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FOREWORD

In 1945 Gretha Lopes Dias returned to the Netherlands, the only one of her family to do so. She survived Auschwitz. When she arrived home, she found the friendship album that had belonged to Alie, her younger sister. Among those who wrote poems in her book were nineteen of Alie’s young girlfriends. Gretha was the last to write in the album, not a poem, but a promise: that she would keep the book for as long as she lives.

When I first saw the album, it was Gretha’s promise that really touched me. Gretha had left it to my stepfather. He was a good friend of Gretha and her second husband, Ari. If it hadn’t been for his friendship with them, I couldn’t have written this book. In the final years of her life, Gretha told more and more stories about her sister, their parents, the camp at Vught and how the family was torn apart. 

After her death, I realised there was no one left to tell the story of Gretha and her little sister. I wanted to know all those stories, I wanted to find out what Alie’s life was like and who those friends were who had written in her album. I was fascinated by the beautiful handwriting of those young girls and their sweet, moving and sometimes amusing poems for Alie.

I began my research into the girls in 2011. Sometimes months would pass before I came across new information. However, as more archives have been digitised, the project really gained momentum in recent years. I was aware that another of the girls, Tirtsa, had survived the war and was still alive. After an extensive search, I finally managed to locate her in May 2019, and so hers is the most recent story to have been included here.

During my research, I made many fascinating discoveries, and I talked to relatives of the girls, including a son and a daughter, and also a woman who lived next door to Alie as a child. However, the dearest to me are the four girls I found who survived the war. They are now ladies in their eighties: Adele Zimmer, Rosa Snijders, Mimi de Leeuw and Tirtsa Steinberg. Their stories and the black-and-white photograph of Class 4A that Rosa gave me helped me bring life and colour to the girls who wrote in the friendship album. 

The events in this book actually happened. Sometimes the people I spoke to could still remember their conversations word for word, but that was not usually the case, so most of the dialogue is fictionalised. At the back of the book, there are some examples of how I went about my research. The chapters are named after the people who wrote in the album, as a tribute to them, and the book follows the same order as the friendship album.

Only six of the nineteen girls survived the war. Through these stories, I hope to present a picture of the world these girls lived in, so that no one will forget they were here.

An entire world in one small album.

Claudia Carli, 

Amsterdam 2019
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Alida Lopes Dias




1941




19 SEPTEMBER, ALIE’S BIRTHDAY 

It makes no difference if Alie has her eyes open or shut: it is still pitch dark. 

Judging by the sound of the rattling carts out on the street, it is early in the morning. The carts are going to the Albert Cuyp market. She is not allowed to go there anymore, or to any other markets for that matter. She hears the front door of the building quietly close and then paws pattering on the stairs: Roosje, following Father. Father no longer has his regular market pitch, so now he walks the streets with a basket of flowers. Her father is optimistic. ‘If this is all, then we’re lucky,’ he keeps saying.

Alie smells a familiar scent, so warm and sweet. Her stomach starts to rumble.

Feeling her way in the darkness, she carefully removes the black-out paper from the window. It is still not quite light outside. She puts on her socks and follows the scent of baking to the kitchen. Her mother is wearing her oven gloves and is struggling with a baking tin. She has her woollen cardigan over her nightdress. Her feet are bare – she gets too hot if she covers her feet. Mother brushes a dark curl out of her eyes. About six months ago, grey hairs began to show among the brown. Alie’s mother is not as optimistic as her father. She worries, but never when Alie is around – only when she thinks Alie cannot see.

Three cakes are lined up on the counter. A fourth is stuck inside the baking tin. 

‘Are you alright?’ asks Alie.

Mother jumps, almost dropping the baking tin. She looks round at Alie.

‘Oh, now it’s not a surprise!’ she says.

‘The smell already gave it away,’ replies Alie. 

Mother puts down the tin, gives her daughter a hug and a kiss and wishes her a life that is one hundred years long.

‘A hundred years?’ says Alie, doing the sum in her head. ‘It’ll be 2029 then. I wonder if I’ll still be able to remember what this birthday was like.’

She goes into the living room, where Roosje jumps up on her. 

‘Alida Lopes Dias, Govert Flinckstraat 265, first floor,’ Father reads from an envelope. ‘Is that you? That’s a fancy name. I thought you were called Alie Dias.’ He peers at her over his glasses.

She tries to take the letter out of his hand, but he pulls it away and taps his cheek. 

‘First a kiss.’

She gives him a big smacker on the cheek and snatches the envelope. 

