
    Quote

    “Ever many generations pass, our machinery will be driven by power obtainable at any point in the universe… it is a mere question of time when men will succeed in attaching their machinery to the very wheelwork of nature.”

    Nikola Tesla

    “Two things are infinite: the universe and human stupidity; and I'm not sure about the universe.”

    Albert Einstein

    “Mathematics is the art of giving the same name to different things.”

    Henri Poincaré

    “Difform motion will in every case produce the same effects as gravity.”

    Hendrik Antoon Lorentz

  
    A matter of chess

    'Giving an interview? Are you going to give an interview? Why, and to whom?' I said to my grandpa. He had surprised me completely once again, just as he had actually done my whole life. My grandpa isn't really my grandpa, but my great-grandfather, but for convenience I just called him grandpa or opi, whatever suited me. I hadn't seen him for about nine years, but I had recently returned to the house where he had raised me back then, after I had become more or less an orphan. He was already in his seventies at the time, but he was not exactly the average retiree. No, he was Jacob Oostman, the founder of the JOB group and a renowned architect. He had worked incredibly hard his entire life to build a multi-billion-dollar company together with his daughter Hannah—my grandma, that is. But when my mother passed away—I was barely seven months old—he took on my upbringing. My grandma was far too busy with the company, and Jacob had started taking things a bit easier at his age. And don't think it was a punishment to grow up with such an old man; quite the opposite. Jacob was like a father to me, who taught me so much and always supported me in everything, often even to the displeasure of my grandma Hannah. And believe me, Jacob was intelligent. And not just intelligent, but in a league of his own. For example, he taught me to play chess when I was a little boy and, unlike many others, he never let me win. And I hate losing. That prompted me to really immerse myself in chess, and – if I do say so myself – I became very good at it. But in my entire life, I have never been able to win a game from him. Even now that he is turning 99 this year, I can't beat him. And I seriously tried just yesterday. No, believe me, Jacob is smart. He says himself that by now 50% of his brain cells must have died off. That may be true, I jokingly told him, but then you are still twice as smart as a normal person.

    Anyway, that interview was a total surprise to me. Throughout his life, he always kept the spotlight at a distance. He only wanted to operate in the background. I think he must have received thousands of requests for interviews in his entire life. There were also various writers who wanted to write a biography about him. About the Jewish man who, as a young man of 23, had survived the war and returned to the Netherlands completely destitute, while his parents and, in fact, his entire family had been murdered. About the man who had built a globally operating construction company out of nothing. About the man who – without any specific education – had developed into a world-famous architect. About the father of Hannah Oostman, one of the most successful businesswomen in the world. About the tragic loss of his granddaughter Elise and about the upbringing of his great-grandson—that is me, John.

    However interesting such a biography might have been, my great-grandfather wanted absolutely nothing to do with it. 'If anyone wants to write something about me, they always end up with the war. And that is simply too traumatic for me. The war is forbidden territory,' he had always said. To the press, Jacob was therefore essentially a kind of hermit, someone who was unreachable. And now Jacob suddenly announced that he was going to give an interview. Right in the middle of the corona epidemic, of all times. I asked him if he had really thought it through, and if he knew whether she had been tested. Yes, it was apparently a woman who was coming by. 'Yes, son, it is time to talk to this woman now, and yes, she has been tested.'

    'But who is it then?' I asked, 'the one who has succeeded where no one else has ever did?'

    'Well...,' Jacob had said, 'have you ever heard of Bodine Jensen?'

    'Bodine Jensen?' I asked, 'uh… isn't that the American author who writes thrillers? Yes, I have heard of her. I happened to read her latest book, Nighthawk, while in the hospital. That was a damn good story, and she knew what she was talking about, I can guarantee that. But what do you mean, is she coming to interview you?'

    'No, no…' Jacob had answered, 'it is her daughter coming over, Mila Dumas.'

    'Mila Dumas?' I asked, 'I've never heard of her, and why is her name Dumas and not Jensen?'

    ‘She has that surname from her father. Bodine Jensen is married, but has kept her maiden name, because she was already known by that. I should actually say that shewas married, because her husband, and therefore Mila's father, passed away six weeks ago.’

    'But what is the point then? Does this Bodine Jensen want to write a book about you and has she sent her daughter ahead to collect material, or something?' I asked.

    'No, not at all. That Mila Dumas is an investigative journalist. And a good one, too. She is about the same age as you, but she has already uncovered quite a lot. You may have heard of that corruption scandal in the pharmaceutical world. She brought that to light. She became quite famous for the statement: “North America is the most corrupt country in the world, only they have legalized corruption.” She didn't make any friends with that. But she really works for herself, and not for her mother.'

    'But grandpa, an investigative journalist, they are the most dangerous ones there are. Why in God's name are you letting her come here?'

    'Well,' said Jacob, 'I have a very good reason for that, but I'm not going to tell you yet.'

    I was more than surprised. 'Then it's up to you, but don't say later that I didn't warn you! When is she actually coming?'

    'Well, this afternoon already. She came to Schiphol from Washington yesterday. By the way, I would appreciate it if you would be present during the interview. You know, I haven't been hearing as good lately, and English isn't my favorite language either.'

    ‘Okay, if that's what you want, fine; I'm just hobbling around the house with my crippled leg anyway.’

    At the stroke of two that afternoon, the doorbell rang. I went to open the door, without much expectation. I had never really felt attracted to American women. They were either too fat or too skinny, usually wearing too much makeup, almost always somewhat shallow, and often far too pushy for my liking. But when I opened the door, I had to conclude that there were exceptions. Mila Dumas was no average American. She looked more like a French woman, with a dark pageboy haircut and very refined makeup. She wasn't tall, a head shorter than me, but she had a pair of beautiful green-brown eyes with which she took me in very sharply. She was, in a word, overwhelming.

