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  Preface



In certain societies, it becomes plain that governments are concerned, at any cost, with presenting the citizen’s behavior as unreasonable and incomprehensible. Governments themselves maintain that they are reasonable institutions that have done all in their power to help. A perceptive observer can see how acutely sensitive such governments often are to any sign of criticism of themselves, especially when it comes from the citizen. With determination, they seek to clear themselves of having played any part in creating the problem. The citizen’s behavior, they claim, is to be understood solely in terms of the citizen: he is ill, mad, disobedient, or unprofitable. Thus—threatened with sanctions against telling the truth—a citizen may habitually connive to present the societal scene in a falsely favorable light. Yet, in his heart, he knows well enough what is true and, given support, may pluck up courage to describe it.




(After John Bowlby)
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When, one morning, eleven-year-old Toine woke up from a restless sleep, the recruit was looking forward to his promotion to first-class bridge-year pupil. Today, the bespectacled, blond-haired scrawny boy started his first day of high school.

He had set his alarm clock, one of those old junk pieces that rang too loud, himself. Just a few more minutes and the alarm was going to go off. The prospect didn’t keep Toine from postponing getting up just a little while longer. Feeling dazed, he looked around his room. He had had a wild dream. Outside, a black raven whose wailing had disturbed his sleep flew right past his bedroom window.

His bedroom quarter was covered with gray carpeting. White wallpaper with narrow ridges printed on adorned the walls. An apparent balcony door opened to a steel fence without an actual balcony. Now and then, Toine climbed out that way. The boy was looking at his feet sticking out from under the bed sheet, at the room’s gray door filled with drawings posted on it, at the picture frames hanging on the wall opposite him. The frames contained his portrait photos, a series taken from the start of kindergarten until the end of primary school. In six poses, the cheerfully smiling boy he had once been at age four turned into the timid heap of scrap still left of him.

It was too early to get up for Operation Butterfly Stroke. To secure the success of the Operation, Toine had to graduate from the Saint Stable Horse ‘gymnasium’ within six years, the scientific school for promising recruits at the Veteran’s Avenue in South Rock, a retiree village with city rights. Napoleon himself had awarded the community these rights. Before and after, no other events of any historical significance had occurred here. South Rock had fifty thousand inhabitants and was in the country’s Catholic south.

The school Toine was going to attend, Saint Stable Horse, was abbreviated to the horse or the horsey by the initiated.

“I’m riding the horse,” the chosen ones would say.

“You must have been overbred, then,” the working people parried.

Cocky or not, this was the school where Toine, together with six hundred fellow recruits, was going to develop himself. Here, the state made your personal development life’s highest attainable goal. At the somewhat elitist school, the school management educated children to become the nation’s future administrators: managers, researchers, and politicians. It was a school with an overrepresentation of lawyers’ sons, mayors’ offspring, notaries’ family members, dentists’ kids, and family doctors’ progeny. A few farmers’ sons were also in attendance. On paper, their parents were very wealthy, too. They couldn’t spend the money on holidays because all of it had been invested in land, machines, and real estate. A few years after their graduation, two girls from the horsey would marry a Van Nassau.

Now, Toine was going to attend this school, too, a nurse’s and a jobless general’s romantic accident.

The general’s father, the major, had been a late colonial. In the nineteen fifties, he had acquired a Surinamese plantation that had been built there by slaves during the eighteenth century. There hadn’t been any more slaves there for quite some time. Yet, about forty Hindu families were still living on his land. The major had built a small school and a hospital for them. He forbade his own daughters to hang out with the working-class folks. Not much later, the whole thing went bankrupt when Morocco began selling oranges to Europe. Due to the added overseas transportation costs, the entire Surinamese citrus trade could no longer supply Europe. A significant drop in the Suriname guilder relative to the Dutch guilder transformed the major’s riches into papier-mâché. “Papier-mâché, papier-mâché, papier-mâché!” the general sometimes yelled to remind his recruits of this historical debacle. It had all been dictator Bouterse’s and his gang’s fault.

Encapsulated within an old cloister, surrounded by a canal and a hedge of willows, Saint Stable Horse snapped off a sheltered little spot from the civilian community. Precisely this secure location had convinced Toine’s authorities to station the recruit there. Together, the general, called Bonifacius, and nurse Gertrude conducted their House of Foxholes, a bivouac complex converted into a home where Toine and three younger co-recruits resided after school hours.

The nurse and the general feared the many dangers the civilian community exposed their recruits to. To be able to let their young recruits go to school without permanent oversight, the general and the nurse came up with a strict but fair surveillance plan. Gertrude took on the boys’ homework checks. In rain or snow, the general would drive the recruits to school in his minivan, with a bicycle tucked in the back of the cargo area so Toine could bike home on his own.

