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            This book is dedicated to my mother. I have written it for my daughter and the children and grandchildren.
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            Prologue

            The First Attempt on

Cor’s Life

            (1996)

         

         ON MARCH 27, 1996, MY SISTER SONJA HOLLEEDER AND HER HUSBAND, Cor van Hout, picked up their son Richie from kindergarten. Cor parked his car in front of their home on Deurloostraat, and they stayed in the car, laughing with Richie, who was singing along with his favorite song, “Funiculì Funiculà” by Andrea Bocelli, in the back seat, leaning forward between his parents.

         My mother just happened to be standing at their kitchen window when a man wearing a dark coat walked toward Cor’s parked car. At the same time, Sonja looked at Cor and noticed someone approaching in the background. At ﬁrst she thought he was going to ask for directions, but the determined look on his face made her uneasy. He approached the car on Cor’s side.

         Through the window, Sonja looked straight into his face, and it’s still etched into her memory. A yellow-brown face, with lots of wrinkles.

         “Cor, what does he want?” she shouted. Cor looked to the left.

         Before he could answer, the man pointed a gun at Cor and started shooting. At that moment, Cor dove aside to cover.

         Sonja started screaming. Richie was in the back seat of the car; had he been hit? Had Cor been hit? She opened her car door and tumbled out. To prevent herself from getting shot, she crawled on her knees to the back door, opened it, and pulled Richie out. With him in her arms, she ran inside. The door was already open as my mother had rushed out to help her.

         Cor had been hit several times. He staggered out to chase the shooter, but, unhinged by his injuries, he started walking in the wrong direction. After he had made it a couple hundred yards, the neighbors helped him back to the house.

         Numb and bleeding profusely, Cor just sat there in the stairwell of Number 22 until the ambulance arrived.

         
              

         

         I was in my office on Willem Pijperstraat when I got a call on my cell phone. My mom was yelling into the phone.

         “Are they alive?” I shouted.

         “Yes, they’re alive, but Cor was hit. Come over now, please!”

          “Is it bad, Mom?”

         “I don’t know. They took Cor away in an ambulance.”

         In a panic, I closed my office and drove to Deurloostraat, where Sonja was waiting for me. She opened the door and fell into my arms, crying, “Cor was hit everywhere!”

         “Where?” I asked. “Where was he hit? Will he survive?”

         “Yeah, they took him to VU Hospital. He was hit in his arm, shoulder, and back, and one bullet shattered his jaw. But he’ll live; he’s in surgery right now.”

         “What about Rich? Is Richie okay?” I asked.

         “Yes,” she said, “he’s upstairs. He wasn’t hit. Thank God he doesn’t really understand what happened. Please act as normal as you can.”

         “Of course.” She was badly shaken and hyperventilating.

         We went upstairs, where Richie and my mother were. He was playing on the ﬂoor. Luckily the child hadn’t seen Cor’s bloody injuries. Sonja had pulled him from the car quickly enough and taken him inside right away.

         “Hi, honey,” I said to him. “Are you having fun playing?”

         He looked up and, seeing me, exclaimed, “Assie, Assie, ﬂames! Flames!”

         I pulled him onto my lap and asked him, “What about the ﬂames? Go on and tell Auntie.”

         He was just two and a half years old, and he told me in his own way what had happened. A really naughty man had thrown rocks at the car and there were ﬂames. That was his version, and we wanted to keep it that way.

         “Such a naughty man! But he’s gone now, sweetie. Daddy chased him away.”

         Sonja asked, “Could you pick Francis up from school? She doesn’t know yet and I want to have her with me. I’m not sure what other crazy stuff might go down.”

         “I’ll go over right now.”

         I drove to Francis’s school and told the janitor I was her aunt and she had to come with me to the hospital.

         From her classroom, Francis had already seen me standing in the hall and was startled. The janitor went in and whispered to the teacher, and Francis came out.

         “Come on, honey,” I said. As we walked down the hallway I told her what had happened, trying to remain calm.

         She stood still and grabbed hold of me, her face turning pale. “Is Daddy dead, As?” she asked, her voice trembling.

         “No, but he’s been hurt pretty badly. He’s in the hospital. Mommy and Rich are ﬁne. Come on, let’s go home.”

         
              

         

         It wasn’t long before Sonja got a call from the hospital. Cor was out of surgery.

         “Are you coming with me to see him?” she asked me. “We can leave the children with Mom. I don’t want to drive. I still feel pretty shaky.”

         “I’ll drive,” I said. “I want to see him.”

         We walked to the car, but halfway there, Sonja started trembling. I got into my car but she kept standing there.

         “Get in,” I said.

         “I can’t.”

         I got out and walked over to her. “What’s the matter?”

         “I’m scared. I keep seeing it, that man walking up to us, the sound of the glass breaking, the shooting. Cor covered in blood. I can’t get in,” she said.

         “Come on, Son, you’ll have to. You better drive yourself now, right away. Otherwise you won’t do it ever again. Come on, now—you can do this!”

         I opened the door and ordered her to get in. “You’re right,” she said. “I have no choice.”

         
              

         

         At the hospital, we walked straight to Cor’s ward. Police stood guarding the door to his room. Cor was just waking up from surgery; the bullets had been removed from his body, and his lower jaw had been wired shut.

         “Are you okay?” I asked.

         Cor smiled faintly and stuck his thumb in the air. Speaking was prohibited this soon after jaw surgery, but he couldn’t have said anything anyway, not with the cops right outside the door.

         He gestured about Richie.

         “Rich is ﬁne,” Sonja said. “It’s a miracle he wasn’t hit. You just get out of here.”

         Rage ﬂamed up in Cor’s eyes, and he made a gun gesture; he wanted revenge.

         We wanted to know if Cor had any idea where this had come from, so we would know where we stood and what measures to take, if necessary. Sonja and I stood on either side of his bed, staring at him, waiting for an answer.