‘Happy birthday, sjeintje,’ he says, giving her a kiss back. ‘You’re twelve now.’

It is a birthday card from Aunt Kitty, with a picture of Shirley Temple on the front. Aunt Kitty and Alie are both mad about films, but the cinema is off limits too.

‘Aunt Kitty’s coming next week,’ Alie tells her mother, who has just come through from the kitchen with the breakfast tray.

‘That’s nice,’ says Mother, placing a brown parcel with a white ribbon around it on Alie’s plate. Roosje jumps up onto a chair, but Mother pushes her off again.

Father sits down at the table and acts very surprised. ‘What’s all this?’ he says, pointing at the parcel. ‘Is it your birthday or something?’

Alie laughs and pulls the ribbon off the parcel. There is a dark-brown book inside, with a crocodile leather print.

‘A friendship album!’ She opens the book. The pages are still pressed crisply together. The snow-white paper smells new. Alie loves books and paper. She used to be able to spend hours browsing around stationery shops. But that was before the war. Now it is a luxury she can no longer enjoy.

‘It’s beautiful!’ She thanks her mother and father, fetches a pen from her bedroom and opens the book to the first page.

‘You have to go to school, Aaltje. Finish your bread,’ says Mother.

‘Just a second,’ says Alie, trying to write as neatly as possible. This is something she can do only once.
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Whoever finds this album

is requested to return it to

Alie Dias

Govertflinkstr 265-I

(A’dam Zuid)

•

received in 1942

•

21–9–19

This album belongs to me

As long as I hope to live

Alie is my name given to me at birth

Dias is my name from my father’s line

Amsterdam the place where I came into this world.




Annie Fransman

26 January 1930
11 December 1942




[image: Image Missing]




for get me not

•

Z & M

•

19–9–1941

Dear Alie,

I’m not a born poet,

And I’m no good at rhyme.

But I don’t want to

parrot anyone else either,

So no word or song from me,

Just the wish: forget me not.

Your friend,

Annie Fransman.

•

Ip, dip, dup,

the date’s the wrong way up.




SEPTEMBER

Alie is hurrying to school. Roosje is trying to keep up with her little legs. 

‘I’m in a hurry, Roos. You’re going to have to take yourself into the park.’

She walks past the Sarphatipark, but Roosje keeps following her.

‘Go on. Off you go,’ she says, pushing the dog towards the park entrance.

Roosje stops and stares at Alie with a dopy look on her face.

‘Fine. I’ll go with you.’ Alie walks to the entrance, where two men are hanging a sign on the fence. One of them is up a ladder. She recognises him: he is the father of one of the girls in her street. She is about to go into the park with Roosje, but the man at the foot of the ladder stops her.

‘Read the sign, please.’ He points up at the words, written in thick black letters. 

Alie cannot see very clearly, because the man up the ladder is blocking her view. 

She reads: NO … ALLOWED.

‘Is that new?’ she asks. ‘Aren’t dogs allowed in the park anymore?’

The men look at each other in surprise.

‘Your dog can go into the park, but …’

Alie takes a closer look at the sign.

NO JEWS ALLOWED.

‘So you’ll have to go around the outside,’ says the man at the bottom of the ladder.

For a second, Alie has no idea what to do. She reads the sign again. That really is what it says.

‘Leave the girl alone,’ says the man up the ladder. 

‘She’d better get used to it,’ the other man replies.

Her cheeks flushing, Alie hurries past the park and heads for her school. She feels so ashamed for thinking it was dogs that were forbidden to enter the park. Roosje follows her. Alie snaps at her to go and take herself for a walk in the park. Startled by Alie’s loud voice, Roosje comes to a stop. Alie looks up at the big trees in the park, which are all the colours of the autumn. She waits while Roosje squeezes her way through the fence, and then Alie walks on to Ceintuurbaan. Roosje trots alongside her: Roosje in the park, Alie out on the street.

‘A friendship album? Nice. Is it pretty?’ asks Jenny.

Alie is walking home at lunchtime with Annie and Jenny.

There is a crowd at the entrance to the park. Everyone is looking at the sign. 

‘Look, it’s over there,’ says Alie.

Jenny and Annie stare at the sign.

Some boys from their school are reading the words out loud and making jokes. One of the boys shouts the order in a German accent and does a salute. 

Jenny and Annie laugh. Alie wants to join in, but she can see that a few of the older people there do not seem to find it very funny. They are Jewish too. When a couple of the boys push another boy into the park, a man grabs them by their collars.

