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Pratiwo Tan

Some loves are never meant to reach their destination; it is precisely for that reason that they find eternity.
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Cultural Note
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This novel is a work of historical fiction set in Semarang during the years preceding the Japanese occupation (1939–1942), throughout the Japanese occupation (1942–1945), the Indonesian National Revolution (1945), and the years that followed. At its heart lies the story of the Hirschfeld family, a family of musicians who have called Semarang home for generations. Through their lives, readers witness how war, occupation, revolution, and the relentless turning of history transform the lives of ordinary people. Although the principal characters and portions of the narrative are fictional, many of the places, historical events, organizations, and figures portrayed in this novel are rooted in documented history.

Semarang has long been one of Indonesia's most multicultural cities. Since the colonial era, Javanese, Chinese, Arab, Indo-European, and Dutch communities have lived side by side, shaping and enriching one another through everyday life. Their coexistence gave rise to a remarkable tapestry of languages, architecture, cuisine, customs, and artistic traditions, all of which form the living backdrop against which the Hirschfeld family's story unfolds.

Music lies at the very soul of this novel. For the Hirschfeld family, it is far more than a profession or a form of entertainment; it is a language that bridges cultures and affirms our shared humanity. Among the musical traditions woven throughout the story, kroncong occupies a special place. Born from the meeting of Portuguese, Malay, Chinese, Javanese, and European influences, it has become one of Indonesia's most distinctive musical heritages. Within these pages, kroncong becomes a symbol of friendship, love, hope, and quiet resilience at a time when war threatens to strip all of them away.

Several Dutch, Japanese, Javanese, and Chinese terms have been intentionally retained in order to preserve the authenticity of the historical and cultural setting. Explanations of these terms may be found in the Glossary.

The novel also portrays a variety of cultural traditions practiced by the Chinese Indonesian community, including worship in Chinese temples, the Cap Go Meh celebration, the burning of incense, and the reverence shown to ancestors. These traditions have formed an inseparable part of life in the Indonesian archipelago for centuries and continue to shape the social world in which the characters live.

The depictions of civilian internment camps, forced labor (romusha), the Kenpeitai, and the Jugun Ianfu (comfort women) are based upon historical fact. Their inclusion is intended to honor the memory of those who suffered during the war and to illuminate the profound human consequences of armed conflict, rather than to assign blame to any nation or people.

The names of streets, buildings, and districts generally follow the names used during the period in which the story takes place. In some instances, both their colonial and present-day names are provided to help readers follow the historical transformation of the city.

Through the journey of the Hirschfeld family, this novel seeks to bring back to life an era in which music, friendship, and love became the final refuge of hope amid war and the upheaval of history. It is my hope that this story will offer more than a compelling work of fiction—that it will also open a window onto the history, culture, and everyday lives of the people of Indonesia during one of the most defining chapters in the nation's past.
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Glosary
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AFNEI (Allied Forces Netherlands East Indies)

The Allied military command that arrived in the Netherlands East Indies after Japan's surrender in 1945. Its mission was to disarm Japanese troops, liberate prisoners of war and civilian internees, and restore public order.

Alun-Alun

The traditional public square found at the center of many Javanese cities. It serves as a place for ceremonies, public gatherings, cultural performances, and important civic events.

Ambengan

A historic district of Semarang located between the Old Town and the eastern part of the city. During the colonial period it was an important residential and commercial neighborhood.

Amsterdam

The capital of the Netherlands and the destination of many Dutch and Indo-European repatriates after World War II. It became a new home for thousands of families leaving the former Dutch East Indies.

Bass (Double Bass / Bass Betot)

The largest string instrument in a kroncong orchestra, played by plucking the strings rather than using a bow. It provides the harmonic and rhythmic foundation of the ensemble.

Batavia

The colonial name of present-day Jakarta and the capital of the Dutch East Indies until the Japanese occupation. After the war it became the main transit point for refugees and repatriates leaving Indonesia.

Bengawan Solo

Indonesia's best-known song, composed by Gesang Martohartono in 1940. Named after Java's longest river, it became popular throughout Asia, especially in Japan.

