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Dedication

For Leah





Epigraph

Do you not suffer? The world has declined.

It no longer rolls melodiously from God’s hand.

Beautiful peoples turned into hordes,

The human mind raised into madness.

The firmly founded bond of all together

Bursts at the seams and there is no law.

There is no more shame and no decency.

No fixed road where everyone puts their feet.

—Albert Verwey, “Honestum Petimus Usque,” trans. Klaas van der Hoek

The world must surely have collapsed at least once in the lifetime of every individual, yet strangely enough it still exists.

—from The Letters and Diaries of Etty Hillesum, 1941–1943, murdered at Auschwitz







The Dutch famine of 1944–1945, popularly known in the Netherlands as the “Hunger Winter” [. . .] took place in the urbanized western Netherlands during the final months of the German occupation when the Allies had already liberated the Southern part of the country. After November of 1944, official daily rations [. . .] dropped below an already meager 750 calories per capita, decreasing to less than 370 calories just before the German surrender in May 1945.

—The Hunger Winter: Fighting Famine in the Occupied Netherlands, 1944–1945, by Ingrid de Zwarte (2020)
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The Naaktgeborens

In the days when the rivers and streams of the Low Countries often flooded with seawater, we eels flourished near a small village known as Dorp. It was a peaceful place, and a happy life was lived there as well by a fisherman known as Wilhelmus, until the day a pair of emissaries arrived on horseback to proclaim that the former Kingdom of Holland was now part of the French empire. Henceforth, Wilhelmus and the others in Dorp would be subjects of his mightiness, General Napoleon Bonaparte, who had taken command of the seaports, dissolved the Dutch army, and decreed that each citizen must choose a last name by the new year.

Of course we eels were unconcerned. We had lived in those drowsy creeks long before Napoleon, even before the Romans had built their fortifications there, ever since it was all free land.

But Wilhelmus was sincerely upset by the demands. To his surprise, his neighbors were swift to begin choosing their new identifiers. A fellow fisherman, Johan, rushed to claim Van der Beek, or “from the brook,” fearing Wilhelmus might adopt it first.

A neighbor to the south, Pieter, somberly declared that he would become Pieter Thijssen, “son of Thijs,” in honor of his dear late father.

“And will your children be Pieterssen?” Wilhelmus asked.

“No,” Pieter replied, “still Thijssen.”

“Thijssen forever?” Wilhelmus cried. “Can’t anyone see this is madness?”

None did. In short order, they all selected names: Hendrik, the town clerk, became Hendrik Klerk, and the widow Anki, a fine seamstress, became Anki Naaister—and so on.

In the end, only Wilhelmus refused. His neighbors muttered their concerns to one another. Why was he being so stubborn? What would happen to him? Imagine, going to prison over something as absurd as a name! Much to his annoyance, people began to call him Wilhelmus Van der Aal, meaning “of the eel,” in the hopes that he would come around to it.

Of course, we eels would have had no objection to him taking our name in this way. No more than the brooks could have cared about Johan’s claims, or the thread spooled in Anki’s baskets could mind hers. What humans do with their brief lives has little effect on those of us who know in our feathered bones that we will outlast their affairs.

But we did wonder what would become of this obstinate man. You see, we had developed an abiding respect for each other, hunter and hunted; always he would lovingly release the elvers, our young, and we admired his exquisite, hand-carved traps. Not a bad way to go! we joked. Better than getting snatched by an osprey or gobbled up by a raccoon. Dignity is essential to eels—as it was, we saw then, to Wilhelmus.

When the new year arrived, the emissaries of Emperor Bonaparte returned to Dorp in their fine blue woolen coats, their red collars embroidered with gold. The Frenchmen came to the village square and diligently recorded the names presented by each head of household.

At last, they came to Wilhelmus. When he informed them that he would not choose a name, he was promptly arrested. For his disobedience, Wilhelmus was sentenced to a year’s imprisonment. The emperor’s men said that if he still refused to pick a name upon his release, he would be assigned one of their choosing.

“Van der Aal is a fine name,” they said. “When people hear it, they’ll think of your eels, and come to buy more and more.”

His eels! We admit, we did coil briefly at the audacity of those words.

Still our friend refused. “They buy enough! Besides, I’m the only Wilhelmus in my village.”

“Yes, but you are one of a hundred Wilhelmuses now in our empire. We must know which is which and who is who.”

“But why?” he asked. “I can think of nothing good coming of it.”

The jailers ignored him. “Don’t you want your children to know where they come from?”

“How should they be stuck with my name forever? Think of it! They’ll never be free.”

But Wilhelmus saw now that he was already not free. And that his future children would not be, either. They’d be subjects of this empire or the next one or the one after that. And beyond was history itself, burdening and constraining them, always. He saw the past and the future stretching away, twinned horrors, time immemorial, time inescapable.

Wilhelmus swore. “No. I will not choose!”