‘Stop that,’ he says. His accent is German. ‘Stop and think about what this means.’ The man becomes emotional and his wife leads him away.

The fun is over, and everyone goes their own way.

When the girls walk into the living room, Roosje jumps up at them.

‘Is that cake I can smell? I haven’t had cake for ages!’ Jenny exclaims.

Alie fetches the friendship album and shows it to her friends.

‘It’s beautiful. Is it crocodile leather?’ Jenny says, running her hand over the cover.

‘No, I think it’s paper, but it’s just like the real thing, isn’t it?’ Alie replies.

‘Can I write something in it?’ asks Annie.

‘Can I too?’ says Jenny.

‘Me first,’ says Annie.

Alie is amused that they are fighting to be the first to write in her album.

‘It’s still completely empty. You can both write in it,’ she says with a smile.

Mother brings in some sandwiches for them. The girls look disappointed. 

‘Oh, alright then.’ Mother goes back into the kitchen and returns with three slices of cake.

‘Thank you, Mrs Dias.’ Annie and Jenny pounce on the cake. Roosje jumps up onto a chair, trying to join in. Alie secretly gives her a bit. 

‘Can I write in your album now?’ asks Annie when she has finished her cake. 

‘Are your hands clean?’ says Alie. She brushes the crumbs off the tablecloth and opens the album.

‘What are you going to write?’ asks Jenny, standing right up close to Annie.

Annie holds the pen over the paper. She thinks about it. She leans forward and begins to write.

‘You will write neatly, won’t you? It’s Alie’s birthday present,’ says Jenny. 

‘Hey, I can’t do it with you standing there.’ Annie moves the album away from Jenny.

‘Do you have any pictures to stick in, or do you want some of mine?’ says Alie. 

She fetches a book from the cupboard and takes out a few cut-out pictures for Jenny and Annie to look at.

‘Have you written anything yet?’ Jenny says, trying to peek. 

‘Don’t look.’ Annie turns away and sighs. ‘I don’t know what to put.’

‘Then why don’t you do “Roses wilt” or something like that?’ 

Alie hands her a pretty picture of some roses.

‘No, I’ll think of something,’ she says, leafing through the empty album. 

Alie gives her all of the pictures for inspiration. Annie studies them and then starts writing.

‘Shall I write my real name? Marianne?’ she asks when she has finished.

‘No, when she’s older, she won’t remember who Marianne was,’ says Jenny.

‘Just put Annie,’ says Alie.

‘Your friend Annie Fransman.’ Annie signs the poem and shows it to them. 

‘Z & M,’ reads Alie. ‘Who’s Z?’




Mimi Mok

5 February 1930
21 July 1994




[image: Image Missing]




21–9–19.

Dear Alie,

Roses wilt.

Flowers wither.

But our love

Will last forever.

Your Friend

Mimi Mok




SEPTEMBER

Alie is helping Mother with the food for the holidays. The Jewish new year 5702 is about to begin. They have saved up food coupons for the celebrations. Although the family is not really religious, they do take part in Jewish holidays. They have fresh fruit and vegetables on the kitchen counter, and chicken soup is bubbling away on the small gas stove. There are no eggs available though, and little meat. Mother is making fishcakes. She has a very small amount of fish and is padding out the fishcakes with potato and crumbs. The whole house smells of food.

The Joodsche Weekblad has tips for what to cook in spite of the food shortages. Alie is leafing through the newspaper.

‘We’re not allowed to do any sports or exercise outside now either,’ says Alie, looking at the list. ‘Does roller skating count as doing sports outside?’ she wonders out loud.

‘No, that’s playing. And they can never take that away from you,’ says Mother firmly.

‘Unless you do it in the park – then it’s not allowed,’ Alie replies wryly. 

‘Why don’t you go out and skate for a while? And take the dog with you,’ says Mother. ‘I’m nearly finished here anyway.’

Alie skates along with the wind in her hair.

‘Come on, Roosje, faster!’ Roosje tries to keep up with Alie, running as quickly as she can.

Alie bends down and grabs Roosje by her scruff, so the little dog can pull her along. Roosje struggles to run with Alie holding on to her, and she soon gives up. Alie lets go and glides to a stop.

‘Good girl.’ She pats the dog’s back. The two of them head together towards the park. The colours of the trees go from yellow to deep red. There are not many people around. Everything smells so fresh and wet. Alie fights the temptation to enter the park. They walk to the entrance. She looks around: still no one in sight. 