BKR (Badan Keamanan Rakyat)

The People's Security Agency established shortly after Indonesia proclaimed its independence on 17 August 1945. It later developed into the Indonesian National Armed Forces (TNI).

Blenduk Church

The oldest Protestant church in Central Java, located in Semarang's Old Town. Its distinctive copper dome has made it one of the city's most recognizable landmarks.

Bow (Violin Bow)

The wooden stick strung with horsehair used to play the violin. The bow allows the player to produce the expressive tone for which the violin is known.

Cak

A small four-string instrument derived from the Portuguese cavaquinho. It produces the rapid rhythmic pattern that gives kroncong music its distinctive pulse.

Cap Go Meh

The fifteenth and final day of the Lunar New Year celebration. In Indonesia it is marked by temple ceremonies, processions, lion dances, and other cultural festivities.

Cello (Kroncong Cello)

Unlike the classical cello, the kroncong cello is played by plucking and slapping the strings rather than using a bow. It creates rhythmic patterns that resemble traditional Indonesian percussion.

Cheongsam (Qipao)

A traditional Chinese dress with a high collar and fitted silhouette. It became a symbol of elegance among Chinese women throughout Southeast Asia during the twentieth century.

Chinese Hospital

A hospital established by the Chinese community to provide medical care for local residents. During the Japanese occupation, hospitals such as the one in Sompok became overcrowded with civilian internees and war victims.

Ciamsi

A traditional Chinese method of fortune telling practiced in temples. Worshippers draw numbered bamboo sticks that correspond to written fortunes interpreted by temple attendants.

Concertgebouw

The Royal Concertgebouw in Amsterdam, one of the world's most celebrated concert halls. It is internationally renowned for its exceptional acoustics and performances by leading orchestras.

Cuk

A three-string ukulele-like instrument unique to kroncong music. Together with the cak, it forms the characteristic rhythmic foundation of a kroncong ensemble.

Dai Nippon

The Japanese name for the Empire of Japan, meaning "Great Japan." During the occupation of Indonesia (1942–1945), this name frequently appeared in proraganda, official documents, and public ceremonies.

Dutch East Indies

The Dutch colony that occupied most of the Indonesian archipelago from the early seventeenth century until the Japanese invasion in 1942. It became the Republic of Indonesia after independence was proclaimed in 1945.

Flute

A woodwind instrument commonly used in kroncong orchestras. Its soft, lyrical sound complements the violin and vocals, adding melodic ornamentation to the music.

Gambang Semarang

A lively musical style originating in Semarang that blends Javanese, Chinese, and Malay influences. It reflects the city's multicultural heritage and is often performed at festivals and cultural events.

Gang Lombok

One of the oldest streets in Semarang's Chinatown (Pecinan). It is famous for the historic Tay Kak Sie Temple and has long been a center of Chinese religious and commercial life.

Gesang Martohartono (1917–2010)

An Indonesian composer best known for writing Bengawan Solo. His songs became popular throughout Asia and remain among Indonesia's most beloved musical works.

Ghurka (Gurkha)

Elite soldiers from Nepal who served in the British Army. Gurkha units were deployed to Indonesia after World War II as part of the Allied forces.

GPIB Immanuel (Blenduk Church)

The official name of Blenduk Church in Semarang. It remains one of Indonesia's oldest Protestant churches and an important symbol of the city's colonial heritage.

Halmaheira Internment Camp

A Japanese civilian internment camp in Semarang where many Dutch and Indo-European families were imprisoned during World War II. Harsh living conditions, hunger, and disease claimed many lives.

Heerenstraat

The former Dutch colonial name of one of the principal streets in Semarang's Old Town. Today it is known as Jalan Letjen Soeprapto.

Hotel du Pavillon

One of Semarang's prestigious colonial hotels. During the Japanese occupation it became a venue for military receptions and musical performances organized for Japanese officers.

Internment Camp

A detention camp established to confine civilians considered enemy nationals during wartime. Thousands of Dutch civilians in the Dutch East Indies were held in Japanese internment camps between 1942 and 1945.