He faced his year in confinement nobly, patiently, and with the dignity that we had come to expect from him. Still, we eels assumed Wilhelmus would be assigned to us in the end. Even he was prepared to finally become Van der Aal. But his jailers had another punishment in mind.

After his sentence ended, they declared their prisoner would henceforth bear the name Wilhelmus Naaktgeboren, which meant “born naked,” a mark of shame that must now pass on to his children and theirs.

In disgrace, Wilhelmus returned to the little village of Dorp. And many there did say it served him right, though already a few were feeling regretful over their chosen names, beginning to realize what Wilhelmus had seen right away. That they would be stuck with what they’d selected for their whole lives. Even worse, so would their descendants be—forever.

Quietly, Wilhelmus returned to his fishing boat, and to carving his traps. But we could tell that his spirit had been broken. The care he’d once taken with his work had slipped away. History had come down on him. Indeed, his very soul seemed to have been extracted from him, leaving a hollowed man to go through the motions of daily life without joy or anger or sorrow or any true feeling at all. Deep inside the four chambers of our venous hearts, we mourned the loss of his once-noble spirit.

By now our passing appreciation for this obstinate man had become a kind of entanglement. For refusing to be “of” us and not taking us as his name, he now suffered. Name a man anything you like, we thought, but what is he without a soul?

Truly, we were not alone in feeling for his loss. Soon a young woman fell in love with Wilhelmus, and his dead eyes again began to brighten. Gusta, a great beauty, was eager to discard de Witt, the name that her father, a silver-haired peddler, had chosen.

Spring arrived, and at the Tulip Festival, Wilhelmus asked her to marry him, begging forgiveness for his stubbornness and for the fact that Gusta would have to take on his humiliation if she agreed to be his bride.

But no, she said, with pride would she become the first person in Holland, perhaps in all of history, to take the name of Naaktgeboren by choice.

And when, one year later, she gave birth to a healthy baby boy, they named him Robrecht Naaktgeboren. As Wilhelmus held the child and considered its bare, slimy, beautiful form, he saw that his jailers had done him a favor after all. Of all the names in all the tongues in all the world, what could be more perfect? Naaktgeboren. Born naked.

And we, the eels, watched from our narrow hiding places, pausing then in our forever wriggling as Wilhelmus kissed his son’s forehead and soothed him until he slept.

—V.S.





Slips and Falls

With dusk approaching on her eightieth birthday, Mieke Geborn slipped and fell. One moment she’d been hurrying along the unpaved edge of Sand Dollar Street, in the little Jersey Shore town she had called home for fifty years, and the next she was wincing up at the gray-pink sky. Sharp pain seized her leg and her head throbbed. The squat hardcover she’d been carrying had tumbled into the wild grasses to her left. She rolled this way and that but could not see anyone around. The peaceful neighborhood was still mostly empty vacation homes in March. All she could do was yell for help, as she tried and failed to get up again.

Earlier that afternoon, Mieke’s friends had taken her out for a birthday lunch at El Legado, a Spanish restaurant up in Manasquan where they had live music. The group had eaten, danced a little, and finally sung karaoke: “Bésame Mucho” and “Por Tí Me Casaré.” Then, to Mieke’s embarrassment, the others had ordered her an enormous slice of soft, rich chocolate cake. The waiters cheered, “Feliz cumpleaños!” and she’d blown out the flame from atop the sole twisted blue candle. It was all much too much, and afterwards, Mieke had driven home stuffed and exhausted.

In her own living room again, she’d turned on the news without thought and placed her leftover paella on the counter. She’d begun absentmindedly adjusting the edge of the large Persian rug, which kept flipping up, and then ran her finger to check for dust on the framed paintings on the far wall. Only then had she remembered that during dinner, she’d promised her neighbor Shoshana that she’d stop over before she went to bed.

Her neighbor had been wanting to show Mieke this Dutch book she’d found, Verhalen uit de Lage Landen, or Tales from the Low Countries. When the two women had first met, years ago, Shoshana had been a professor at the local community college, specializing in Holocaust literature. Mieke had been a middle-aged student, earning her associate’s degree in communications, trying her best to keep busy after the recent passing of her husband, Rob, from leukemia. Shoshana had enjoyed hearing Mieke’s youthful memories of Holland during the war, and the two became close friends. After her retirement, Shoshana had moved into a house just down the street from Mieke. Now they visited each other a few times a week.

For years, Shoshana had been trying to help Mieke track down any information about her husband’s father, Professor Willem Naaktgeboren, who had disappeared in the fall of 1944 and was presumed to have died in a concentration camp in southern Holland. At the birthday dinner, Shoshana had told Mieke about this Dutch book she’d been sent to review. It had been in print briefly before in the 1960s, but, thought to be a somewhat fantastical work of fiction written by a prisoner there, the book had been overlooked by historians. Only recently had it been reprinted by a small academic press in Leiden, billed as being of anthropological interest, mainly to folklorists. Some ambitious publicist at the press had sent it to Shoshana along with any other scholars they could find who had written about the camp before.