She stretches out her right foot until it is hovering above the soil of the park. Then she sees a group of children coming. Quickly, Alie pulls her foot back. Albertine, who lives across the road from her, just saw what she was doing. She always sees everything. No secret is safe from her. Her parents are members of the NSB, the Dutch National Socialist Movement.

‘Come on, Roosje, let’s go.’ Alie quickly skates home. 

On the corner, she meets Mimi. Mimi and Alie have been in the same class since they started school. Her parents used to have a cigar shop, but Jews are no longer allowed to run their own businesses.

‘Where are you going? Can I come roller skating too?’ asks Mimi.

‘Albertine and her gang are over there,’ says Alie, glancing back over her shoulder.

Mimi isn’t listening. ‘Wait there and I’ll go and fetch my skates,’ she says, running inside.

Albertine and her friends turn onto the street.

‘Hey, Alie,’ Albertine shouts.

Alie ignores her.

Albertine walks up to Alie, followed by her friends.

‘Hey, were you in the park just now?’ asks Albertine, standing right in front of Alie.

‘Of course not,’ says Alie.

‘Of course not,’ says Albertine, mimicking her in a silly voice. The other girls giggle.

Alie turns around, trying to ignore them. 

‘I’m going to tell my mum and dad,’ says Albertine, and she pulls Alie’s hair.

Alie is startled. Albertine’s going to tell her parents? She wants to say something, but because of the pain she can only give a little yelp. That makes the girls laugh even more.

When Mimi comes back out, Alie is standing there with tears in her eyes.

‘What happened?’ she asks.

‘Albertine and her friends,’ growls Alie, rubbing the sore spot on her head. Mimi understands.

‘I’m going home. I don’t feel like playing outside anymore,’ says Alie. ‘Do you want to come with me?’

As they are taking off their skates at the foot of the steps, the upstairs neighbour comes out.

‘Hello, girls. Having fun?’ she asks.

‘We’re going back in. Albertine from across the road is out with her gang and she’s being really annoying,’ says Alie.

‘I can imagine. They’re such mean little girls. Would you two like some sweets?’

‘Thank you, Mrs …’ Alie is still rubbing the painful spot on her scalp.

‘Call me Luise. We’re friends, aren’t we, Alie?’ She gently strokes Alie’s head. Alie feels a bit awkward. She does not know the woman very well, but she does not want to be rude, and the tin of sweets that the neighbour is offering her is full of all kinds of goodies: butterscotch and acid drops and liquorice comfits. 

‘Take what you like. There’s too much for me to eat all by myself.’

‘Thank you … Luise,’ says Alie.

Roosje patters along after them and struggles up the steep stairs.

Mother comes out of the kitchen.

‘Albertine pulled my hair,’ says Alie.

‘And? Did you give her a slap?’ asks Mother.

‘As if! She’d only go and tell her mum and dad,’ Alie says anxiously.

Mother gives her a kiss. And another and another. There have been a lot of kisses and cuddles lately.

Then Mother sniffs. ‘Have you been eating sweets?’ Alie feels as if she has been caught out, but she does not really know why.

‘The neighbour gave them to me.’

‘Which neighbour?’ 

‘The lady upstairs. She’s quite nice. She said I can call her Luise.’

‘Did she want anything else?’

‘No.’ Alie thinks it is a strange question. ‘What would she want from me?’ 

‘I want you to steer clear of her,’ says Mother, sounding worried.

‘But not Albertine?’ Alie exclaims.

Mother goes into the kitchen and comes back with a dish of sliced apple and honey.

‘Look,’ Alie says to Mimi. ‘It’s my friendship album. Will you write something in it?’




Benjamin Roeg

2 June 1903
4 June 1943
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Alie, in everything you do,

Avoid evil and do what’s good.

In both fortune and misfortune

Keep good faith and a happy mood.

2.10.41

B. Roeg




SEPTEMBER

Alie smells the flowers that are in a vase on the dining table. It is just like the old days, when Father used to bring home the flowers he had been unable to sell. Mother always joked that she had the most romantic husband in the Netherlands. 

‘How are things at school, Aaltje?’ asks Alie’s brother-in-law, Berry. ‘Which school are you at again?’

‘The Herman Elteschool,’ she replies. ‘You know that.’

‘Oh yes, run by the Know Less and Chutzpah Society.’ He gives her a big grin. He has such lovely white teeth. Gretha and Alie both laugh.

‘Knowledge and Godliness,’ Mother corrects him.

