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Dedication

To Hannie and Han:

For showing me a new meaning of home
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Prologue

Johanna Vos

May 10, 1940

Zierikzee, the Netherlands

They say that if a stork flies overhead on your wedding day, you’ll be blessed with a child within the year. On the day of her wedding, my younger sister rose with the birds and turned her gaze skyward. It was a crisp, spring morning, the type that scatters dew across the dikes. A heavy stillness filled the dawn. Liesbeth perched in the alcove of our childhood bedroom, trying to summon shapes from shadows as the dusty pink glow gave way to sunlight. The neighbor’s cows still crowded in the barn, waiting to be milked, and the sky was empty.

I watched her crane her neck until her nose was pressed to the windowpane. “Let’s hope Maurits isn’t relying on a bird to fill your house with children,” I teased.

Liesbeth blushed. “Any luck helps.”

She stood up and we started to get ready, dusting our cheeks with rouge and molding our chestnut hair into soft waves. While she pinned her barrette, I opened the wardrobe and retrieved the hanger with the wedding dress, lifting the hem and twirling around with it in a circle. “Well, Lies, are you ready?”

The dress was gorgeous, Liesbeth’s own creation. I traced a finger over the folds of satin, the gathers that tapered to a fitted waist. “You’ve outdone yourself. Nobody in Zeeland has had a dress like this. It’s as if you stole it straight from the pages of Libelle magazine!”

“Maybe I ought to parade around town first to make all the other girls a tad jealous,” she said. I knew she’d sat in the back room of the tailor’s shop for evenings on end, sewing on the gown’s covered buttons one by one, fantasizing about the day she would give up the job to become Maurits’s wife.

I paused, listening to the comforting sounds of our aunt, tante Rika, making breakfast downstairs. It felt like it had throughout all those years we’d lived with our aunt and uncle, up until I’d moved to Amsterdam with my husband, Willem. And now, here was Liesbeth, following in my footsteps.

“Are you sure you’re ready to leave Zierikzee?” I asked. “It’s not too late to find a strong farmer who would keep you nice and plump.”

Liesbeth laughed and shimmied out of her nightgown. “I’ll happily trade in this dull life for parties and dress shops and nights at the cinema with the man of my dreams.”

I didn’t respond—I didn’t have to. While I’d tried to bite my tongue in the weeks leading up to their wedding, she could read me better than anyone. And although Willem had known Maurits since their early days at university, a part of me regretted introducing her. In the two years I’d known him, Maurits had changed—he seemed intent on climbing his way up in the world two rungs at a time, regardless of where that ladder was leading. I’d even heard him praise Hitler’s policies in Germany, as if he’d forgotten the dictator was busy terrorizing Poland and silencing his own people. Maurits preached of nationalism and economic prosperity like that rat-faced Goebbels was sitting on his shoulder.

Liesbeth looked down at the floor. “You’ll give him a proper chance, won’t you?”

I nodded, because what else could I do? I didn’t want to dash my sister’s hopes on her wedding day. I forced a smile and pointed to the girdle she was putting on. “Maurits might send you right back if you try to seduce him in that prissy old thing. Tell me that’s not what you’re planning on wearing tonight!”

Her cheeks flushed scarlet. I reached into the bottom drawer of the wardrobe and produced a package wrapped in colored paper. Inside was a light peach chemise that seemed to be made of air. I winked. “Don’t tell tante Rika.”

She thanked me and slipped it over her head. Then I helped her into the dress, looping button after button through the tiny holes. I’d missed this ritual of getting ready together, the coolness of my sister’s skin when I fastened her necklace or adjusted a hatpin. During my first months in Amsterdam, Liesbeth had visited often enough that her absence had felt temporary. I tried to imagine what it would be like to have her there in the city, living only a few minutes away by bicycle.

“Look at you,” I said, guiding her to the mirror. The dress hugged her body in a way that suited her: equally flattering and modest. Lies had always been the girlish one. Perhaps my features were more defined, my cheekbones higher, my hair more eager to curl, but, today, with our mother’s lily-shaped ear baubles and those layers of satin, she looked like a true lady. “You’re radiant,” I said.

Soon, someone knocked at the door. Our brother, Gerrit, poked his head in. “Your beau has arrived.” He looked Liesbeth up and down. “Sorry, I guess I have the wrong room. I’m looking for my sister—lanky as a flagpole, likes to tip cows at night and dumb as a pig’s rear end. You seen her?”

Liesbeth slapped him playfully on the sleeve and took one last look in the mirror to fix her hair. “No more cow tipping for me. From now on, it’s the big-city life.”

He grinned. “I’m proud of you. Maurits is a lucky man.”

When we went downstairs, Maurits was waiting in the entrance. His outfit looked overpriced, with gold links adorning his French cuffs, and every hair on his head was sculpted into place with a perfection that was almost disconcerting. But when he saw Liesbeth, he beamed with such love, so I hoped with everything in my being that I had misjudged him.

* * *

Our relatives arrived at the front gate in a cacophony of bicycle bells. They cheered and whooped and called Liesbeth’s name. A crunch of tires on gravel followed as Maurits’s family pulled up to the house in a shiny automobile.