From the outside, the Foxhole appeared terribly ordinary, just like an average family’s home, the strategic, semi-detached corner house built with red bricks and brown roof tiles. There was a walkway around the backyard. The general had been so annoyed by peeping neighbors that he had installed an impenetrable, oak-wood fence in front of it. The home with an adjoining garage was situated in the middle of a middle-class residential area for families with small children. Even the neighbors in the east and west flanks didn’t realize an armored bunker lay hidden behind the front door. Walls as thick as the door to a bank safe separated the civilians from the soldiers. In this lair, the general coordinated his attack strategy.

Under general Bonifacius’s command, the recruits were expected to outsmart the civilian enemy. The general and the nurse repeatedly stressed their four recruits were never, ever allowed to betray their position. Tattlers deserved to be exiled. Toine and his co-recruits gave their word. There was nothing they wanted more than winning their authority’s appreciation. Wisely, they decided to keep their mouths shut. Toine feared it, his exile. Specters of the musical Annie flashed before his eyes. Rather the Foxhole than an orphanage.

* * *

Toine, the firstborn, camped on the first floor of the House of Foxes. Chris, as blond as his predecessor, was number two in the pecking order, ten years of age, and a year younger than Toine. After him came the two years younger, eight-year-old dizygotic twins. They were called Leo and Arjan and slept in their own two beds in the room between that of Chris’s and Toine’s. Outdoors, the recruits had to manage to stay out of sight of the civilian enemy, at all times. To this end, they put on social camouflage. Camouflaged in civilian clothes and jeans, all six of the inhabitants of the house at number eleven spoke and behaved as the Homemaker family. No one noticed a thing. In the proximity of the civilian, the recruits had to address the general with the command “dad”, the nurse with the utterances “mom” or “momma”, depending on the distance to be bridged.

The twins, Leo and Arjan, had a special bond with each other. The boys spoke a secret language consisting of ape-like cries mixed with tap and swallow sounds. Even their superiors Chris and Toine didn’t understand one thing of it, let alone that civilian community members knew something was being communicated. Two deep gasps with a short, dull ah-sound appeared to mean something like “sorry”, Toine knew. He had figured this out through observation. He heard this cry back and forth when the two youngest ones were fooling around with each other. “Moonga,” for example, meant lemonade syrup. “Anga” was Arjan’s code name. Leo’s code name, on the other hand, was a strange gurgling sound.

When the twin boys were still little, they sometimes tried to strangle each other. Just to see who could hold out the longest. In the evenings, authority figures Bonifacius and Gertrude were too busy watching TV to interfere in such matters. In their place, Toine and Chris provided care for Arjan and Leo, at least so they wouldn’t injure one another. In any case, nurse Gertrude didn’t pick up on her subordinates’ throat-squeeze game until long after. When she did, she immediately forbade the game. When they had been little babies, general Bonifacius had sometimes squeezed his recruits’ throats shut. He couldn’t stand their cries, and, that way, he tried to silence their noisy sirens. It didn’t work. It only made them cry louder.

A year or two after the twins’ birth, Toine sometimes sat downstairs at the dinner table when he heard thunderous noises coming down the stairs. The nurse had locked the boys in their room, hoping she could escape her duty of care for an hour or so. A small fence at the top of the staircase was supposed to stop the boys, but they wouldn’t let themselves be boxed in that easily. Despite their little feet, they quietly climbed over the fence to subsequently tumble down, heads first. Their thunderous banging against the staircase sounded like someone was throwing furniture down the stairs. Down at the bottom, the whining started.

Far worse things transpired in the House of Foxes. Once, Toine was sitting on the second floor, staring out the window when he saw the twins crawling across the expressway behind the house. A shocked driver had pulled over to behold the crawling toddlers. Toine yelled at the nurse; the boys were crossing the street. She marched outside to fetch her brood and held them close to her bosom again. It wasn’t the first time Gertrude lost track of things.

Later, an attempt to definitively decipher the twins’ secret language hit a wall. Toine had hidden a smart wire in the twins’ bedroom. Loudspeakers were attached to both ends, one to record, the other to play back. That way, he could eavesdrop on their conversations. The old equipment’s chatter had betrayed his position. The twins investigated and found the speaker hidden in a small cabinet atop their bigger wardrobe. They only had to follow the wire to unmask the spy. Toine had been caught red-handed.

* * *

The bloated Bonifacius, who had turned forty a week ago, had a broad build and a meaty beer belly. Belly-fat rolls rolled over his pants. Instead of buying a larger size, one he could have pulled over his belly flap, he preferred to wear a tighter size that disappeared underneath it. He fancied himself thinner that way. He looked like a talking inflatable belly behind which two helpless little arms and legs were sticking out. The general felt ashamed of his fat tripe. Still, he made no effort to do something about it. The colonic colossus bothered him so much that, every morning, nurse Gertrude had to come to help him put his socks and shoes on. He couldn’t reach his feet himself.