The room is full. Grandpa is there, and Aunt Sara and Uncle Eli. Aunt Kitty and her cousin Sammie.

Gretha is sitting on Berry’s lap – and not because the room is so packed. They keep touching each other and laughing about nothing. Alie can see why, though. Berry is so handsome, with his thick brown hair. And that laugh! He roars when Gretha whispers something in his ear. He kisses the back of her neck and chuckles as a lock of her dark-brown curls slips into his mouth. They kiss each other on the lips.

‘Hey, stop messing about, you two. You’re not alone now,’ says Mother.

‘Oh, let the young people have their fun,’ says Aunt Sara. ‘I remember what it’s like to be a newlywed,’ she says with a sigh, looking at Uncle Eli, who is reading the newspaper and does not hear her.

‘Sorry, Mrs Dias. Would you like a little help?’ says Berry, standing up and taking the tray full of cups from Mother.

‘What a sjnokkeltje, eh?’ says Gretha, coming to sit by Alie. 

Alie gives her a shy smile.

‘That boy of Maurits’s has died too,’ Grandpa says, showing Father a page in the Joodsche Weekblad. ‘They say it’s more than a hundred already.’ Grandpa shakes his head. ‘This is not good. This is not good at all.’

‘And all because those troublemakers in the WA wanted a fight,’ Grandpa says bitterly.

‘Stop it, Pa,’ says Father, taking the newspaper from his hands. He looks at Alie and sees that she has been following the conversation.

‘We’re celebrating Aaltje’s birthday. Is it time for the song?’ he asks the room in general.

He is trying to keep it light for her, but Alie knows what happened to all those men and boys who got picked up during the raid. They were sent to Mauthausen and half of them are dead now. Mauthausen is a prison camp, they say, but it is more like a death camp. Those who end up there don’t survive. No one knows what really happened. People say they had to do hard labour and that there was a disease. They all got infected and only a few pulled through. But the survivors were not allowed to go home. 

‘Aal, why don’t you show us what you got for your birthday?’ says Father, sounding bright and cheery.

Alie fetches the album and shows it to Grandpa.

‘What’s that?’ Grandpa peers at the book with his glasses on. ‘Poesie?’ he reads. ‘Is it a book about cats? But you’ve got a dog.’

Alie laughs. ‘No, Grandpa. It’s a friendship album. Your friends are supposed to write poems in it.’

‘Oh, that’s lovely,’ he says, handing it back.

‘Can I see your present?’ says Berry, coming out of the kitchen.

She hands it to him.

‘My goodness, what a nice book. What’s it for?’ He looks at it as if he’s never seen a friendship album before.

‘For writing in,’ she says.

‘For writing what in? Shopping lists? Very handy!’

He gives her another big grin.

‘Would you like to write in it?’ asks Alie.

He takes a slip of paper from his pocket. ‘Will you write something for me too?’

‘What am I supposed to write on that?’ asks Alie. She knows he is just being silly, but she takes the paper and writes: ‘Thank you for writing in my album.’ 

Berry turns to an empty page and starts thinking. Then Father calls him and he puts the album down. 

Alie goes and sits next to Grandpa and gives him a cuddle. He has looked so thin since Grandma is no longer here. Her death seems recent, but she has been gone a year now. Without Grandma, Grandpa does not seem like Grandpa anymore.

OCTOBER

Mr Roeg tries to maintain order in the classroom. The children are still in high spirits after the holidays. He has to raise his voice, almost shouting to get their attention. Some new children have joined the class. He counts them, notes their names on a sheet of paper and then picks up his chalk. He writes on the board: ‘Arithmetic, national history, nature studies.’ That is the plan for this morning. He puts some sums on the board, and the children get to work. After arithmetic, they move on to history. They are starting the Eighty Years’ War.

Mr Roeg tells them about Philip II and his oppression of the Netherlands. The children listen attentively as he explains how the Protestants were persecuted as heretics. Then he whistles the Wilhelmus, the national anthem of the Kingdom of the Netherlands, and tells the children that this song is about the revolt against the Spanish and about its leader, William of Orange.

He asks if anyone in the class has a Portuguese name. Alie and a number of other children raise their hands. Then he tells them that most of the Jews were expelled from Spain and went to Portugal during that period. Later – when they were no longer wanted in Portugal either – most fled to the north, many to Amsterdam, where they were welcomed. He asks if anyone in the class knows who was the first person in their family to come to Amsterdam. 