“City folk,” oom Cor mumbled. He straightened his tie and went to greet the guests. Our uncle was a strange sight in his old suit, the one he normally saved for funerals. It hung long in the sleeves, dwarfing his hands, but perhaps he liked it that way, so the new in-laws couldn’t see the deep lines of yard work that creased his palms.

The wedding ceremony at the town hall was short and simple. We sat on plush chairs in a room with rococo paneling and gilded portraits of Zeeland’s forefathers. Liesbeth clutched her bouquet of pink peonies, and when she said her I do’s, Willem passed me his handkerchief before I knew I needed it. A warm feeling overcame me, but I was also conscious that a small part of me had split off and was floating away.

We returned to the house, where the long table in the garden had been set and reset so many times, soupspoons repolished and the vases of tulips rearranged, that even the cows had begun to stare. They peered wide-eyed over the neighbor’s fence, while tante Rika clanged pans together to chase them away.

Everyone sat down for lunch: roast with buns, a cheese platter, herring from the fisherman down the road. Maurits’s family kept remarking how “lovely” and “quaint” everything was, how it felt like “a departure from reality.” Oom Cor bristled and stared at his shoes.

The sky began to cloud over, and a flock of swallows flew by. Liesbeth’s head shot up, so I winked at her from down the table. No stork, not yet.

Maurits rose, clearing his throat. “I’d like to make a toast,” he said, “to my beautiful bride. I have no doubt we’ll grow old and wise together, with a charming brood of children nestled on our laps.” He raised his glass. “There are great forces at work in the world. May today mark the beginning of a prosperous new stage in our lives together.”

At the behest of the guests, the married couple kissed. Willem pushed up the brim of his horn-rimmed glasses with his middle finger and leaned over to whisper in my ear. “He had to slip in the word prosperous, didn’t he?”

“Let’s hope he puts Liesbeth’s happiness above all that,” I said.

When the toasts finished and the dishes were cleared, my turn came. I felt that familiar prickle of nerves when I pushed back my chair. Willem gave me a kiss for good luck, and I got up to join the trio of musician friends I’d invited as a surprise. We gathered in the corner by the magnolia tree.

Liesbeth clasped her hands together. “Please tell me you’re going to perform.”

The bassist tuned his instrument and counted us in. I breathed deep into my diaphragm and started to sing. The musicians played beautifully, the sounds carrying on the breeze that rustled the fields. Liesbeth’s eyes brimmed with tears of joy, which gave me a rush of sisterly love. Even if her heart now belonged to someone else, I knew she would always be there for me.

The song came to an end, and Liesbeth jumped to her feet, calling for an encore. We launched into another number.

Then, in the distance, something rumbled, low and loud, like a hornet. My brother looked up, and I followed his gaze. An airplane crossed the sky, heading out over the sea. Another followed, and then another. Liesbeth signaled for the musicians to play louder, unwilling to permit any intrusions on her perfect wedding day. Maurits leaned in to stroke her cheek.

The rumbling grew louder, until I stumbled over the lyrics and the musicians fell out of tune.

“Look!” Gerrit said. One by one, we turned our heads to where he was pointing. There, on the horizon, were those same threatening aircraft, flying in formation. But they were no longer traveling westward, toward the English Channel. No, the planes had turned around. That V that guided their approach pointed eastward, back inland. Straight toward us.

A feeling passed across the garden, like we could see our whole world falling apart. Guests got up from the table, voices raised in alarm. Maurits was the only one who stayed seated, appearing strangely calm. I locked eyes with Lies and moved to stand beside her. The planes roared louder, before passing overhead, black marks against the cloudy sky.
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One

Johanna Vos

February 9, 1941

Amsterdam, the Netherlands

Café Alcazar was full for a Sunday, a crowd with energy that fizzed like a freshly popped soft drink. All the tables were occupied, laughter and flirty remarks bouncing back and forth over fluitjes of beer. I watched from backstage as we got ready for our gig, my nerves feeling equally bouncy.

I turned to my dear friend Jakob Cohen, the bassist who had performed at my sister’s wedding. “Thanks for taking a chance on me,” I said. Jakob had fled Germany with his parents eight years earlier in fear of the changing politics and growing anti-Semitism. Sharp as a razor blade, he spoke perfect Dutch and was a riot. His dark features, with his Groucho eyebrows and slicked-back hair, were the only things that prevented him from seamlessly blending in.

I’d agreed to fill in for the singer in the Rovers, the band Jakob played with when he wasn’t rehearsing with the local orchestra. Their gigs had slowed down in the past month. The Nazis had banned Jews from performing in non-Jewish venues, which would eliminate half the band. Lucky for us, Café Alcazar’s owner was one of the few barmen in Amsterdam who still welcomed all performers.

Willem appeared beside us and squeezed my waist affectionately. “She’s been wearing out her lungs all week for this.”

“Oh, hush, you.” I swatted at him and took a big sip of water to soothe the tickle in my throat. I probably had overdone it with the practicing.

