

      'Yes, I see it. Is that grass in front of it?'

      'It is sedge. Sedge grows in the wetlands. During dry periods we harvest the juicy corms.'

      Dural tried in vain to avoid a large pothole. The Land Rover went right through it, splashing up water and making the two passengers jump in their seats.

      'Your hideout is at the side just outside the wetland. There are a few cabins under a large banyan tree, surrounded by pockets of rainforest. They were built for tourist accommodation but we found the tourists too intrusive. So, now we are using them for people like you, and our young people who have lost their dreams. The cabins are self-contained. There is even air-conditioning.'

      'Great!’ Sebastian was happy. He would have time for himself, read books and surf the net again.

      'What about Internet?' He asked with a sudden thought.

      Dural was amused. 'Don’t worry young man. There is Wi-Fi but not inside the cabin. For that you have to walk up a little hill. You’ll get a signal for your mobile connection and Wi-Fi on top of the hill. We call it Signal Hill.'

      Sebastian had noticed a few times before that distances covering hundreds of kilometres in Australia were described as just down the road. It took another two hours of bumpy and dusty gravel road until they reached their destination.

      On arrival, Sebastian could hardly believe his eyes. They had reached an oasis after a long ride through a desert-like landscape. He stepped out of the Land Rover and was overwhelmed by the cool fresh air and the smell of earth. Bird song and buzzing insects filled the air like a melody. An old huge banyan tree had spread its aerial prop roots like a jungle over a wide area. The focal point was a hollow tree trunk over two meters in diameter that was surrounded by winding and tangled-up prop roots, which must have earlier grown around another trunk that had rotted away. To Sebastian’s surprise, the space within looked inhabited.

      The banyan spread out sideways in all directions. The main trunk was hard to make out as the prop roots had developed into trunks themselves, the whole resembling a forest. Six wooden cabins were built into the various spaces of the banyan. Each cabin looked different as their designs were adapted around the prop roots of the tree. One cabin stood out as it was built vertically along a trunk with a veranda reaching out into the forest. This was the community cabin for the tourists but was now used as an office for Tjandamurra’s rehabilitation centre. The crown of the banyan, comprising large, glossy green oval leaves, provided shade over the entire village. In the light breeze, filtered sunlight cut through the rustling leaves and radiated off the surfaces in an ever-changing interplay of light and shade.

      Dural pointed to Sebastian’s cabin. It was isolated from the others and almost screened off by a row of prop roots and new growth. A small staircase let up to the entrance door with a small seating area in front of it. Inside the wooden walls a self-contained studio apartment awaited him. A double bed tucked away behind a fabric screen, a gas stove, sink, a fridge and a separate bathroom with shower and toilet.

      Each wall had a window that gave the room an abundance of light. It was clean and smelled of fresh linen.

      They unloaded the Land Rover and filled the fridges and freezers. They had stopped at a supermarket along the way, and as shopping trips would only happen once a week, they had plenty of supplies. Sebastian’s cabin fridge was filled to the limit, and he was all set and ready for his out-time. He could not have wished for more, and in this peaceful world away from it all he felt safe.

      The place was idyllic. The lush area around the banyan was covered with healthy green plants and grass. Sebastian walked a narrow stony path that lead to a small water hole with clear sparkling water. It was located under an outcropping of rocks − the kind of place snakes like. Water splashed against the surrounding rock wall in tiny waves coming from a great depth. There was no creek that fed the pool, so Sebastian concluded the water rose from a spring. On his way back he would go for a quick dip. He followed the path uphill and spotted a wooden mast with several antennae. This must be Signal Hill. A small wooden shelter − just big enough for two people, stood on the top. Under it, a wooden table with a bench provided for comfort whilst enjoying the panoramic view over the open country comprising a mixture of scrubland with sporadic tufts of trees, wetlands, and sandy coastline in front of the deep blue ocean in the distance.

      The setting was the perfect location for a long rest. Equipped with his laptop, Sebastian sat down and breathed in the clean fresh air. The light warm breeze dried up his sweat and the magic of the place let him forget his predicament. After a while of blissful contemplation he opened his computer and wrote a long email to Magda. He couldn't type fast enough to tell her about the events of the past weeks. Internet was fast too. Divine!

      In the corner of his eye he noticed a movement. With a sudden jerk he swung around. Tjandamurra was standing there, holding a beautifully handcrafted spear. He smiled, exposing two rows of straight white teeth that stood in sharp contrast to his black face.

      'I pick you up. Soon there will be a thunderstorm.'

      With the spear in his hand he raised his arm and pointed to a dark brew of heavy clouds above them, his gesture hinting at a deep-seated fighter spirit. The spear was made of a wooden shaft with a pointed head at the end. The carefully carved barbs just before it terminated into the sharpened end took all of Sebastian’s attention. Then he looked at Tjandamurra, who personified a mixture of past and present. He carried his spear whilst walking with earphones. The latest iPhone showed pride of his heritage and culture, yet keeping up with trends and latest technology.

      His black curly hair fell casually on his forehead, partly concealing his wide twinkling eyes that gave an intense but warm gaze. G-star denim shorts and a red armband was all he wore. Sebastian liked him straight away.

      'Hi Tjandamurra, it’s nice to meet you.' Sebastian said.

      Tjandamurra kept smiling his bright smile but didn’t respond.

      With time Sebastian learnt that formalities weren’t Tjandamurra’s traits. Whatever he did was done with nonchalance.

      'We better hurry.'

      Again he pointed with his spear, this time toward the path leading down Signal Hill, reminding Sebastian of a warrior showing his army of fighters the way to safety.

      Tjandamurra led the way back with Sebastian following close behind. He moved fast and sleek like a cat. His firm and chiseled calf muscles were the products of his life in the bush and doing everything on foot. There was not a gram of fat on his slim yet muscular body. Suddenly Sebastian realised how much he missed the company of another man. Erotic thoughts entered his mind, which he tried hard to dismiss. This was not the right place or time to think about sex. Instead he said in a low voice:

      'Your spear is beautiful.'

      Tjandamurra stopped and turned around to face him. As if he could read Sebastian’s mind, he answered,

      'So are your thoughts.'

      They looked at each other and laughed, realising the ambiguity of their conversation. Their friendship was sealed.

      'You know,' Tjandamurra said after a while, 'It’s my grandfather’s spear. He was a funny man because he preferred his spear to his gun to fight the Japanese soldiers. In return they shot him dead.'

      Sebastian: 'I’d say he was a proud man.'

      Tjandamurra: 'Okay, proud and funny.'

      Sebastian: 'Proud, funny and brave.'

      Tjandamurra: 'Proud, funny and brave, but killed for being proud, funny and brave. Without the bloody colonisers he would have died a decent death. And so would my father.'

      The mood changed from lightheartedness to the weight of Tjandamurra’s words.                     

      

      In the nineteenth century, when white settlers arrived in Arnhem Land, they brought along new animals and new foods, which triggered new diseases like tuberculosis, diabetes, and heart disease amongst Aborigines. Aborigines were denied their traditional search for food through hunting and gathering, and they were given instead flour, sugar, tea and eventually alcohol. Later, in the early twentieth century, they got used to living off the new welfare system introduced by the Europeans. Their physical exercise decreased to almost non-existent, many of them doing nothing but waiting for their welfare money to buy alcohol. From that time onwards, the health of the Aborigines deteriorated nationwide. Sebastian remembered the passing scenes on his way to Arnhem Land with Dural. Groups of Aborigines sat together under trees and in front of small supermarkets, drinking from bottles hidden in brown paper bags. Others were hanging around lazily while their children played around them. Their appearance untidy. The adults gave off an unhealthy energy - with the atmosphere as a whole poisoned.

      Tjandamurra’s father had died of the consequences of diabetes. His illness was never properly treated because medical facilities in the outback were rare and often inaccessible. His father developed abscesses on his feet, which eventually spread to his legs. The abscesses caused inflammation of the bones of which he then died.

      

      Isolated raindrops were falling heavily in anticipation of the approaching storm. The rainy season was under way and electric thunderstorms happened almost daily. Soon tropical monsoons would bring regular heavy downpours causing low-lying areas to flood. For Yolngu, who called the rainy season barramirri, it meant that plant life flourished and all things grew. They collected wild plums, bush apples, beans and ice plant. Fish, shellfish and crabs in the coastal regions became a staple diet. Kangaroos and wallabies gave birth, and as well as their milk the joeys fed on the first yellow shoots that cracked the earth and turned green. The humidity was high and the temperature consistently around thirty-three degrees.

      They reached the camp just in time before the rain started. Tjandamurra told Sebastian to wait out the storm in his hut, and with those words he disappeared into the cave of the banyan.

      

      There was a knock on Sebastian’s door.

      'Hi Tjandamurra!' Sebastian pronounced the name carefully to get it right.

      Tjandamurra laughed. 'Call me Janda.'

      'Hi Janda!'

      Janda looked like he did the day before with his spear in hand, G-Star Jeans shorts, his iPhone and earphone cables sticking out of his back pockets, and his red armband.

      'Today I want to show you around and also show you my office.'

      While Sebastian was still struggling to put his shoes on, Janda was already standing outside, waiting.

      'Let’s start with my office. Don’t be frightened.'

      'Why would I be frightened to see your office?'

      'You’ll see.'

      They climbed the winding staircase around one of the banyan trunks to Janda’s office. He tried to open the door, but it got stuck. So Janda climbed through the window around the corner which seemed to be permanently open as it was covered with a densely spun spider web with various dead insects in it. Sebastian didn’t dare to think of the size of the spider that must have spun this enormous web. Janda used his spear to make a hole in it, making sure the hole was just big enough for him to squeeze through. He had bits and pieces of spider web and dead insects hanging on him when he opened the door for Sebastian to enter. As funny as Janda looked, Sebastian’s smile froze, as he could hardly believe what he saw in front of him.

      Every inch of sticky surface in the office was covered with blown and thrown around papers, bills, letters, pencils, leaves, twigs, a ruler, note pads, calculators, pens, empty torn bags, and ripped up boxes. An old-fashioned fax machine, tucked away in the furthest corner away from the window, was piled up with unread faxes. A desktop computer with an ancient monitor was hooked up in a tangle of cables under a tabletop, consisting of an old plywood sheet with broken edges, which was supported by two tree trunks. It was obvious the office had been cluttered over a long time.