Now Shoshana thought it might have an interesting lead: the first tale in the book was titled “De Naaktgeboreen,” which Shoshana knew had once been Mieke’s last name.

“‘The Naaktgeborens.’ Yes,” Mieke said. By now Shoshana had heard the story many times. It had been Mieke’s name only briefly, after she had married Rob and before it was truncated in 1955 when she and Rob had immigrated through Chicago.

Rob had been pleased for a new name to mark their start as Americans. But Mieke had winced as the pen had scratched across the page, moving like a scalpel, severing the past. This was what it meant to come to a New World—the old one had to be carved away. In Illinois they were starting fresh; the past could be forgotten. Nothing terrible had ever happened to the Geborns.

“Whoever wrote this book could have heard the story from my uncle,” Mieke had suggested to Shoshana earlier, at dinner. “What was the name of the author?”

But her friend hadn’t been able to remember.

“It’s all in Dutch. I’ll need your help translating!”

And so, curious, Mieke had decided not to stay home after dinner and get to sleep, but to hurry up the street to retrieve the book. She’d imagined it would not take more than a few minutes, but of course Shoshana had made a pot of silver tip tea and begun rambling about an NPR segment on climate change. All the way out in the Pacific, off the coast of Seattle, there was an extratropical cyclone moving inland, bringing intense and lashing rain.

How could people not see what was going on? How could people not understand the certain doom approaching?

“Isn’t that how it is in Seattle most of the time?” Mieke had asked.

But truly, it hadn’t been this specific weather system that Shoshana had been concerned about, so much as the inevitable future, rife with mega-storms and wildfires, where powerful unnatural phenomena moved in from all sides, constantly rending everything everywhere into dust. Heat waves and ice storms and tornadoes and earthquakes. Anger and fear, leading to political upheaval, leading to mass migrations, leading to more anger and fear, and on and on—Shoshana had gotten quite worked up. It had taken an hour for Mieke to calm her.

Mieke didn’t say so, but privately she did not understand it. Shoshana had no children. She was eighty-two years old. Why did she care to what degree Celsius the planet would warm by 2050? Fine if Mieke did—her grandson, Will, would still be alive then, presumably. And he and his wife, Teru, had been trying for kids. It was Mieke’s as-yet-unborn great-grandchildren who would inherit a parboiled world after she and Shoshana were both long forgotten.

And yet Mieke knew this was not fair. That her friend had every right to care about the condition of the world without her.

That she was just grumpy it had taken so long to ease her friend’s mind. Such that it had been getting dark when Mieke had embarked for home, and then—she’d remembered the leftover paella, still sitting out on the counter, slowly spoiling. She’d begun hurrying.

And so she’d slipped. And so she’d fallen.

NOW MIEKE WAS lying in the grass beside the road, gravel in her hair, calling for someone, anyone, to help her up. Her house was not far, but whichever way she squirmed, she could not get more than an inch or two before she was paralyzed in pain again. Shoshana’s house was just a few hundred yards the other way, but Mieke knew she was already in the shower and would then immediately fall asleep while watching the news at maximum volume.

Feeling a drip forming above her left eye, Mieke wiped it with her sleeve. An alarming red stain slid into the fabric. Her cell phone was in her purse back at the house. She’d neglected to take it with her, and it was off anyway. Always off unless she was using it. She didn’t like to use her minutes, even though her grandson, Will, kept telling her that there weren’t minutes anymore, that she could keep it on all the time, and it wouldn’t cost any extra. But to Mieke this still felt wasteful. She was unlike others in this way; she’d long since made her peace with that.

Her hand felt something to her left, a few inches from her ear. It was an exploded mayonnaise packet, quite possibly the very thing she’d slipped on. People could be astonishingly thoughtless. At home she kept all her extras, and the Dunkin’ Donuts sugar packets, and the crinkly salt and pepper things from the deli, and the extra chopsticks, even though she always told Hunan Dynasty not to send two sets. It was not so crazy, she told herself. People did much stranger things. Like toss mayonnaise packets out on the road, for example.

As Mieke tried to sit up, she was seized by a shooting pain in her right leg. Broken hip—she was sure of it. That’s just what had happened to Shoshana on the steps at Sunny Pines Retirement Village, where they’d once gone together to do tai chi. She’d never been the same. Everybody knew hips were the beginning of the end.

At last Mieke saw the corner of her friend’s book through the grass just a few feet away. It had a deep red cover and the title stamped in flaking gold. A stylish eel coiled in the center. Mieke stretched out her arm and batted at the book’s corner. With her fingertips she inched it closer. Finally she gripped the spine and pulled it tight to her body. For a long time, she clutched the book as if it were a life preserver. Her eyes would not focus on the words, but even in the blur, she felt their Dutchness and this warmed her.

How long had it been since she’d read a book in her own language? Decades, surely. What a shame! She called out and waited. Again she cursed the food going to waste on the counter.