“I’m proud of you, sweetheart,” Willem said. “Just don’t make it too good.” His gaze swept across the bar.

Jakob came over and wrapped his arms around both of us. “Don’t worry—no Nazis yet, but if they come, they come. I know you won’t let us down, Jo.”

“Aren’t you two a pair of good-luck charms? Don’t make me more nervous than I already am.”

“I’m teasing,” Willem replied. “You’ll be front and center. You always are.” He gave me a kiss. “Good luck. I’m going to check if Lies and Maurits have turned up.”

I took a second to admire my Wim’s retreating back, his easy confidence, his shoulders broad and masculine despite his slim frame. Then, Jakob assembled the rest of the band to warm up. I ran through a few vocal exercises with the backup singer until the butterflies settled down.

“It’s time,” Jakob said. “Feeling ready?”

Before I could reply, the bar owner called us up. We filed on stage, the lights bright and blinding. I squinted and saw Willem sitting next to Liesbeth and Maurits. I wondered how Liesbeth had convinced Maurits to tag along. If he found out half the band was Jewish, he would think twice about coming to watch me again.

Jakob started playing, and then the pianist kicked in. That was my cue. The second I began to sing, my nerves disappeared. I took it all in. The lights. The jaunty kick of the trumpet. The sparkle of my sapphire-blue gown and my long white gloves. Everything felt bright, like my lungs were bursting with joy. The feeling washed away everything else, everything that was happening in the world outside that bar.

We finished the number to wild applause. In the audience, several couples rose to dance as we started the next song. I twirled, turning to flirt with the crowd. Willem winked at me, and I blew him a kiss. Behind me, the saxophonist bobbed and twisted while he played.

During the third song, the door to the bar swung open with the rowdy noise of drunken men. A trio of German soldiers settled at a table at the front, next to the bar. Jakob caught my eye. We were both thinking the same thing: trouble.

“Beers! Now!” one of the soldiers called. He looked around and spotted Jakob. “Oi!”

The soldier to his right nudged him. “Sit down, Helmut.”

“We’re not in Hamburg anymore. I’ll do what I want.”

The third soldier interrupted. “Boys. Do you smell pork in here?” He pointed to the stage. “I smell sweat.”

“Stink, don’t they? Oink! Oink!”

I watched them in disgust, forgetting my place in the song and stumbling on the lyrics. Jakob leaned toward me, his voice barely audible above the music and their shouting. “Keep going.”

The oinking soldier, his hair white as clotted cream, sat up straighter. “Play something for the Führer, you useless fucks!”

On stage, we turned to one another, trying to improvise. I waited for some cue from Jakob, but he stood there, looking half his size. I hesitated only a second. Then, grabbing the microphone, I gestured for the others to follow my lead and broke into a German cabaret number Marlene Dietrich performed, one of the few I knew by heart.

I kept singing, determined not to let the soldiers see the cracks in my confidence, not even when Maurits stood up and guided Liesbeth toward the exit. Behind me, Jakob and the others picked up the notes and joined in. I focused on the crowd, and when the ruckus died down, I turned to face the soldiers. They were quiet. As the song came to a close, I prepared to transition into another, but Jakob signaled to me. The owner of the bar was standing at the side of the stage. I moved aside to give him the microphone. “A big thank-you to the Rovers, thank you.”

“But we had another twenty minutes,” I whispered to Jakob.

He shook his head. “Better for us and him we don’t.”

Sure enough, the soldiers waved the barman over for another round, slapping a handful of coins on the table.

The owner addressed us in a low voice. “Let’s give it a half hour. You’re welcome to go back on once the fog has lifted.”

By the bar, the white-blond soldier was making a commotion. “Who’s the pretty one?” He pointed with his chin toward the stage, toward me.

The barman tried to give the soldier his change and move on, but the soldier wouldn’t let him leave. “I’m talking to you,” he said. He made a grab for the barman and missed, his two mates hauling him back to his seat.

“Let’s go,” said another soldier.

“Lady. Lady!”

Jakob lay a protective hand on my arm. I didn’t dare look across the bar at Willem. Hopefully he had the sense to stay out of it.

The soldier pulled out a fistful of bills and slapped them on the table. “I’d give you all this for…ten minutes.”

“This is a music hall not a whorehouse,” I said.

The other loud one chimed in. “Dame’s got a fine mouth on her.”

“Out!” The third soldier grabbed his two companions by the scruff of their uniforms and marched them toward the exit.

“We’ll be back, little pigs!” one called on the way out.

I glared at their backs, looking away when the door slammed behind them. A hush had fallen over the crowd. Willem was on his feet, moving toward us.

“We ought to call it a night,” Jakob said, guiding me off stage.

“No, we should keep playing,” I replied, although it wasn’t my decision to make. Then Willem was there next to me.

“How are you holding up?”

“Fine.”

“And you, Jakob?”

“Tough crowd, but Jo did well.”

Willem kissed my forehead. “You were a star, sweetheart, a real natural up there. I’m proud of you.”

“Where are Liesbeth and Maurits?” I asked.