      'Hm.' Sebastian said with a frown.

      Janda: 'Little money from the government, except for food and we pay no rent. I need help with the paper work, and need to report the progress of the young people, who I try to give their dreams back.'

      'Sure Janda, I’ll try to help you as much as I can.'

      Janda grabbed his shoulder from behind like a warrior. Two rows of white teeth shone in Sebastian’s face. Janda handed over his thick notebook.

      'You’re a good man,' said Janda.

      'I know.' They shook with laughter over Sebastian’s wit.

      

      The daily downpours, the sun and the moon regulated time and life under and around the banyan. Had it not been for Christmas wishes from Magda and Sebastian’s parents, the event would have passed unnoticed. Sebastian’s mind focused entirely on Janda’s storytelling, typing up reports of individual young men who had visited the place before him, and what was going on around him. On one of their many walks together, Janda took Sebastian to a sacred place with aboriginal rock art that had been engraved in the rock thousands of years ago. It showed thin vertical creatures, looking like human stick people, called mimis; spirit creatures who left no tracks. They came out of the underworld, from out of the earth and hills to prepare the land for the next day. Mimis were the ones who kept the country tidy. They groomed the bushes, fed the fish and fixed broken branches. Also known for stealing the souls of others, mimis were playful as they enticed and enchanted people with their magic powers. Other rock paintings featured yams depicted in human form, and hunters with spears chasing after animals. Crocodiles, kangaroos, birds and snakes had been drawn simply but clearly recognisable by ancestral aboriginal generations.                                                

      They made damper − the traditional way. Janda showed Sebastian the mulga tree, from which they collected seed. Before they ground up the seed with a big oval stone on a flat rocky surface, Janda threw the seeds into the air with a coolamon, a dish made of bark with curved sides he had cut out of a tree trunk, so the wind could winnow the seeds from their pods. Then, Janda mixed the seed with water into a thick paste that was baked in the ashes of a fire. He used glowing sticks to toast the upper surface until he could turn the loaf and cover it with ashes and coals to cook it through.

      While they were sitting by the fire, they had long conversations. Janda asked about the cross Sebastian was wearing and Sebastian told him about his parent’s devotion to church, and that he still hadn’t told his parents about him being gay. For this reason alone he had become an atheist. As Janda had a story for every life situation, he remembered Dust Echoes. The main theme was about identity and relationships. He said Dhuwa moiety at Wugularr (Beswick) community owned the story. It was a story about a young man, who believed he was a disappointment to his father because he was a bad hunter. The mimis took him away and taught him to be happy and joyful by giving him wives and food. His father missed him terribly and searched for him until his hair grew long. When he found his son again, he pulled him out of the underworld and took him back home. The son joyfully realised that his father loved and accepted him the way he was. After the story Janda decided on a totem by which Sebastian could live. He chose the sea turtle as the wisdom of the animal taught us to stay strong despite obstacles. It could stay grounded even in moments of disturbance and chaos. The next day he gave Sebastian a small wooden crafted sea turtle that he hung around Sebastian’s neck. While he did that he sang and danced the totem dance by thrusting up dust with his feet to release the ancestors powers. It was a unique experience for Sebastian and he felt close to tears when he accepted the gift. On various occasions after that the two men discussed religion.

      Once Janda’s mother, Aroonah, joined them. She said during her childhood at the Methodist station she learnt about the love of Jesus, but in her later life she could feel no affection for Him. Aroonah was affectionate towards Sebastian. She said the one who is a friend to her son is her friend too. Like Janda, she had curly hair, but hers was almost white. The lines in her face spoke of deep sorrow yet her smile was all embracing. There were several front teeth missing that made her speak with a lisp, but when she spoke, she spoke wisely. She was wearing a loose dress with a flower pattern hinting at contours of sagged breasts and folds underneath. Her feet were wide with spread out toes and worn skin − the kind of feet that had never been inside shoes. Long and slender pandanus leaves stuck out at the top of a handmade basket tied to her back, tickling her head.

      Mother and son told Sebastian the story about two ancestral beings, the Wawilak Sisters, which had been told to Janda during djungguwan through song, dance and art. Djungguwan was an initiation ceremony that aimed to teach young boys about discipline, law and respect for the traditions of their people. It was the ceremony of transition, teaching and remembering.

      Mother and son took turns telling the story.

      
        
        'In eastern and central Arnhem Land two creator women, the djan’kawu sisters, gave birth to the first children of the dhuwa moiety. Another pair of ancestral sisters, the wawilak, laid down much of the law and ceremony for those children to follow. As they travelled though Arnhem Land the wawilak sisters hunted, gathered food and made camp like the Yolngu of today. But like all ancestral beings their actions took on a creative and land-transforming nature; and as they travelled they sang, naming and thereby giving meaning to the country and everything upon it. They created great ceremonies like the djungguwan through which they taught the first ancestral people of this country, the djuwany, the sacred and moral law, which has been handed down to this day.'

        

      

      Aroonah and Janda fell silent. They were sitting in a circle, each one in deep thoughts.

      'Why did you tell me that story?' Sebastian asked.

      'Because it is important.' Aroonah answered.

      'May be the story is not relevant for me,' Sebastian thought aloud.

      'For you, Sebastian, the purpose of the story is important, not so much the content — although even the content is of great value.' Aroonah said.

      Sebastian knew he didn’t have to ask any further. Aroonah had given him all the necessary information; the rest was left up to him to figure out. What did she mean? The legend was told during the initiation of young aboriginal men and hinted at a conflict. Take responsibility, be respectful, find a woman. Sebastian’s conflict comprised his reality of being different from conventional men. The content of the legend was about identity and roots. What do I want? What do I live for? Where am I going? Who am I? Time has come to be clear about myself. I must get ready to make decisions for my future. He thanked Aroonah and Janda and sat down on his veranda to think.
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      It was a wet day in late January when Glenn Moore phoned. The defendant Heryanto Sukarnoputri, alias Arief Lee, had entered a plea of not guilty. A bail application was denied and Arief Lee remained in custody. The Committal Hearing in the Darwin Magistrate Court determined that there was sufficient evidence for the defendant to be placed on trial in the Supreme Court. A trial date was set for early April when Heryanto Sukarnoputri’s case would be dealt with by a judge and jury. The jury would hear submissions from both the prosecution and defence. The judge would then proceed to sentencing. Glenn Moore would have to meet Sebastian to discuss matters and go over his witness report. They arranged an appointment for the 25th of March in the camp. He would also bring two hired suits for fitting.

      'Until then, keep your head low,' Glenn Moore said jokingly.

      

      That same day Hunter Chase arrived in the camp. He had spent the past five years in Darwin Don Dale Prison for rape. Dural prepared one hut in the banyan before he picked Hunter up from Don Dale. When they arrived in the camp at the end of the day, they were exhausted from the travel and the departure procedure. Documents had to be signed, belongings collected and there was humiliation from the guards, who had called Hunter Chase an ape.

      Hunter wasn’t an ape. He was a middle-aged man and looked confused. According to Janda, Hunter Chase used to be a kind family man with four children. His wife could not look after their children because of her alcohol and drug problems, so Hunter Chase quit his job as a mine worker and tried to take things at home in his own hands. While his wife was drunk in bed, Hunter Chase received a visit from one of his nieces, who came to offer a helping hand. Instead, Hunter took the visit for an invitation to have sex. He raped his own niece who fell pregnant too, but later miscarried. His four children were put into foster care. The two younger ones went to foster families while the other two went to live in a state-run institution.                                        

      The time he spent in prison had changed him. He lost his connection to his tribe, kin and country. The prolonged humiliation during his sentence and the guilt he felt toward his children and his niece reduced Hunter Chase to a pitiful and confused self. According to his own words, he had nothing left to live for. Shabby pants and a torn T-shirt hung loose on his thin body marked by years of bad food and lack of exercise. He held his head bent down, avoided eye contact and didn’t speak. His face withdrawn, he was a destroyed man who had lost his dreams that once meant a period of dreaming and a state of being. Re-entering dreamtime would help him find his identity as an aboriginal man again. It was Janda’s job to help him with that; connect him to his ancestors through ceremonial dances and singing and give him back that feeling of belonging to country that needed him like he needed it.

      This was also the time when Janda’s half-brother was released from prison. Dural introduced him as Wundurra. His one-year prison term seemed to have done no damage to him yet deep down one could sense his hurt. Wundurra was a few years younger than Janda and looked different. With his yellow hair and olive skin his appearance was more that of a white sun-tanned man than that of an Aborigine. Sunglasses and a cap made him look like a tourist. He wore casual shorts, a singlet he changed daily, and sandals. On first impressions, Sebastian thought he behaved like a spoilt kid.

      Aroonah, his mother, was always around him. They shared a close mother-son relationship and lived in one of the cabins in the banyan. When Sebastian watched the two, he was painfully aware how strained his relationship with his own mother was. Okay, she had taken care of him when he was a child; fed, cleaned and protected him, but emotionally, she failed him as he grew older. During his teenage years, she had withdrawn from him. As if she had felt how his homosexuality slowly evolved, she was increasingly reacting like a stubborn, old-fashioned nun who suppressed everything that was not her faith. It was disappointing to have a mother who was not able to understand him and seemed unable to see into his heart. Sebastian admired the harmony between Wundurra and Aroonah and tried not to be envious. However, he had to look twice each time their body language spoke of tenderness and understanding. He noticed every gesture and touch between the two. Those were the moments when he felt lonely, for he longed more and more for a man by whom he was loved and who he could love.                                                                              

      Janda took Wundurra out into the bush occasionally, but Hunter Chase took most of his attention. When Sebastian spent time on Signal Hill he could hear them singing and clapping as the wind carried their voices to him. Although the therapy was foreign to him, Sebastian noticed an improvement in Hunter Chase. After a week in the camp, Hunter reacted to the people around him and after a few weeks of therapy he was talking again—only the most necessary but at least the wall was beginning to crumble.

      Once Janda invited Sebastian to a ceremony and put a pair of clapping sticks in his hands.

      'What do I do with them?' Sebastian asked feeling unsure about his role in the ceremony at an aboriginal sacred place.