         Cor looked both of us in the eye and shook his head repeatedly. He didn’t have a clue.

         “I guess we’d better not sleep at home for a while,” Sonja said. Cor shook his head once again.

         “Okay,” Sonja said.

         We sat by Cor’s bed for a bit, but he was tired and his eyes kept falling shut.

         “You get some sleep. We’ll be back later,” Sonja said.

         
              

         

         When we got outside, we took a stroll so we could talk privately, away from the police. “Do you believe Cor really doesn’t know who’s behind this? Or is he just not telling us?” I asked Sonja, knowing full well that women in our situation are never told anything.

         “No,” Sonja said. “In this case, that would be too dangerous. He actually doesn’t know—otherwise he’d tell us from what direction we should expect danger.”

         “You don’t have a clue, either?” I asked.

         “I don’t know, but I do have a feeling.”

         “What is it?”

         “Never mind. I can’t tell you when I don’t know for sure.”

         “You know you can tell me anything, right?” I asked, slightly offended.

         “Nah, leave it. I just don’t feel comfortable accusing someone just like that. Can we please change the subject now?”

         “Sure,” I said.

         “But I’m not going back home. I’m too scared. For all I know, they’ll come back,” Sonja said. “Can I stay at your place with the kids?”

         “Of course—we’ll go get your stuff right now.”

         Back at home, I sat down next to Sonja on the couch and finally took a good look at my sister. I noticed tiny feathers falling out of a hole in her coat. I put my ﬁnger in and picked out something hard. I was holding a bullet in my hand.

         “Looks like you were hit after all,” I said.

         “Really? See, I told you I have a sore back!”

         “Let me have a look,” I said, and I lifted up her sweater. An abrasion caused by a grazing shot ran across her entire back.

         “I can see why you were in pain,” I said. “You were hit. But it’s superﬁcial.”

         Sonja had been extremely lucky. When Cor ducked to shield her, he changed the bullet’s direction. The bullet had entered his body ﬁrst and, after leaving it, had grazed her back. Cor’s body had slowed the bullet down enough that it came to a stop in the sleeve of Sonja’s coat.

         Cor had quite literally caught the bullet for her.

         “I could have been dead, Astrid,” Sonja said.

         “You could all have been dead, Son,” I replied.

         Just thinking about the danger my family had been in, I was engulfed by rage—what dirtbag did this? What cowardly dog of a man would shoot at a woman and a little kid?

         
              

         

         Over time, Cor recovered, under the watchful eye of the police in the hallway. It was their duty to protect every citizen, but they weren’t too keen on this particular citizen, a notorious criminal who’d undoubtedly brought this upon himself. As for Cor, he wasn’t too keen on protection from the people who were once after him.

         “These fuckers, they think it’s funny when I get scared shitless every time they cock their weapons,” he said, smiling.

         As soon as he could, he left the hospital and vanished to France with Sonja, Richie, and Francis. Cor’s best friend and our brother, Willem, nicknamed Wim, went along with them, bringing his girlfriend, Maike.

         For protection, Cor brought his friend Mo, an Afghani man he knew from prison, down to meet them. The two had kept in touch and because of the war in his homeland, Mo was used to violent situations. He came armed, ready to protect Cor and his family if necessary.

         They made their ﬁrst stop at Hotel Normandy in Paris. From there, they continued on their way south to the Hotel Les Roches in the village of Lavandou on the Côte d’Azur.

         Cor and Wim discussed every possible motive for the attack over and over. Things between the two of them were becoming tense, and they’d gotten into an argument more than once.

         After a few weeks, Wim and Maike came back to Amsterdam to ﬁnd out what was going on.

         
              

         

         A short time later, Wim brought back the message that Sam Klepper and John Mieremet, two seriously bad guys they knew from their crime circles, had been behind the murder attempt.

         Cor found it hard to imagine. Why would they be after him? He wasn’t involved in any conﬂict with them.

         But Wim thought it made sense. He reported that Klepper and Mieremet had demanded that Cor and Wim pay them a million Dutch guilders. The only way to resolve the conﬂict was to pay this amount.

         The attack was over, but the danger hadn’t passed yet. It wouldn’t be passing, either, since Cor told Wim right away he didn’t intend to pay anything. He refused to be extorted. This enraged Wim, who said he’d been put under huge pressure in Amsterdam. He had to make sure the money got paid or what happened to Cor would happen to him. Wim claimed that not paying would initiate a war that would end in a bloodbath. Our families would be exterminated without hesitation, all because Cor wouldn’t pay up, because he wanted a war.

         Cor still refused to pay. Wim thought he had no choice but to do so.

         
              

         

         While this was going on, I ﬂew to meet Sonja and Cor to pick up Francis so I could bring her back to school in Holland.

         Sonja picked me up at the airport. “Are you tired?” I asked her.

         “Why? Do I look that bad?”

         “A little bit,” I said cautiously.

         “I guess I do,” she said, and she filled me in about Klepper and Mieremet and the disagreement about paying up. “Now Cor and Wim won’t stop arguing. It’s keeping me up at night.”

         “Is Cor scared of what will happen if he doesn’t pay?” I asked.

         “No,” Sonja said. “I wish he was. Cor says it’s pointless to give them the money, that they’re at war now anyway. He won’t let his wife and child be shot at like that. Wim claims Cor is to blame for all of it because he gets drunk so often and probably insulted someone.”

         “And what is Cor saying?” I asked.

         “He thinks Wim should be supporting him instead of giving in to those two like a wuss. They’re in a real ﬁght this time.”

         “So the shit has only just hit the fan?”

         “I guess so,” Sonja said.

         “I know it would be great if you paid up and that were the end of it, but I think Cor is right. Do you believe it will actually end once you pay? Klepper and Mieremet know that Cor knows it was them. There’s no question that they’ll just think he’s waiting for a chance to get back at them. They’ll want to stay ahead of Cor no matter what.”