“Probably outside cozying up to the moffen,” he said, meaning the Nazis. “Liesbeth muttered something about an early start for Maurits.”

Before I had a chance to reply, people began yelling at the entrance to the bar. I turned, expecting the drunken soldiers again. But instead, I saw the doorman struggling with the door, trying to hold it shut. The owner rushed over to see what was going on.

“NSBers,” someone warned. “A huge group of them!”

I glanced at Willem. NSBers were members of the NSB, the Dutch National Socialist Party. What had started as a regular political party was becoming more radical and hate fueled by the day. Hitler’s proud messengers, spreading fascism in the Netherlands.

“We need to get out of here,” Willem said. Before we could react, a window broke. People jumped up and out of the way while glass rained down on the tables.

Outside, men shouted, “Let us in!”

Inside, men shouted, “Take cover!”

Another windowpane smashed. Somebody shrieked. A bicycle came tumbling through another window.

The doorman couldn’t hold them back any longer. NSBers in black uniforms—the paramilitary branch—rushed the entrance, piling into the bar. “Where are the Jews?” they yelled as they began to push and shove.

“Jo!” Willem called. He was leading Jakob and his bandmates toward the back of the bar.

It was chaos. One giant bar fight. Men brawling, NSBers tossing chairs, throwing half-empty beer glasses at innocent customers. I felt a hand on my wrist, Willem, tugging me. I followed him into the back, and he pulled me through a short corridor to the service exit, then out into the alley, where Jakob and the other band members were waiting.

“Your instruments,” Willem said, glancing back the way we’d come.

“We’ll get them later,” Jakob said, but he looked doubtful. Everything was changing, and, frankly, I didn’t think we could be sure of anything anymore.





Two

Liesbeth de Wit

February 15, 1941

Amsterdam, the Netherlands

Snow fell, dusting the city’s bicycles and bridges like sugared poffertjes. Every morning, Liesbeth ventured out to check the ice, and by Saturday, the fissures and air bubbles had vanished, hardening into a thick layer. She brewed a pot of mulled wine, and then she and Maurits sharpened their skates and bundled up to meet Johanna and Willem out on the frozen canals.

Outside, the haze that had painted Amsterdam in shades of gray all week had cleared, and the February sun hung low in the bright sky. It seemed everyone had spilled out onto the canals: toddlers leaning on chairs, flocks of schoolgirls, fathers towing little ones on sleds. Liesbeth and Johanna dashed out onto the ice ahead of their husbands, laughing as they flailed to catch their balance. Together, they skated loops and figure eights in the shadow of a windmill, their blades etching white lines into the dark ice. They linked arms and called out to Maurits and Willem, “Slowpokes!”

Willem grinned. “You’d better hope we don’t catch you.”

He and Maurits hunched down low, until their hands almost grazed the ice, and broke away at a racing speed. They quickly encircled the sisters. Maurits pulled Liesbeth away, spinning her around, clapping his gloved hands against her rosy cheeks, the wool warm and scratchy against her skin.

She looked up at him, puffs of her frosty breath meeting his. Although she kept sniffling and her lips felt chapped from the cold, he tweaked her nose with his thumb and leaned back to admire her. “You’re the prettiest little snow fox I’ve ever seen.”

She pecked him on the cheek before taking off, sneaking a peek back at him, watching him move in long, powerful strokes. Sometimes she still had to pinch herself—what luck she’d had to marry him. She sighed and let herself get lost in the crisp winter air, the sound of her blades like scattering marbles. If only it could always be like this, the pure innocent fun of a winter’s day, your only foe the elements.

The four of them made their way along the canals, crisscrossing the city, stopping once or twice when the ice ended and they had to skitter across planks that had been laid over the cobblestones for protection. Johanna and Willem skated hand in hand, as did Liesbeth and Maurits, but when they turned onto the Brouwersgracht, Maurits slowed down, a flicker of tension in his grip. She looked at him, but he said nothing.

Willem pointed to his satchel, which contained the food and mulled wine. “How about a pit stop?”

“A little farther ahead,” Maurits said, waving vaguely into the distance.

“Here looks perfect,” Jo replied. “A bench right in the sun.”

Liesbeth agreed and slowed to a stop. Maurits looked like he aimed to protest, but she didn’t want him to be difficult. “Come on,” she said as she clambered onto the embankment. “Jo’s right; this is perfect.”

The four of them crowded onto the bench. Willem unscrewed the lid of the thermos, releasing the inviting aroma of cinnamon and cloves, and, one by one, they helped themselves to the mulled wine. Maurits took more than a healthy share, polishing it off.

“More?” Willem asked, amused.

“Don’t mind if I do.” Maurits took the second thermos and took another swig. It went around again, as did the buns with their meager slice of rationed cheese. Maurits stared out at the canal and grimaced. Then he reached for the thermos again.

“Trying to turn back the clock to our student days?” Willem joked. “You’ll need more than a few sips of mulled wine for that, I’m afraid.”

Liesbeth blushed. The two men had met while Maurits was studying pharmacy and Willem was training to be a veterinarian, but Maurits normally drank in moderation—what had gotten into him? She nudged him. “Why don’t you let Wim finish off the rest?”