Every second, spoiling.

She pressed her bloodied sleeve to her head and hoped it wasn’t getting worse.

With one finger, she lightly caressed the cover of the book. She caught the faint smell of the pages. The author’s name on the cover was Vraagteken Schrijver, and when Mieke had first seen it, she’d assumed this must be a joke.

“Schrijver means ‘author,’” she’d explained. “Although lots of Dutch people have names coming from whatever their ancestors did. Like here you have Miller or Cooper or Smith.”

“And what about Vraag . . . tek . . . en?”

“That’s the funny part. Vraagteken means a question mark.”

“You mean like a mystery?”

“No. No. An actual question mark. Like the punctuation.”

Between them in the air she’d drawn a hook and a line down, with a jab for a dot at the bottom.

“How strange!” was all Shoshana had had to say about that.

NOW. ABOVE. THE universe bloomed busily to lilac and then descended into a deep, bruised purple. Black forms of birds moved across Mieke’s field of vision as she listened for cars coming. She was far enough off the road; she was pretty sure they wouldn’t hit her. Fear radiated through her body. What if she was out there all night? Had the bleeding stopped? She couldn’t tell if she was lightheaded from knocking her head on the road, or just from the shock and the pain.

Would she die there? She might, yes, if no one came. Or if they came but didn’t see her. Or if they saw her but didn’t stop. She went back and forth when it came to the subject of human decency. Often it seemed to her that it was nowhere anymore. Mayonnaise-flingers, all of them! But then she’d think back on her childhood, and how, during the war, she’d found that human decency did exist, often where and when one least expected to find it. With all the damage that life did to everyone, it was remarkable, when you thought about it.

Vraagteken.

Questions, all questions. Her last moments would be nothing but questions, now or later.

Breathing heavily, Mieke listened for the sounds of the shoreline: birds calling out, waves rolling back and coming forth, grasses rattling lightly against one another. The same steady rhythm that persisted behind her day and night.

The sky darkened further and there came whispering noises, all around her head.

High voices, soft voices. And then—a little burst of light. It was too early in the year for fireflies. These were whiter, anyway; they might have almost been snowflakes, but no—they were glowing, as brightly as distant stars, but moving, and closer.

Swiftly a memory came back. Mieke had seen these lights before, on the other side of this same ocean, during a different end of the world. Seventy-three years ago. In the final phase of the war, she’d been eight years old, lying on a bed made from tattered clothes, trying to stay warm in her family’s apartment in the Hague. Den Haag. By then, five bare, cold rooms with almost no glass left in the windows. Waiting for the sound of another rocket firing on the beaches. Waiting for one to fall back and crash through her roof. Dying, stomach empty, mind scattered, skin taut against her ribs. Eyes fixed on the jagged cracks in the ceiling, losing focus.

That’s when these same small white lights came all around, flickering in and out. Otherworldly, moving in spirals and then shooting off like sparks. Slipping through the gaps between the gauzy curtains that hung between their realm and hers. And then it had been as if those curtains themselves had been pulled away by some unseen stagehand, allowing the most magnificent and piercing light to pour in from all around, a light unbraiding itself into colors that had never been named. Hues that rang out in a symphony—glorious and filling—warming Mieke like the summer sun, heralding itself after months of absence.

“Ben ik op het strand?” she’d said, back then, or so they told her. Am I at the beach?

Now, seventy-three years and 3,600 miles later, she was at the beach. Tucked away in the dunes amidst the grasses, beneath the night birds, in the ever-long roar of the waves. And these same lights flickering all around. Pushing through, just as before.

It was the same this time as it had been then, and all the decades between seemed to fold together. And there was one more thing the same, then to now, which had been the same every moment since.

She was hungry.





Neefje

Mieke rides her bicycle through the dunes on a quiet March morning. It is 1941. She is with Rob and his father, Professor Naaktgeboren. The hilly path ahead is slick with overnight rain and the sun is coming up, warm and white behind the orange rooftops. On one long gable, a magnificent goose squats beside the chimney. Feathers white, mottled in crimson and chocolate. The bird croaks angrily, warding off a few rock pigeons that are getting too close for comfort. Mieke sucks in some of the cool air and releases a warbling cry of her own, mimicking the goose so expertly that it twists suddenly her way, concerned some new front has opened in its war for the rooftop. It scrambles and nearly falls, then rights itself again.

As the goose settles, Mieke takes in the fresh silence of the world. The way the creaking of her bicycle wheels radiates into the emptiness. Out in the darkened north, the sea hangs back. And deep within the thin green dune grasses are the insects that will, in just two months, surround everything in immense summer clouds, but are for now larval, hidden.

Mieke’s eyes follow the distant line of Scheveningen’s seawall all the way to its vanishing point at the horizon. “God made the world,” her father often says, “but the Dutch made their own country.” Without these barriers, everything around her would be underwater. In the story, Hans Brinker sees a dike leaking and plugs the hole with his finger. Her father has told her that in reality they’re built ten feet thick and engineered to withstand even the worst storms to ever strike the shores. But Mieke is aware that every day things happen that have never happened before.