      'Clap them,' Janda answered with a big smile and a hint of irony. First Sebastian clapped the sticks tentatively, but as his friends moved faster and their dancing gained intensity, Sebastian became intoxicated by the energy of the ritual. He sat cross-legged on the ground while the Aborigines danced around him. He let himself go with the flow of the chanting and picked up the rhythm as if in a trance.  After the event he couldn’t stop smiling to have found himself in the centre of attraction yet he enjoyed the opportunity to have taken part and learn about the customs of this ancient people.

      

      As the rain subsided, the Aborigines in the coastal regions collected the eggs of sea turtles, crocodiles and water birds. Rainbow lorikeets flocked across north-eastern Arnhem Land and groups of red-tailed black cockatoos came to eat seeds and nuts. Humans and animals prepared for mayaltha, the season of flowering plants that attracted nectar-loving birds to the area. Bush larks, doves and parrots filled the air with beautiful birdsong and fluttering colour.          The bush around the banyan turned into dense jungle of lush green foliage. In it lived a variety of insects, lizards, spider, snakes and birds. Dural looked forward to the fire season, which would clear the dense bush and scrubland of devil devils. They were bad spirits that accumulated in overgrown vegetation. Yolngu believed they got sick when there were too many devil devils in the swamps and scrub. In his dream, Dural saw his ancestors light fires, which were to free the bush from the evil spirits. At the same time, the fires rejuvenated nature by creating habitats for new plants and animals that served his ancestors as food. It was the knowledge of ancient times that his mother had given him.

      The devil devils became a reality. This time they manifested as humans. Dural arrived in the camp visibly upset and shaken. On his return from the supermarket he had come across two Chinese men in an old Mercedes who he stopped for permit control. As he asked them for their permits, the driver told Dural to fuck off. The Chinese sped off. Dural still tried to read the registration, but a thick crust of dried sand covered the number plate.

      'They are after me.' Sebastian said with a shaky voice. 'How do they know I am here?'

      Dural, guessing: 'They may have watched my movements and followed me to my weekly trips to the only big supermarket in the area.'

      'But how did they make the connection between us?' Sebastian asked.

      'It is common knowledge that the Northern Territory Justice System uses Arnhem Land for witness protection. I work for the witness protection service in Katherine.'

      'Did you notice you were being followed?'

      'No. True, I would have noticed.' Dural said.

      Janda asked Dual, 'Do you have your GPS running on your trips?'

      'Well, yes, because I am a ranger and our country is remote. I am supposed to have it running for emergencies.'

      'They may have tracked you down that way,' Janda said.

      'Fuck, they must be sophisticated if they can do that,' Dural replied.

      Janda explained, 'We are dealing with perpetrators we have never seen here before. They work with all means, including technological. Besides, our camp is the closest one to Signal Hill and in its early stages it was advertised as a prime tourist accommodation, then later deleted.'

      'But why only now?' asked Sebastian.

      Janda: 'It takes time to organise it. Find a hacker who can get into the witness protection services system, track global positioning systems, monitor the movements of those working for the WPS; get people over here to track you down. They are obviously foreigners from Indonesia or China. And yes, they are sophisticated and killing is their profession. It is organised crime big time!'

      The silence was chilling. Janda’s theory made sense.

      Dural asked Sebastian, 'Why do they want you dead?'

      'Because without my statement, the prosecution wouldn’t have enough evidence against the murderer. The bastard was clever. He left no fingerprints or DNA. Arief Lee provides for their livelihood well, and this is the reason they want to protect him.'

      Dural was emotional. 'In Indonesia he would get the death penalty, no matter if he was a murderer or a drug trafficker.  I hope this guy will be sent to Indonesia.'

      Sebastian: 'Glenn Moore said that because of the death penalty for murder or drug trafficking in Indonesia, Australia rejects Indonesia’s application for extradition.'

      Dural: 'He will end up in prison here anyway, no matter if he gets a guilty verdict for murder or drug trafficking.'

      Sebastian: 'If they find enough evidence for drug trafficking, then yes.'

      Dural, now upset. 'Haha, our judges protect an Indonesian criminal from getting what he deserves; the death penalty. But they are letting their First Australians die a long slow death.'

      Janda was unperturbed by Dural’s sarcasm as his priority was to save his license to protect witnesses. Helping the witness protection program supplied his rehabilitation camp with the needed financial means. Losing it would be a disaster.

      'I will think of a plan to assure your safety. Give me the night to think it through.' He said to Sebastian.

      He turned to his brother: 'In the meantime, Wundurra will stand guard over the camp. He is an excellent tracker.'

      Wundurra, who had been silent throughout the discussion, nodded in agreement, noticeably proud of the praise from his big brother and to be of use.

      That night, Sebastian felt agitated. Knowing his killers were close made a chill go through him. He had become the centre of attention to many people. His court statement would make a life changing difference to the murderer and all those who made a living from the drug business. He remembered what Aaron said just after the murder. It's our Karma. Sebastian now believed his calling was to learn strength and endurance. Being homosexual was one thing but to live with the consequences was another. He yearned for a loving relationship − for a person to share his life with.

      But how could he make it happen? Just the thought of going back to live with his parents made him feel sick. What he needed was a fundamental change. A life in Australia was tempting; in Sydney, where locals accepted an openly gay culture.                                             

      He tossed and turned in bed wrestling with too many thoughts when he heard a knock at the door. Although he knew that Wundurra was stationed near his hut Sebastian was cautious when he opened slowly. It was Janda. With his spear and huge smile he sat down and told Sebastian of his plan to get rid of the killers. It sounded unrealistic but Sebastian had grown familiar with Janda's way of thinking. Just this time Sebastian himself played a crucial role in it, which he wasn’t comfortable with. Then Janda showed Sebastian an escape route from his hut. It was a hand dug tunnel, starting from under a floor tile in the bathroom and leading away from the hut, ending in bush land about fifty meters away. They went to the bathroom and used a stick with a hook to lift the tile. Janda pulled the tile up with a strong jolt. The men jumped back. A brownish serpent, at least one and a half meters long, shot out of the dark and was as terrified as the men. She jerked threateningly before Sebastian, who stood frozen in front of her.

      'Do not move!' Shouted Janda.

      Too late. In a panic, Sebastian took a step to the side, and the snake snapped. Quickly it threw itself back into the dark hole and disappeared. Janda acted instinctively. He took the tile and closed the hole as fast as he could. Then he shouted at Sebastian.

      'Sit down and lean against the wall. Stretch out your leg and hold it still!'

      He rolled up Sebastian’s trouser leg. There it was; the bite looked like a small scratch. He tore off his armband and wrapped it just above the bite. Again, he told Sebastian not to move or touch the wound.

      'I'm going to get a bandage and the VDK, then we call the Royal Flying Doctor Service. Stay quiet and still. I'm hurrying.'

      VDK? What does he mean with that? Royal Flying Doctor Service? I'm fine and the scratch cannot possibly be a bite from this snake. Confused, Sebastian nodded, remained silent and waited for symptoms. He felt normal and doubted Janda's overreaction.

      Janda returned after five minutes, equipped with the Venom Detection Kit, with which he could take a sample of the poison from the bite and identify it. Then he tied Sebastian's leg from the foot to the knee and used the stick with the hook as a brace.

      'It was a brown snake — I thought so.' Janda concluded after the detector identified the snake’s poison.

      'Will I die?' Sebastian asked, laughing in spite of the serious situation.

      'No, you will not die, as long as you remain calm. I’ll call the Flying Doctor, and they will deliver the antiserum by helicopter.'

      'What?' Sebastian did not trust his ears. 'Am I really poisoned?'

      'Yes, you are. But because of the bandage the poison cannot get into your blood.

      We have about thirty hours. So, do not panic.'

      After Janda had called the Royal Flying Doctor Service, he helped Sebastian into his bed and lay down beside him. They had a sleepless night, but said little.

      'Hey Janda, why did you show me the escape route?'

      'Because I wanted to calm you,' Janda replied, suppressing a laugh.

      'Apart from the snake I would not fit anyway!' Now they both laughed loudly.

      'Okay, I admit it. My idea turned out to be a disaster.'

      At dawn they heard the helicopter. Janda stood up at once to pick up the doctor from the plateau of Signal Hill. Sebastian was surprised that he was doing well. Still no symptoms, thank god.

      'You have no symptoms because of the firm bandage and good advice of your friend to stay still,' said the doctor, who immediately examined him and injected the antiserum. Sebastian felt sick, and he vomited several times because the effect of the counter-poison was so strong. It took another two days until he felt well again. Then came the day when Janda's dreamlike plan came into force, for Dural announced that the professional killers from China had arrived.
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      They were raised as cold-blooded killers by their foster parents − the kind of child soldiers you would find in guerrilla wars. Xie and Ling Li, twin brothers from the Yunnan province and active members of the Chinese mafia, were hired by Megawati's manager Imam to kill Sebastian, a key witness to the murder of the Eagle, Jakarta's most powerful drug king. Arief Lee, his brother-in-law and murderer, was as powerful as the late Eagle because of his connections to the Chinese suppliers. It was in the interest of the entire drug cartel that Arief was set free so he could continue with the lucrative drug deals, which benefitted all those involved. 

      Xie, who was the more intelligent of the brothers, killed people to make a living. Ling killed people because he enjoyed it. Each time an order came in he got excited and looked forward to the death stare in his victim’s eyes. After a killing, Ling felt pleased with himself, which scared his brother. It concerned Xie that one day his own twin brother would kill him to feel good. In his nightmares he saw Ling with red zombie eyes approach him and stabbing him slowly as he collapsed. He saw himself lying on the floor begging his brother to spare his life, but Ling gave him the final blow coldly. Their once close and trustful fraternal relationship deteriorated increasingly. Xie suffered from anxiety and Ling seemed to like Xie's condition. 

      The order to kill Sebastian differed from all their previous orders. So far they had always executed their targets within China. These had previously been easy because their orders had been devised down to the last detail and they knew the reactions of their countrymen. Shooting, stifling, poisoning — they were experts in every method of killing. They had never been in another country, and in Australia everything was different. Officially they had come into the country as tourists with fake passports, which their employer had given them.

      An unknown source in Darwin told them where to find Sebastian.