Willem rejected the offer, and they sat there talking about the cold snap, the prospect of the snow staying. However, Johanna changed the subject to her recent performance at Café Alcazar, the one Maurits had insisted on ducking out from when he sensed trouble.

“How come you left early the other night?” Johanna asked Maurits.

“I had a headache,” he said.

She raised an eyebrow. “Isn’t that supposed to be your wife’s excuse?”

Maurits shrugged. He withdrew the cigarette case from the inner pocket of his coat and turned it over and over against his knee. Whatever thoughts were occupying him had taken him far away from Jo’s questions.

“It was stuffy in there,” Liesbeth said, “too crowded. We both felt a little under the weather.”

“Things got messy,” Willem said. “Be glad you weren’t there for it.”

“That seems to be the growing pattern,” Liesbeth said. All week, they’d been hearing stories of clashes between the Jews and the Nazis, the Jews and the NSB. Tension was rising, and everyone had taken notice.

Maurits let out a puff of air, like he meant to interject, but instead he popped open the silver case and lit up a cigarette. The smoke tickled Liesbeth’s lungs and she turned away. A long pause followed, while they listened to the scratching of skate blades and happier conversations.

“Maurits,” Willem said. “Is something bothering you?”

Maurits took another drag of his cigarette. When he replied, he spoke slowly, staring out at the canal. “On my twelfth birthday, my father promised to take me to see the automobile race that was passing through town.”

Liesbeth turned to him in surprise. He seldom spoke of his childhood, preferring to lean forward into his grand dreams rather than back into his past.

“Alfa Romeos, Bugattis, Mercedes-Benz, all built for speed. Ma had packed a lunch for the two of us, and I sat there on the front steps with the picnic basket on my lap, waiting for him to come home. Only he didn’t come. At first, I thought he was out buying me a present, the pocket watch he’d promised me once I was man enough. Then I considered the possibility that he’d gotten held up, sweet-talking the woman who owned the flower stand next to the tobacco shop. I’d seen the way he eyed her skirt, the compliments he paid her instead of my mother. But lunchtime passed and he still wasn’t home and I had to listen to the roar of the automobiles in the distance.”

Liesbeth stiffened, realizing now why he didn’t want to stop along this stretch of canal. She didn’t understand why he felt the need to share the story when the conversation was already on edge, but Jo leaned in, intrigued.

“Eventually Ma went out looking for him. She found him here, by this canal.” He pointed to a boarded-up jeweler’s shop, with a sign that bore the markings of many coats of paint. “This used to be a pawnshop. She found my father out front, like she had on many occasions before. This time, he’d lost the money for my birthday present in a wager, and he was too drunk and ashamed to return home empty-handed.”

Willem patted him on the back. “I’m sorry. He never made things easy on your family, did he?”

“For a while, Ma made him hand over all his pay, so he wouldn’t be tempted, but it didn’t take him long to figure out that she kept it hidden in the jam pot. I lost count of the times we went without any meat or fish on our plates because my father had pocketed the guilders she’d left out for her errands.

“My father played the part all right, convinced the neighbors that we still fit in, that we still belonged, that we weren’t slipping. But at a certain point, he stopped caring. He took off to Belgium once or twice a year, to the casino in Spa. We knew that meant a month of bread and potatoes for dinner.”

Liesbeth glanced at Jo out of the corner of her eye. She’d told her sister about Maurits’s troubled family, and she knew Maurits had done everything he could to distance himself from his father’s reputation since his father’s death, but the idea still made her uncomfortable. After all, her Calvinist aunt and uncle had raised them with the belief that casinos were the house of the devil. If they’d known about Maurits’s father, they might never have approved of her marriage.

“I can’t imagine how difficult that must have been,” Jo said, but Liesbeth couldn’t tell if her sister’s sympathy was sincere.

“He had no shame,” Maurits said, “no shame at all. I dare say we would have been a lot happier if he’d left us and not come back. My mother was probably relieved when his liver did him in.”

Liesbeth winced, thinking of her own parents and the ferry accident that had claimed their lives when she was seven. Her sister was thinking the same thing. “At least you got a chance to really know your father,” Johanna said. “Lies and I would give anything for that chance.”

“Everything has a different shade in retrospect,” Liesbeth said, “but there’s no use dwelling on it, is there?”

“All I’m trying to say,” Maurits said, “is that you might think people will be there for you, but at the end of the day, it’s all up to you.” He held up the cigarette case so Johanna and Willem could see the engraved initials. “I took this when my father died, one of the only things of value he never tried to pawn. A reminder of all the things he stole from my mother, my brothers and me, and my promise to do better.”

Liesbeth reached over and squeezed his hand, but she knew he hadn’t won over the others with his little speech. Couldn’t he see that her sister believed the very opposite, that everyone had to band together to get ahead, that this was the only way to stand a fighting chance against an enemy?

She pushed herself up off the bench and gestured to Johanna, eager to pull her away from her husband’s gloomy stories. “Come on, I’m getting too cold sitting around. Race you to the next corner?”