    'Hi…' she said, 'I'm Mila Dumas, I have an appointment with Jacob Oostman.' I was taken aback for a moment. 'Of course, I know, welcome, come in, let me get your coat,' I answered a bit awkwardly, 'I'm John Oostman, I'm his great-grandson.' I led her to the garden room, from where you could look out over the water of the Leede and where Jacob was already waiting for her. Jacob sat there looking a bit tense. And I didn't know him like this, because normally nothing impressed him. They gave each other an elbow bump, as had become the custom during the corona epidemic, and Mila admired the beautiful view. 'Nice place here, Mr. Oostman,' she said, while Jacob took a sharp look at her. But before she could say anything else, Jacob took the initiative. 'Dear Mila, it is a privilege to have you here, and I promise you; you can ask me any question you want. Whether I will answer them is another question of course,' he said with a slightly wry smile, 'but before we start, I first want to get to know you a little bit better. So, I would like to start with some questions for you, if that's okay with you?' Mila nodded. Jacob continued, 'I know your mother is Bodine Jensen, but your last name is Dumas. Can you tell me something about your father?' She replied, ‘Mr. Oostman, my father is a long story, and I am prepared to tell you all about him, but we must not forget I am here to interview you and not the other way around. My time is somewhat limited, I'm only here for two days.' Jacob immediately replied, 'time is irrelevant, if it takes more than two days, then so be it. Don't worry about your return flight. I will take care of all expenses if you must stay longer, but it is important that we have sufficient time to exchange our stories. I don't want to rush. You know I'm an old man, and I need to concentrate, so I must rest now and then. I hope you understand. And please don't call me Mr. Oostman, just call me Jacob.' I sat there and watched it. I was completely flabbergasted. Jacob, who never wanted to know anything about interviews, was now going to make all the time for her, no matter how long it would take. What the hell was going on here? Mila replied: 'Okay Jacob, you're my only project now, so for me it is no problem to stay as long as you want, as long as I get the opportunity to ask you the questions that I have. But to start with my father. His name is, or rather was, Jack, Jack Dumas. Actually, his real name was Jacques, because his father and mother were both French, but nobody could pronounce that in the US, so they called him Jack. His father was André Dumas, as you might well know?' She looked intently at Jacob, and it seemed as if Jacob was somewhat shocked: 'So, your grandpa is André Dumas. You must tell me more.'

    She began a long story. Her father was born in 1955 and had been crazy about airplanes his entire life. First to fly them, and later to help design and test fly them. He was a Navy pilot who had flown F-14s and F-18s on various aircraft carriers. He traveled all over the world but had never had a serious relationship until he met Bodine Jensen. Jack had gone through a very remarkable career. He was considered one of the best, if not the very best, fighter pilots in the Navy. He had completed the experimental test pilot training and was poached from the Navy by Lockheed Martin, where he went to work at the famous Skunk Works. Among other things, he had worked on the F-117 Nighthawk. The F-117 was a revolutionary fighter aircraft that used so-called stealth technology to be invisible to radar. In the 1970s, the Department of Defense had become aware that aircraft were becoming very vulnerable to increasingly sophisticated radars and surface-to-air missiles. As a result, the US threatened to lose air superiority. Therefore, a method was franticly sought to make aircraft invisible to radar. This became the so-called stealth technology. The consequence of this technology was that an aircraft was no longer designed based on aerodynamics; instead, their shape was determined by the requirements of stealth technology. A stealth aircraft therefore looked bizarre, with all sorts of straight surfaces joined together at strange angles. From an aerodynamic point of view, it was a disaster, but it was the only way to defeat the radar. It was an ultra-secret project, and only the very best pilots were selected to test the aircraft. And Jack Dumas was appointed as the test pilot of this special aircraft. He was only 28 at the time. The Skunk Works were in Burbank, California. Mila said that her mother had practically stalked Jack to find out more about this special aircraft. But everything was, of course, highly secret. It wasn't until 2008, when the F-117's technology was already somewhat outdated and the aircraft was being phased out, that my father was allowed to talk about it. And it took another ten years after that before her mother dared to write a thriller about it, which became her most recent book. In the meantime, however, a romance had blossomed between the test pilot and the thriller writer. They got married in 1992. 'And in 1994, I was the result. And here I am,' said Mila, 'that is my father's story.'

    Jacob was now all attention. 'So, your father was a test pilot for the F-117. That is interesting. I delved quite deeply into that bizarre aircraft back then. During the war, I picked up a thing or two about aircraft design, and that F-117... well, it's almost impossible. That aircraft has an aspect ratio of only 2.4, a thrust-to-weight ratio of only 0.4. That is extremely low, and that means it has not much power and a very high induced drag. Aerodynamically speaking, it is a flying door. The thing has a sweep angle of 70 degrees, which probably makes its low-speed characteristics very poor as well. I once did some calculations on it, and the maximum speed and range they claim for the aircraft are aerodynamically completely impossible. The only way those performance levels can be achieved is if some special technology is built into that plane.'

    I looked at Jacob in surprise. 'Are you now an expert on aircraft performance too, and how come you learned that during the war?' But Mila intervened: 'What Jacob says makes sense. My mother had come to the same conclusion after consulting all sorts of specialists. And my father did indeed admit that there was special technology in the plane that enormously improved performance. He later added that it was his father's invention. My grandfather worked at the Applied Physics Laboratory, and he was a hotshot there. According to my father, his nickname was 'Twostone”. There was already an Einstein – in English, onestone – and the rumor was that my grandfather was smarter than Einstein, hence his nickname. According to my father, he found that rather annoying. ‘I am not smarter than Einstein at all,’ he would say, ‘and if anyone could be called 'Twostone”, he lives somewhere in Holland, he would claim.'

    For Jacob, it was a no-brainer. That damned André had gotten the device operational and managed to install it in the F-117. Jacob couldn't resist asking Mila if her father had ever complained about the aircraft's handling qualities. 'Well, he certainly has. That thing was very difficult to fly. It was a computer-controlled fly-by- wire aircraft, mind you, but even so, it was a very hard plane to control. Internally, they called the aircraft the “Woblin Goblin,” and according to my father, it flew like a frisbee. Many pilots just couldn't handle it and got sick when they flew in it.'

    'Well, that doesn't surprise me at all,' said Jacob, 'but tell me a bit more about your father. Did he work on any other projects?'

    'Certainly, but most of it was ultra-secret. His greatest pride was the B2 Spirit, a stealth bomber. He always said that it was with that aircraft that they really mastered the technology, allowing it to fly halfway across the world without refueling.' Jacob suspected that they had probably solved the problems with the deployment of the device and its effect on the controls by then. 'Mila,' asked Jacob, 'what actually happened to your father? He wasn't that old when he passed away, was he?'

    'No, not at all. He wasn't even 65 yet, and he was about to retire. He was building his own plane, mind you. But then he got COVID-19, and pneumonia on top of that. He had never been sick before, and now he was dead in three weeks. It was terrible.'

    'Sorry Mila, I'm sorry to hear that,' said Jacob, and he paused for a moment. You could see that she was still struggling with it. After a while, Jacob asked: 'Mila, and your grandpa, can you tell me something about him?'