      The searing heat and loneliness of the red deserts drove them almost crazy. They lost their way despite their navigation because the gravel roads could not be distinguished by anything. Although they were only driving and moving as little as possible, they were always thirsty. Their teeth crunched with sand and dust. The faulty air conditioning was useless. They could not wash since they had strict instructions not to book in anywhere. No drop of water far and wide. Old stinking sweat stuck to them. The stench had penetrated their clothing, and the insects attacked them at dusk. Scratched mosquito bites inflamed and emitted a purulent fluid. Xie and Ling were sick and tired of sleeping hidden in the bush in the old Mercedes that they had picked up from a remote place near Darwin. As soon as possible the job should be done so that they could fly back home and receive their promised share. After a long, challenging ride, they were almost at their destination.

      

      Three days after Ling had sped away from Dural, the brothers made their way towards the old tourist camp near Signal Hill, where they would find Sebastian. They had a high tech gun and silencer, a knife and strangling rope with them. Ling parked the old Mercedes next to another car in a designated parking area. On closer examination, Xie discovered that the other car was a hearse. Fresh flowers decorated the black station wagon and both front doors were signed with an undertaker's logo. The back door was open, giving a view into an empty space provided for a coffin. Ling had a weird grin on his face that hinted at his sick thoughts. The bizarre situation troubled and confused both men. Superstitious thoughts went through Xie’s mind. Why is a goddam hearse standing in the middle of nowhere with an open backdoor? Is this a coincidence or is someone playing a game?  Are we cursed or blessed? Is this the devil showing his face or is God warning us? Fear and self-doubt consumed him while he blindly followed his brother along the path toward the camp near Signal Hill. 

      As they got closer, they smelled smoke and heard chanting and clapping in between other sounds they had never heard before. The bush became thicker and the rising hot morning sun sucked the remaining night moisture out of the earth producing warm rising steam. With the humidity the mosquitoes emerged feasting on the white soft skin of the intruders. Ling became agitated and tried to kill as many mosquitoes as he could. Swearing, he hit and kicked wildly into the surrounding air.

      An eerie feeling made them come to a standstill. Three aboriginal elder women, each with a digging stick, appeared out of the nowhere. They surrounded Ling and Xie, standing so close they almost touched the men, who stood perfectly still. The women's stare was mesmerising. It seemed to come from a distant past loaded with spiritualism, transcending the tangible world and penetrating the men’s souls.

      Ling felt deeply intimidated. No one had ever looked through him like this, but these women could do just that. Under the elders' spell he didn't dare to move or speak. Even breathing became an effort at such physical closeness and intense observation. There was a complete absence of movement as if the women were made of stone. Without batting an eye, one of the elder women placed her digging stick between Ling's feet.

      'You here to see death dance?'

      Silence.

      'Who died?' Xie, who was standing behind his brother, asked in the little English he knew.

      'White fella died.' Aroonah answered, careful to sound mysterious. 

      'Who white fella?' Xie asked, becoming curious.

      Aroonah produced a crumpled piece of old newspaper and held up Sebastian's picture. 

      'White fella this man.' 

      Silence.

      Ling swallowed his disappointment and turned to his brother, speaking in Chinese: 'We have to see his body!'

      'We come see death dance.' Xie said to Aroonah, who was enjoying her role as a mourner which Janda had given her the day before. She’d insisted to get help from her two best friends, Auntie Fa and Mama Pippa, who also seemed to enjoy the distraction from their daily routines. 

      'Follow,' Aroonah said, waving her digging stick to command everybody to walk behind her.

      The group set off. Aroonah was leading, followed by Ling and Xie, and then Auntie Fa followed by Mama Pippa. When they got closer to the mourning site, Mama Pippa hit her clapping sticks, and the women sang and shouted cries of sadness. 

      The women's voices alarmed Janda, Wundurra, Dural and Hunter Chase who had just finished painting Sebastian's face. Mama Pippa, being a ngangkari, something between a general practitioner and a psychiatrist and with an ancient wisdom of bush medicine, knew of a remedy comprising two plants, Cooba and Pituri, causing a coma-like sleep. It scared Sebastian to smoke the ash of the burnt leaves, but Mama Pippa confirmed again and again that she knew what she was doing. She adjusted the correct dose to his weight and made sure he had a good meal before he inhaled it. Ten minutes later, Sebastian felt exhausted and, with Janda's help, crept into the hollow termite eaten tree trunk, which Wundurra and Hunter Chase had prepared for him. They painted a huge sea turtle on it − Sebastian's totem that should continue to protect him during his journey from the state of living into the spiritual world. A cut out area at the head end of the trunk allowed the mourner to see the face of the deceased. The cut out wooden piece would seal the hollow trunk with the body inside. The trunk would then be carried away like a coffin for burial or cremation. 

      Sebastian's face was painted with yellow-brown ochre. He had gone into a deep sleep with his heart rate down to a minimum. Janda placed the handcrafted sea turtle on his chest. This would merge Sebastian’s spirit with his totem, and ensure his spirit would not interfere with those of the living. Wundurra also painted Sebastian’s lips with white clay and created lines around his eyes making his face look lifeless. 

      Dural disappeared when the men heard the group arriving. His job had been to erect wooden posts and piles of dirt around Sebastian's coffin, which acted as physical barriers to chase away the bad spirits. He had also lit a fire that produced a lot of smoke. The smoke would become part of the death dance, for which Wundurra, Hunter Chase and Janda were now preparing. Janda was the lead singer while the other two men joined in with chants and screams. They had painted their bodies and imitated the crawling movement of the sea turtle. This was in honor of Sebastian, who had unexpectedly died of an unknown cause, which made his death superstitious. The dancers expressed their grief and disbelief about his sudden death by repeatedly throwing up their arms, shaking their heads and producing wailing screams. Then they fell back into their dance routine, imitating the slow crawl of the sea turtle, her egg laying, digging them under the sand and protecting her eggs from wild animals.

      

      It was beyond Ling and Xie’s capacity to understand the meaning of the death dance. Yet they were both overwhelmed by what was going on before them. Ling experienced something he had never felt before — awe. He just stood there staring. Auntie Fa led the would-be killers to the log to show them Sebastian's lifeless face. In a show of magic she threw a handful of ash up into the air, which slowly settled on Sebastian's face turning it grey. Auntie Fa gave a horrible scream. The scream could have come from a bird but came quite unexpectedly from this old woman. Ling was so frightened that he jumped backwards and hit his brother's foot. Xie cried out with pain and whimpered, and in this moment the didgeridoo sounded out loud from somewhere within the bush. It was Dural, doing his utmost best to get the instrument working by blowing hard into it.

      Suddenly it all stopped. 

      Deathly silence filled the air in remembrance of Sebastian and to start Sorry Business. During Sorry Business the name of the deceased would not be mentioned as his spirits might be disturbed and to avoid exposing sacred details.

      After a long stillness, Dural appeared with his helper — he was unrecognisable with his wild hair tied in a ponytail, a high hat, plaited beard and a formal black uniform. Without words they closed the lid of the log and carried the coffin away along the path that led to the parked hearse. 

      Ling and Xie followed close behind. Xie limped heavily.

      When Dural and his helper loaded Sebastian's coffin in the hearse, Xie asked Dural: 'Where you take white fella?' 

      Dural answered matter-of-factly: 'Straight to the airport. He's going home to Germany for burial.'

      Janda's plan was a success. Ling and Xie drove away and went back to China believing they had accomplished their mission.

      Sebastian woke two hours after his funeral ceremony. He was lying in his bed with Mama Pippa leaning over him. He noticed light strokes in his face and when he opened his eyes, he saw Mama Pippa bending over him. She helped him to sit up and gave him a drink. It tasted bitter and strong, like a herb schnapps, so Sebastian guessed, since he had never had herbal schnapps before. He felt the fluid running through his oesophagus and spreading in his stomach. A short while after he was awake and feeling refreshed. All he could remember was the moment when he crawled into the hollow log. The group crowded around him and with bursts of laughter told him every detail about their show and the would-be killers’ reaction. Even Hunter Chase laughed so hard his tears flowed down his cheeks.
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      ‘You did what?’

      Glenn Moore could not believe what Sebastian and Janda were telling him.

      It was the 25th of March and the group was sitting in the office, which was in an immaculate condition since Sebastian had tidied it up. Mama Pippa, Dural, Auntie Fa, Hunter Chase, Aroonah and Wundurra joined the meeting, and the group told Moore every detail of their show. Janda repeated the exact words he’d said before. 'We performed a traditional death ceremony for Sebastian. He lay half dead in a hollow tree trunk and was thought to be dead by the killers. They were fully convinced he had died because they saw his lifeless face and his body driven away in a hearse marked with an undertaker’s logo. Dural did an excellent job playing the undertaker.'

      'And how on earth did you make Sebastian appear to be dead?'

      Sebastian smiled happily. 'I smoked a pipe filled by Mama Pippa and slept through the entire ceremony.'

      'Who’s Mama Pippa?' Moore’s mouth dropped open.

      'Oh, she’s my mum’s soul mate,' Janda answered with his bright smile, pointing to Mama Pippa, who put her digging stick down with a loud bang.

      'And where are those killers now?' Moore asked with apprehension.

      Dural, who had been listening with a huge grin on his face, said, 'I found out they took the next flight back to China.'

      Moore shouted with excitement. 'This is incredible! A fake aboriginal death ceremony to get rid of potential killers of a crown witness!'

      He looked at Janda with admiration. 'And I suppose you are the master brain behind it!?' It was more a statement than a question.

      Sebastian put his arm around Janda’s shoulders. 'Yes, his idea alone.'

      Janda, who wasn’t used to being praised, shifted the attention to the rest of the group. 'Without my people my plan would have not been possible. Each one of them should start a career as an actor and I promise they would become famous like George Clooney and Whitney Houston.'

      Glenn Moore couldn’t resist joining in with the group’s loud laughter.

      After they recovered, Moore became serious. He was thinking intensely for a long time and emphasised that it was of utmost importance that they kept Sebastian’s alleged death confidential until after the court hearing, and that he could reveal the reason for his request only after the trial. Talk surrounding death was a taboo subject in aboriginal culture, and only concerning those involved, so no one would have told anyone about it outside the camp. But Moore’s request for secrecy made them wonder.

      The rest of the day was spent going through Sebastian’s witness statement, explaining court formalities and fitting Sebastian’s suits. Moore had misjudged Sebastian’s height because both pants were too short. Reaching almost two meters himself, he had remembered Sebastian as a short man, although at one meter eighty-eight he was tall. They measured his legs but couldn’t work out his size, so Janda called Auntie Fa to the rescue. She asked Sebastian to show his legs, which he did, when Auntie Fa let out an approving whistle. Sebastian was amused by her cheekiness and posed for more whistles while Auntie Fa did her best to get his measurements. Thanks to her expertise, she delivered a perfectly fitting suit a few hours later.