Like Rob and the Naaktgeborens coming to stay with them. Like the great V of black planes that had passed over her father’s bakery, and which had started the war. Back then, just a baby, Mieke had thought they were a flock of enormous birds. Now she knows they were German bombers heading for the city where the Naaktgeborens had lived before. Rotterdam. She tries to imagine it—their little house near the bustling port, down the road from the boys’ school where Professor Naaktgeboren had taught Latin. She’s never seen these places, and now, she never will. She imagines it all like stacks of burnt logs that remain in the oven at the bakery toward the end of the day. Wood collapsed to blackness, only a shell flecked with white ash and orange embers. Seething and alive, still hot. Never to be touched except with the long dark poker, and then when she does nudge one, it sends sparks up into the air, flickering like the stinging wings of fairies.

Not that she believes in fairies.

That’s Rob, who does. Rob, who sits quietly for hours at a time, looking at the pictures in his storybooks, reciting the tales to himself—she hates that he can read and she can’t, but their fathers have told the stories so many times that by now she has memorized them. Still, Mieke doesn’t care for such nonsense. Why, after she’s explained to Rob that the stories aren’t real, does he insist on coasting behind, eying the green and blond fringe grasses? Looking for fairies.

The three of them pass through little valleys in the sand, cut with long paths of stone. Closer to the shoreline, the Germans are building great stone bunkers in case the Allies should attempt a landing there in the Hague. But just now, all is quiet. Professor Naaktgeboren leads them on the back trails, farther west, toward the woods that surround the grand Ockenburgh estate. The professor smokes from a dark brown pipe that lends a sweet smell to the air. The legs of his checkered pants rub against each other and make a faint zwishhh with each step. Mieke hurries past him, wondering, does everyone in Rotterdam dress like this, or is it just Latin teachers? The chestnut trees are budding now, reaching high above the silver lindens. A slice of blue-black sky runs upside down along the river’s surface, reflecting white clouds and leafy shade. Woods all across the eastern side, and then to the right, a field of beige and amber: tall stalks of grain; circling hawks, brown and white, a beady eye of golden glass that trains on them, uninterested. Fishermen in reds and yellows and blues, resting on a green-hulled boat. Mieke spots two white-capped swimmers and imagines the bracing cold of the water against their pale bodies. Professor Naaktgeboren points the way into the woods with the stem of his brierwood pipe and looks at his son—but Rob is lost. Gazing into the brush for something that isn’t there.

Mieke’s own father is at the bakery, Brood van Menke, like he is every morning. He and Rob’s father have known each other since childhood. They grew up together in the last war, and still call each other “brother.” And they all call Rob her cousin, neefje, but this isn’t true. Still, they are close—so close that Mieke’s baby brother, also named Rob, is now called Broodje, Little Bread—because otherwise no one ever knows which boy is being summoned—and Rob has a tiny crybaby sister, Truus, who wails all night most times.

“Mieke!” the professor calls up to her. “Slow down. You’re too far ahead.”

Steaming, Mieke brakes her bicycle and waits, for hours it seems, until Rob at last catches up. Free again, she exaggerates her slowness, like a clown pretending to pedal, hoping to humiliate Rob—but he doesn’t notice, and a moment later she’s forgotten and zoomed off ahead.

THE NAAKTGEBORENS HAD come to stay one week after the day of the black birds in the sky: the professor, Tante Sintje, Rob, and tiny baby Truus. Back then, Mieke had not known that she lived in a country, or what a war even was. Now she understands, a little: there is a queen, exiled in London, whose face is still on the shiny guilders her father collects. Much of the rest remains foreign to Mieke—even the idea of “foreign” is foreign to her. Germany, America. England. Colored shapes in her uncle’s atlas. They may as well be fairylands. To her there is only home, these dunes, the bakery. All other places are Elsewhere.

Still, Mieke knows that surrendering to the Germans the day after the bombing of Rotterdam is either a disgrace, as Professor Naaktgeboren sometimes thunders, or a sad practicality, as her father shouts back. If they hadn’t signed the accords, the Germans would have bombed them next, and then what?

Mieke takes this side only because it is her father’s side. Because these birds had flown right over her head, only to destroy her “cousin’s” home instead. Because that’s just what happened, and Rob came to stay with her, and that is all.

THROUGH THE DUNES they ride: Mieke and Rob, with Professor Naaktgeboren walking behind them, smoking his pipe, carrying a light metal bucket and a small satchel filled with waxed lines and sharp hooks and lead weights. For Mieke’s birthday, he has promised to teach her how to catch eels, which she’s been begging him to do for months.

“Eels are mysterious creatures,” he has explained. “They live in the water, but can cross the land among the grasses, completely hidden. You can find an eel in a pond or a puddle that has no tributaries at all—often miles from any other body of water. In ancient times, people believed they appeared by magic.”