    
      'Well, I certainly can, and that is in fact the main reason I am here. To be honest, I barely knew my grandfather myself. He was born in 1916 in France. So, he was already 78 when I was born. He passed away when he was 80, so I was only two at the time and I have no active memory of him. Also, he had a brain hemorrhage when he was 75 
      , 
      and for the last five years of his life he could barely speak. So, everything I know about him, I know from my father. From what he told me, my grandfather was a top scientist in Germany during the war. Exactly what he was working on was highly secret, but the Americans considered it so important that they brought him to the US, just like Wernher von Braun. We all know what they needed Wernher von Braun for. But for what they needed my grandfather has always remained a secret, though it was apparently super important. My grandfather worked at the Applied Physics Lab near Washington for about ten years. As far as I know, he was the Chief Technical Officer there. But after that, he was transferred to Area 51. I don't know if you have ever heard of it, but that is an ultra-secret test facility of the United States Air Force. It is located nearly two hundred kilometers northwest of Las Vegas, in the middle of the Nevada desert. It is a heavily guarded area that is strictly off-limits for ordinary mortals. Until 2013, the US government even refused to confirm that this military base existed. But the US Air Force had been working on the most secret projects there since the 1950s. I don't know much about what my grandfather was doing there. My father knew a bit more but never told me anything about it. As far as I understand, my grandfather was a very special man who worked day and night, but four weeks a year he had to get away to blow off steam. He was quite a charmer, and he certainly wasn't averse to women. But it never led to a serious relationship. But on one of his vacations in New Orleans, he met a young French woman, an intern at the hotel where he was staying. Her name was Antoinette Giscard. She was 18 years younger than him, but he fell hopelessly in love with her. They were careless the first time they slept together, and Antoinette immediately became pregnant. That was quite a problem, because Grandpa was being transferred to Area 51 at the time, and he could not take them there with him, right in the middle of the desert. I think they really loved each other, and a sort of long-distance relationship followed. My grandfather made sure that she and her son lacked anything, and he bought a small house for them in New Orleans. He was with them as much as he could. They were also officially married. But fate struck when their house was broken into by some junkie. Antoinette attacked him, and he stabbed her with a knife. She died on the spot. And my father was left behind as a four-year-old child. They caught the perpetrator, and that turned into quite a commotion. My grandfather attacked the perpetrator in the courtroom. Two officers tried to restrain him, but my grandfather was a beastly strong guy and knocked them both down. One officer suffered a broken jaw in the process. My grandfather was convicted for it, but thanks to government intervention, he received no sentence. It was big news in the newspapers at the time. Anyway, my grandfather took his son into his home in Nevada. That is also where my father developed his fascination with airplanes. I'm afraid there isn't much more to tell about it.’
    

    'So…' said Jacob, 'he was married to an Antoinette, as his sister was called; that’s quite a coincidence.'

    'Huh…' said Mila, somewhat bewildered, 'did my grandpa have a sister, then? I've never heard anything about that.'

    'Yes, he certainly had a sister; her name was also Antoinette. I even met her in Paris during the war, a very special woman. But let's not talk about that just yet. Now, something else: how did you track me down, Mila?'

    Meanwhile, I watched in bewilderment as what unfolded before my eyes. My grandfather was talking about the war and had apparently been to Paris at the time. It was getting stranger and stranger. But before I could say anything, Mila began: 'Yes, I certainly want to say something about that. It is the prime reason I am here. When my father passed away, I started clearing out his belongings. I wanted to sell the hangar where he was building his plane, along with everything inside. I went to see if there were any personal items left inside, and that is when I came across an old suitcase. Apparently, that had belonged to Grandpa, because the suitcase still contained all sorts of his things, and inside I found several letters from a certain Jacob Oostman. They were all written in German. I only have the letters Jacob wrote to my grandfather, but not the letters my grandfather wrote to Jacob. But a few things did become very clear. My grandfather and Jacob knew each other very well and worked together on something very special in Germany during the war. As you know, my grandfather was recruited by the Americans after the war to work for them and continue whatever he had been doing in Germany. But from the letters, I understood that there were certain aspects of the project that my grandfather couldn't quite figure out, and for which he apparently needed you, Jacob. I understand that he tried to lure you to the US to continue working on whatever you had started in Germany. But Jacob, you made it very clear in your letters that you had absolutely no desire to do that. You were busy with your construction company, and you had just met the woman of your dreams. The last thing you wanted was to be exploited by the war industry once more, as you literally wrote in your last letter. Of course, I became incredibly curious about what kind of project you had worked on during the war. And so, I started looking into who Jacob Oostman really was, and whether he might still be alive. It was crystal clear that you two had a very close bond. I realized later that my father was probably named Jack for a reason, and that he was in fact named after his good friend Jacob. And it wasn't hard to find you, Jacob, as the founder of a multi-billion-dollar corporation. And so here I am, and I would like to ask you all sorts of things about exactly what happened during the war and what role my grandfather played in it.'

    It fell silent in the room. You could see Jacob struggling with his thoughts. I myself thought the interview would end here, for Jacob had declared the war off-limits his entire life. In fact, he had already said more about the war today than I had ever heard from him.

    Hesitantly, Jacob said: 'Mila, that is very difficult for me. What we did during the war is dangerous, extremely dangerous. I know that André continued with it, but I also know that, without me, he probably never could fully realize what he had in mind. I don't know what will happen if I bring this up again. And you are an investigative journalist. Everything I say could be brought into the public by you, just like that. And I also must think about the possible consequences for our company. In other words, I don't know if I really want to do this. What I could offer you, however, is to tell you about my life after the war. That is already a golden opportunity for you, because many biographers would kill for that.' That was clearly not enough for Mila, and she made that crystal clear. 'No Jacob, that is not enough. My interest lies not in your company, but mainly in what my grandfather worked on. And as you know, that is ultra-secret, but it has its origins in the war and you played a crucial role in it. That is what I want to know. I won't settle for less.’

    Jacob fell silent again. The tension in the room was tangible. I was planning to intervene, because this woman was crossing the line. You couldn't put my old grandpa under pressure like that. But Jacob, after some thought, spoke up: 'Dear Mila, I know you are the granddaughter of my very best friend André, for whom I would do anything. I owe my life to him. But what you are asking simply isn't possible, unfortunately. If this is what you want, then it ends here.'

    Mila's face took on a grim expression now. She was clearly someone who didn't give up easily. 'Well, Jacob, if that is all you can offer, then I am afraid I will have to play my trump card.'

    She took an envelope from her computer bag, pulled out a photo, and placed it on the table in front of Jacob. 'Jacob, take a good look at this and then explain to me what I see here, and also consider what would happen if this became public.' On the table lay a photo; you could clearly recognize a young version of Jacob, dressed in a black SS uniform, giving the Hitler salute to an SS general in a black uniform with a swastika on his upper arm. I was absolutely terrified. 'Jesus… what is this? Who are these people in this photo?' I asked Mila. 'Well, over there on the right in the photo, I think that's Jacob, and that guy on the left—it took me a lot of effort to figure that out- but that is Siegfried Taubert, an SS general and head of the SS school in Wewelsburg.' I couldn't believe my ears. An SS school? Had my great-grandpa Jacob been in the SS during the war? He was for god sake a Jew; how could this be true? I looked at Jacob to see how he reacted. He had turned completely pale. For a moment, I was afraid he had had a heart attack. He said nothing but slowly stood up and walked to the door. 'I… I… need to lie down for a bit,' he said, and disappeared from the room. I glared angrily at Mila. 'Damn it, what have you done? That old man is almost having a heart attack. Are you out of your mind? And what kind of photo is that?' But before she could answer, I ran out of the room to see how Jacob was doing. He had laid down on his bed for a moment. Concerned, I asked how he was doing.