Ismail Marzuki (1914–1958)

One of Indonesia's greatest composers, songwriters, and musicians. He composed many patriotic and popular songs and played an important role in the development of kroncong and Indonesian music.

Jamu

Indonesia's traditional herbal medicine made from natural ingredients such as turmeric, ginger, tamarind, and aromatic roots. It has been used for centuries to maintain health and treat various ailments.

Japanese Occupation

The period between 1942 and 1945 when the Japanese Empire occupied the Dutch East Indies during World War II. The occupation brought forced labor, food shortages, internment camps, and widespread suffering.

Jugun Ianfu (Comfort Women)

Women and girls forced into sexual slavery by the Imperial Japanese Army during World War II. Victims came from many occupied territories across Asia, including Indonesia, Korea, China, and the Philippines.

Jurnatan Station

A historic railway station in Semarang that served the city's urban tram system during the Dutch colonial period. Although no longer functioning as a station, the building remains part of Semarang's transportation history.

Kampung

An Indonesian urban neighborhood where residents live in close-knit communities. Kampungs are often characterized by narrow streets, modest houses, and strong social ties.

Kampung Kroncong

A fictional neighborhood in this novel where Herman learns and performs kroncong music. It symbolizes friendship, cultural harmony, and the spirit of community.

Kenpeitai

The military police of the Imperial Japanese Army during World War II. Feared throughout Asia for arrests, interrogations, torture, and political repression.

Kerkhof Kobong

The historic Dutch cemetery in Semarang established during the nineteenth century after burials were moved from the Old Town. Many Dutch civilians and internees were buried here before the cemetery was cleared in the 1970s.

Kerkstraat

The former Dutch colonial name for a street in Semarang's Old Town. In the novel, it is the location of the Hirschfeld family's music shop and home.

Kiai

A respected Islamic religious scholar and community leader in Indonesia. Kiai often serve as spiritual teachers and leaders of Islamic boarding schools (pesantren).

Klenteng

The Indonesian term for a Chinese temple where followers of Buddhism, Taoism, and Confucianism worship. Besides serving religious purposes, klenteng also function as important centers of Chinese cultural life.

KNIL (Royal Netherlands East Indies Army)

The colonial army of the Dutch East Indies before the Japanese invasion in 1942. It consisted of Dutch, Indo-European, and indigenous soldiers serving under Dutch command.

Kobong

A Javanese name meaning "burned," referring to the historic cemetery that also contained a crematorium. It later became the common name for Kerkhof Kobong Cemetery in Semarang.

Kroncong

One of Indonesia's oldest popular musical traditions, blending Portuguese, Malay, Chinese, and Javanese influences. A traditional kroncong ensemble includes cak, cuk, cello, double bass, guitar, flute, violin, and vocals.

Kyoto

Japan's ancient imperial capital and one of the country's most important cultural cities. In the novel, it is Haruki's hometown.

Lief Java Orchestra

One of the most famous kroncong orchestras in the Dutch East Indies. During the Japanese occupation it continued performing under the name Kirei Na Jawa.

Miss Annie Landouw

A celebrated blind kroncong singer known for her gentle voice and expressive performances. She was one of the leading vocalists of the Lief Java Orchestra.

Miss Netty

A popular female singer of the Lief Java Orchestra who appeared on radio broadcasts and commercial recordings before and during the Japanese occupation.

Miss Roekiah (1917–1945)

One of Indonesia's most famous actresses and singers before World War II. She starred in numerous films and performed with the Lief Java Orchestra.

Opa

The Dutch word for "grandfather." The term was commonly used by Dutch and Indo-European families living in the Dutch East Indies.

Papa

The Dutch word for "father." It remained commonly used within Dutch and Indo-European families in Indonesia.

Pecinan (Chinatown)

The traditional Chinese quarter of an Indonesian city. Pecinan served as the commercial, residential, religious, and cultural center of the Chinese community.

Petrof Piano

A high-quality piano manufactured by the Czech company Petrof, founded in 1864. Renowned for its warm tone and craftsmanship, it became popular throughout Europe and Asia.