      

      Moore drove back to Darwin deep in thought. This was his chance to find out if Wang Yong, Arief’s defence lawyer, was in fact corrupt. During previous court hearings, Moore’s rival often seemed to have more background information than was legally possible. Strangely enough, Arief Lee had hired his own defence team with Yong as his defence lawyer. Sebastian’s court appearance was Glenn’s chance to see if Yong knew about Sebastian’s alleged death or not. If yes, Yong would have connections to the Chinese mafia. Moore would have to watch Yong’s reaction when Sebastian appeared in court.

      

      The day before the trial in the Darwin Supreme Court, Dural drove Sebastian to Darwin. It was a long day of driving, and Sebastian went over and over his witness statement. He felt nervous not only about his statement and answering questions but about the impact of his appearance. He sensed that Glenn Moore was up to something yet he couldn’t make out what it was. The only people who could know about his alleged death were the two Chinese professional killers and their employer. How could knowledge about my death reach anyone associated with the legal proceedings? Through Arief Lee perhaps? He would make himself guilty of organising my killing. But how would he have organised my killing from inside prison? Never mind, I’ll watch his reaction when I enter the courtroom.                                                                                                              

      The Darwin Supreme Court building reminded Sebastian of the complex history and present situation of Australia. Dural parked his car in the designated visitors’ area. The white building emerged between clusters of tall palm trees, which gave the site a tropical flair. Strong horizontal lines, rendered by large eaves overhanging semi-outdoor verandas, marked the building. The mansard roof, semi-exposed colonnades and the portico entrance reflected Australia’s colonial past. Lattices in the masonry walls and large windows dominated the exterior pattern on the surfaces.                                    

      As Sebastian walked up the flight of stairs leading to the entrance, he admired the powerful architecture of the double masonry frame that surrounded the door. He looked up and noticed curved, metal latticework stretching between the inner sides of the frame. It reminded him of an old-fashioned goal with grids. The centre of the grid held an emblem, the Northern Territory Coat of Arms that was symbolic of the people, history and landscape of the Northern Territory.

      Inside the building, security guards searched his bag and made him walk through a scanner. Sebastian sat down in the main foyer and waited for Glenn Moore. The interior struck him as grandiose and he felt out of place as the height exceeded human scale. Polished brown granite was on the floor and staircases. To pass the time, he walked around slowly and discovered a huge floor mosaic labeled Milky Way Dreaming. A nice reflection of Aboriginal culture!

      'From the upper levels you have an excellent view of it.'

      Sebastian looked up at Glenn Moore, who appeared well groomed and formal with a black suit, white shirt and black and white patterned tie. They shook hands. Moore stepped back and looked at Sebastian from head to toe.

      'Wow,' he said. 'Without Auntie Fa we would have been in trouble now.'

      But Sebastian felt too nervous to respond to humour. He hadn’t slept well and dreaded what was ahead of him. Since he first woke that day, he longed for Magda’s company. She had always been the person with whom he felt most comfortable. The last news he heard about her was about her new boyfriend. This person was lucky to find someone like Magda, Sebastian thought with a twinge of jealousy.

      Without words Moore put his arm on Sebastian’s shoulder.

      'Do not worry too much. You are the innocent one! Arief Lee has reason to be nervous, not you!'

      'Sure. Let’s go.' Sebastian said, his voice shaking.

      There was still plenty of time until the case started and the courtroom was empty, so Glenn Moore showed Sebastian around. The room had several wooden benches and seating placed in an oval arrangement. Coming through the main entrance, the public gallery to the right with the curved bar table in front divided the courtroom in two.

      The prisoner dock to the left impressed Sebastian as it was more enclosed than the other areas. A door on the back wall exited to the holding cell. Next to the dock a big chair behind a curved raised bench provided seating for the judge, with the desk for the orderlies in front of the bench. The witness box was next to the judge, and was separated by a flight of stairs from the jury seating area, and positioned opposite the dock. Next to the jury area a passage led into another room. This must lead to the room where the jury decides their verdict, Sebastian thought.

      Now that he had seen the courtroom he felt calmer. He was sitting outside in the hallway. Decoration here was kept to a minimum and Sebastian stared at the opposite blank wall. This is the price I pay for having the Australian experience, he thought. The court orderly called his name and Sebastian jumped up from his seat. As Moore had advised him, he bowed towards the red-robed judge, who Sebastian thought looked funny as he wore a wig similar to those he knew from movies about previous centuries. The orderly led him to the witness box where he remained standing to take the oath. Sebastian placed his hand on the Bible and for a fraction of a second his father's face appeared before him. His father would have taken this moment very seriously. To swear on the Bible meant the most holy of all sacred customs in his father’s miserably limited world. In the excitement Sebastian forgot to watch Arief Lee’s reaction to his appearance, who was sitting in the dock. Yes, Sebastian thought, he’s the one who I saw fire the gun. Poor man. Strange, he doesn’t seem to notice me at all. He felt sorry for Arief, who looked destroyed. His face appeared shrivelled, he had a blank stare with his head bent forward. His absent-mindedness and expression of suffering did not go unnoticed.

      Once he sat down Sebastian glanced around the courtroom. To his surprise, the public gallery was filled with people looking curiously at him. He would have liked to crawl under the table, as he did when he was a schoolboy when the teacher scolded him. Head up, eyes straight, he told himself.

      The prosecutor, Glenn Moore, leading the questioning, was standing before Sebastian with a cheerful smile. Why is he cheerful in a situation like this?

      The defence counsel, Wang Yong, was sitting at the bar table. When Sebastian’s name was called and Sebastian entered the court, Yong’s head shot up in utter confusion. His team, comprising two other solicitors, whispered to each other.

      The judge asked for order. ‘Silence!‘

      Moore opened the case for the Crown to the jury and told them he would present the evidence. Evidence that would convince them that the accused man in the dock was responsible for murder. Then the defence counsel spoke to the jury. Yong knew that all he had to do was confuse them and make the jury doubt the evidence. Although he was extremely confused himself, Yong pulled himself together enough to sound completely confident to the jury.

      A short break followed. The jury knew this trial could take a few weeks. During the break they muttered, annoyed at how the day seemed to be dragging on, before trooping back into court.

      Sebastian was taken through his evidence. There was the occasional objection from the defence, but it were not allowed, and Moore continued with the interminable questions about everything Sebastian saw and heard on the day of the murder.

      All the while Wang Yong’s thoughts swirled around and around — what had happened? What had gone wrong – wrong for him, certainly, but not for Sebastian. Who would be made to pay for this mistake?  He would have to make sure it was not him. It took a huge effort to drag his attention back to what was going on in front of him. At least he could congratulate himself that he had had the aboriginal witnesses disallowed.  Amazing what a bribe could achieve in this part of the country, but money was no object when drugs were involved. He had learned that much earlier and taken advantage of it many times before. Only this time was different. Sebastian was supposed to be dead, yet here he was giving his evidence with utmost confidence.

      The prosecutor then asked the question Yong had been waiting for:

      'Is the man you saw shooting at the deceased in this courtroom?'  

      Sebastian answered: 'Yes.'

      'Would you please point to that man.'

      Sebastian pointed to Arief Lee, who showed no emotion.  

      An eerie stillness fell over the courtroom.

      Yong then commenced his cross-examination. He still hadn’t recovered from his shock to see Sebastian alive and approached the witness stand slowly. He had a problem with looking Sebastian in the face.

      Question: 'You said earlier that you saw Heryanto Sukarnoputi firing the gun at the deceased. Did you also see the accused stabbing the deceased?'

      Sebastian: 'No, I didn’t see that.'

      Yong saw a chance to build a weak defence.

      Question: 'When you looked up through the glass, did you notice anyone else in the room?'

      Sebastian: 'No, I didn’t. There was no one else there.'

      Yong: 'From where you were standing, you looked up, so you had a limited view into the office.'

      Judge: 'Mr Yong, is that a question or a statement?'

      Yong: 'I am sorry, Your Honour, I was thinking aloud.'

      Yong to Sebastian: 'I repeat my earlier question and I want you to think carefully before you answer. Did you notice anyone else in the room?'

      Sebastian: 'I had a clear view into the office. There was no one else there besides the two men facing each other.'

      Sebastian gave the same answers he had given in his evidence. To clarify Sebastian’s view into the office, Moore then produced a scale drawing showing the relevant part of the warehouse to explain the angle of Sebastian’s vision. A big screen came down from the ceiling. Moore switched on a projector. A 3-D graphic showed on the screen.

      'As you can see, because Sebastian is tall and the glass frontage extends to the floor without obstruction, he had a full view into the office from where he was standing.' Moore explained.

      He continued: 'The stabbing can only have happened posthumously, at the moment when Sebastian walked around that corner.'

      He pointed to the steel structure that held the glass in place.

      Moore called in the medical forensic pathologist, who had examined Wahir Dur Gus’s body. The pathologist confirmed that the shot in the head was fatal and the stabbing happened after Wahir Dur Gus had died.

      It became clear that this was a crime of passion. Arief had put a knife into his dead brother-in-law’s heart for a reason. Moore knew a woman was missing who had entered Australia with the two men. He observed Arief Lee scrunched up in the prisoner dock, pain written all over his face, which Moore interpreted as mourning rather than remorse. The story was unfolding in Moore’s mind. Her body must be out there somewhere.

      Yong continued with his questions, but nothing he said could shake the answers coming from Sebastian. He finally sat down in disgust. This was not going well for him and making his already disastrous situation worse.

      Moore stood up again. He asked the Judge to allow Sebastian to speak, an unusual request but to which the judge gave permission.

      The judge turned to the jury.

      'Well, Ladies and Gentlemen of the jury, you may have an early lunch while we have a discussion.'

      Sebastian started to speak when the jury had trooped out.

      'In the weeks after the incident there was at least one unsuccessful attempt to kill me.'

      The judge looked confused and turned to Sebastian.

      'Why do you say at least one attempt?'

      Moore: 'Your Honour, allow me to answer your question on behalf of the witness.'

      Judge: 'Proceed.'