Alie does not really like history, but she knows the answer to this question, because her father is always talking about it. She puts up her hand: the first Lopes Dias came to Amsterdam in the seventeenth century, but the first Lopes Dias she knows by name is Jacob, who was born in 1750. He lived with lots of brothers and sisters on a street called Hartjessteeg in the old Jewish neighbourhood. They were followed by another six generations of the Lopes Dias family before Alie’s father was born. 

She adds that it is a pity that he will be the last Lopes Dias, as he has only two daughters. She does have uncles who have sons, though, so they will continue the line. Mr Roeg agrees with her and says that he thinks many more generations will follow.

After history, the children go out into the playground for their nature lesson.

Across the road are the gardens of the houses beside the Sarphatipark. Alie sits leaning against the fence and tries to draw one of the trees.

The tree has dark leaves, almost black. She notices that a lot of people are at home. A little girl with a bow in her hair is standing at a window. In another house, a young woman is shaking out a duster on the balcony. There is a man with an easel on another balcony, brushing paint onto his canvas.

Mr Roeg talks to them about autumn. Their teacher is good at telling all kinds of stories, not just about nature. The autumn sun shines down as they sit on the ground without their coats. 

As the children collect leaves that have fallen from the trees, they hear shouting from the other part of the playground. The children from the Christian school have their playtime now. They share the same building, but there is a large partition across the middle of the playground. A few children peep over the fence. They smile. Alie smiles back at them.

‘Keep your eyes to yourself, Jew!’ one of the children shouts.

Alie feels so ashamed.

Agatha jumps up on the fence, hitting out at the children with a stick. 

‘Say that again! I dare you!’

Jenny goes to join her.

Mr Roeg comes over to see what all the noise is about. 

‘They are being mean and calling us Jews, sir,’ says Agatha, panting. 

Mr Roeg strides back into the school. The children all try to look over the fence when they hear him talking over there. He has walked through the inside of the building and out into the other half of the playground.

Alie hates it when anyone calls her a Jew like that, as if it is an insult. But if she objected every time someone called her a Jew, she would be pretty busy. People sometimes used to say it before the war too – mainly to her parents when they thought the flowers were too expensive. They used to say they were cheating people because they were Jewish.

The teacher comes back.

‘If they start shouting things at you again, report it to me. The headmistress of the other school says she’ll keep an eye on them. They’re to stop calling you names. We respect one another here.’

Mr Roeg tries to start the lesson again, but the sun has gone in and a cold breeze is blowing across the playground. He looks at his pocket watch. 

‘Time to get changed for gym, boys. Girls, go back to the classroom and take out your language books.’

Alie gives the album to Agatha and asks her to write in it. Some other girls stand around, admiring the book. They want to write in it too.

‘Is there some kind of meeting I don’t know about?’ Mr Roeg comes and stands by them. Alie quickly tries to grab back her album, but Mr Roeg is too fast.

‘I’m confiscating this for now, Alie.’ 

‘You’re not going to get that back without a long lecture,’ says Jenny, and she pretends to be really sad about it, sobbing silently. She pulls such a funny face that Alie bursts out laughing.

‘Miss Lopes Dias, do you want your album back or would you rather lose it for good? Because that’s always an option. I could give it to some poor, needy child.’

The rest of the class laughs. Alie does not find it funny, and she remains silent. 

After the lesson, she has to go and see the teacher. She is prepared for a lecture, but he simply returns the album.

‘It was no fun when they called you names, was it?’ he says quietly.

Surprised, Alie nods.

‘I just can’t get used to the way it happens so easily these days. The way it seems so normal.’

Alie does not know how to respond.

‘Well, we’ll have to learn how to deal with it one way or another. Here at school I can help you, but outside of school you’re going to have to develop a thicker skin. They’re just words, Alie. Remember that.’

She nods again. ‘Yes, sir.’

‘Speaking of words, I’ve added a few to your album. I hope you don’t mind.’ He smiles.

Out in the corridor she opens the album and sees the pages, now filled with a picture and a poem.




Agatha van Schaik

1 April 1930
9 July 1943
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Ip Dip Dup,

the date’s the wrong way up.

•

2–10–’41

Dear Alida

I have come to know you,

Which I don’t regret at all,

And I’ve found out,

That you’re a really nice girl.

Your nice friend,

Agatha v. Schaik




OCTOBER

Alie is walking past the Sint-Willibrorduskerk, across the bridge over the Amstel to Weesperzijde. The sun is shining. It is not cold, and Alie’s coat is open. On the bridge, she stops for a moment. She looks down the river to the Amstel Hotel and, further on, she can see the theatre, the Carré. She went there once, with her father. He wanted her to listen to some real music. It was an opera, and Alie and her father sat all the way up in the gods. The people on the stage were tiny. It was beautiful music, but Alie still prefers real songs.