    'Nothing's wrong, John, I was just shocked by that photo, which is now ruining my life for the second time.'

    'What do you mean, a second time?' I asked.

    ‘Never mind, John, but let me rest and think for a bit. Don't let Mila leave, under no circumstance. Go take her for a little boat ride or something. I'll be feeling better in an hour or so, and then I'll arrange something with her. Just go see her now!’

    So, I returned to the room, where Mila was packing her things and getting ready to leave. I made it clear to her that she shouldn't go yet. Jacob needed to rest for a bit and wanted to meet her again at the end of the afternoon to make some arrangement. Mila said: 'I am really sorry, John, but I had no other choice. You must understand, that third man in the photo; that is my grandpa André. I was probably just as shocked as you, when I found this photo in my father's hangar. It is truly bizarre. You don't know my grandpa, of course, but he was a convinced communist before he went to Germany. So, in that photo, there is a communist and a Jew giving the Hitler salute to a general from an SS school. Surely, you understand that I want to get to the bottom of this. And don't forget that my family is compromised by that photo just as much as yours. But once again, I am sorry that things turned out this way. Perhaps I should have taken Jacob's age more into account.' I was still angry with her, but she did have a point, and I suggested to take a short trip across the lake of the Kaag to get to know each other a bit better. It turned out to be a wonderful trip. The weather was beautiful, and Mila thoroughly enjoyed the lovely surroundings. We were both able to relax a bit and told each other a little about ourselves, without really going into detail. We returned after an hour and a half. I did insist that she would not upset Jacob again. I was afraid he really might get a heart attack. However, Mila promised to accept whatever came out of the conversation and not to confront him with the photo again. In fact, she promised never to make the photo public.

    Jacob was back in the garden room and looked much better. 'Youngsters, please sit down for a moment. Sorry about earlier, but I was just shocked that at my age I could still be overtaken by what happened during the war. To be honest, I’ve been afraid of that my whole life. But now it really has happened, and perhaps I shouldn't worry about it so much anymore. But again, what André and I worked on for the Nazi’s – yes, that cannot be denied – that is dangerous, even now. And that is why I don't know if I should reveal that. On the other hand, it might be good to clear the air before I pass away. And at my age that can't be too long now, I think. So, I am rather in a dilemma. That is why, as with some other major decisions in my life, I want to play chess about it.'

    'Chess?' asked Mila. 'What do you mean by chess?' Jacob laughed. 'Well, just chess, and whoever wins gets their way.' Mila said, somewhat surprised: 'That is the most bizarre proposal I have ever heard. And you might not know it, but I am a WFM (Woman FIDE Master) myself with a FIDE rating of 2100 and the regional chess champion in Virginia. So, I am willing to take on that challenge, no problem. And that means that, if I win, you tell me the entire history of Jacob Oostman without constraints, and if I lose, I will leave and never be heard from again. Is that the deal?'

    ‘Indeed, you phrased that perfectly!’

    'Okay, then we have a deal, Jacob!' Meanwhile, I looked at him. That clever bastard had neutralized Mila; after all, no one could beat him with chess. I had been trying my whole life. After this agreement, Jacob said that he expected her the next day at three o'clock in the afternoon, after his nap, to play the game. I watched, shaking my head. Then Jacob turned to me: 'John, believe me, it is good to come clean, but that applies to you just as well. I am convinced that you have also done things you would rather not talk about. But promise me that if I lose and have told my story, you will tell yours too. You have been gone for nine years, and I just need to know what happened to you. It is quid pro quo.'

    I had to think about that. I wasn't exactly proud of what I had done. But I knew that it was a very difficult decision for Jacob to talk about the war, too. And besides: surely, I couldn't refuse such a request from my old grandpa? How much time did he have left? Furthermore, I didn't rate the chance of him losing very high, so I replied: 'Okay, I'll do that on the condition that it stays within these walls.' 'I appreciate that, John, that's the deal then. Maybe you could just take Mila back to the hotel and then I'll see you both tomorrow,' he added.

    In the car to the hotel, I talked with Mila. I told her that this was a trap that many others had already fallen into. Jacob didn't even have a single chess rating, but he was a natural talent when it came to chess. And he didn't play by the book. You could prepare all you liked, but he always made a few unexpected moves that you couldn’t counter. Mila said: 'Don't worry, John, I am really good, and a 98-year-old man with no real match experience really doesn't stand a chance against me.'

    'Well, I'll talk to you again tomorrow,' I said, 'however, I suggest you don't come at three o'clock tomorrow, but early in the morning, at nine or so. I can pick you up. Then I can prepare you a bit for how Jacob plays chess. I've played hundreds, or maybe even a thousand games against him. So, I know a little how he plays.'

    'That's fine, just pick me up, but I'm not too worried, and maybe we'll have time to go for a boat ride tomorrow. I thought that was great!' She gave me a kiss on my cheek and said, 'Thanks, John, and see you tomorrow.' A shiver ran through me. What a woman she was. It felt like I was falling a little in love.

    The next day, I picked her up around nine o'clock. She looked absolutely gorgeous again. I didn't want Jacob to see her yet, so we went to the cottage where Aunt Margriet was still living. I introduced them to each other, and Margriet did everything to make her feel at ease. I suggested to play a game of chess against each other first. I would try to play in Jacob's style, so she could get used to it a bit. And Mila was good, there was no doubt about that. But she played in a somewhat standard way. She thought she could easily beat me. But by now I had learned a few nasty moves from Jacob, and I really managed to get her on the defensive. She started to concentrate better now. 'John, where in God's name did you learn to play chess like that?'

    'Well, from Jacob, and he really is twice as good as me.' She had to pull out all the stops, but in the end, she did win. I had never been that good in the end game, because I was usually already beaten by then, and that is where I lost it now. But Mila was warned. 'Jeez, if Jacob really is twice as good, then I'm in for a tough time.' Margriet provided a delicious lunch, and afterwards we took a short trip with the boat. She enjoyed it to the fullest. 'This alone would have been worth coming over for,' she said. To be honest, I didn't know exactly what was happening to me, but in hindsight, I understand that for the first time in my life, I was truly falling in love. Mila was a real investigator though, and she wanted to know everything about the accident I had had, and whether my leg would be okay. I was still walking with some difficulty. I just made up a bullshit story that I had had a motorcycle accident with my friend Paul and that we both had been injured.