But Mieke does not believe in magic. This is partly why she wants to see an eel so badly. To look it in its beady eyes and know that it is merely flesh and bone and slime and gook. After they catch one, the professor has promised he’ll teach her how to clean it and cook it, too. All night she’s thought about that and hasn’t slept.

Vaguely, Mieke is aware that her parents never cease fearing for her. Sees how they have sought to tame her—for her own good, they say. But promises of Droste chocolates for good behavior fall just as short as threats of punishments for bad. Other girls her age are capable of sitting quietly at the table, doing as they are told in the shops, and obeying the rules—at least in front of others. But Mieke cannot.

Cannot sit still. Cannot help touching each item on every shelf. She runs headlong into the streets. At school, her focus doesn’t just drift—it careens left to right, top to bottom, near to far.

It took a long time for her hair to grow out as a baby, but now that it has, her sandy brown mane is wild and tangled all the time. She cannot be still long enough for her parents to put it into the braids all the other girls wear, or even to brush it smooth.

And yet there are moments of perfect stillness. They puzzle her. They puzzle her parents more. Her gaze moves to some invisible point in the distance, as if receiving some radio signal no one else can hear. Her mind goes blank. These moments never last long and are shattered by any attempt at hair-brushing whatsoever, but they give Mieke a vague hope that, within her, something civilizable does exist.

In the meantime, it is hopeless; they are all resigned. Worried. What kind of life is there for a girl of such inveterate recklessness? She hears them arguing when she is supposed to be asleep. Her father loves her, she has no doubt. Unspeakably strongly. That’s why he fears it all so much, he tells her. These are not times for girls like her.

PROFESSOR NAAKTGEBOREN’S FIRST name is Willem; he grew up in Den Haag, where his own father had owned a popular toy shop, Magisch Speelgoed, Magical Toys, filled with little marvels carved from wood. Mieke’s father was his best friend even then, and has told her many times about dolls so lifelike you’d think they might get up and move around on their own. Little jack-in-the-boxes with wooden gears and cranks, and cars with wheels that spun, and cuckoo clocks that burst into song every hour—a hundred all at once. Jigsaws with a thousand pieces, none the same shape. There’d been no place in the whole town that any child would rather be, Mieke’s father recalled.

Adults came to the shop as well, to purchase ten-shelf curio cabinets and ornate writing desks with roll tops or wings that folded out on brass hinges. Quite often the things that Willem’s father made might have some secret function—a hidden compartment, a false bottom. He was known for his discretion and took many orders from officials with things they needed kept private.

His true specialty, however, had been inlaid woodwork, halfway between a puzzle and a painting, with thousands of tiny pieces of different woods in different shades: amber, ochre, blond, cherry, and dark walnut, all fitting together seamlessly to create scenes of majestic Alps and proud fortresses along the Rhine. His work had been so accomplished that he soon earned a commission by the rich American Carnegies to install a mural in the ceiling of the new Peace Palace, on display for the ambassadors and envoys of the world to see.

Rather than taking up the family trade, Willem had become a scholar—teaching Latin at a nearby boys’ academy. Not long after the Naaktgeborens came to stay with Mieke’s family, he began filling their living room with books: Voltaire, Het Kapitaal, slim volumes of poems by Albert Verwey. He’s down at Janssen’s bookshop twice a week. Mieke’s father tells her that Willem once even wrote books of his own, and Mieke is dying to know what they were about, but her father just laughs oh oh oh! and says they were not for kinderen. Supposedly they were all destroyed in the bombing. When the Naaktgeborens arrived, all they carried with them was the single black trunk, carved with courtly Japanese scenes by his father many years before—the only thing that had survived the fire, miraculously with neither singe nor scratch.

ONE YEAR AGO, the day of the dark birds in the sky, Mieke was with her father. Herself a bird in the night, but a tiny one, rushing along the streets of Den Haag on the handlebars of his bicycle. Gusts of wind, frosty and brackish, pushing against her, sent by the North Sea. Her hair blowing back into her father’s breath. The bakery was only a few minutes’ ride from the apartment, and from the back of the shop where they left the bicycle, you could see all the way out to the blond strip of sand and the churning dark cauldron of the sea, lit faintly by the quarter moon. The waves were invisible at that hour, but she could hear them rolling in and out, as her father kneaded the dough in perfect time, back and forth, along the wide oak countertop. Keeping the windows open allowed the oven steam to flow out and the salt air to roll in. This cut the sourness of the dough that otherwise punched at her nose.

Her father sang in French as his strong fingers pressed the surface. Mieke was learning to care for the sticky, sour goo that they kept in the storeroom vat. The surface speckled with air bubbles meant that this beige glop was breathing, a universe of dark stars. Each morning it required feeding. Fresh stone-ground flour. Mieke churned it with a paddle until her arms ached.