      Moore explained the circumstances of the two attempts on Sebastian’s life. He emphasised that one of the assassination attempts was proactively avoided by the witness protection service, which explained Sebastian’s previous answer.

      Judge: 'Well, Mr. Moore, it is pretty clear that these accusations need to be tried separately at another time. I leave that in your hands.'

      'Of course, as your Honour pleases.'

      Pause.

      Moore glanced over to Yong, who looked increasingly concerned and nervous.

      'No further questions.' Moore sat down. Defeated. I will expose his connections to the Chinese mafia when this trial is over. The bastard is a bloody criminal.

      Sebastian was finally allowed to leave the witness box. After lunch court continued with the jury present again.

      Moore asked the judge if he could give a live Skype transmission with his second witness, Mr Aaron Roshal, who at the moment was in Tel Aviv, Israel. The judge agreed and the large screen came down again from the ceiling. Moore went to his laptop and called Aaron, who was waiting at the other end. His face appeared on the screen close and clear. He was asked to state his name and place of residence and then took the oath to tell the truth. The court orderly went in front of the camera and spoke to Aaron. 'You are speaking in front of the Supreme Court of the Northern Territory. You have been called as a witness in the case of Heryanto Sukarnoputi, alias Arief Lee, who has been charged with the murder of Wahir Dur Gus, alias Garuda Megawati.'

      Moore commenced to question Aaron about the events of the 29th of November.

      Question: 'Could you tell the court what happened on the day of the murder?'  

      Aaron: 'I was sitting in the van chatting with my brother, who had just called me.'

      Question: 'Where was the van?'  

      Aaron: 'It was parked inside the warehouse on the ground floor.'

      Question: 'What happened?'  

      Aaron: 'I saw Sebastian standing next to the van looking for someone.'

      Question: 'Can you please identify Sebastian if you can see him?'

      Aaron pointed to Sebastian and identified him by the clothes he was wearing and where he was seated.

      Question: 'Please continue. What happened?'  

      Aaron: 'I saw Sebastian waving to someone.'

      Question: 'Could you see who it was?'  

      Aaron. 'No.'

      Question: 'What happened then?'  

      Aaron: 'I heard a loud bang.'

      Question: 'Where did this bang come from?'  

      Aaron: 'It came from inside the main office.'

      There was an objection from the defence. Allowed.

      'What happened after you heard this bang?'

      Aaron: 'I climbed out of the van and I saw Sebastian racing up the stairs.'

      Question: 'What happened then?'  

      Aaron: 'He was just standing there, so I called up to him.'

      Question: 'What did you say?'  

      Aaron: 'I yelled out ‘What’s going on up there’?'

      Question: 'Did he answer?'  

      Aaron: 'No. So I went up and found him and then the dead man on the floor.'

      Question: 'Where was Sebastian?'  

      Aaron: 'He was standing there looking at the dead man.'

      Question: 'In relation to the deceased where was Sebastian?'  

      Aaron: 'About twenty centimetres away I think.'

      Question: 'What happened then?'  

      Aaron: 'I wanted to pull out the knife that was sticking in the chest of the dead man.'

      Question: 'Did anyone speak?'

      Aaron: 'Yes, I asked what we could do and if we should pull out the knife, but Sebastian told me not to touch anything and asked me to ring the emergency.'

      Moore continued to draw out the evidence from Aaron and a recording was played to the jury of the phone call Aaron had made to the emergency. It was clear that he was in distress, sighing and sobbing repeatedly.

      Question: 'Is that the phone call you made on that day to triple zero?'  

      Aaron: 'Yes, it is.'

      The courtroom was very quiet after Aaron’s voice recording had ended. It was heartbreaking to hear his panicked voice.

      Moore: 'On a different note, can you confirm that there was an assassination attempt on Sebastian.'

      Aaron: 'Yes, I can confirm that as I was standing right next to him.'

      Moore: 'When and where did it happen?'

      Aaron: 'It happened in Katherine on the road, about two weeks after the murder. We went straight to the local police station to report it.'

      'Thank you, Aaron. The police report is on my file.'

      Moore: 'I have no further questions, Your Honour.'

      'This is the end of the questioning, Mr Roshal. Good Bye.'

      Aaron disappeared off the screen which was retracting back into the ceiling.

      Whispers from the defence and Arief Lee penetrated the courtroom. Tension grew as everyone seemed to be holding their breath in anticipation of what was coming next.  defence counsel asked to approach the Bench. Moore followed. Yong asked for adjournment as his client had given him a message of importance.

      Judge: 'Court is adjourned for legal argument. Court will resume at 2.00 pm.'

      Orderly: 'All rise.'

      Everyone stood up. The judge left the courtroom, followed by the legal teams.

      Mixed feelings and thoughts consumed Sebastian when he watched Arief being let out of the prisoner dock and disappearing behind the door that led to the holding cell. Arief seemed to be numb and oblivious to what was happening around him. His composure was that of a broken man.

      I sealed his fate. Thanks to me, he will spend many years in prison. Nothing I should be proud of. But isn’t it my duty to help protect society from murderers like him? Except, his reason for killing his brother-in-law may even be justified because it hints at a domestic dispute. The disappearance of that woman surely plays a part in it. But killing another person can never be justified! Everybody has the right to live and killing someone is like stealing the right to live from that person!

      The time until two o’clock dragged on. Sebastian climbed up a few levels to get a better view of the large floor mosaic representing yiwarra, the Milky Way. The curved band stretching across the starry night sky is the Milky Way, he thought, but what does this cluster of seven circles mean? Celestial bodies? It seemed there was a hidden truth in there, something heavy and dark, cosmic and incomprehensible. Hidden truth. With these words in mind Sebastian went back to the courtroom. He was relieved to find a seat in the last row of the public gallery.

      'All rise.' The court orderly shouted.

      The judge, followed by the defence and prosecution counsels, took their seats. Arief Lee appeared in the prisoner dock and sat down. After a moment of silence, Wang Yong rose to address the Bench:

      'Your Honour, my client Heryanto Sukarnoputi, wishes to make a statement.'

      Judge: 'Proceed.'

      Court orderly addressing Arief Lee: 'Please stand.'

      Arief Lee stood up slowly. With his head bent he spoke slowly and was barely audible from where Sebastian was sitting.

      'I wish to confess.' Pause.

      Yong: 'Your Honour, may I have a word with my client.'

      A murmur went through the public gallery.

      Judge: 'Silence!'

      Turning to Arief, the judge asked him if he wanted to talk to his lawyer first.

      Arief continued: 'No, I am guilty. I killed my brother-in-law Wahir because I believe he killed my wife, whose remains are buried in bushland

      south of Darwin. I shot Wahir in the head, and stabbed him in his heart for what he did to my beloved wife, Farah. She died of an overdose of heroin in the night of 20th of December 2015. Wahir gave her the heroin.'

      Arief slumped back on his chair, fainting. His eyes rolled up, his face went white, and he fell on the floor. He saw Farah’s laughing face before his eyes. It didn’t matter to him if he was stuck in prison for the rest of his life. His plan had been to confess to everything from the onset, including the cause of death of his beloved wife and the location of her grave. It was Imam, Garuda’s manager, who had hired the defence team to get him out. If it had been up to Arief, he would have pleaded guilty to all charges from the start. But it was taken out of his hands.

      A guard hurried to him. 'We need a doctor.'

      Judge: 'Court is adjourned until further notice.'

      The medical forensic pathologist, who was still there, rushed to Arief. He stabilised him and called for an ambulance.

      Everyone left the courtroom.

      Sebastian was crying when he called for Dural to pick him up. The events of the day had been heavy, and Sebastian was exhausted. Arief’s confessions made his heart bleed with sorrow and pity. On the way back to the camp, he hardly spoke and Dural focused on the bumpy road. He needed a few days to recover from his court ordeal. Later in the week, had a lengthy FaceTime conversation with Aaron who was well and humorous. Sebastian told him of his plan to go to Sydney where he had applied for work in several bakeries. His bread making skills came in handy, but to be able to stay in Australia he needed a visa sponsorship job. Once he found an employer willing to sponsor him on a temporary work visa, he would be legally allowed to stay and work in Australia. The witness assistance service in Katherine assisted Sebastian with claiming witness expenses and Sebastian calculated to cover the cost for the visa with that. He had also saved money from the fruit picking work that would help him get to Sydney and find accommodation.

      

      The following week Glenn Moore phoned. Court would resume two days later for the sentencing of Arief Lee. Dural and Sebastian took the long drive to Darwin Supreme Court again. Sebastian found a seat in the front of the public gallery.

      Court orderly: 'All rise.'

      After the judge sat down, he turned to Arief Lee, who looked awful.

      'Mr. Sukarnoputi, I am going to sentence you now. You can sit down for now because there are a few things I need to talk to you about first.'

      Arief and everyone in the courtroom sat down.

      'You are charged on the count of murder and on the count of misconduct with a corpse and on the count of passport fraud.

      I will deal with the count of murder first. You have changed your plea from not guilty to guilty and confessed to killing your brother-in-law, Wahir Dur Gus, because, as you allege, he was responsible for the death of your late wife.

      You intended to kill the victim, and you shot him in the head at close range, which amounts to murder. According to the Crimes Act 1900-Sect 18, murder carries a maximum penalty of life imprisonment or twenty-five years.

      You also admitted that you stabbed the deceased in the heart after you shot him. You may or may not have been aware that Wahir Dur Gus was already dead when you stabbed him. You said that you do not know, and that you were in a desperate rage, which I believe. In this case, I use the impulsiveness of your stabbing, which is the lack of intent, as the reason to exclude you from the crime of mutilation of a corpse.

      Second count: Misconduct with a corpse. You failed to report the death of your wife to the police. Until now we do not have the identity of the deceased woman and you claim to not know what her real name was. Her death was a reportable death because, as you allege, she died of an unnatural cause in suspicious circumstances. However, you showed us her grave and told us what happened. Saying that, the act that covers misconduct with regard to corpses, Crimes Act 1900 – Sect 81C, includes, besides the mutilation of a corpse, also the disposal of human remains. As you admitted, your intention was to avoid an investigation of your wife’s death. This offence carries a maximum term of two years imprisonment.

      Third count: You are of Indonesian origin and entered Australia on a false passport. You have committed passport fraud, and offences under the Australian Passport Act 2005 are indictable. You also lived and worked under a false identity in Australia for a period of over two years. The maximum term of imprisonment for your breach of the Act is a term of ten years of imprisonment.