Proclamation of Indonesian Independence

The declaration of Indonesia's independence by Soekarno and Mohammad Hatta on 17 August 1945. This historic event marked the beginning of the Indonesian National Revolution.

Propaganda

Information, performances, or artistic works intended to influence public opinion. During the Japanese occupation, music, theater, films, and radio were widely used to promote support for the Japanese war effort.

RMS Oranje

A Dutch ocean liner launched in 1938 that served as a hospital ship during World War II. After the war, it transported thousands of Dutch and Indo-European repatriates from Indonesia to the Netherlands.

Romusha

Indonesian civilians forcibly recruited by the Japanese military as laborers during World War II. Many endured starvation, disease, and harsh working conditions, and countless never returned home.

Schouwburg

The Dutch term for a theater or performing arts venue. During the colonial era, schouwburgs hosted concerts, operas, dramas, and cultural performances.

Semarang

A major port city on the northern coast of Central Java. Renowned for its multicultural heritage, Semarang has long been home to Javanese, Chinese, Arab, and European communities.

Sompok Hospital

A hospital established by Semarang's Chinese community to provide medical care. During the Japanese occupation, it became overcrowded with civilian internees suffering from disease, malnutrition, and wartime injuries.

Sonata

A musical composition, usually written in several movements, for one or more instruments. In this novel, Semarang Sonata symbolizes memory, love, and the enduring spirit of the city.

Stradivarius

A violin crafted by the Italian master luthier Antonio Stradivari (1644–1737). Stradivarius instruments are among the finest and most valuable violins ever made.

Tanjung Priok

The principal seaport of Jakarta and Indonesia's busiest harbor. After World War II, it became the main departure point for repatriates leaving the former Dutch East Indies.

Tay Kak Sie Temple

One of the oldest and most important Chinese temples in Semarang, founded in 1746. Dedicated primarily to Guanyin, it remains a major center of Chinese religious and cultural life.

Tenno Heika

A Japanese honorific meaning "His Majesty the Emperor." During the Japanese occupation, public ceremonies often required expressions of loyalty to the Emperor of Japan.

Tugu Muda

One of Semarang's best-known monuments, commemorating the heroes of the Five Days Battle of Semarang in October 1945. It stands as a symbol of courage and Indonesia's struggle for independence.

Violin

A four-string bowed instrument and one of the principal melodic voices in a kroncong orchestra. In this novel, Herman's violin represents memory, hope, and the enduring power of music.

Violin Bow

The bow used to play the violin, traditionally made of wood and horsehair. Its movement across the strings produces the instrument's expressive and singing tone.

VOC (Dutch East India Company)

Founded in 1602, the Dutch East India Company became one of the world's first multinational corporations. It played a central role in establishing Dutch colonial rule in the Indonesian archipelago.

Wayang

Indonesia's traditional theatrical art using shadow puppets, wooden puppets, or live actors. Recognized by UNESCO as an Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity, wayang combines storytelling, music, and philosophy.

Wedang Ronde

A traditional Javanese hot ginger drink served with glutinous rice balls filled with sweet peanut paste. It is especially popular during cool evenings and the rainy season.

World War II

A global conflict fought between 1939 and 1945 involving most of the world's nations. In Southeast Asia, the war ended Dutch colonial rule, brought Japanese occupation, and paved the way for Indonesia's independence.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
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I pushed the door open and stepped into the restaurant. Outside, the air had been bitterly cold, yet the warmth inside wrapped itself around me at once. I hung my winter coat in the foyer and walked into the dining room, already filling with evening guests. The soft yellow glow of the lamps bathed the restaurant in a comforting warmth, embracing an atmosphere of leisurely dining and quiet companionship. Winter always seemed the perfect season for lingering conversations over dinner. From the street the restaurant shone brightly, yet from within, the glass door had turned Opaque with frost, its surface clouded by the cold beyond.