         “That’s what Cor keeps saying,” Sonja said. “He doesn’t understand why Wim’s pushing for the money.”

         I could think of a reason, but I kept it to myself.

         We drove to Le Lavandou’s harbor, where Cor and Mo were having drinks.

         “Good to see you, Cor. That jaw of yours doesn’t look half bad,” I said.

         “Come join us, Assie. Have something to eat. We’ve ordered already.”

         After joking around a bit about his injuries, Cor said to the others, “Why don’t you guys take a stroll. Assie, you stay here for a minute.”

         He looked worried. “Did Sonja tell you yet?”

         “Yeah, we know who they are, and that you’re in an argument with Wim.”

         “What do you think about all this?” he asked.

         “I agree with you. Why should you be shot at, and have to pay on top of it? How does that make any sense? I don’t get Wim, though…nobody ever tells him what to do.”

         “Yeah, he’s running to the other side a bit too quick for my liking. Make sure to keep a close eye on Francis when you get home. Keep her away from Wim if you can.”

         I had loved Cor as a brother since the day Wim brought him into our home. He treated us and those around him completely differently from the way Wim did. Cor was warm and friendly. Wim was cold and heartless.

         I didn’t see why Wim would surrender to the enemy this easily, why he wasn’t backing Cor up, after all they’d gone through together. Even if Cor had done something wrong, what did it matter? We’d never abandoned Wim despite all the misery he caused, had we? Why would he do that to Cor now? Of course, I was aware that supporting Cor could have serious consequences, but what about principles? Surely you wouldn’t have your spouse, or even your sister, shot at and then pretend nothing had happened, right?

         It shocked me to think Wim didn’t seem to feel that way.

         
              

         

         The next day, I ﬂew back to the Netherlands with Francis and tried my best to keep her away from Wim. Cor moved to a small French farmhouse that lay hidden away in the woods and was rented out as a holiday home. The interior was described as “authentically French,” which turned out to mean outdated and seedy. The outdoor swimming pool was the only thing that ﬁt the description of a holiday home. It was not the kind of place Cor would normally take for a vacation, and at this moment that was crucial. He didn’t want to be anywhere he’d usually go. Nobody could know where he was.

         By “nobody,” he meant Wim.

         Sonja and Richie were there on and off. One evening, Sonja and Cor were sitting on the terrace outside when Cor said, “If anything should happen to me, I want us and our children to be buried together in a family grave, and I want a horse-drawn carriage.”

         Maybe Wim was right—maybe it would be better to pay up, she proposed timidly.

         Cor exploded with anger. He took her remark as treason. “Are you going to forsake me, just like him? That Judas! If that’s the way you feel about it, you may as well join your brother, and I’ll never have to see you again!” he yelled.

         Sonja was struck by the ferocity of his reaction. She hadn’t meant it that way, she said, she was just worried about his safety and that of the children. What good was money compared to their lives?

         Cor remained steady: paying wouldn’t solve anything.

         Sonja was stuck between her husband’s will and her brother’s. All she could conclude was that she’d better stay out of it. Cor had always been the one to decide what was best, and she’d leave it to him this time, too.

         Cor left for Martin’s Château du Lac, in Genval, Belgium. Sonja kept traveling back and forth, but it was hard to keep up with the kids having to go to school.

         Whenever Sonja returned home, Wim would be on her doorstep, asking the same question.

         He wanted to know where Cor was staying.

         With Cor’s instructions not to tell anyone in mind, Sonja pretended she didn’t know.

      

   


   
      
         
            Part I

            Family Business

            1970–1983

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Mom

            2013/1970

         

         My mother called me at seven a.m., which is quite early for her. She usually gets up at eight sharp and starts her daily routine by feeding the cat, making breakfast, taking her heart and blood pressure pills, and giving her daughters a call. The fact that she was calling me this early meant something was wrong.

         “Hi, Mom. Up this early?” I asked.

         “Yes, I’ve been awake since six thirty. Your darling brother stopped by this morning.”

         This seemingly humdrum remark was her way of telling me that, once again, there was a problem with Wim.

         “That’s nice,” I replied, thus implying I understood the visit had been anything but nice.

         “Are you coming by today? I got you some dried pineapple,” she said, really meaning, Come over now: I have something to tell you and it can’t wait.

         “All right, I’ll drop by today,” I said, meaning, I’m coming over right now because I know you need me.

         “Good. See you later.”

         
              

         

         We’ve been communicating this way since 1983: every conversation is layered, every “regular” interaction harbors a completely different meaning known only to our family. This manner of speaking originates from when Cor and Wim were first identiﬁed as Freddy Heineken’s kidnappers.

         Ever since that moment, the Justice Department has put our family under a magnifying glass, and for decades all our phone calls were recorded via wiretap. To communicate safely and without the Justice Department knowing what we were talking about, we developed our family code.

         Apart from the veiled language we used with Wim, we had developed our own coded way of discussing him. Just as the authorities were a danger to Wim, Wim was a danger to us.

         
              

         

         I drove to my mother’s house. After living for a few years in the southern part of Amsterdam, she had moved back to her old neighborhood, the Jordaan, where we had lived as a family and where my siblings and I grew up. We lived there from my birth in 1965 to when I was fifteen and we moved to the Staatslieden neighborhood. I knew every paving stone around here, from Palmgracht to Westerorten.

         The Jordaan used to be a working-class neighborhood, a depressed neighborhood, in fact. Its inhabitants called themselves the Jordanese, a willful bunch wearing their hearts on their sleeves but respecting one another—live and let live. From the seventies on, the neighborhood’s historic character and picturesque looks began to attract young and more highly educated people, and the neighborhood became extremely popular. Many Jordanese disappeared and “outsiders” arrived, but my mother enjoyed living there, still finding a few friends among the people she knew from the old days.

         I parked my car on Westerstraat and walked to her house. There she stood, already waiting for me at the door. I was touched at seeing this sweet old lady. She was seventy-eight now, so fragile.