    At three o'clock, we reported to Jacob in the garden room. He already had the chessboard set up. Mila drew white and started with an Indian King Attack. It is known for its aggressive nature and versatility. I doubted whether Jacob was aware of this; he had never read a chess book. After about ten moves, Mila seemed to have the upper hand, but then Jacob came up with another totally surprising move. You could see Mila hesitate: was this a trap or a stupid move? She continued playing somewhat cautiously, and Jacob quickly took the initiative. Then Mila began aggressively exchanging pieces, causing the board to quickly become quite empty. Jacob seemed to retain the upper hand, but now it came down to the end game. Mila defeated me with that yesterday, so perhaps she was very good at it. Jacob started thinking a bit longer now and looked tired. Mila managed to turn her disadvantageous position around, and an independent observer would have expected it to end in a draw. But to my utter astonishment, Jacob surrendered his king and congratulated Mila. 'You are very good, Mila, you won fair and square. I think with some effort I could have gotten a draw out of it. But I consider that a defeat too. Hence my surrender.'

    I was perplexed; this was the last thing I had expected. Mila said, Thank you, Jacob. You are an incredibly good chess player, you know that? But anyway, how do we proceed now?’ Jacob replied: ‘I know you must leave your hotel tomorrow. I suggest you come and stay here temporarily. We have enough rooms here, no problem. If I am going to tell you my life story, I expect we won't be finished in a week. We will take as much time as necessary. Don't forget that I am 98. I can talk to you for a few hours at most each day, otherwise it gets too tiring. I would also like to read your notes. When we are finished, you may do whatever you want with the story. That is your own responsibility, but I want it in writing that you will not publish anything until after my death. And I would like John to be there.’

    I was truly speechless; Jacob was willing to make his entire life story, including the war, public? I wondered if we shouldn't consult Hannah, his daughter. But to be honest, that didn't seem like a good idea to me, because she would put a whole battery of lawyers on it.

    Jacob wanted to rest now, and I took Mila back to her hotel. I would pick her up again the next morning. When we said goodbye, I got another hug from her and a kiss on my cheek. I was happy to do it for that. 'Thanks, John,' she said, 'I don't think it would have worked without you. I'll see you tomorrow.'

  
    Jacob's Youth

    
      Excitement kept me awake most of the night. 
      And that was unlike me, because as a soldier I was used to being able to sleep anytime, anywhere. So, I got up early, before seven. I was just walking downstairs when Paul walked through the front door. Paul is my best friend, and actually more like a brother to me. He was wounded just like me. I was injured in my leg and he in his arm and elbow. It was questionable whether he would ever fully recover. Just like me, he was recovering here at Jacob's house, where we had both spent part of our youth – I a little more than him – but that is another story. Paul apparently hadn't slept at home, so I asked him where he came from. 'Hey Johnny, don't be so nosy, eh,' he said with a big grin. 'Give me a little privacy. But anyway, you know I have no secrets from you. I went to our old rugby club DIOK yesterday. Had a few beers with some old mates. It was great fun. Did you know that they play women's rugby these days? Man, those are tough chicks! I struck up a conversation with one of them, and when that old car of hers wouldn't start, I gave her a quick ride home. She's studying medicine and lives in a small apartment in Voorschoten. Well, you know how it goes, we had a few drinks, and I completely forgot that a curfew has been imposed because of corona. So, after eight o'clock you're not allowed on the road anymore. Oh well, then I just ended up sleeping on the couch.’
    

    'Yeah, sure and I'm supposed to believe that? But tell me the details another time. I have something to tell you too, but I don't have time right now. I must pick someone up,' I replied.

    Mila was already waiting at the hotel with her suitcase. She was anxious to start. They had agreed that Jacob would talk to her for two hours every morning, from 10 to 12. In the afternoon, he wanted to rest and check her notes from the morning. Jacob was an organized man and insisted on telling his story in chronological order. He did not like jumping from one topic to another. And so, Jacob began his long life story.

    Jacob grew up in Oegstgeest, in a small house on Duinzichtstraat. Life was not easy, but it was a happy little family. His father taught at the Bonaventura College in Leiden, which was a 15-minute bike ride away. His parents were of German-Jewish descent but behaved far from Jewishly. They had little contact with the Jewish community in Leiden, and Jacob's father had converted to Roman Catholicism. This was primarily because he had to teach at the Bonaventura, which was run by Franciscan Fathers. Consequently, most of the teachers were Fathers. External teachers were only appointed for subjects in which the Fathers lacked sufficient expertise, but they had to be Roman Catholic. It was all for appearances, however, as Jacob's father did not believe in any god. Science was his faith. He was convinced that everything in the world was determined by reason. So, in name, Jacob was Catholic, but in practice, he was raised as an atheist, with as much rational baggage as possible. So, Jacob first went to the Duinzicht kindergarten, which was run by several nuns from the convent located there. It was within walking distance of his house, which was quite practical. As a five-year-old, Jacob was already going to kindergarten independently. However, Jacob did not endear himself entirely to the nuns with the precocious questions he always asked. It was also noted that he openly doubted all the Bible stories told there. In his view, it was complete nonsense if someone claimed that you could transform two loaves and five fish into enough food to feed an entire tribe. Salomon, Jacob's father, was regularly reprimanded by the nuns for his son's headstrong behavior. But it had little effect. Jacob also could not understand why you had to prick out figures with a needle, which took hours when you could cut out the same figure with scissors in half a minute and even better. He simply refused. In short: his time at kindergarten was not a success; Jacob hated the nuns. When he turned six, he went to the Willibrord School, the Roman Catholic boys' school next to the Willibrordus Church. It was located a little further from his house, but still very close. He could walk there in ten minutes. Primary school was a breath of fresh air for him. He could learn something there, and he thought that was wonderful. In the first year, he was already the best pupil in the class. He excelled in all subjects, even gymnastics. He really loved sports too, but the arithmetic topics were by far his favorite. It is not entirely certain, but Jacob once claimed that he never scored lower than an A for any math subject. The Willibrord School was very proud of its star pupil and enrolled him in the gymnasium in his final year, naturally at the Bonaventura College.