* * *

At eleven the next morning, Liesbeth carried a hamper of clean laundry into the bedroom and discovered an array of items arranged in a row on the bed: a tie, Maurits’s best hat, and his NSB membership card.

She returned to the sitting room, where Maurits sat hunched in an armchair, inspecting his right shoe for scuffs. He had polished his shoes three times that morning. She knew this because she’d placed the box of polish and brushes back in the cupboard after he’d gone out to fetch a newspaper, only to have it reappear again on the table after breakfast, and again now.

“Going somewhere?” she asked.

He came over to her holding his shoes, which gleamed in the dim light of their apartment. She caught the sharp smell of the polish when he wrapped her in his arms. “I have an NSB meeting at four o’clock, with a dinner afterward. A lot of the wives are coming. Why don’t you join?”

She gestured to the pile of potatoes on the kitchen counter. “I’ve already started on dinner.”

“I know you’d trade those tasteless lumps for a good cut of meat any day. Come on, you’d like it.”

This wasn’t the first time Maurits had tried to coax her into making an appearance at one of his NSB functions. She hadn’t let on to anyone how involved he was in the political party. What had started out as a mere vote on a ballot had grown into something much bigger. First a membership card and the occasional meeting, and now his weekends were filling up with functions with dour men who spoke of Hitler like he was some chum from school, the popular boy, the star athlete.

“You know what I think about all this party nonsense. I wish you’d take a step back from it. It feels like you’re cheering for the wrong side.”

Maurits flopped down at the kitchen table and squeezed his right foot into its shoe. “I’m not against our people at all, completely the opposite. Look around, darling. We’re at the cusp of a new era, the industrial age of our generation. With Hitler at the helm, the Nazis are becoming the greatest world power. And as their Germanic brothers, we, too, can look forward to greatness, provided we get on board while the gangplank is extended.”

The words sounded strange coming from her husband’s mouth, almost rehearsed. She sat down beside him and frowned as she tugged at the wool of the Turkish rug that served as a tablecloth. “All we’ve seen so far is food shortages and gas cuts and far too many swastikas.”

“That’s war, Liesbeth. That’s not indicative of what we can look forward to. Once it’s all over, things will change, if we cooperate now. And if we play things right, we’ll come out of this occupation all the stronger.”

“So what does that mean for us?”

Maurits picked up his other shoe. “This war will be over in no time, you’ll see. And later, when this is over, you’ll understand why this is the right move. For both of us—for our children.”

“That’s easy to say now, but in the meantime, I walk around wondering how many of our neighbors have noticed the men in uniform dropping by, who has seen you leaving an NSB meeting. And worse, how am I supposed to explain your activities to Jo?”

“If it bothers you so much, don’t tell her. It might do you some good to have a little space from her and Willem anyway.” He stood up. “The incident at Café Alcazar was only a preview of what’s to come. I hear the Nazis plan to clear out some of the rabble-rousers who have been causing problems around town.”

“Rabble-rousers? If you mean the Jews, they’ve done nothing wrong.”

“Haven’t you seen the headlines? They beat an NSBer to death this week.”

“It sounded like self-defense.”

“Regardless, knowing the lot Johanna hangs around with and her inability to bite her tongue, she’s going to find her way into trouble. You can’t make the same mistake as her.” Maurits gave her a stern look. “I want you to stay safe, that’s all. You know I’m only ever thinking of you.” He leaned over to kiss her cheek and then went to the bedroom to gather his things, leaving Liesbeth alone to consider his words, wondering if he was asking her to choose between him and her sister, an impossible choice to make.
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I was queuing at the butcher’s when I noticed something unusual. Outside, on the corner of the Kinkerstraat, fifteen or twenty people stood waiting for the tram. The line kept growing, but the tram didn’t arrive. Ever since the invasion, public transport had run with perfect precision, proud as the Germans were of their efficiency. Across the intersection, other people checked their watches at the opposite stop. At first, I thought little of it, except that I was glad I’d decided to run my errands by bicycle.

I wanted to surprise Willem with a nice dinner. Although I’d saved enough ration coupons for a piece of chicken, most meat had long disappeared from the display cases, and from what I could see, only a few chunks of bacon remained. The Germans got first pick, and they were anything but modest in their selections.

As I reached the front of the long line, a commotion began outside. Men hollering, gathering in the middle of the road, ignoring the honks from passing automobiles and the flustered signals of the traffic cop. Inside the shop, we all shuffled toward the window for a better look. A group of men carrying signs marched toward the city center, but I couldn’t make out what the text said. A student hurried by on the sidewalk, and someone in line called out, “You, there—what’s going on?”

“Haven’t you heard?” the student said. “They’ve called a general strike. Time to take a stand for the Jews!”

The news landed with a punch. The other customers murmured with excitement while the student took off at a jog. A few days earlier, the German Order Police had swooped into the Jewish quarter and rounded up men, loading them onto trucks and taking them away. In a matter of an hour, they erased hundreds of good, innocent men from the neighborhood. When we heard the news, Willem and I sat at the dinner table, praying for those men, praying for Jakob’s friends and family, for the other Jews in our circle. I hadn’t attended church since I’d left Zierikzee, but it felt like the only thing we could do. We’d sat there, heads bowed over our peas and potatoes, growing angrier by the minute.