         “Hi, Mom,” I said, and kissed her tender wrinkled cheek.

         “Hello, darling.”

         As always, we sat down in the kitchen.

         “Would you like a cup of tea?”

         “Yes, please,” I said.

         She rummaged around the kitchen and put two mugs on the table.

         “So, what’s going on? I can tell you’ve been crying. Has Wim been pestering you again?” I asked.

         “Very much so. He wants to get himself registered at my address, but I just can’t do that. This is communal housing for the elderly and children are not allowed. If I did it I could get in trouble, I may have to leave my house, and I’d be out on the street. He was outraged when I told him and went off the deep end again. He called me a worthless mother, said that I didn’t do anything for my own child. Child?! He is ﬁfty-six years old!

         “I should be ashamed for not even wanting to help my own son. He kept on screaming, so loud I was scared the neighbors would hear. He’s just like his father, just like his father,” she repeated, as if she had to hear it twice to believe it.

         She was worn out by the terror that had passed from father to son. Wim had been terrorizing her ever since he was a little boy, and she had always attributed it to his lousy father. That’s why, even in old age, she let him treat her like garbage. That’s why she never abandoned her son, despite the gravity of his crimes, and kept visiting him in prison after his first conviction, hoping he would change, and even after his second conviction for the extortion of several real estate tycoons—after all, he was still her child.

         All in all, she visited him in prison about seven hundred and eighty times. Seven hundred and eighty times she waited in line, seven hundred and eighty times she went through security, took her shoes off, and put her things on the belt to be scanned. From 1983 to 1992, when Wim was locked up for the Heineken kidnapping in La Santé Prison in Paris, she traveled a thousand kilometers to France and back every week. After he was extradited to the Netherlands, she visited him here. Nine years in all, and six more years later when he was imprisoned again for several extortions.

         “Wouldn’t you like to get some peace and quiet, Mom?” I said, taking her hand.

         “I don’t think I ever will,” she sighed.

         “You don’t know that. Who knows, maybe he’ll go back inside and never get out.”

         “I won’t visit him then,” she said right away. “I’m too old for that. I can’t do it anymore—it’ll be too much for me.” Every visit he humiliated her and blamed her for all his mistakes.

         I realized if he were to be jailed because of my own betrayal, she couldn’t even visit him anymore because he’d use her to track me down and kill me.

         No, if I went through with my plans, she couldn’t ever see her son again, and only then would she ﬁnd real peace.

         As much as I wanted to tell my mother about my plan to finally take a stand, I couldn’t run the risk of her slipping up. As long as I hadn’t made up my mind yet, I shouldn’t tell her anything, and I should keep behaving normally, meanwhile doing what I’ve always done in our family: protecting whoever didn’t comply with Wim’s raging demands.

         And so I reassured my mother: “Listen to me, Mom. You’re not going to register him here. He can ﬁnd another address. I’ll talk to him. It will be all right, don’t worry.”

         I ﬁnished my tea, got up, and kissed my mother goodbye. “I’ll ﬁnd him. It will be okay.”

         “Thanks, honey,” she said with relief.

         
              

         

         I walked to my car, but instead of getting in, I walked the route I had taken homeward during grade school, to the house I grew up in. I saw the green lantern hanging from the facade. It marked a gloomy place, and the closer I got to the house, the colder I felt. The chill that used to prevail there still made my body freeze.

         I stood across the alley, and the sight of the house brought back a ﬂood of memories, of my childhood, of our family living there—my mother, father, Wim, Sonja, my brother Gerard, and me. As the oldest, Wim was always “brother,” whereas Gerard was demoted to “little brother,” even though he was older than I was.

         
              

         

         My mother met my father at a sports event where he was taking part in a cycling race. He was a couple of years older than she, handsome and extremely charming. He seemed sweet, friendly, and attentive to the people around him, and was a hard worker. They dated for a while, then got engaged and moved in with my mother’s parents.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Mother Stien and Willem Sr. (1956)

         
             

         

         When my father found work and a house near the Hoppe factory in the Jordaan, they got married and moved there. My mother was over the moon with having her own home and her position as a married woman.

         Soon, however, her thoughtful ﬁancé transformed from Dr. Jekyll into Mr. Hyde: a ﬁckle and unpredictable tyrant, a side of him she had never seen before and which he displayed only after she’d been caught in his web and couldn’t get away.

         He quit cycling and started drinking heavily. He began hitting her and forced her to give up her job and all her social connections.

         My maternal grandmother had offended him by saying once that he “probably didn’t want any coffee.” He interpreted this as her not wanting to serve him any coffee, and my mother was no longer allowed to stay in touch with her parents; after this, my mother didn’t see my grandparents for ﬁfteen years.

         My father had succeeded in completely isolating her. He imprisoned her within her marriage, and he set the rules she had to follow. From his perspective, he was “boss”: boss of her, boss of their home, boss of the street, boss at work.

         My father was a megalomaniac. Every day he’d scream, “Who’s the boss?” and my mother had to reply, “You are the boss.”

         After he had isolated her, he brainwashed her. She was “just” a woman, and women were inferior beings, their husband’s property, and whores by nature. To prevent her from “whoring and harloting,” she was forbidden to encounter other men. She had to stay home all day and was not allowed to go out. When she had to get groceries, she had to leave a note letting him know exactly where she was going.

         He was pathologically jealous. He’d come home during his lunch break, and if she happened to be out, he’d hide in the hall closet to spy on her. She never knew if he was in there and she didn’t dare open the closet because he would then conclude she was planning to cheat on him. Surely, if she wasn’t planning to cheat on him, she wouldn’t have to check for his presence in the closet. Even a necessary visit to the doctor would be followed by cross-examinations and torture to determine whether she was “fooling around” with the doctor. He dominated and controlled her entire life.

         And he scared her to death. She wasn’t allowed to talk back to “the boss” or she’d get hit.