    But Jacob had only one interest, and that was the exact sciences. He had soon discovered that a very large part of the gymnasium curriculum consisted of Greek and Latin. The usefulness of this completely escaped him. In the distant past, scientific and religious articles were published exclusively in Latin or Greek, but in his time, all literature in the exact sciences was written in the modern languages of French, German, or English. German was more or less his mother tongue, and he already spoke it fluently. So he wanted an education where he could learn some English and French and otherwise devote himself entirely to the exact sciences. He couldn't care less about Greek and Latin. This led to major arguments at home. His father felt that he was wasting his talents by not going to the gymnasium but to the higher secondary school, the so-called HBS (Higher Secondary School). The headmaster of the primary school also tried to reason with him. He almost gave in; after all, he was only 11. But the deciding factor was that the HBS was a five-year program, whereas the gymnasium was a six-year one. Then he could go to university sooner, for that was his goal. That almost backfired on him later, because the university only accepted gymnasium students. The HBS was essentially for the slightly weaker students, and naturally, they preferred not to have them. Jacob stood his ground and went to the HBS. He thought it was fantastic. The subjects of stereometry, geometry, algebra, physics, and chemistry seemed to be made for him. Just as someone else reads a book, he read mathematical equations. He couldn't explain it himself either, but he understood things even before they were explained. This did occasionally lead to some frustration among his teachers, but they recognized this boy's enormous mathematical talent. And he didn't even have to try hard for it. Usually, he finished with the material halfway through the year and was sitting around being bored. The mathematics teacher, who was a gifted amateur chess player, introduced him to the game of chess. He hoped that it would be an intellectual challenge for him. Jacob had never played chess before. The teacher explained the rules to him and started a tentative game. To his utter astonishment, Jacob immediately played like an advanced player. The man did not know what he was seeing. This boy had never studied an opening or endgame, which many chess players spend years mastering. Yet he played in a completely intuitive way, as if he had been doing it for years. The teacher thought he was being fooled and that Jacob had known how to play chess for a long time. His father, however, confirmed that he had never seen a chessboard at home. The teacher asked Jacob how it was possible that he could play so well right away. According to Jacob, all the rules didn't matter. You just had to understand the language of chess. He claimed that he did not see the chessboard as a flat surface, but as three-dimensional stack of boards. He could scroll through the different levels quickly and very rapidly discover what would yield the best outcome. It wasn't that difficult, according to Jacob. He was rather surprised that not everyone looked at chess this way, instead of studying booklets with overused solutions.

    To his own surprise, the teacher never won a match against Jacob and already thought he had spotted a potential world champion. He managed to persuade Jacob to participate in the South Holland Youth Championship. He won all his games and became regional champion. The teacher already wanted to take him to the national championships. But Jacob wasn't interested. Sitting still behind a board wasn't for him, and besides, chess presented no challenge whatsoever for him. Furthermore, it was just a game, so what was the point?

    Jacob raced through the HBS. They had never had such a pupil before. Several attempts were made to transfer him to the gymnasium, but to no avail. Class 5 of the HBS was essentially a kind of summary of the material from the first four years. Jacob did not quite see the need for that and submitted a request to complete classes 4 and 5 in a single year. That was highly unusual. It led to many raised eyebrows. On the other hand, everyone could see that they were dealing with someone who possessed not only a very sharp mind but also an exceptionally creative way of thinking. Ultimately, he received permission and graduated with the highest possible honors.

    And so it happened that in 1938, as a barely 16-year-old, he enrolled in the Faculty of Mathematics and Physics at Leiden University. He was very interested in the work of Lorentz, in quantum mechanics and the theory of relativity, in which he had already delved to some extent. He greatly admired Lorentz and considered him the greatest scientist of his time. In 1902, Lorentz had won the Nobel Prize, together with Zeeman, for the magnetic splitting of spectral lines. Of even greater importance was the fundamental work Lorentz had done in the field of relativity. His formulation of the Lorentz transformation and Lorentz contraction formed the foundation of the theory of relativity. Without these formulations, Einstein could never have developed a conclusive theory. Lorentz was therefore held in very high esteem internationally. Brilliant mathematicians such as Poincaré and Einstein wrote with great praise about Lorentz. Lorentz was a kind of father figure to Albert Einstein.

    
      Einstein once wrote of him: “ 
      The physicists of the younger generation are usually no longer fully aware of the decisive role that H.A. Lorentz played in the formation of the fundamental ideas of theoretical physics. This remarkable fact rests on the fact that the foundation of Lorentz's ideas has become so flesh and blood to them that they are hardly able to imagine how audacious these ideas were and to what extent they simplified the physical foundation. […] To me, he meant more than all the others I met on my life's path 
      .”
    

    Unfortunately, Lorentz had passed away in 1928, but he had been succeeded at the university by luminaries such as Paul Ehrenfest and Johannes Droste. The latter was a professor at the time and had earned his doctorate on the gravitational field of one or more bodies according to Einstein's general theory of relativity. That was the environment Jacob wanted to move to.

    However, his application to university did not go smoothly. It was customary for candidates seeking university admission to possess a science-oriented gymnasium diploma. It was no longer a strict requirement, as it still was in Lorentz's time. After all, Lorentz had also attended the HBS. At that time, Lorentz could not attend university with an HBS diploma. Therefore, he took state examinations in Latin and Greek before beginning to study mathematics, physics, and astronomy at Leiden University in 1870 (at the age of 17). There were exceptions, however. Hendrik Kloosterman, who was a lecturer at the faculty at the time, had also gone straight to university after HBS and had already successfully graduated at the age of 22.

    The university had, in the meantime, made inquiries about this young student. It became clear, however, that it would be pointless to have him take another state examination in Latin and Greek. He was therefore required to take a special entrance examination. Kloosterman created special problems for him that mainly concerned splitting positive integers into sums of squares and exponential sums, a specialty of Kloosterman's and material for second-year students. To Kloosterman's great surprise, Jacob solved the problems flawlessly, even daring to remark after the exam that he had expected something more difficult. As a result, he started off somewhat on the wrong foot with Kloosterman from the very beginning. His entrance to the university was naturally accepted, but his relationship with Kloosterman was somewhat strained from the start. They had intense disagreements undermining Kloosterman’s authority, which really could not be accepted from a first-year student. He was called to account by Droste, the professor of his faculty, several times. But Jacob felt that Kloosterman explained matters poorly, particularly if it was slightly outside his own specialty. Jacob had also pointed out obvious errors to him a few times. Droste spoke to him admonishingly every time, but at the same time, he had a soft spot for him. He recognized Jacob's tremendous talent. He had also heard of Jacob's chess achievements. Droste was a gifted chess player himself and belonged to the top 10 in the Netherlands. And good chess players always had respect for one another. At a certain point, the arguments with Kloosterman escalated to such an extent that he no longer wanted to teach him. Jacob came very close to being expelled from university. That was prevented when Droste took him under his wing himself.