I saw my friend already seated, absorbed in a newspaper. As I reached the table, he looked up and smiled, his gray mustache lifting into a welcoming grin. He was now seventy years old while I had only just turned forty, yet the years between us had never stood in the way of conversation. The clinking of forks, spoons, and porcelain drifted gently through the room because, despite the crowd, the restaurant was remarkably quiet. I settled into the chair across from him, wondering whether he had been waiting long, only to discover that he had arrived moments before I did. Together we studied the menu lying before us while waiters moved tirelessly from table to table, balancing trays crowded with steaming dishes. The subdued light softened every corner of the room, and the rich aroma of freshly prepared food lingered warmly in the air.

It was my final evening in Leiden after attending a seminar on the cities of Indonesia. I was dining in an Indonesian restaurant with a professor of urban anthropology, an old friend whose warmth had never faded with time. As we talked over dinner in the comfort of the restaurant, the owners played Dutch-language kroncong music to evoke the atmosphere of Indonesia. He listened with unmistakable pleasure and reflected that many Dutch people who had once lived in Indonesia before independence had cherished kroncong as a melody of remembrance. Slowly, Geef Me Maar Nasi Goreng floated through the room, performed in the unmistakable style of kroncong, and I watched him surrender himself to the music. It was a curious reversal of the past, for there had once been many Dutch people living in Indonesia who regarded this music with quiet disdain. I wondered whether he had always loved kroncong, and he answered immediately that he had. He had been born in Indonesia, he let the memory unfold almost to himself, where he had played the violin in a kroncong ensemble, though after settling in the Netherlands his university studies had consumed his days, leaving him only the pleasure of listening rather than performing.

To him, kroncong carried the very soul of Java, peaceful and luminous. The voices of the flute and violin flowed together like clear water emerging from an untouched spring. Even now, he admitted, he could never fall asleep without listening to Moritsko. Without the gentle current of kroncong, sleep refused to come. The violin, with its endless improvisations, reminded him of life on the island of Java, where existence seemed freer, less confined by rigid rules than in Europe. The violin in kroncong possessed a voice unlike any other, its expressive slides painting each melody with colors that seemed impossible to capture in words.

After studying the menu for a while, he suggested we order gudeg with areh, krecek, tofu, tempeh, water spinach, and jasmine tea. I admitted I had never tasted gudeg in Leiden, and curiosity quickly overtook me. As he placed the order, he began reminiscing about the years he had spent in Semarang, where he had first fallen in love with kroncong. That, he said, was why Indonesia had always remained his homeland, no matter how many decades he had lived elsewhere.

He told me that several kroncong ensembles still existed in the Netherlands, each with its own devoted audience. After refugees from Indonesia arrived there, they found themselves longing for the country that had once been called the Dutch East Indies. They missed the fiery sambal and fragrant rendang, but even more than the food they missed the atmosphere of Indonesia itself—the sound of the gamelan and the gentle melodies of kroncong. Deep within, they still belonged to the Dutch East Indies, children of the island of Java whose culture had grown into something different from that of the Netherlands.

I listened in silence while the waiter arrived with the dishes we had ordered. As we ate, our conversation drifted deeper into memories that had never truly faded. He recalled returning to Indonesia a few years earlier and being stunned that he could scarcely recognize Semarang, the city that had once been his home. Somehow the past had become more beautiful than the present. His voice gathered warmth as he spoke, and I could hear his heart tremble whenever he remembered the friends with whom he had once played in a cheerful kroncong ensemble.