She hums a tune as she walks on. The leaves are falling from the trees beside the water. A gentle breeze blows them on to the riverbank. She breathes in the fresh air, which already smells of autumn. Alie is on her way to the girls’ home where Agatha lives.

‘There’s a reason she’s in there, the poor girl,’ Alie’s mother had said. ‘It’s for problem children.’ She gave Alie a basket of food for the girls at the home. ‘I’m sure they don’t have much.’

Alie rings the doorbell of the house in Gijsbrecht van Aemstelstraat. A slim young woman answers.

‘Is Agatha in?’ Alie shakes the woman’s hand. ‘I’m Alie. I’m at school with Agatha.’ She peeps past the woman and wonders if she has the right place. It looks like any normal house.

‘This is the home, isn’t it?’ She says the word as if it is something very scary. 

The woman smiles. ‘Come on in, Alie. We’ve been expecting you. I’m Miss Vega. I run the home. Agatha is in the living room. Why don’t you give me your coat?’ 

Alie sees Miss Vega’s office as she walks down the hallway to the living room, which is large and airy and looks really cosy.

‘Alie, you’re here!’ says Agatha, jumping up off the cushion-covered sofa. ‘Come on, I’ll show you my room,’ Agatha says, pulling her along. 

Miss Vega holds up Alie’s basket. ‘Where shall I put this?’

‘It’s for you. From my mother. She …’ Alie does not dare to repeat what her mother said about the home. But Miss Vega is pleasantly surprised when she takes the tea towel off the basket.

‘Your mother really shouldn’t have. Not with all these food shortages!’ says Miss Vega.

Agatha takes Alie by the hand. 

‘And now my room.’ Alie and Agatha climb the stairs to the first floor, where six small rooms have been created inside one big space. Each of the rooms has been decorated by the girls themselves.

Alie drops down onto Agatha’s bed and looks at the drawings and photos of film stars hanging on the wall.

‘Are you allowed to hang things on the wall?’

‘Why wouldn’t we be?’ Agatha says, arranging the pillows on her bed. 

‘You’re not going to live here forever, are you?’ Alie gets up off the bed and looks out of the window.

‘No, but Miss Vega says I can make it as cosy as I like.’

‘She’s really nice. Maybe even nicer than my mother,’ says Alie with a smile.

‘My mother’s kind too,’ says Agatha sadly.

‘Actually … where is your mother? Why do you live here?’ Alie asks curiously.

‘Oh, you know. My mother’s having problems. That’s why.’ Agatha falls silent.

‘Here’s your album. I’ve almost finished writing, and I just need to put in some pictures. I’ll do it later,’ says Agatha, handing Alie her friendship album.

There is a quiet meow, and a grey-striped kitten wanders into the room.

‘Oh, it’s so cute.’ Alie strokes the little animal. ‘Was it a stray?’

‘We got him off someone in the street whose cat had a litter. We weren’t allowed to keep him at first, but some of the girls sulked until Miss Vega gave in.’ 

Alie picks up the cat and puts him on her lap, but he jumps onto the bed.

‘Miss Vega says he’s not allowed on the beds. It’s not hygienic,’ says Agatha, putting the kitten on the floor. ‘Do you want to play a game?’

They head back downstairs to the living room, where more girls are now sitting. They are all older than Agatha.

‘Who’s your friend?’ A girl holds out her hand to shake Alie’s. 

‘This is Alie. She’s in my class at school.’

‘I’m Anna Aalsvel. So you’re the one who brought all that lovely food?’

Alie nods. ‘My mother thought …’ She stops. She can’t say that Mother thinks everyone here is a problem child, can she? ‘She thought you could maybe do with a little extra.’

‘That was kind of her.’ Anna picks up a deck of cards from the bookshelf. ‘Fancy a game of thirty-one?’

Alie nods. The three of them sit down at the dining table. The two other girls in the room come and join them.

‘Alie, this is Greta and Esther.’

Alie shakes the girls’ hands. Anna shuffles the cards.

‘Esther is an assistant at a playschool, and Greta works as a maid.’

‘Do you have a job too?’ Alie asks Anna.

‘Yes, I’m a seamstress.’

Anna starts dealing the cards. ‘Who’s in?’

Esther sits down. Miss Vega comes in with a big dish full of food. Greta follows her with a pot of tea.