      Your counsel has given me a little information about your background. You grew up in Jakarta, Indonesia, where you had a troublesome childhood. Your parents died when you were still young and you spent some time in an institution, from which you escaped. You then lived on the road as a homeless youth and person for the majority of your life. Indonesian authorities seek you on serious drug-related charges, which, according to the Indonesian penalty system, carry the death penalty.

      You have changed your plea to guilty, and you confessed to all of your crimes, which I accept is indicative of a change of character. However, because of your criminal background in Indonesia and living under a false identity in Australia in full conscience of your wrongdoing, and for a considerable length of time, I can place only a little weight on rehabilitation.

      Would you please stand, Mr. Sukarnoputi.

      If it was not for your full confession to all charges, I would have imposed a sentence of imprisonment for life, or twenty-five years, on the count of murder. Reducing that by five years, you will be convicted and sentenced to a term of imprisonment of twenty years on your first count of murder.

      On the second count, misconduct with a corpse, you will be convicted and sentenced to a term of imprisonment of one year. Had you not confessed your actions with regard to your wife’s body I would have given you the full term of imprisonment of two years.

      On the third count, passport fraud, you will be convicted to the full term of imprisonment of ten years. This is in view of your intention to live and work in Australia under your false identity.

      However, in view of your confession and cooperation in all the matters, the sentences will be concurrent. That means that your total term of imprisonment amounts to twenty years, backdated to the 29th November 2015. You will be eligible for parole on the 29th of November 2033.'

      The judge struck the gavel.

      Excited voices echoed against the walls.

      Two guards lead Arief Lee, who showed no emotion, out of the prisoner dock. They disappeared behind the door that led to the holding cell.

      Sebastian took a deep breath. Done! The judge had been lenient because of Arief's confession and cooperation. Although twenty years seemed like an eternity, Sebastian found the sentencing just. Now he could finally focus on his own life and was looking forward to it.
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      Sebastian’s witness protection program ended with the sentencing of Arief Lee. Janda offered for him to stay in the camp as long as he would need to find a new home.

      'You can stay forever and help me with the office work, but I can’t pay you.'

      Sebastian was grateful for so much kindness. Janda had become his friend, who would always be there for him. Although the camp felt like home, Sebastian was cut off from the world — something that he missed more and more. Despite the declines on his applications for a baker’s hand in Sydney he was hoping for a positive answer in the coming weeks.

      All the while his parents tried in vain to persuade Sebastian to return to Germany. They argued that his choice of study would be his decision alone as long as he came back. This was the first time they expressed what they had repressed in the years before. They said that they knew about his sexual orientation and they were trying to accept him the way he was. Magda had explained everything to them so they could understand his absence better.

      Magda. Sebastian felt warmth around his heart when her name came up.

      Why was she not born a boy? Not that Magda would have liked to be born a boy. No, she’d always been content with being female, and everyone who met her was instantly caught by the charm of her femininity. It was the deep feeling he had for her, and their mutual understanding; the feeling of being soul mates.

      

      The good news came on the same day. Thanks to Glenn Moore, Janda’s camp received a distinction for innovative and efficient witness protection. Northern Territory increased its financial contribution and Janda’s service as a witness protector was used more frequently. Witness Protection Assistance employed Wundurra as a ranger with Dural as his superior. Both men beamed with pride. Soon the next order arrived. It was a young woman who allegedly saw a man murder his wife in a park near Darwin. Since the murderer was in a high-ranking position, the woman needed witness protection. Sebastian noticed how Janda's behaviour changed when she was present. Obviously he liked her very much, for he fluttered around her like a cock around a hen. They smiled at each other constantly, and the woman received Janda’s care with open arms. He was tender and gentle. It was nice to see Janda in love.

      

      Sebastian was sitting on Signal Hill when Janda’s text arrived.

      'Mail from Sydney!'

      This time it’s an offer, Sebastian thought as he ran down the path.

      Janda was standing in front of his cave with the letter in his hand. He also sensed what this was about. His eyes without sparkle, his lips tightly pressed together. Sebastian had never seen him serious before. Janda gave him the letter. They were standing opposite each other. Sebastian tore open the envelope and read the lines.

      'And?' Janda asked. 'Now tell me!'

      'They take me. Janda! They want me to come. On the twenty-eighth already! This is crazy. It is a traditional German bakery. They do everything according to German recipes. Straight German, you know? Oh, how I miss German cakes. I cannot believe it - they want to know me! They also promise me sponsorship! Sydney, baby, Sydney!'

      In his excitement Sebastian waved the letter before Janda's nose. He laughed at Sebastian's emotional outburst and the countless times he'd spoken the word German before he locked him in an embrace.

      'I am very happy for you.'

      The unexpected tenderness surprised Sebastian. He let himself be hugged and enjoyed Janda's closeness, who ended his embrace with a kiss on Sebastian's cheek. He pushed him gently away and looked deeply into his eyes.

      'I am very grateful to you for all you have done for me.'

      'Likewise,' Sebastian said, and laughed to take the edge off the serious moment.

      'Remember, you are always welcome here', Janda said. Finally his broad smile appeared again. He took his spear and disappeared into the bush.

      

      Sebastian walked through Kings Cross towards the El Alamein Fountain, where he was to meet Ferdinand Breuer, the owner of German Bakers Generation. He had taken the train straight from the airport and was pushing his luggage on the uneven pavement. The worn wheels of his suitcase repeatedly got stuck over pebbles and small gaps. It was a Saturday, late afternoon, and the nightclubs, bars and brothels prepared for the rewarding weekend business. The red-light district extended along Darlinghurst Street in Kings Cross and attracted people from all over the world. Prostitutes with layers of make-up, and dressed with provocative bits and pieces that only covered the necessities, stood on high heels in the entrances of the brothels, smiling sickly at the male passersby to lure their attention. Pimps and brothel owners stood nearby — mostly of Arabian background with steroid pumped-up muscles, and heavily tattooed on their arms, necks and faces and presumably on other parts of their bodies. The wide pavement was crowded with a mixture of people, who had come for different reasons. Curious tourists and backpackers of all ages were on the lookout for discovery and adventure. Professionals returning from their work and hurrying home to make the most of the remaining weekend. Beggars and drug addicts asking silently for money. Families with children on the way to the bistro; Clients looking forward to their visit to one of the brothels; Drug dealers taking advantage of their addicted customers; Skateboarders gallantly manoeuvring their boards in between the pedestrians; Local residents with heavy shopping bags on their way home to cook their special weekend dinner; Drunks yelling out of the open windows of pubs; The Harley-Davidson-Club, contributing to the charged atmosphere with their noisy engines., and uniformed and armed police officers, constantly patrolling the street giving a feeling of safety in this energy-laden and dubious place.

      What a crowd, Sebastian thought as he passed a group of screaming young women who were pushing against something pink and big. What do they have there? Like the surrounding people, he stopped to take a closer look. It was a one-and-a-half-meter long, balloon-like penis that made the young women hysterical and took their breath away. Sebastian laughed and shook his head over so much craziness.

      ‘They are going nuts over that penis. Are there not enough men around?‘ He heard a passing woman say.

      ‘Yes, there are, but most men in this area are gay!‘ Her partner answered.

      Sebastian walked on, smiling. Then I am in the right place.

      From a distance he spotted the round fountain that looked like an oversized dandelion. The sculpture was made of bronze with brass pipes. The small nozzles on the spray heads made the sphere-shaped spray very fine and sensitive to air movement. The fountain sat on a hexagonal base where the water cascaded down three levels. At this hour the El Alamein Fountain was illuminated and a meeting point for many people.

      Ferdinand Breuer was easy to spot as he was wearing his white baker’s apron. He was a short man with a respectable potbelly. He looks like a typical German baker and probably came straight from the bakery to meet me, Sebastian thought. All that’s missing now is patches of white flour on his face. Sebastian waved at him and crossed the road to greet him.

      ‘Welcome to Sydney,' he said with a smile. After a few niceties he showed Sebastian the way to his rented studio apartment, which was located on Macleay Street above a fashion boutique.

      ‘Very nice!‘ Sebastian liked his new place instantly. The big long room had a polished wooden floor and huge windows towards the street, overlooking Fitzroy Gardens, a small park with trees and seating next to the fountain. The room was partially furnished with a double bed and a wardrobe, and a table with two chairs. Ferdinand’s wife Annabella had put fresh linen on the bed and it looked inviting, as Sebastian was tired from travelling. The kitchen was small and unsuitable for cooking big meals—a kind of kitchenette as found in motels. Nevertheless the bathroom had recently been renovated and was modern and clean.

      

      Sebastian spent the next few days getting to know Sydney. The city offered so much when it came to culture and art. He visited the Art Gallery of New South Wales, which he could reach by walking through the beautiful Royal Botanical Gardens. The gallery offered a variety of Australian, Aboriginal, European, Asian and modern art. Time went by without him noticing as the archaeological section that showed vases, jewellery and statues consumed him.

      He was keen to learn about Sydney’s historical buildings and districts from colonial times. The areas featured original buildings made of local sandstone with hidden alleyways and tucked away pubs and cafes. The Sydney Opera House, a landmark of the city with majestic architecture, was the main attraction. The waterfront nearby was lined with nicely laid out tables and comfortable seats providing views over Circular Quay, the port for passenger ferries and cruise ships. There were bars and bistros with delicious menus and drinks. The Sydney Harbour Bridge offered another highlight over the blue water next to the skyline of the city and the bustle of people and ships.

      Sebastian integrated quickly into the city life. After months of isolation on the mango tree plantation and in the bush, he enjoyed the people and everything that came along with them. In Kings Cross, Potts Point and Darlinghurst he loved the open culture of the homosexuals, transvestites and transsexuals. Gay and lesbian couples walked hand in hand and the transvestites exhibited their fancy outfits with pride. They were an integrated part of local society and no one took offence.

      He was aware that many men noticed him. They showed their interest openly by smiling at him and greeted with a nod or saying hi. He became conscious about his looks. Comparing himself to the other young men with short hair and extravagant hairstyles, he preferred to wear his curly hair longer and lose. A light tan made his face look fresh and healthy, and his admirers hung on his full lips that stretched into a shy smile. Shining and sparkling eyes, accentuated by long black eyelashes, radiated a burning passion about to explode. Sebastian knew that he was beautiful, but avoided showing it — something that made him even more desirable.