The sourness stayed on her father all day. It lived in the thin shirt sleeves pressing against his swollen arms. It lingered in the bristles of his mustache and among the blades of his dark beard. But the sourness was the secret, he told her—the reason his loaves lasted a whole week, unlike the squashed, sad Dutch breads sold elsewhere. It was why the painters came to him. They stopped at the bakery on their way to the dunes, before first light.

Old men, young men. “Meneer Menke,” they called, “een brood behagen?”

And her father told them to call him Ambrosius and sold them each a single gigantic, fresh loaf. They’d eat perhaps a quarter of it through the day; the rest would keep all the way to the week’s end. These artists earned nearly nothing on their seascapes, her father explained—and so he earned little from feeding them on their way. But they were his patrons; he was theirs. He served them and so served their art. It was a blessing to be there with such men. Early risers like him, needing to be at the dunes already with easels spread, en plein air, with the wind in their sideburns and the sand getting into their paints, which had to be mixed before the dawn began: a holy conflagration, different every time. Purples, oranges, pinks, blues. Frantically they adjusted their pigments to answer whichever hues arrived on the horizon.

At the bakery, the men talked excitedly of Ruisdael and of Van de Velde. Mieke did not understand. Why would they go to paint the same dunes if these others had painted them so perfectly already? And when anyone in Den Haag could simply look out the window anytime they liked? But her father worked hard to impress and satisfy these penniless men in their patchy suits, crumbs in their long beards.

On the day of the dark birds, Mieke had been helping herself to a week-old loaf that they had not sold—it was still rich and wonderful, especially toasted near the oven’s fire. She’d listened to the crackle of the wood, the singing of her father, the roaring of the oven, the crashing of the waves. It was some time before she’d noticed that other sound. Something new.

One of the painters, Mr. Akkeringa, had stopped on the road before the bakery. His easel had fallen to the ground. His head was tipped up and his hair blew back in the wind like a white waterfall. She followed his gaze into the clouds, where she first saw them, too. She’d never seen an airplane before. She’d certainly never seen a squadron of German bombers rising out of the sea. She did not know where they were going, or that they held a firestorm in their bellies, or that it would not fall on her today. In Rotterdam, thirty kilometers away, a thousand people would die in eight minutes, but none of this was certain still in that instant.

What did her father know, there, then?

All he said to her was “It is starting.”

NOW THEY JUST wait for it to end. The war, the occupation. Mieke can barely remember a time before these things. Because of the “capitulation,” they’ve been spared for the most part. Paris is half destroyed, the rest of France run roughshod with German tanks and guns. But in Holland, the swift surrender after Rotterdam has meant that life goes on almost normally. Her mother spends hours organizing newspaper coupons, but the vegetable bins are usually still full. Mieke attends school, her father bakes his bread. They all get by. It’s just that there are always questions. Why can they no longer go into the Meijmans’ butcher shop on the corner, where the German soldiers linger, buying their wursts and bacon? Why does Professor Naaktgeboren need to keep the volume low when he listens to the Radio Oranje broadcasts coming from London? Why do all the grown-ups now need a persoonsbewijs card with their picture on it, and why, when she asks if she can have one of her own when she turns fifteen, do they say they pray she’ll never need one? (And who do they pray it to, anyway?) And what happened to the Meiers, the family of six on the first floor, who have not been there in months—and how does this connect with the signs she sees everywhere, and that Rob tells her say, VOOR JODEN VERBODEN.

What does it mean, to be forbidden?

“LIFE IS FULL of questions, child,” Professor Naaktgeboren tells her as they come at last to the streams west of town, Rob still trailing behind. “And precious few answers.”

Soon the professor shows them where the salty water comes in from the ocean and begins to mix with fresh water and become brackish in their flow inland. They trudge into marshy terrain, swatting away gigantic mosquitos, listening to the ululations of unseen frogs. Rob keeps his eyes trained for strange patterns in the sediment along the riverbanks, for odd markings in the tree bark. He gathers evidence, constantly. The deeper they journey into the unpopulated woods, the surer he is of moving into magical territory, of hearing whispers in the wind and lights glinting messages in the dewdrops.

Schoonheid onthult ons, the fairies say, in the story of Fostedína and her Golden Helmet.

Beauty reveals us.

Mieke tugs Rob along, holding his hand, already grubby, as he keeps slipping and falling. His father marches on, possessed, until at last they arrive at a spot he approves of.

Professor Naaktgeboren holds up a pair of wooden spikes that he whittled the day before. “Take these and drive them down into the earth. Push them in deep, high up on the bank so that they don’t slip.”

Mieke hastily complies, jamming the spikes in with her soft palms. Her uncle moves over with a rock to pound them down a few more times, until they are firm in their purchase. Then he begins to unwind long pieces of fishing line from the roll in his satchel, thin as sewing thread, but so strong it cuts into her fingers if she pulls too tight.

“Loop one end around the spike so that it knots,” he says. Then he ties a small lead weight to the other end of the line, which keeps it from floating on the surface. Rob finds bugs and worms, ample in the riverbank, and his father ties their still-wriggling bodies a few inches above the sinkers.