The general had been all too well acquainted with the civilian enemy. Ordinary citizens couldn’t understand his mentality. According to him, the privileged proletariat looked down on the righteous warlord. For this reason, he ordered the recruits to infiltrate the civilian system disguised as schoolboys. The general had thought of Operation Butterfly Stroke himself. He had found inspiration for the name thanks to the swimming trophy he had won as a seventeen-year-old. He had been a born winner. It frustrated him that the civilian still refused to honor his status as a former sports athlete. Bonifacius, in mind still sportsman of the year, desired nothing more than sweet revenge. He would get back at the civilian enemy and put a stop to “all that harassing all of the time.”

On occasion, when the general had gotten neatly dressed for an early morning outside visit, which he didn’t always do, the neighbor happened to be walking to his car to go to work. He would greet the general kindly.

“Good morning, neighbor!” the neighbor said.

“Alright, alright, good morning,” Bonifacius said, ill-prepared for such unexpected attention.

At some point, the general was certain. Supposedly, the neighbor had been peeking through the walls of their two homes using infrared cameras. Precisely at the moment the general was going to go outside, the neighbor would jump up, apparently, run to the front door, and, coincidentally, with a feigned calmness, pretend to be on his way to work as well, just to harass the warlord with his greetings. Thereupon the general decided to have his revenge. In the middle of the night, he snuck out into the neighbor’s front yard. With a shovel, he dug a three-foot-deep pit between his conifers. He buried a bag of construction waste full of bricks, nails, and small wooden planks in it. What the general hadn’t been aware of was that the neighbor, who at that moment happened to be standing in the bathroom brushing his teeth, had been looking through a small window, open-mouthed, at what the heck the general was doing to his front yard.

After filing a police report, the garden feat led to a cantonal court case. The general preoccupied himself with the matter all day long for weeks. He wanted to win the case at all costs, read up on all relevant jurisprudence, ordered the relevant law books, and paid several visits to the town hall to gain advice. He had been caught red-handed, but that didn’t prevent the general from fighting for his innocence. The neighbor, a lot more laconic, happened to have something better to do on the day of the trial. He didn’t show up. What a misstep!

It was the gesture that mattered, the neighbor believed. He wanted to let his crazy neighbor know one shouldn’t dig holes in another man’s yard. But the general’s character had been forged on a very different kind of furnace. Once he was called before the cantonal judge, he managed to plead his total innocence, swinging arm gestures emotionally. It had been the neighbor who had left the bag of rubble behind after rebuilding his garden shed, a week earlier. The neighbor had left the rubble on the general’s porch. The general had only wanted to return this rubble. Besides, the neighbor had been annoying him with his unwanted greetings each morning for years on end. Not he, said Bonifacius, but the neighbor was the only truly guilty party.

Moreover, how had the neighbor been able to spot him in the middle of the night? Had he been peeping outside with night-vision goggles? Well, that had been a violation of his privacy.

Due to the lack of reply from the neighbor-in-absentia, the cantonal judge awarded the general the benefit of the doubt. The judge had never before witnessed such a hilarious comedian. The neighbor was going to have to carry the trial’s entire cost, eight thousand guilders. That served him right, the general believed. A few weeks later, the neighbor collapsed in the middle of the sidewalk in front of his porch. It had been a heart attack. The man briefly tried to cling to the tallest conifer before smacking down onto the stone walkway with his jaw first. He was as dead as could be. Two neighborhood residents walked by but didn’t act. There he was. According to the autopsy, it had been stress-induced heart failure. Hereafter, no one in the neighborhood would dare to greet the general kindly in the morning. Finally, they would leave him alone.

“You constantly have to harass those civilians,” the general advised his recruits, “lest they win.”

During the joint supper on the evening of the neighbor’s death, the general instructed his troops. The civilian world was after them, they should know. Recruit Toine had experienced it himself in the meantime. He knew the general was speaking the truth. On the day before, he and his commander had been on the road together to find the new electronics store, the one next to the DIY hardware store. They wanted to buy the latest DVD device for the computer. With it, they could record the entire military ARPANET onto discs. Civilian losers called it the internet. What did they know?

At first, the electronics store’s salesperson, a slow, slender, twenty-seven-year-old pimple, didn’t want to close the deal. Supposedly, it was the last device left from a display cabinet, and he was only allowed to sell it “OEM.”

“OEM?” the general asked in an agitated mood. “Does that include the terms and conditions?”