      

      German Bakers Generation was located in a cul-de-sac in Potts Point. Their products consisted of bread and rolls, cakes, sandwiches, coffee, tea, hot chocolate and organic fruit drinks. A queue usually started in the morning of every day lasting until the shop closed at five o’clock. The counter needed to be refilled regularly. An old warehouse next door had been turned into a modern bakery with up-to-date equipment. Sebastian thought it was a pleasant working place. His work colleagues accepted him cordially and without reservation. There were at least two men who were enthusiastic about him.

      As if they knew he was gay, they winked at him. They told him that he had a very special flair from which no one could save himself. However, Sebastian was looking for more than just sex — he wanted a soul mate, like Magda.

      It took less than a week and Sebastian’s employers knew that he was more than just a baker’s hand. They were impressed by his knowledge and experience. It was of high value that Sebastian knew how to bake according to the traditional German bakers recipe — a quality German Bakers Generation could only profit from. To top it all off, Sebastian decided to bake Magda’s father’s secret bread, but before he did so he first called to ask for his permission.

      ‘It would be stupid to insist on keeping my bread a limited edition,‘ Magda’s father shouted into the telephone. ‘Of course you can introduce it to the Sydney market. I would be proud if my recipe would help you to make a name for yourself!‘

      In a short time Magda’s father’s bread became a great success. It was sold as MF-Sourdough; MF standing for Magda’s father!

      For years German Bakers Generation had been renting a stall selling bread and rolls on the weekend market in Fitzroy Gardens, next to the El Alamein Fountain. Sebastian was happy to take over the shift on the market on Saturdays. The MF-Sourdough sold extremely well and Sebastian served his customers with pride and joy.

      The market accommodated stalls with a variety of products. Old books, fashion, cheese, jewellery, salami, fish, vegetables and fruit, international take away foods and an abundance of freshly cut flowers. I should sell flowers, Sebastian thought as he watched many attractive young men buy bunches of flowers for their partners.

      ‘One MF-Sourdough, please.‘ Someone ordered in perfect German.

      Sebastian was startled as he looked at his next customer.

      ‘Hello,‘ the young man said, smiling.

      ‘Hel Hello.‘ Sebastian stuttered, feeling timid as a wave of affinity flooded over him.

      ‘So you are the new baker,‘ the man said. ‘I have heard of you.‘

      ‘What did you hear about me?‘

      ‘Well, about your secret bread, the MF-Sourdough. I love German bread!‘

      Sebastian took a loaf of bread off the shelf, taking time to wrap it so he could gather himself.

      ‘That’s five Dollars, please.‘ He would have loved to give it to this beautiful man as a gift.

      ‘My name is Naveen.‘ He said and gave Sebastian the money.

      ‘Sebastian.‘ Sebastian introduced himself with a friendly nod. He recovered from his previous confusion about so much attraction.

      There was a moment of tingling stillness as the two men looked at each other.

      ‘I look forward to seeing you again next Saturday!‘ Naveen turned around and walked away, smiling brightly.

      Sebastian stood there with his mouth open over so much frankness. Wow, he is looking forward to seeing me again? It almost sounds like a date!

      Sebastian’s gaze followed the man after he left. Naveen looked kind of Indian, tall, slim and beautiful, but according to his light-coloured skin he was also part European. He had spoken in German—something that made him even more interesting. He walked as if on feathers and moved like a dancer. As if Naveen had taken over his heart, Sebastian could not stop thinking about him during the days that followed.

      A tingling sensation overcame Naveen when he saw Sebastian standing at his bread stall. He admired Sebastian’s nonchalant way when serving his customers. He has no idea what impact he has on men. Charming and very attractive, introverted and intelligent. Naveen hurried to see Sebastian before his appointment at the Peru Fieldwork Experience Office. He wanted to invite Sebastian for a ten-dollar-steak and drink in the Sugar Mill, a modern Kings Cross bistro with live music and a good atmosphere. Since his father had gone back to Delhi, he felt lonely and didn’t like cooking for himself at home. His German mother died of cancer a year ago, which hit his father deeply and drew him back to his home in India. An attractive offer from the Delhi University gave his father the final push to leave. As an archaeological professor he was well paid and lived a comfortable life in India. Naveen mourned deeply for his mother, who had always been there for him. Although the family had always lived in Sydney, she had taught him about German values and customs — so much in fact that sometimes he felt more German than Indian. Because he grew up in Sydney, he also felt a deep connection with the Australian culture. During his adolescence he went through several identity crises, which he overcame with the tender and loving support of his late mother. The turnaround came after his twenty-first birthday, when he found himself feeling strong and seeing his existence in its own right.

      The queue in front of the German Generation Bakery stall became longer. With every served customer Naveen moved a bit closer to Sebastian. A new delivery of MF Sourdough just arrived. Just in time for me. I am lucky. Naveen thought. Finally, their eyes locked above the heads of the others. Sebastian stopped moving for a second with a wonderful warm feeling going through his heart. In anticipation of this moment he had been nervous all morning. Naveen winked and threw him a kiss. Considering they had met only once briefly, Sebastian laughed off his embarrassment as Naveen’s gesture implied intimateness.

      ‘One MF Sourdough, please.‘ Naveen ordered, not taking his eyes off Sebastian, who tried in vain to hide his shaking hands as he took the loaf from the shelf.

      ‘Can you meet me tonight at seven in the Sugar Mill? There will be jazz, beer and good food.‘

      ‘Of course I will!‘ Sebastian said without hesitation.

      The next customer was getting annoyed with the chatting.

      ‘Here is my number.‘ Naveen paid with a five-dollar-note and a piece of paper with his mobile number neatly written on it.

      ‘Thank you and see you later.‘ Sebastian put the paper in his pocket and served his next customer.

      

      The Sugar Mill was crowded on Saturday nights. They were sitting at a small round table and had to scream at each other to hear what they were saying. Naveen focused on reading Sebastian’s fascinating lips from which he couldn’t take his eyes. Finally the singer took a break, thanked his audience and walked to the bar.

      Naveen was in his third semester studying archeology at Sydney University. Exactly in his father’s tracks, as he put it. His plan was to spend a few weeks on a fieldwork experience in Cusco, Peru, over the long holidays at the end of the year. He was to assist with unearthing antique artefacts from the Inca period. Both men had the same interests and Sebastian was enthused over the idea of joining him. He had recently enrolled in an anthropology course. His parents had agreed to provide the funds for the entire course. They had offered the money to make up for their missed chance of being good parents.

      After they had eaten, Naveen invited Sebastian over to his home. Since his father had left for Delhi, he lived alone in an ultra-modern apartment on the twenty-eighth floor of a high-rise building in Macleay Street. The huge window fronts provided a mesmerising view over the ocean and the city’s night-lights. Sebastian knew his long journey had come to an end. In intimacy and trustfulness they widened their knowledge of each other before giving in to their desires. Together they indulged in the fire of their passion, fusing their bodies and souls to a tight embrace in mutual understanding.

      [image: ]

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            List of Characters

          

        

      

    

    
      Sebastian Anton Wegener: German fruit picker

      Magda: Sebastian’s childhood friend

      Aaron Roshal: Israeli fruit picker in Australia, Sebastian’s room mate and friend

      Grant: South-African fruit picker in Australia, Sebastian’s room mate

      Jessica: Orchard’s supervisor

      Garuda Megawati: Fruit dealer in Australia, alias Eagle (drug lord in Jakarta), alias Wahir Dur Gus

      Wolf: Competitor drug lord in Jakarta

      Arief Lee: Fruit dealer in Australia, alias Heryanto Sukarnoputri

      Farah: Arief Lee’s late wife

      Glenn Moore: Sebastian’s Australian lawyer

      Dural: Ranger, also services the Outstation

      Tjandamurra, alias Janda: Aboriginal man living the Outstation Movement in Arnhem Land. Facilitator of a rehabilitation program and Sebastian’s protector

      Aroonah: Tjandamurra’s mother

      Hunter Chase: Ex-prisoner on rehabilitation in Tjandamurra’s camp

      Wundurra: Janda’s half-brother, ex-prisoner on rehab, lives in the camp

      Xie and Ling: Professional killers from China

      Auntie Fa: Friend of Aroonah

      Mama Pippa: Friend of Aroonah

      Wang Yong: defence counsel for Arief Lee

      Ferdinand and Annabella Breuer: Sebastian’s employers at German Bakers Generation, Sydney

      Naveen: Sebastian’s lover
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      Author’s Note

      

      I thoroughly enjoyed writing this book. If you wish to comment, or if you have an idea as to Sebastian’s further life, I will be happy to hear from you.

      

      Bea Eschen
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      So Deep My Love

      A dream that takes us into the mystical world of the Aborigines. A discovery that amazes us. A love we long for. Michael Sturm, a German archaeologist, comes to northern Australia to investigate bones of human historical significance. Then he meets Brolga, the woman of his dreams. Reality and dream become one as Michael struggles to understand the spiritual otherness of the Aborigines and the woman he loves.

      

      Life of Sofia: The Cradle of the White Lioness

      Sofia, homeless and lonely, has faded away in a void of lost dreams. During a chance encounter with a dying woman, she hears of a secret that changes her life in many ways. She meets Jamie, a stranger with a mysterious past. In a dramatic twist of events, Sofia is drawn into the life of others who like her, struggle to overcome poverty and sorrow.

      

      Seventy-Five

      By law and like everyone else, George must die on his 75th birthday. There is not much time left, and cruel things happen around him. His adored daughter reveals a secret to him too good to be true. It gives George and humanity a chance to regain hope for a dignified life.

      

      I Was One Of Many Slaves

      The story is set in ancient Egypt. At that time the gods rule mankind. Life after death continues in the spiritual world. Naguib is a slave and falls head over heels in love with a servant of his revered Queen. He experiences strong sexual and spiritual powers that elevate him above his fellow slaves and eventually make him a valuable resource in his Temple.

      

      In the Name of I

      This is an autobiographical novel. It is about the upbringing of a woman in Germany and her later life in South Africa, New Zealand and Australia. Political and cultural events on the different continents interconnect with the life of Alannah, who fights for the realisation of her dreams, whilst overcoming desperate moments in her life.
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