But now, something was happening, something tangible, something that could make a difference. The customers in the shop thinned out as they poured into the streets to join the throng. The noise outside grew. I remembered the ration coupons in my hand and turned back to the butcher. He wrapped up my order, pausing every few seconds to glance out the window.

He handed me the package, and while I rushed to leave, he called out, “Turn the sign to Closed, won’t you?” He, too, would join the strike.

I abandoned the rest of my errands and grabbed my bicycle. On all sides, people filed out of their businesses and houses. Leaflets littered the pavement. I caught the bold headline: “Strike, Strike! Shut Down the City!” Everyone would gather in one of the main squares, but the soldiers would be patrolling the city center, desperate to get things under control, and the thought of what they might do when faced with a sea of protesters… I shuddered. Until now, they’d viewed us Dutch as their Aryan siblings. But something darker was underneath it all, waiting to be provoked. We had yet to test them.

If only my Wim were with me. Had word reached him already? I followed everyone toward the city center. It became harder to proceed as the crowds thickened. People were marching, running, cycling. I split off from the group and headed toward my sister’s house. The sight of workers ringing doorbells along the way gave me a thrill, their eagerness to spread the news. I passed a group of soldiers on foot, heading the way I’d come. They gripped the Lugers at their belts, while their eyes darted around. I couldn’t wait to tell Lies.

* * *

Liesbeth and Maurits lived near the southern end of Museumplein, the square that housed the great Dutch masterpieces, works by Rembrandt, Vermeer, and countless other artists I couldn’t name. Since the start of the war, Museumplein had transformed. The mansion on the corner by the Concertgebouw had been sold to the Nazis and was now the German embassy. Soldiers filled the grassy square, some off duty, others patrolling.

When I approached Liesbeth’s building, she was standing at her third-floor window, squinting down at the street, trying to see what was happening. I cut across the intersection, waving, and she opened the window and called down a hello.

“Lies, come outside!”

“What’s going on?”

“I’ll explain when you’re downstairs.”

While she got ready, I paced the sidewalk, impatient to join the excitement. A strike—finally—our city had found its voice. The Nazis were bound to get upset, but we had safety in numbers. Liesbeth opened the front door and stepped outside. In her fur coat and boots, she looked like she was headed out to the Amstel Hotel for dinner, but I didn’t want to wait for her to change.

“Let’s hurry,” I said, “we’re missing out.”

“What’s going on?”

We set off in the direction of the city center, while I filled her in, pointing to the traffic that slowed to a jam as more and more people congregated up ahead. “We have a chance to show those damn moffen where we draw the line.”

The square in front of us teemed with people: men in suits, tram conductors, factory girls, everyone mingling. I wanted to plunge into the thick of it, where we could shout in protest until our voices grew hoarse. Liesbeth spotted a pair of soldiers surveying the scene from the far end of the intersection. “Are you sure it’s safe?”

“Yes, it is.”

I continued on with her dawdling a half step behind me. We stopped at the corner, waiting to cross. “This will be a day for the books,” I said. “You don’t want to miss it.”

“I find it hard to believe the Nazis will let this unfold. There will be consequences.”

Maybe she was right; maybe we had yet to learn the true meaning of fear. “What are they going to do? Keep us locked up inside all day?”

“All right, what is your plan?”

“We’ll stick around here, for starters. From there, who knows, but I’m sure people will be full of ideas.”

“Dangerous ideas. Surely it’s the communists who distributed all those pamphlets.” Her voice trailed off as she tilted her head. She seemed to be watching someone, a lone man carrying a briefcase.

“Since when did you become such a chicken? If we don’t defend the Jews, it’s only going to get worse for them. Doesn’t that mean anything to you?”

Her expression softened. “Of course it does.”

“If we don’t stand up for them, we hand those bullies another level of power. They may control our laws, but they can’t silence us.”

The man crossing the square grew closer. He moved like Maurits, and I sensed her worrying. I stepped off the curb. “Are you coming?”

The man stopped to tie his shoelace. As soon as Liesbeth registered that it wasn’t Maurits, she nodded, and we crossed the street. We slipped into the fiery crowd, following it westward across the city. Someone tugged at my wrist. I spun around, startled. A group of young men. The one who had grabbed ahold of me raised my arm into the air with a cheer. “Damn the moffen! Who do they think they are, messing with our Jews?”

The others joined him in a round of hoorahs, and before I could reply, he had twirled me around in a circle. “Atta girl! You two will join us, won’t you?”

I shook myself free, and Liesbeth and I took in their caps and heavy work boots. “Who’s us?” she asked.

“Why, the boys from the dry docks. I’m betting not a soul showed up to the shipyard today.”

“Glad to see this city still has a backbone,” I said, allowing myself to be swept up in it all: the crowd of grocers and bakers and factory workers, the boisterous singing of the dockworkers. I tugged at Lies to follow along, and we walked arm in arm with those men. “Strike, strike,” we chanted, “protect our people!”