Before him unfolded a poem entitled When God Composed Semarang in the Melody of Kroncong. It told of a morning that had not yet been given a name, when God sat upon the veranda of the heavens, gazing across the tranquil Java Sea as though it were a blank canvas, and quietly said that here He would create a city whose pulse would be time itself, whose voice would be memory. Then He shaped the Old Dutch Quarter or called Kota Holand with the hands of a poet-architect, raising colonial buildings not as monuments of oppression but as vessels to preserve the echo of footsteps long vanished, lofty doorways, graceful arched windows, and the lingering shadows of afternoons that never truly departed. He nestled Chinatown beside it, with narrow alleys and red lanterns swaying like dreams in the night breeze. Behind silent temples He concealed the secrets of centuries within drifting incense and the trembling of bronze bells, allowing them to live beside modest prayer houses and homes whose neighbors greeted one another across the narrow lanes. Nor did He forget the kampungs stretching eastward along the riverbanks, where rice stalls stood open, children chased kites through the afternoon sky, and mothers hung stories out to dry beneath the sun. There He breathed laughter into banana leaves, into steaming kettles, into the distant beat of the drum calling the faithful to prayer. Then night descended, and while the city slept without ever surrendering entirely to silence, God began to play the melodies of kroncong between corrugated roofs and weathered clay tiles. The bright voices of the cak and cuk drifted gently into dreams, mingling with the creaking wheels of old bicycles and the soft hum of Petromax lamps glowing in forgotten alleyways. Let this music become its heartbeat, He whispered, so that Semarang would not merely be seen, but heard... and remembered. And so Semarang came into being, a city that could never be completely read because it had been written with buildings and songs, with the prayers rising from temples and the echoes flowing from mosques, with markets and harbors, and with a love so patient that even God refused to hurry it.
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Chapter 2: Platform (1985)
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Late

The station loudspeaker announced that the train from Jakarta would arrive at Platform One in fifteen minutes. Its voice rang out loudly beneath the vast roof of Tawang Station, echoing through the cool morning air and shattering the silence that had settled over the sleepy crowd. A man who had been dozing in his seat jerked awake with a scowl, muttering that it meant the train was already an hour late, his irritation spilling over as he slapped his hat against his knee.

The porters rose at once, preparing to board the arriving coaches. Those who had been lying down—or perhaps truly asleep, for the morning was still young—were suddenly awake and gathering themselves. The great clock above the platform showed ten minutes before seven. Outside, daylight had already spread across the sky, while the sun cast its pale light from the eastern horizon. A few birds fluttered beneath the station roof, beginning their daily search for food. The lamps lining the platform had surrendered their glow to the growing brightness of morning. Benches that only moments earlier had been crowded were gradually abandoned as people walked toward the platform's edge, eager to greet the passengers they had come to receive. The blue-uniformed porters filled the air with their voices, and soon the entire platform pulsed with expectation. An early-morning opera was about to begin, one in which streams of travelers would pour from the railway carriages the moment the train came to a halt. One man, still seated on a bench, merely murmured that everyone should be patient.

The announcement had awakened a station that only moments before had seemed asleep, stirring it from one end to the other. Beyond the platform, families and friends gathered to welcome loved ones arriving from Jakarta. Those who had been lingering in the food stalls over morning coffee and cakes abandoned their tables and drifted toward the platform exit until the entrance was crowded with people standing shoulder to shoulder, all waiting for the same moment.

A mother hurried into the station with her teenage daughter, anxious to welcome the son who had been studying at a university in Jakarta. Her face glowed with an impatience that could no longer be hidden, and she hurried forward, almost running, unable to wait another moment before kissing her son's cheek, urging her daughter to move faster because she simply could not bear the waiting any longer, when suddenly a man called after her that her scarf had fallen. Fortunately, the girl heard him, turned back at once, and quickly picked it up before hurrying after her mother once again.

Inside the platform, it was not only the porters who were preparing themselves but also the station staff, and, not to be left behind, a group of buskers stirred awake and readied their instruments. Every morning they earned their living by welcoming the arriving trains with music. Each took up an instrument with practiced familiarity. The player of the plucked double bass hurried to steady the towering instrument while the others busied themselves with their own. Then, after a silent count of three, the clear voice of the flute rose into the air, followed almost immediately by the bright rhythm of the cuk and a ringing sweep of strings, and a young woman began to sing the beloved kroncong classic Bengawan Solo. Her voice was gentle and velvety, floating effortlessly through the station. Though they were merely buskers performing for passing travelers, their kroncong possessed remarkable grace, made even richer by the violin that wove expressive phrases through every pause in the singer's voice. As they played, they swayed with the rhythm, inviting everyone within earshot to sway with them. Their music echoed beneath the vast roof of the station, filling every corner with melody. They performed with such joy that warmth spread through the crowd, lifting the spirits of everyone who listened. The song transformed the platform, where moments earlier silence had lingered, into a place alive with people standing, hurrying, smiling, and moving to the rhythm of the morning.