         The ﬁrst time that happened, my mother was taken completely by surprise. How could this sweet and sympathetic man suddenly have turned so cruel? Surely she had done something wrong—she had to have. He confirmed this during lengthy monologues: how lousy she was as a housewife, how happy she should be that he still wanted her as his wife, how she didn’t actually deserve him because she was worthless. He made her believe that she deserved the abuse because she was a terrible wife and messed everything up on purpose just to make his life miserable.

         She responded by trying even harder to live up to what he wanted, hoping she would do better and thus prevent him from abusing her. The beatings weren’t even the worst part; it was the continuous threat that terrorized her into obedience, and she was much too scared to leave. The ceaseless terror had shattered her identity and willpower.

         When she was pregnant with her ﬁrst child, she hoped becoming a father would change him, but it didn’t. During her pregnancy, his abuse continued as it did with her subsequent pregnancies and deliveries. My mother had four children with this man.

         We called all of our Jordanese neighbors “auntie” or “uncle,” so our next-door neighbor was always our Auntie Cor. She took my mom’s situation to heart. My mother never said a word about it, but these houses were so ﬂimsy that everyone on the block knew my father attacked her at night.

         Auntie Cor told my mom about birth control pills. “Stop having these kids,” she told my mother. My mother wasn’t allowed to use the pill. According to my father, birth control was for whores and women who wanted to fuck around without getting pregnant. But after the fourth baby, Auntie Cor couldn’t stand to watch it any longer and personally got the pill prescription for her.

         “Enough is enough,” she’d said when she came to visit, and handed her a box of pills. From then on, my mother was secretly using birth control.

         That made me the last kid in line.
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         Stien, Willem Sr., and Astrid (1966)

         
              

         

         My father treated his children the same way he treated his wife. He beat us, no matter how small and defenseless we were. As with my mother, he didn’t need a reason—he made one up on the spot. That was how he justiﬁed his actions. It always was “our own fault”—we made him do it. My mother protected us from him when she could. Whenever he started hitting us, she would jump between us and catch the blows. The morning after, she’d often have trouble walking or moving her arms.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Left to right: Stien, Sonja, Gerard, Willem Sr., Astrid, and Wim (1966)

         
             

         

         From the time we were little, we all tried our utmost not to draw my father’s attention, for his attention included the risk of scolding, shouting, and beating. We were well aware that none of us could risk having a schoolteacher or neighbor going to my father to complain about our behavior, for then all hell would break loose. Not just for ourselves, but also for my mother and the other children in the family, who’d have to suffer my father’s fury. Our behavior at home was exemplary. At school we were obedient, paid attention in class, and worked hard. In the street, we were never cheeky or wanton. We were all compliant, good kids who never broke any rules.
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         Left to right: Wim, Gerard, Astrid, and Sonja (1966)

         
             

         

         After the beer brewer Heineken took over the Hoppe factory, my father worked in the company’s advertising and promotion department on Ruysdaelkade. My father was so devoted to his boss, he worked Saturdays, too. Sometimes he took us with him. We’d play among Mr. Heineken’s parked cars.

         While we were at the factory one day, I discovered a large wooden tub covered by a tarpaulin. I was just four years old and thought I could sit on it. When I did, I immediately fell through. The tub turned out to be ﬁlled with some kind of liquid, and my trousers got soaking wet.

         After a while, my legs started to hurt more and more, but all I was worried about was whether I’d been a bad girl, and refused to tell my father. The pain got worse by the hour, but I didn’t show it. As the day went on, my trousers dried and my accident was no longer noticeable. That evening, my mother set me on the sink as she always did to wash me. We didn’t have a shower. When she pulled my trousers down, skin fragments from my legs peeled off, and my skin had been soaked off in some places. It turns out I had fallen into a tub of caustic soda, but I hadn’t made a sound all day because crying was forbidden.
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         Astrid (1970)

         
              

         

         During the day we could escape to school or play outside. But there was no getting away from evenings.

         Every night, he’d come home drunk, sit down in his antique armchair, and keep drinking all through the evening and much of the night. My mother was to supply him with cold beers. “Stien! Beer!” he’d keep shouting. He’d easily ﬁnish a case of half liters in a night.

         Each of us tried to be as invisible as possible in the living room, and we all wanted to go to bed as soon as we could, just to be minimize our time in his presence.

         Once in bed, you might be out of sight, but you still weren’t safe. Every night we’d lie listening to him shouting and raging. We were experts at guessing from the tone of his voice or manner of speech how badly things would get out of hand that night. We’d listen carefully in case one of us was mentioned in his tirade, fearing the moment he’d come into the bedroom.

         Once he was standing in the bedroom, the best we could do was to all pretend to be sleeping, hoping he’d leave. The evenings and nights crept by. Every half hour I could hear the Westertoren bell ring as I waited for the shouting to end, for him to go to bed.

         It’s left me with a profound hatred of ringing bells.

         Evenings were bad enough, but Sundays were truly horrible. On Sundays, he was home. All day long.

         Filled with the smell of booze and my father’s unpredictability, those days seemed endless. Only one thing was certain: there would be shouting and hitting. Sometimes it started early in the afternoon, but with a little luck, it could start a bit later.

         Above all, I feared dinnertime, because on Sundays he dished up the food. And the amount he scooped onto your plate had to all be eaten. If you didn’t clean your plate, you were an ungrateful shit and would most likely be spanked. Trembling with fear, I’d watch him ﬁll my plate. It would always be a huge amount, way too much for a little girl, and I often couldn’t eat everything.

         At some point, I’d developed a range of tactics to get rid of the pile of food unseen. Depending on the clothes I was wearing and the type of food, I’d put it in my pockets or stuff it into my cheeks and then I’d ask if I could go to the bathroom. There I would get rid of it or spit it out.