    From that moment on, Jacob felt like the happiest man in the world. He got along excellently with Droste, who had conducted very interesting doctoral research into gravity. This fascinated him enormously, especially because no one had yet succeeded in unifying the four fundamental forces in nature (namely the strong nuclear force, the electromagnetic force, the weak nuclear force, and gravity). The first three forces are described by the Standard Model, a quantum mechanical field theory. Gravity, however, is part of the General Theory of Relativity. A conflict between the two models arises in situations where both should be applied: strong gravitational fields on a small scale, for example near a black hole or during the Big Bang. In such cases, it turns out that the combination yields no meaningful results. For example, infinitely large numbers are produced. That means something is wrong. Therefore, the Holy Grail of physics is a theory of everything that unites the two worldviews. That is what Jacob wanted to pursue. And Droste was now, after the death of Lorentz, the only one who could truly guide him in this endeavor. Droste found the youthful uninhibitedness of this great talent appealing, but at the same time, he tried to keep his ambitions somewhat realistic.

    Droste ensured that he was exposed to all relevant literature in the fields of general and special relativity and quantum mechanics. He in fact barely taught him, but merely answered questions when Jacob was struggling with something. Sometimes they had discussions lasting for hours about certain theories. After a year, it was no longer really a professor-student relationship, but rather a relationship between two equals who loved sparring with each other. And Jacob was only 18. By now, however, the situation began to change drastically.

    The Germans had invaded the Netherlands in 1940 and were gradually beginning to exert more and more influence on daily life. Jacob himself, while born in The Netherlands, was of German descent. His grandfather was a pharmacist in Münster, who had sent his son – Jacob’s father Salomon – along with his wife to the Netherlands at the beginning of the First World War. He wanted to prevent his son from being called up for the German army. And the Netherlands was neutral, and therefore a safe country. Moreover, they had an uncle and aunt living in Leiden.

    Because of his German ancestry, Jacob didn't really dislike the Germans. Hitler had come to power when he was 11, so he didn't really know any better. It hadn't escaped his notice that Jews in Germany were having an increasingly hard time, but he didn't consider himself Jewish at all. He was a convinced atheist. He did know that Einstein, also a Jew, had fled to the US in 1933. However, Jacob himself had never really linked Einstein's departure to his Jewish ancestry. He thought it was sensible of him because he had many more research opportunities in the US. Einstein was given an important scientific position at the Institute for Advanced Study in Princeton. Jacob wouldn't have let such an opportunity pass him by either.

    His own father had always painted a somewhat positive picture of Germany. He loved the country of Germany, but he hated the nation of Germany that had plunged into the First World War and from which he had fled. But the absolute worst was the Treaty of Versailles. Its terms had reduced all of Germany, and his entire family as well, to beggary. Total decay was taking place in Germany. Everything happening in Berlin was beyond all bounds, even if only half of the stories were true. He was not a Hitler supporter; he found him a bit of a scary little man. On the one hand, it was incomprehensible that entire hordes of people were following him. On the other hand, one also had to acknowledge the danger of the communists. It was miraculous how quickly Germany recovered when Hitler came to power. The fact that life for the Jews was being made increasingly difficult was uncomfortable. After all, he was Jewish himself. But in practice, it bothered him little, and at least peace and order reigned in Germany once again. Therefore, Hitler was treated with some positivity by the Oostman family. After Germany's invasion of the Netherlands, however, his view of his German compatriots suffered a severe blow. However, the Dutch army was defeated in five days, and after that everything quickly returned to more or less normal. Peace and order also prevailed in the Netherlands.

    In 1941, however, the Germans began to tighten the reins considerably in the Netherlands, and Salomon began to worry increasingly. Jacob, however, was largely unaffected by this, so busy was he at the university. Jacob began increasingly to develop his own theories. He began also to openly doubt whether Einstein and Lorentz were right. He called the Lorentz transformation a mathematical trick to make a flawed theory work. He considered time as a fourth dimension the greatest possible nonsense. No sensible person could take concepts such as distortions of spacetime seriously. If time was a dimension, why could one not travel forwards or backwards at a desired speed within that dimension, as one could in three-dimensional space? Many disagreements followed with Droste, who often felt offended. Tarnishing the name of Lorentz; that was completely unacceptable. This led to a clash between Droste and Jacob in early 1941. Droste no longer knew what to do with Jacob, and Jacob did not understand why Droste could not see what was so obvious. But Jacob did know that without Droste's support, he stood no chance regarding the further progress of his research. Therefore, he made a bold proposal to Droste. He knew that great mutual respect always prevailed in the chess world. And whoever won a game simply had the best ability to reason. That was an objective truth. It was that simple. So, he proposed to Droste that they hold a chess match. If Jacob won, Droste would no longer oppose his research and would give Jacob a free hand. If Jacob lost, Jacob would conform to Droste and no longer work against him. Although Droste found it an extremely strange proposal, he thought he would easily win the game and so could get his masterful student back on track. After all, Droste was among the ten best chess players in the Netherlands. He had often played chess with Max Euwe, who had been world champion from 1935 to 1937. And he had, at the very least, made it quite difficult for him at times.

    Droste, however, did not rush into things. He studied all the games Jacob had played at the regional championship. They were very strange games. Normally, it starts with a recognizable opening strategy, such as the Queen's Gambit, Indian, or Russian. Every nationality essentially had its own opening strategy, but roughly speaking, there were five types: closed, semi-closed, open, semi-open, and flank play. Jacob's games could not really be classified properly into any of these types. This immediately led to confusion for the opponent because he was apparently not playing according to a known strategy, causing most opponents to lose the correct answer right from the start. From that moment on, they were usually immediately chanceless. Bear in mind that Jacob had never read a chess book and had absolutely no knowledge of types of chess openings, middlegames, or endgames. Droste was very impressed by those games and even discussed them with Max Euwe, who was equally impressed. Max Euwe even wondered why he had never heard of this young man. Droste told him that for Jacob, chess was just a game, a pastime, and what good was that? He also told him that for that reason, he had never participated in tournaments. He didn't hold a single official chess rating either, so he couldn’t have registered anyway. Euwe warned Droste not to take it lightly. He might just fall into a trap.