Poncol Station

THE TRAIN WAS STILL several kilometers from Tawang Station, having only recently passed Kendal, yet the women inside the carriage had already begun straightening their clothes and touching up their makeup. One woman opened a compact mirror and carefully traced another layer of lipstick over lips already brilliantly colored while remarking to her friend that it had been so long since she had last visited Semarang. Her companion, equally absorbed in applying her makeup, answered with nothing more than a casual Oh, really?, never lifting her eyes from the mirror. A mustached man adjusted his black jacket and stretched into a wide yawn. There was no air conditioning inside the carriage, yet the compartment remained pleasantly cool because the wind rushed powerfully through the open windows. The iron wheels thundered against the rails with a rhythm that rose and fell like the lively voices of the cak and cuk in a kroncong ensemble, their music seeming to sway with every movement of the players' heads and bodies. The carriage itself had creaked and rocked ever since the journey began, as though it too were dancing to a playful kroncong tune. Its gentle swaying resembled the cheerful movements of the musicians themselves—alive, dynamic, endlessly in motion—filling the bright morning with an unmistakable rhythm.

After passing miles of rice fields and quiet villages, the train rolled onto the broad bridge spanning the West Flood Canal. The canal was an extension of the Garang River, a waterway deeply woven into the history of Semarang. Before the canal had been constructed, the Garang River had flowed into the Semarang River, along whose banks Kota Holland and Chinatown had flourished. As the train crossed the bridge, the rumble beneath the wheels changed its voice. Beyond the bridge lay several level crossings and intersecting railway lines, each rail joint sending a fresh burst of thunder through the carriage, making it bounce lightly whenever the wheels struck the steel connections. Gradually the train slowed and came to a stop at Poncol Station, where the porters immediately competed to climb aboard in search of passengers needing help with their luggage.

A woman suddenly called to her friend that it was time to get off, only to hear the reply that this was merely Poncol Station and not yet Tawang. The woman fell silent at once. The carriage, crowded only moments before, became noticeably more spacious as several passengers stepped onto the platform. Through the window the platform appeared alive with movement, travelers weaving through the crowd while porters hurried away carrying heavy suitcases balanced across their shoulders.

After waiting for several minutes, the train pulled away once more, crossed several streets, and entered the Old Dutch Quarter or Kota Holland, where rows of weathered historic buildings still stood, a place many claimed resembled the Netherlands. The locomotive's whistle pierced the quiet morning as it rolled at a steady pace across level crossings crowded with bicycles, pedicabs, and automobiles waiting patiently behind lowered barriers. The old Dutch office buildings passed so close to the windows that every faded detail could be seen, yet the white-skinned man with the gray mustache sitting beside the window could find nothing that reminded him of home. All he saw was decay, a city far dirtier than the one he remembered. Ragpickers had already begun searching through the neglected corners between the worn buildings. Those former office blocks, once symbols of elegance and prosperity, were still unmistakable, yet he could not understand why their paint had faded and why no one seemed to care for them anymore. The thought lingered only briefly before the train crossed the old bridge over the Semarang River. He remembered the river crowded with boats, but now it had shrunk into a narrow ribbon of dark water. Not a single boat remained. Only a scavenger stood upon a small raft, sorting through piles of floating refuse that covered the river which had once shimmered with life. Without realizing it, he remained absorbed by the passing landscape while the passengers around him quietly gathered their belongings and prepared to leave the train.