         You were never asked whether you liked something—you just ate what was served. There were two things I truly loathed: spinach, and gravy on my food. One night, we were having spinach, the snotty kind that was impossible to hide anywhere without getting it all over my hands and having liquid run from my pockets. As always, there was gravy, and my father poured so much of it onto my plate that it made the food ﬂoat around in it. It was hopeless. I could never eat it all. I started to feel full and began to eat slower.

         My father noticed and yelled, “Finish your plate! You wanna get a good spanking?”

         Of course I didn’t, but I didn’t know how I was going to ﬁnish that huge plate of food and the greasy gravy.

         “Eat it!” he screamed, and gave me a spoon to eat the gravy as if it were soup. I felt sick and tried to hide my gagging. If he saw that, I’d really be in trouble. But I couldn’t keep it down, my stomach pushed the disgusting spinach and the nasty, greasy gravy back up into my throat. I tried to hold it down, but the food squirted straight back onto my plate.

         He lost it. How dare I spit out my food? I was a fool to think this dramatic scene would get me off the hook: now I would have to eat my own vomit. I stiffened and stared at the disgusting substance on my plate. At his order, I hesitantly scooped up a spoonful.

         “Eat it, ungrateful bitch—you will eat!”

         I closed my eyes and put the spoon in my mouth. The world around me faded, and everything went black. When I looked up, I saw my father beating my mom. She’d pulled the plate from under my nose and was being beaten for it. When she was lying on the ﬂoor motionless, my father summoned me, “Look what you’ve done! This is all your fault!”

         It wasn’t just what he did to me that was my fault, so was what he did to others.

         He was never to blame.

         
              

         

         For years I thought my domestic situation was normal and all fathers were like mine. It wasn’t until I was eight years old that I realized that wasn’t true.

         One day, I went to play with Hanna, my best friend all through grade school. She was the shortest girl in class, and I was the tallest. Every day I’d pick her up to walk to school together, to the Theo Thijssenschool on Westerstraat. We usually played outdoors, but this time she’d asked me to come play at her house. Her mom, grandmother, and little sister were there, too.

         We were practicing a dance routine to show off on the playground when the doorbell rang. All four of them chanted, “Daddy’s home!” I grew pale and looked around for a hiding spot, but couldn’t see one. They didn’t understand why I started running around the room and told me to stop being silly. “Sit down,” Hanna said, and pushed me onto the couch. “Dad’s here.”

         That’s right. Dad’s here. That’s the problem.

         Hanna’s grandmother put her arm around me and said, “Isn’t that nice?”

         Nice? Not at all! I heard footsteps coming up the stairs, saw the door swing open, and noticed a man with a happy face standing there. “Hello, my darlings.”

         He kissed his wife and children. They seemed to genuinely enjoy it. What was going on here? To make matters worse, he walked straight up to me.

         “Hello, dear. Are you having a good time playing?”

         I was speechless, and Hanna said, “Yes, Daddy. Look, we can dance!”

         She danced around and spoke to her father with such glee, and he replied so happily. I had never spoken directly with my father. I can’t recall ever having a single conversation with him. All there had ever been were raging monologues.

         It was in that moment that I realized things could be different. I saw with my own eyes that dads could be kind, too. From that day on, I knew my father wasn’t what a father should be, and every night I prayed to God, asking Him if my father could please die.

         My prayers weren’t answered.

         
              

         

         We all wished him dead, hoping for a fatal accident or lethal encounter with the wrong person, but it never happened. We were all prisoners of my father’s madness.

         We treated each other the way my father treated my mother and us. If any one of us aroused his rage, they shouldn’t count on any sympathy; on the contrary, they had inﬂicted misery on the rest of us, too. “Your fault!” we’d yell, even though we were well aware that my father’s behavior was completely random.

         My dad’s violence seeped through every layer of our family and soaked us all. Since getting angry at my dad was not an option, we fought among ourselves, blaming each other for a hopeless situation. We were tense children, and the continual threat looming in our home left no room for tolerance or mutual understanding. Aggression and violence became a communication strategy.

         That’s just the way it was.

         We didn’t know any better.

         So the violence was passed down generation to generation.

         My dad hit my mom. Following his example, my brother Wim hit my sister, Sonja. My “little brother,” Gerard, hit me. I never started the ﬁghts because I knew I’d never win. Not against my dad, not against my brothers. I was the smallest one, and a girl at that. Regardless of my efforts to be like a boy, I always lacked strength.

         As soon as my parents left for their daily after-dinner stroll, Gerard would start with me. It was a daily ritual; we played family every night. He—unconsciously—imitated my father, and I had to tell him he was the boss, the way my father had my mother say he was the boss. If I didn’t, I got hit, just like my mom. But I never told him he was the boss. I couldn’t. I took the blows, but I did get back at him. He may have been stronger, but I was smarter.

         Gerard was a shy kid. He hardly ever spoke. He’d shut down the second you looked at him. I was two years younger but much cheekier, and I always took the lead. I ﬁxed everything for him, thus swapping my physical disadvantage for mental domination. I used his weaknesses. In exchange for information about a girl he had a crush on, I’d demand his pocket money, ﬁfty cents a day. He paid because he was afraid to talk to her. Holding his ﬁfty cents in my hand, I enjoyed the power I had over him.

         I’d rather be perpetrator than victim.

         
              

         

         Walking through my old neighborhood, I turned off our block and continued toward Egelantiersgracht. I thought of Wim, and how it had all come to this. Around the corner was the house we had once moved into temporarily because ours was registered as a monument and had to be renovated, as many of the Jordaan’s houses back then did. This was a spacious mansion along one of the canals of Amsterdam, a light-ﬁlled dwelling with large rooms and high ceilings, completely different from our house on Eerste Egelantiersdwarsstraat, which was a workers’ house with tiny, narrow rooms with ceilings only just allowing an adult to stand upright. Three of us shared a room, and I slept by the window overlooking the canal. Wim was the only one who had a tiny room to himself.