‘Clear a bit of space for the goodies.’ 

She does not have to ask them twice. The girls immediately put down their card game and pounce on the food.

‘No, wait a second. You’re like a pack of wild animals!’ Miss Vega pulls the dish away. ‘Let’s show Alie that we’re young ladies.’

Agatha puts back a handful of nuts. ‘But it looks so good.’ 

‘Fetch the side plates and then you can eat,’ says Miss Vega, looking sternly at Agatha.

Agatha gets up and walks over to the sideboard. Alie helps her. When everything is on the table, Alie is reluctant to help herself. 

‘Take something, Alie,’ says Anna, offering the dish to her.

‘If you don’t fancy it, I’ll take it,’ says Agatha, grabbing a stuffed tomato. Miss Vega gives her another stern look. Agatha quickly puts it on Alie’s plate. ‘Um, I’ll take it … and put it on your plate for you.’ Alie bursts out laughing. Miss Vega and the other girls can’t help joining in.

‘Is she this cheeky at school too?’ Esther asks.

‘She wouldn’t dare. Our teacher has a bit of a temper.’

Alie takes a bite of her tomato.

‘Ah, I can handle Roegie,’ says Agatha in a tough voice.

The girls giggle. ‘Roegie? Don’t let Mr Roeg hear you calling him that.’ Miss Vega offers the dish to Agatha now, who eagerly puts a few things on her plate.

‘So, are there any nice boys in your class?’ Anna says, looking at Alie, who blushes, taken by surprise.

‘Everyone likes Jopie,’ says Agatha with her mouth full.

‘I don’t!’ Alie says defensively.

‘You can be honest with us. We know how to keep a secret,’ Greta says conspiratorially.

‘Ladies, shall we stop bothering Alie now? I don’t think she came here to reveal her innermost secrets,’ says Miss Vega, pouring more tea for Alie, much to her relief.

‘I’m engaged,’ says Esther. ‘To Ies. We’re getting married this year. He’s so handsome. Do you want to see a picture of him?’ She goes to fetch the photograph.

Greta and Agatha lean over to Alie. ‘When she shows you the photo, try to be a bit enthusiastic. He’s not much of a looker!’

Before Alie can reply, Esther pushes the photo of Ies under her nose.

Ies has crooked teeth and one of his eyelids droops. He does have nice hair though.

‘Well?’ Esther is waiting for her reaction. ‘He’s handsome, eh?’

‘He …,’ Alie does not look at Agatha and Greta, who are trying not to laugh, ‘… has lovely hair.’

Esther lets out an enamoured sigh. ‘He does, doesn’t he?’ She looks at the photo as if he is standing beside her.

‘He’s so kind and helpful,’ Miss Vega says, trying to support Esther, because Agatha and Greta are giggling. ‘He always helps out with jobs around the house. He’s such a good handyman.’

‘We’re just teasing,’ says Greta. ‘Ies is a like a big brother to us.’

Agatha hums a tune.

‘When you look at me with those peepers,’ Greta sings along quietly. ‘I’ll forgive you anything …’

The rest of the girls join in, and even Miss Vega starts singing.

After the food, Agatha finishes her poem. She chooses a couple of pictures to go with it.

‘So, are we friends now?’

‘Of course we are!’ says Alie. ‘Only my friends write in my album.’

Agatha signs her poem and gives the album back to Alie.

Alie bursts out laughing.

‘I know it’s not 2 October today, but I did start it before,’ Agatha says apologetically.

‘That’s not what I’m laughing at,’ says Alie. ‘I think you’re a nice friend too.’




Inge Frankenstein

23 April 1932
7 July 1944
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for

get

me

not

•

2–10–41

Dear Alie

A good deed sometimes has more worth. 

Than all the treasures here on Earth.

Your friend,

Inge Frankenstein

•

bip 

bap 

bop

the date is at the top.




Berry Waterman

8 April 1920
24 January 1944
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For
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Me

Not

•

2–10 –’41

Dear Alie,

Even though you’re the youngest.

You have to wash the dishes – and that’s that!

Even if you cry your eyes out. 

First do your work – and then you can go out.

Berry




1942
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Rosa Levie

30 April 1929
15 December 1942




6 Jan 1942

Dear Alie,

Someone came and asked me

If I would chip in too

So here I go,

Watch out, here it comes.

I hope you will stay healthy,

That your future is lots of happiness.

And when you are older, 

That your heart will always be pure.

Your friend,

Rosa Levie

•
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