“Well, no, well yeah, but those terms and conditions are at the headquarters,” the salesperson said, “but if you would really like to take this particular device home with you, so to speak, I might possibly ask the boss, perhaps tomorrow, if he wants to prepare a copy for you, I mean. You can come back tomorrow to pick them up, you know?”

“No, I don’t know. I want to see the terms and conditions now,” the general shot back, “because I know how this will go. By the time I get home, the thing obviously won’t work! And who will guarantee me the warranty will still apply? OEM, right.”

What happened next was an hour-long quarrel about the legal significance of OEM, which, according to the general, had to mean “one eccentric mishap.” The clock struck six. It was getting dark outside. The mellowed salesperson eventually surrendered to his hunger. He decided not to pursue the sale any longer. The defeated general left the store swearing and scolding and returned to the bunker without having acquired the desired device. Before he got into the car, he yelled at the sales clerk:

“Imagine the British had never acquired the Enigma! Then what, huh? The war would still be raging on. You’re treating me the way the Nazis treated the Jews. They, too, were thrown out of stores, you stinking Hitler lover!”

Everybody was always against him.

* * *

The general was recovering from an accident. He hadn’t been able to work for a whole year because of a tricky back injury, a hernia. Last summer, on a mission to Southern France, the general had slipped off a slab of algae slush after a walk along Normandy’s landing beaches. His public pooping maneuver put a damper on his day. Suffering excruciating pains, he barely managed to crawl back to shore. Chris and Leo helped the general back to the camping van, a Toyota Hi-Ace with an extra passengers’ bench between the cabin and the cargo area. The warlord refused to be treated in a hospital. The caravan had to move on. He ordered his family to continue the vacation. Devastated by the pain, he would lie down on the camping van’s backbench while Gertrude took the steering wheel.

After a couple of days, Bonifacius seemed to realize he had suffered a crooked vertebra. The sensation in his toes slowly began to fade. Gertrude, of all people, was incredibly angered when she had to break off the vacation. She really didn’t want to go home, back to the daily hassles of household life. Now that she was finally behind the wheel, she didn’t want to let go anymore. Unfortunately, it couldn’t last long. The general had been defeated.

The general was going to have to stay in bed at home for a year. Despite the accident, Bonifacius yearned for the summer travel missions. He spent his free time the year-round focused on the history of the Second World War. He hadn’t experienced it himself. He had become obsessed with the many documentaries and war films about the topic.

Along with The Bridge on the River Kwai, the film The Longest Day belonged to his favorites. During the annual ten-week-long summer mission, he could fill in the gaps of his knowledge with visits to the museums France offered day-trippers. Bonifacius wanted to acquaint Toine and the other recruits with the civilian enemy’s demonstrably evil intentions. He took them on hasty tours past ruins and memorials. In France, for days without end, they visited vast dune areas where decisive battles had taken place.

Dressed in tourist camouflage, the Homemaker family visited the many minefields, decaying bunkers, and heavy artillery by the sea. In Colleville-Sur-Mer, Bonifacius visited the mass cemeteries for fallen soldiers. Thousands of white crosses left a dizzying impression on visitors. The war vacations carried the recruits along shattered fortresses and trenches. They lost themselves in collections of war art and walked along obscure mausoleums, the memorial sites for the fallen. The highlights of the vacation were the ossuaries, charnel houses full of nameless soldiers’ bones, men who had fought for their redemption in the afterlife.

Because the museums were so expensive, the general sometimes snuck his recruits in through the back door. One or the other doorkeeper who noticed it would start to complain. Then Bonifacius acted as if he suddenly didn’t know French anymore.

“Oowella cash desk? Voolevolee dans l’entrance? Oogieboogie! Loser!”

For entertainment, the recruits were allowed to swim in the sea along the landing beaches of Omaha, Utah, and Juno. In his rubber dinghy, Toine rowed to one of the forgotten caissons, remnants of the allied forces’ mooring vehicles that had stayed afloat in the water since D-Day. What an exciting day it was. There was nothing to do at home. Here, you could conquer Fort Boyard all day long. During the construction of a sandcastle, Toine found a lost landmine. The Germans had left it for the Americans. He threw a heavy rock on top of it. Bummer. Feeling disappointed, Toine had to establish the fact that the thing would no longer explode.

On vacation missions, the sensitive Toine increasingly began to wonder where his general’s fascination for war and demise had come from. Each visit, the depressing atmosphere of the mass graves took a heavier toll on Toine’s mental condition. Conditioned by the scenes of war, the recruit became convinced of man’s wickedness. To him, the inhumanity of war’s violence appeared to go together with the inevitability of human suffering. The black ravens of evil gathered in Toine’s psyche. At night, alone in bed, thoughts of war were grinding through his head. Those poor French soldiers of the First World War still had to pull forth their old-fashioned cannons
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