Satisfied, the professor tosses the lines into the rushing waters; these meet the surface with a plop and glide downstream, becoming taut. It is her turn next. Six lines in all, they cast, and then he shows Mieke and Rob how to crouch between two of the lines and pinch them with their fingers.

“When you get a bite, you’ll feel the vibrations change.”

Mieke pinches and waits. For what feels like an hour. She stares at the water, hoping for motion, but seeing nothing at all, the river is so thick with dark grasses.

Then . . . a sudden rippling on the line in her left hand. “Ooooop!” she cries out in excitement as Rob’s father hurries over to see what she has.

And she has something. A very strong and angry something.

Steadily he pulls the line in, gently at first, and then with increasing force, making long smooth motions, hand over hand. Mieke stares and stares at the water and—

A huge, writhing black form, long and snaking, breaks into the sunlight from the protection of the river below. It cuts the air violently as the professor calmly tugs it closer. Mieke cannot breathe. It is so awful, so incredible. A monster from a fairy tale, but real, whipping about in thin air. Rob drops his own lines, cries, and tries to scramble clear, slipping on the wet ground, panicking to think he might fall into the water—now that he knows what else is in there.

An eel. She’s seen them at the market, but far smaller than this leviathan, and always dead already, more greenish brown than this one, still cloaked in the wetness of the river.

Mieke recoils at the sight of its beaded eyes—spherical, black, like the ball on the end of a straight pin. As the eel drags onto the bank of the river, it flips end to end, swirling up into a knot and then flying loose like a living ribbon. Rob’s father grabs it with his free hand and immediately Mieke sees the gray slime the creature leaves everywhere, which will stink for hours even after it has been washed off.

The massive eel curls itself around the man’s thin forearm, orbiting like a dark comet until at last Naaktgeboren flings it down into the bucket, which has been filled with river water.

There, finally, the beast goes utterly still, as if it has spontaneously died, but Mieke knows it must be alive. And she feels, deep down, a revulsion for it, a horror at having ever unknowingly swum alongside it. The way it rippled and thrashed will remain on her mind the whole way home. After another hour without a second catch, Rob’s father declares the day done.

“This one will be more than enough for all of us anyway.”

Eagerly they walk to the bicycles and then ride back through the dunes, the bucket clanking from time to time as Rob’s father sets it down to change his grip. Mieke is now the one trailing behind so that she can keep an eye on the bucket. What is she worried about? That the eel will leap to freedom, she guesses, or simply disappear.

She can barely breathe, thinking about it in there, swirling around in the murky water.

When they finally get home, she follows silently as Professor Naaktgeboren sets the pail down on the paving stones in the yard. He finds a hammer and a piece of wood in the shed and leaves these close by. He tries to give the long nail to his son, but Rob refuses to take it from him.

Instead, he turns, offering it to Mieke. “When I say, you hand it to me.”

He rolls up one sleeve without speaking and then slides it into the bucket, groping around in the brown water for the beast inside.

There is nothing.

She cannot believe it. How? It has gotten away. It’s impossible.

And then it’s all happening again. The eel has reappeared as if by magic. It has the professor, or he has the eel. There is a hurricane of sadistic action, the thick black band of eel flesh wrapping itself wildly around the man’s forearm. But the professor calmly grips its giant head between his thumb and middle finger and presses it onto the plank of wood. With his free hand, he lifts the hammer and then looks at Mieke.

He grunts as the grotesque thing thrashes about, going absolutely upright, defying gravity.

Mieke hurries over with the long carpenter’s nail. He waits for her to hand it to him, but instead, following an instinct, she places the tip above the eel’s cold black eye.

You’re not magic, she tells it. Even if she isn’t sure she believes that anymore.

Then with one heavy smack of the hammer, Rob’s father drives the nail through.

The thing continues to curl and writhe about, but now there is no escape. Professor Naaktgeboren, having both hands free at last, takes his knife and slices—deep—all around the neck of the beast. With his fingers he yanks its skin free like he is stripping a casing off a gargantuan sausage.

Even after all this, it moves. Even as a mass of sinew and blood, it fights for life.

The frenzy finally ceases only as the professor begins slicing away its thin organs, one by one. When the monster has been completely cleaned, he chops it into half a dozen pieces, each a few inches long, and carries them into the kitchen. There, Tante Sintje will dredge them in a bowl of flour and fry them in her great black cast-iron cocotte.

That night at supper, Mieke eats her segment wordlessly, in awe. With each warm bite she thinks how all that lithe dark power is inside her now.

THE NEXT DAY, Mieke and Rob go out after school, back toward the woods. While their mothers play in the grass with Broodje and Truus, the older children scamper off. There are ruins deeper in: a line of old stone pillars, crumbled and well covered in thick green moss and vines. Rob says they are from centuries ago, when the Roman empire stretched all the way to Velsen, but
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