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In memory of my parents

Dave and Lotte

Bettie and Hans




Through my head rolls a train full of Jews. I click on the past as if it were a railroad switch …

Bert Voeten, The Train
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One day




It started one day when my father said, ‘Let’s go and see if everyone is back.’ We’d been away for a few days. All of Breda had been ordered to evacuate. We had hurriedly packed a suitcase and joined the endless lines of people leaving the city in the direction of the Belgian border. Bettie and Dave were living in Amsterdam at the time. ‘They won’t be affected by any of this,’ my mother said.

It was a long, dangerous journey. We carried the suitcase on a bicycle. Overstuffed bags were hanging from the handlebars. Bomb fragments and machine-gun bullets flew over our heads. Now and then someone was hit; then a small group would stay behind. Close to the Belgian border we found shelter with farmers. After two days we saw German troops driving down the country road and several hours later the evacuees returned to the city.

‘The danger has passed,’ a fellow townsman announced. So we went back with him.

At home, everything was as we had left it. The table was still set. Only the clock had stopped. My mother immediately threw open the windows. Across the street a woman hung her blankets over the balcony. Elsewhere someone shook out rugs as if nothing had happened.

I went into the street with my father. Our next-door neighbour, who was standing in his front garden, came to the gate when he saw us walking toward him.

‘Have you seen them yet?’ he asked. ‘They’re pretty impressive, aren’t they?’

‘No,’ said my father, ‘I haven’t seen anything yet. We’re going to have a look.’

‘The whole city is crawling with them,’ said the neighbour.

‘I’m not surprised,’ said my father. ‘Breda is a garrison town, so you can expect that sort of thing.’

‘I wonder how long they’ll stay,’ the neighbour said.

‘Not long, I assure you,’ declared my father.

‘What about you?’ asked the neighbour. He inched closer. ‘What will your family do now?’

‘We?’ said my father. ‘We aren’t going to do anything. Why should we?’

The neighbour shrugged and plucked a leaf out of his hedge. ‘When you hear what they do over there …’

‘Things won’t get that bad here,’ said my father.

We walked on. At the end of the street we ran into Mr Van Dam.

‘Well, well,’ he said, ‘we’re all back.’

‘So it seems,’ said my father. ‘Everyone’s back home, safe and sound. Have you spoken to many of the others yet?’

‘I sure have,’ said Mr Van Dam, ‘several. The son of the Meier family has apparently gone all the way to the French border with some friends.’

‘Oh well,’ said my father, ‘boys like that are always looking for adventure. Can’t say I blame them.’

‘Your other daughter and your son didn’t go with you?’

‘No,’ said my father, ‘they’re in Amsterdam. They’ll be fine there.’

‘For the time being at any rate,’ said Mr Van Dam.

‘Well, we’re off,’ my father said.

‘What did Mr Van Dam mean by “for the time being”?’ I asked as we kept walking.

‘He’s pessimistic, I think.’

‘Just like our next-door neighbour,’ I said.

My father frowned. ‘It’s hard to say what’s going to happen,’ he said. ‘We’ll just have to wait and see.’

‘Do you think they’ll do the same to us as they did to …’ I didn’t finish my sentence. I thought about all the gruesome stories that I’d heard during the past few years. It had always seemed so far away.

‘Nothing like that can ever happen here,’ said my father. ‘Things are different here.’

A thick cloud of tobacco smoke hung in the small office of Mr Haas’s clothing shop on Catharinastraat. Several members of the congregation had gathered, as if for a meeting. Short, stocky Mr Van Buren swivelled around in his office chair, gesticulating wildly. He had a rasping voice. When we went in, he was talking about holding a special service.

‘It sounds like a good plan,’ my father said.

‘Will all that praying do any good?’ asked Mr Haas’s son. Apparently, no one had heard him, as his remark was ignored. I was sorry I’d come here with my father, for I realised it would be a while before he could get away. Since I didn’t feel like sitting in that smoky room, I went through the hall to the shop. No one was there. I walked past the counters and shelves filled with clothes. As a child I had often played there with Mr Haas’s children. We used to hide behind the coats and the boxes, adorn ourselves with the ribbons and remnants from the workshop, and play shop after business hours. The same smell still hung in the air, sweetish and dry, the way new textile smells. I wandered through the narrow halls to the workshop and the stockroom. It felt like a Sunday. No one would come and buy anything today or be measured for a new coat. I sat down on a stack of boxes in a corner of the workshop and waited. The room was rather dark because the shutters were closed and the only light was coming from the hall. A coat, with the tacking thread still in it, was hanging against the wall. Perhaps no one would ever pick it up now. I took it off the hanger, put it on, and looked at myself in the mirror. It was much too long.

‘What on earth are you doing?’ It was my father’s voice. I was startled because I hadn’t heard him approach.

‘Trying on a coat,’ I said.

‘This is no time to be thinking of a new coat.’

‘I don’t want this one anyway,’ I said.

‘I’ve looked everywhere for you. Are you coming?’

I took off the coat and hung it back up. After sitting in the dark so long, the bright sunlight made me squint. The streets were busy. Many unfamiliar cars and motorcycles drove past us. A soldier asked somebody in front of us how to get to the market square. It was explained to him with much waving of hands and arms. The soldier clicked his heels, saluted, and set off in the direction that he’d been shown. German soldiers were now passing us constantly. We calmly walked past them.

‘You see,’ said my father when we were almost home, ‘they aren’t doing anything to us.’ As we passed the neighbour’s gate, he muttered again, ‘They aren’t doing anything to us.’
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Kloosterlaan




When my sister and I were little, the other children used to call us names as we were leaving school. They’d frequently be lying in wait for us at the end of Kloosterlaan. ‘Come along,’ Bettie would say firmly as she grabbed my hand. Sometimes I’d meekly suggest taking another street or turning around, but she kept walking, pulling me along, straight toward the jeering gang. Lashing out right and left with her schoolbag, my sister forced her way through the pack of children who punched and pushed us from all sides. I wondered why we were different.

‘My teacher says Jews are bad,’ a neighbour’s child who went to a Catholic school once told me. ‘You killed Jesus.’

At the time I didn’t even know who Jesus was. I once saw my brother fight a boy who wouldn’t stop calling him a ‘kike’. The kid only shut up when Dave knocked him down. When Dave came home with a bleeding head, my father showed us a scar on his temple that he’d got during his school years when a kid had scratched him with a nail. ‘In Twente where I grew up, they also used to call us names,’ he said.

I had a friend who used to pick me up on our way to school. Her name was Nellie and she was light blonde. She always remained standing on the doorstep but never came in. If the door was open, she would peer into the hall with curiosity. ‘What’s it like in your house?’ she asked one day.

‘Come in and take a look,’ I said.

But she didn’t dare because her mother had forbidden her to enter a Jewish house. I was eleven then, old enough to be able to laugh it off. I told her that my father used to eat a soup made out of little children, which my mother had cooked for him. After that my friend would come in secretly, without her mother’s knowledge.

When we were older, we hardly noticed things like that any more. Children under ten are often crueller than adults. I remember that we had a maid who had to ask her priest’s permission to work for us. The priest gave his consent and even told her she didn’t have to eat fish on Friday, which was lucky for her because on Friday evenings we used to have elaborate dinners with all sorts of meat dishes.

My father was a religious man who liked having a home in which Jewish law and ritual practices were maintained. It must have been painful for him to see his children gradually abandon these customs in their eagerness to participate in everything and hang around with their non-Jewish friends. Dave, as the oldest, had the hardest time, since he was the first to break with tradition. He made it easy for us, his sisters. I still remember the first time I ate
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