    By now, it had leaked within the university that a public chess match would take place between Droste and his stubborn student, although, naturally, no one knew what the prize for the winner would be. There was enormous interest in the match, and everyone was already gloating about how Droste would teach that incredibly headstrong little student a lesson. On the day of the match, the hall was packed with spectators, and Kloosterman sat in the front row, rubbing his hands together. Even the Leiden press had caught wind of it and was present in considerable numbers. Jacob was allowed to start, as he had drawn white. It turned out to be a breathtaking game. Droste had to be on the defensive from the very beginning. He truly had to use all his chess experience to withstand the attacks. Droste also used much more time to think than Jacob. You could hear a pin drop in the hall. After twenty moves, despite Droste's resistance and to the dismay of those present, things looked quite hopeless for Droste. Then something strange happened. Jacob seemed to take more time to think and made a few poor moves, allowing Droste to get back into the game. Now it was going to happen, people in the hall thought. The position shifted in Droste's favor. After 55 moves—the match had already lasted nearly two hours—it seemed destined to end in a draw. Then something magical happened. Jacob made three moves in quick succession. He used a total of five minutes of thinking time. But Droste was completely taken by surprise. He ran into time trouble and could no longer find a good answer. After 60 moves, he realized it was hopeless, partly because he ran out of thinking time. There was nothing left to do but to congratulate Jacob. Respectful applause followed in the hall. Afterwards, Droste asked Jacob why he hadn't finished him off after just 20 moves. He replied: 'Dear Johan, I gain nothing from humiliating you in public. After all, we still have to continue together. And besides, the audience got a nice diversion this way, and that can't hurt in these difficult times.' It was the first time Jacob addressed Droste by his first name, which immediately indicated that their relation had changed from that day on. Droste was grateful to Jacob for having spared his reputation somewhat and gave Jacob free rein from that moment on. He later discussed his game with Max Euwe, who stated that he did not see where Droste had made mistakes and had lost without a chance. Max Euwe himself even told Droste that he did not know if he himself would have brought this game to a better end. And that from the lips of the former world champion.

    Jacob's freedom, however, did not last very long. The German occupation became increasingly palpable. The German war machine was already beginning to show its first signs of faltering. The Germans had lost the Battle of Britain. It was only a matter of time until the Americans, too, would declare war on Hitler (this eventually happened on December 11, 1941). On June 22, 1941, Germany launched its attack on Russia. Ordinary life became completely dominated by the war. The German occupier issued a decree that Leiden University would be closed in September. There was no longer any room for academic development in a war economy. For Jacob, this came as a bolt from the blue. What now? The university was closing. What was he to do? The solution, however, came from an unexpected source.

  
    The Expert Staff

    In late July 1941, the faculty was visited by a somewhat strange organization that introduced itself as “Die Expertenstab,” which possessed every possible authority and reported directly to SS-Reichsführer Himmler. The Expertenstab consisted of an SS-Obersturmbannführer and two German scientists. An SS-Obersturmbannführer is a high SS rank comparable to a lieutenant colonel. His name was Otto Blunck, and he was the head of a somewhat strange German organization concerned with what they called “die Gleichschaltung der Produktion und Verbreitung wissenschaftlicher Literatur.” Gleichschaltung was a nice word for Nazification. He turned out to have full authority from Himmler to search universities for scientific talent that could assist Germany in the development of superior weapons. Himmler's interest was primarily in Einstein's theories, namely the general and special theories of relativity. Himmler viewed this as a form of occult science, in which he held a particular interest. Einstein had unfortunately fled, and it seemed that the theory of relativity could be understood primarily by Jewish minds. That Oppenheimer in the US was also a Jew, after all. But virtually all scientists in this field had by then fled Germany, meaning the Third Reich risked missing the boat. Therefore, Himmler had ordered a search for talent in this field in the occupied territories of Europe. At the top of the list was Leiden University, with its history of Lorentz, and in second place the École Polytechnique in Paris.

    Discussions took place with the University Board and subsequently with Johannes Droste. Droste himself had absolutely no desire to go and work in Germany. He was a convinced anti-fascist, yet he could not avoid mentioning Jacob's name as the greatest genius the University had had in its ranks since Lorentz. He did not mention that he himself did not particularly believe in Jacob's recent lines of thought. After all, he had lost his competition and had therefore simply let him have his way. And so, it came about that Jacob was interviewed by Otto Blunck and his two scientists. And that was well received. Here was a 19-year-old student who spoke fluent German and seemingly harbored no great dislike for the Germans. His attitude was very different from the predominantly anti-German sentiment felt throughout the university. In fact, his own father was German. Despite his impressive appearance, Otto came across as particularly kind and charming. The two scientists questioned Jacob about his knowledge of the theory of relativity. Jacob soon realized that they knew very little about it themselves. That is why they were quickly impressed. They became in fact completely fascinated by everything Jacob was saying. That he was of the opinion that Einstein's theory wasn't all that great and that he had found a completely different approach to quantum physics. This was considerably simpler and more logical, provided you could imagine that there would exist not three, but at least four and probably eight spatial dimensions. Whereby the fourth dimension was needed to explain gravity and the other three (or four, since he hadn't quite figured that out himself yet) to explain the other three fundamental electromagnetic forces. The mathematics to model all of this wasn't all that complicated, provided you used an extension of complex mathematics that he had devised himself (complex mathematics uses complex numbers, where there is no number line, but a number plane).

    Otto Blunck could not follow it all but asked the scientists what they thought of it. The two said in unison that this boy must be either completely insane or completely brilliant. Otto soon got the impression that this might be the person they were looking for.

    He asked Jacob how these insights could help Germany. Jacob replied that, based on his theory, one could control gravity and possibly even design a gravity propulsion system. It was easy to calculate that with that, one could quite easily fly at around 28,000 km/h. Faster would also be possible, but that wasn't very practical because you would shoot out of earth orbit. But anyway, you could possibly fly from Berlin to New York in just 10 minutes. And so, Jacob added, one could design a weapon to threaten the Americans, should they decide to declare war on the fatherland. This last sentence went down very well with Otto. Jacob hadn't said that for nothing. The university was closing, and he wanted to continue his research. So why not in Germany? Otto thought that if what Jacob had told him was true, this could become an extremely important weapon for Germany. If it wasn't true, they could always dispose of him. However, Otto was convinced that Jacob's story would certainly go down well with Himmler. Therefore, he decided that Jacob would be his first candidate.

    There were just a few things left to verify. That is why Otto asked him: 'Herr Ostmann, are you Jewish? Jacob, isn't that a Jewish name?' That unsettled Jacob somewhat. He knew perfectly well that Jewish ancestry wasn't exactly good for one's prospects these days. So, he replied: 'No, I am Roman Catholic, and in fact they don't call me Jacob, but Sjaak. Jacobus is a very common Catholic name, by the way.' That seemed to reassure Otto. He told Jacob that he would like to make him an offer to continue his academic career in Germany, since Leiden University was closing anyway. Otto was keen to discuss a few things with Jacob's parents. After all, he was only 19. 'I would like to have a chat with your parents tomorrow, Herr Ostmann,' said Otto. 'Will you make sure they can receive me tomorrow? You live on Duinzichtstraat in Oegstgeest, don't you?' It was, of course, not a request, but an order. Apparently, Blunck had done his groundwork well. Otherwise, he wouldn't have known where I lived, would he? thought Jacob. He knew perfectly well that both his father and mother were of Jewish descent and in fact only went through life as Catholics for appearances' sake. So
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