         As a family we didn’t have a social life. My father didn’t have any friends, and my mother wasn’t allowed to. We never had any visitors, there were no parties, every birthday or holiday was hell, and there was nothing to look forward to. There was no laughter in our home, and fun was forbidden. When we were merry, he’d ruin the mood.

         Wim reached high school. He’d grown into a tall, handsome guy with his dark brown hair highlighting his big, beautiful blue eyes. He started going to the gym, built up muscle, turned into a man. His world expanded out beyond our block and he started meeting all sorts of people, which changed the way he saw our father.

         He started rebelling against his rules. The world outside our family was increasingly attractive to him, as he discovered fun and good times actually did exist out there. He claimed the right to a personal life and went his own way. He’d often come home late and knock on my window.

         “Assie, are you asleep?” Wim whispered softly into my ear.

          “No,” I whispered back.

         I’d been awake all night until ﬁnally the shouting had stopped and my father had gone upstairs. Even then, I couldn’t get to sleep.

         “Has Dad gone to bed yet?” he whispered.

         “Yes,” I said.

         “Did he go crazy again? Was it about me?”

         “Yes, he was yelling that you were late, but Mom turned back the clock so he wouldn’t catch you.”

         “Good.”

         It wasn’t the ﬁrst time my mother had adjusted the clock, and it wouldn’t be the last. Thanks to her, Wim had been lucky yet again. He hardly ever went to school, but he managed to make money anyway. “See, As,” he said, “this is how I do it,” and pushed a brownish, greasy chunk into my hands. I didn’t know what it was, but Wim made money off it, so it had to be good. I was happy for him. Earning money increased his independence, which enraged my father, and Wim kept getting hit.

         My mom also had a rough time with her son, who, even as he deﬁed his father’s rules, started to resemble him more and more. Now she was being assaulted from two sides. She didn’t know what to do.

         Ever since he’d started secondary school, her son had changed. He was bad-tempered and unfriendly to be around and just as unpredictable and aggressive as his father. She couldn’t correct his behavior; he couldn’t care less what she thought.

         He knew she’d never ask for my father’s support. She’d never turn her son over to that lunatic. To protect him from his father’s beatings, she covered up all his misbehavior.

         Wim knew Mom was caught between them, and he used it to his advantage. He did what he felt like and was always asking for money. It was never enough. If my mother refused, he’d become violent and punch holes in the doors and walls. Like his father, he was pathologically jealous and beat up all his girlfriends. If my mother confronted him about this, he’d get even more aggressive and start hitting even harder. She learned to simply shut her mouth. His fury scared me, and I tried to avoid him the way I did my father.

         
              

         

         Starting in middle school and continuing into high school, Wim would bring his school friend Cor home during the day, when my father wasn’t there. They would eat Hema sausages for lunch. I always liked having Cor around; he liked to joke around, and he was sunny by nature. When Cor was around, the tension lessened and the atmosphere at home actually became pleasant.

         Cor had a completely different outlook on life than Wim. He took everything lightly and always came up with solutions. He was able to enjoy life; Wim imitated him. It made him a happier person. When Wim was by himself, I’d avoid him, but when he was with Cor, he was okay to be around.

         Cor affectionately made fun of our imperfections and nicknamed us all. He called Wim “the Nose” because of his big nose. My father was called “the Bald” because he had practically no hair left on his head. Soon this turned into “the Bald Madman” due to his bizarre behavior. Rather cheekily, he called by mother by her ﬁrst name: Stientje. Sonja got named “the Boxer,” because she practiced kickboxing and used to ﬁght him off when he tried hitting on her. He called Gerard “the Dent” because of the scar chickenpox had left on his nose. Predictably, I was called “the Professor” because I was a good student.

         My dad hated Cor, who wasn’t impressed with him and laughed at his shouting and scolding. The Bald couldn’t get to Cor, and so the Bald’s power over Wim began to wane. He couldn’t deal with this and kicked Wim out of the house.

         After Wim left, we saw him only when he and Cor had lunch at my mom’s. I thought he’d played it well. He’d escaped my father. I wanted that, too.

         
              

         

         I had almost ﬁnished primary school and was going to secondary school. I was a fast learner and I devoured books. At school, I was praised for being “intelligent,” but at home this was a cause for endless teasing. According to my brothers and sister, I was “weird” and always acting “smart.” When I made thoughtful remarks, they’d say, “There she goes again!” and I was dismissed as a bookworm.

         To ease my hurt, my mom explained to me that I wasn’t weird and that I was “intelligent like this because I had been held by a university student immediately after birth.” He had passed his learning skills on to me. I shouldn’t listen to all the teasing, for it couldn’t be helped.

         My brothers and my sister had a different explanation for my behavior. They thought I was a foundling. I wasn’t my parents’ child or my siblings’ sister.

         They said I wasn’t an actual member of the family.
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         Astrid in elementary school (1973)

         
             

         

         Maybe I should have felt hurt by this, but it made perfect sense to me. Of course I didn’t belong to this family. There had to be a family out there that was smart and loved reading, one that would accept me. So as a little girl, I waited for my real parents to come get me. In vain. In the meantime, I had to deal with this family. A family in which a girl became a housewife and wasn’t expected to get an education.

         My headmaster, Mr. Jolie, registered me at the athenaeum—a specialty school in the center of Amsterdam—and told my mom it would be a waste to send me to domestic science school.

         The headmaster had assured her it would be easier for me to ﬁnd work after the athenaeum, and Mom, knowing that turning me into a housewife would be impossible, agreed. She kept this a secret from my father, who didn’t think girls should be educated at all. My mother waited to tell him until after a night when he had been “really bad.”

         “Really bad” was her phrase for nights when she was abused so badly that he couldn’t deny it in the morning: the proof would show on her arms, legs, back, shoulders, and face.