As the train drew nearer to the station, passengers throughout the ten-carriage train rose from their seats and began lifting their belongings from the overhead racks, eager to leave behind the long, wearying journey. Though the seats were padded with soft foam, they could not be reclined, and hours of sitting had stiffened every back and shoulder. Sheets of newspaper that had served as makeshift bedding during the night still lay scattered across the floor. The carriage doors had been opened, allowing a powerful rush of morning air to sweep inside. Everyone's thoughts had already traveled ahead, imagining the comfort of home waiting just beyond the station. A middle-aged woman carefully counted her belongings once more, checking the souvenirs she had bought in Cirebon while laughing softly with her husband. At that moment the conductor walked through the carriage, his voice carrying firmly above the noise of the train as he reminded every passenger to make certain that nothing was left behind.

Announcement

WHEN THE ANNOUNCEMENT burst from the loudspeakers, loud enough to be heard far beyond the station, the crimson silhouette of the colonial skyline to the south gradually emerged into sharp relief beneath the growing daylight. The pedicab drivers who had been sleeping nearby stirred awake at once, folding the sarongs they had wrapped around themselves during the night. It promised to be a fine day. The sky was clear, and clear skies usually meant good fortune. Those waiting at the front of the line fixed their eyes upon the station entrance, anticipating the stream of passengers who would soon emerge. They were ready to carry travelers to nearby destinations. The unlicensed taxi drivers also climbed out of the cars that had served as their beds, stretching lazily before gathering together, leaning against their doors and chatting while waiting for customers. Nothing pleased them more than finding a passenger bound for Kudus or Purwodadi, where the fare would be worth the long journey. Beyond the station gate, several private cars had already formed a queue to enter the parking area, driven by relatives determined not to be late in welcoming loved ones home. Yet it was not only the pedicabs and informal taxis that had come alive. The motorcycle parking area buzzed with activity as families arrived on motorbikes, while motorcycle taxis also waited hopefully for passengers. Every train arriving from Jakarta carried more than travelers; it brought the livelihood they had been awaiting since dawn.

When the locomotive finally entered the platform, its thunderous roar overwhelmed everything around it. The voices of the crowd vanished beneath the rumbling engine, and even the cheerful strains of the kroncong buskers disappeared into the mechanical storm. Those standing close to the tracks felt the vibration deep within themselves as the platform floor and the station walls trembled beneath the passing locomotive. The porters who had been chatting only moments before fell silent. Though the musicians' melody was swallowed by the deafening engine, they never stopped playing. The coaches were still rolling when the porters sprang into action, chasing alongside the moving train before leaping aboard one after another, slipping through the carriage doors while shouting, porter... porter! The woman seated beside the white-haired foreigner called one of them over to carry the many bags she had brought with her. Judging by the number of packages, she had probably spent the previous day buying inexpensive clothing at the famous Tanah Abang market.

The train finally came to a halt. One by one, passengers stepped down from the carriages, and in moments the entire platform overflowed with travelers and porters burdened with luggage. The station exit became a river of people moving steadily toward the city, while station employees worked tirelessly, checking each passenger's ticket before allowing them through.

Inside the carriage, now nearly empty, the white-haired foreigner rose quietly and lifted his suitcase and travel bag from the overhead rack. He was carrying very little. Walking slowly toward the open doorway, he stepped onto the bustling platform. Amid the overwhelming noise, he caught the faint sound of kroncong music. He turned first to one side, then the other, searching for its source, but the sea of people concealed the musicians from view.

He continued walking until he reached the restaurant inside the station. Before entering, he paused for a moment, studying the doorway and the room beyond with a slow shake of his head, as though searching for a memory hidden somewhere within the old building. A waitress smiled warmly from inside and beckoned him in. Please, mister, she said. Instead of answering in English, he spoke fluent Indonesian, asking quietly where the kroncong music was coming from. The waitress stared at him in surprise. She had taken him for a foreign tourist, yet he spoke Indonesian effortlessly, all the while continuing to search for the direction of the music. He stepped inside. The restaurant was crowded with people gathering for breakfast, not only passengers who had just arrived from Jakarta but also those preparing to board the morning departures. The little restaurant had stood there for decades. Its old wooden tables and chairs had darkened beneath years of smoke, and the walls had faded with age, their paint long surrendered to time.

The white-haired foreigner chose a table near the doorway, where he could still watch the platform gradually
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