         Not that my father minded beating the hell out of her, but it bothered him if the whole neighborhood could see the evidence. He liked to keep up the image of good father and devoted husband. The mornings after these “really bad” nights, he’d be a bit less prone to violence.

         On one of these mornings, my mom casually mentioned I’d be going to the athenaeum. She knew he probably wouldn’t really take it in, and he didn’t, but at least she could honestly claim later that she had told him in case he tried to make trouble about it.

         
              

         

         I was twelve years old, and before I went to the athenaeum, Headmaster Jolie called me to his office and said I should start practicing my speech. I spoke one hundred percent Jordanese slang, which would not be done at this new school. I would have to learn to speak decently.

         It was the ﬁrst time anyone had ever pointed my speech habits out to me. But where could I learn any other way? Everyone around me spoke this way, and I never left the neighborhood. My world covered the area from Palmgracht to Westertoren. That’s as far as we got.

         That summer, our neighbor Pepi happened to invite me to come with her to her summer house. It was a huge villa in Noordwijk, in the dunes near the beach, and, ironically enough, right across the street from one of Heineken’s homes. Miss Pepi wasn’t a real Jordanese but an outsider, imported. She’d originally come from Wassenaar and spoke Dutch without an accent. She wasn’t called Auntie or Auntie Pepi, just Pepi.

         Pepi—the name alone was fabulous. Pepi could drive a car, she had a child but no husband, she had a job and enough money. All this made her an oddity in our Jordaan neighborhood. A single mother, working outside the house at that—it was a scandal. But she was everything I wanted to be. She became my main role model.

         
              

         

         I spent a couple of weeks under her wing that summer, and when I called my girlfriend Hanna at the end of my vacation, she almost hung up on me, thinking someone was prank calling her. When I’d convinced her it was really me, she was in shock. “What’s happened? What have they done to you? You talk funny! Get off it! Who do you think you are, the queen? Did your upper lip stiffen?”

         Without being aware of it, I’d taught myself to speak without an accent, and I didn’t stand out at the athenaeum.

         I loved being at this school, where I met people with a rational outlook on life, as opposed to what I was used to at home. Nothing was arbitrary; cause and effect prevailed. You could inﬂuence what happened to you, and what happened to you was of your own doing. Being in this environment was a huge relief to me. I didn’t have to feel ashamed for wanting to learn the names of all the human muscles by heart, for enjoying studying the dictionary, for wishing to learn the species of birds, trees, and herbs. Here, it was perfectly normal to hunger after knowledge. Everybody had the same “abnormality.” Having an opinion was appreciated, and people listened to it. You were even allowed to argue with an adult, as long as your argumentation was solid. Everything I got ridiculed for at home was appreciated here.

         During the day, I had a great time at school, but the evenings were still dominated by the Bald Madman, as we privately called him.

         He sat in his large antique armchair, with his wife and children lined up before him on the couch. He could take his pick, and one day it was my sister’s turn. Like Wim, Sonja had reached an age at which my father feared losing his grip on her. Unlike me, she had turned into a “real girl,” with manicured nails, makeup, and a hairdo that could easily compete with Farrah Fawcett’s.

         I loved the way she looked, and I used to watch in awe as she transformed her straight hair into luxuriant curls in front of the mirror. Much to my father’s dismay, she had turned into a beautiful young lady. She worked in a shoe store on Kalverstraat, and that day her boss had given her a bouquet of ﬂowers as a reward for her efforts. She was proud.

         My father didn’t allow her to feel this positive emotion. He assumed the ﬂowers meant she was having an affair with her boss. She was a whore like all women. My sister wasn’t having an affair with her boss, but refuting his assumption was futile.

         Sonja was sitting on the couch. He walked up to her, grabbed her by the hair, and said, “You’re just a ﬁlthy whore!” He pulled her arm and slapped her across the face, but she managed to get away and tried to run upstairs to her room. He chased her and got ahold of her again. I could hear Sonja screaming and pleading, “No, Daddy, no! Don’t!” I ran after them and stood in her room, watching.

         In the bedroom was a marble-top antique dresser. I watched my father drag her to it by the hair and slam her head against it. I was sure her skull would crack. I saw her eyes roll back, and at that same moment, my mother and I jumped on my father to pull him off her.

         When we’d managed to get him away from her, he suddenly stood in front of me.

         I looked him straight in the eye and asked, “Why are you doing this? Don’t we do everything you say?”

         He answered my question by slapping me across the face left and right.

         I thought, Go on, hit me, asshole. I had stood up to him, and I knew I’d have to suffer for it.

         I was so afraid that I couldn’t feel any pain. That ruined the effect of his beatings, increasing his rage.

         “Get out!” he screamed eventually. “Get out and never come back!”

         Suddenly I was thirteen years old and homeless.

         
              

         

         By rebelling against my father, I had put my mother in an extremely difficult position. Because I wasn’t allowed to come home, she had to choose between accepting the existence my father determined for her and turning away from her child, or taking her destiny into her own hands and leaving her husband without a penny in her pocket.

         My mom chose the latter.

         Providence—or just good timing—helped her in taking the step. Auntie Wim, our neighbor from across the street, had just found love with Uncle Gerrit, and he moved in with her. My mother could move into his house on Lindengracht.

         “It was meant to be,” she said. She started working as a caregiver for an old lady, and I had a job at the marketplace and handed all my earnings to my mom, and that’s how we got by.

         
              

         

         The four of us lived in the house on Lindengracht: Sonja, Gerard, my mom, and me, less than a mile from my dad. Not far away, but at a safe distance. My mom slept in the living room on a foldaway bed, and we slept in hospital beds given to us by Louis the Scrapman, an acquaintance of my father’s who felt sorry for us. He ran a demolition company and had taken the beds from a hospital that they knocked down.

         The shower was on the balcony. The place was tiny and freezing, but to me it was paradise. No more fear, no more screaming, no more violence.

         I loved every minute of it. But it wouldn’t last long.

         Through the neighbors, my father started pushing
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