“Isn’t this grand?” I said. She grinned back and began to chant louder.

Then the tanks rolled in. Cautiously, at first, as a soldier with a megaphone poked his head out of the vehicle, commanding the crowds to disperse. Nobody listened. People jeered and tossed pamphlets at them. Several students ran into the path of the leading tank, pumping their fists. “Justice!” they shouted. “Bring our people home!”

A shot fired, sending the students scattering. The soldier aimed his Luger and fired again. One student dropped to the ground, followed by screams and panic. Another young man ran over to his friend, hollering as he bent over the body. I stood still, unable to move. Was this really happening? Liesbeth clutched my hand, squeezing my fingers between hers. The soldier in the tank gaped at the fallen boy, turning his head to watch while the tank rolled by without slowing. He picked up the megaphone, before putting it back down. But the crowds filled the void, the cheers turning into a furious roar.

“Ladies, are you all right?” One of the dockworkers grasped Liesbeth by the elbow, steadying her. “Fuck those brutes!”

“That poor boy,” Lies said, her voice shaking.

Blood pooled around his head, and when I forced myself to look away, the spectral image of his body remained. I’d never seen someone killed before. Somehow, I knew this wouldn’t be the last time.

The silence of the dockworkers gave me a chill. They, too, were watching. But as I scanned the crowd, it started moving again. People picked up their signs and pressed forward, gathering in the market square. I turned to my sister. “We’ll keep protesting, won’t we?” She looked hesitant, but I answered the question myself. “We have to, I don’t see any other way.”
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The moment that boy collapsed on the ground, something changed. The crowd heaved forward, furious, and the tanks pressed onward, breaking a path through the masses, but Liesbeth stood there, unable to speak, struggling to make sense of what she was witnessing.

The occupation was no longer planes and soldiers milling around the department stores like tourists in uniform. She was right there in the middle of it.

Jo was saying something, a promise to keep fighting, but the words didn’t register. All Liesbeth could think about was that boy and the menacing guns of the tanks. She was shaking, and she looked down to see that she was gripping Jo’s hand again with such force that the skin was turning white.

“Lies,” Jo said, “talk to me. Are you all right?”

Liesbeth nodded, but inside, she was not. How did her sister look so calm, so determined? Around them, the tanks were rolling farther down the street. The dockworkers called out to the sisters, urging them to carry on.

Johanna touched her shoulder. “You don’t have to do this if you don’t want to. It’s your choice, but I’m going to keep going. I have to.”

The dockworkers had given up on them now, and they were pushing ahead with everyone else. Liesbeth couldn’t see the fallen boy anymore; the crowds had thickened and closed in around her. Even the clouds hung low overhead. She thought of Maurits, his sharp warning to stay away from trouble, to stay safe. She felt a sudden need for air, for space.

“Lies?”

“I’m sorry. I can’t.”

Her sister hugged her, holding her close, before moving to catch up to the dockworkers. “I understand,” she said, but Liesbeth wasn’t sure she did.

* * *

A few weeks later, Liesbeth spread her sewing patterns and seam rippers across Johanna’s dining table. It was mid-March, and she had to put something together for her second piece for Libelle, a women’s magazine. “With all these fabric shortages,” she said, “we need to get a little more creative with our clothing. I’ve taken the liberty of hacking apart one of Maurits’s old suits. See how worn it was in the knees?”

Johanna fingered the fabric of the suit jacket. “What will you turn this into? A bolero?”

“Yes, but think bigger—we have all the ingredients here for a dress suit. Look, we can turn his old shirt into a short-sleeved blouse, and the pants will become a skirt. Then we’ll have enough fabric left over to fashion a bolero from the jacket.”

“Smart thinking. Wim ripped a big hole in one of his suits last week. If I can’t fix it, maybe I can look forward to a new outfit myself. You’ll make a lot of women happy with this pattern.”

Liesbeth smiled. When she’d responded to an advertisement for a columnist with a creative eye for “fashion on the ration,” her sister hadn’t said much at all. Jo had never had any interest in sewing—too domestic, perhaps. But the first article had been a “grand success,” as she’d put it when she’d shown up on Liesbeth’s doorstep waving a copy. She’d heard women at the newsstand gushing over it, saying it was about time someone offered some practical advice on how to stretch their worn clothes through another season. Writing the articles gave Liesbeth a sense of purpose to fill her days, reminding her of the job at the tailor’s shop that she sorely missed.

Johanna stood up to close the window and make some coffee. She lived in an area of Amsterdam West that was too bustling for Liesbeth’s taste, but the apartment had its charm. In the summer months, ivy crawled up the facade of the building, covering everything but the windows and the rosebush that grew in the back. Inside, the furniture was modest and practical, with few embellishments, aside from a big gramophone that served as the centerpiece of the room and an embroidered image of Zierikzee Liesbeth had given her.

Johanna poured them both a cup of imitation coffee. “It’s a new brand,” she explained. “They claim they’re mixing in some real coffee with the chicory, but it’s bland, don’t you think?”

Like everything those days, the new coffee would take some getting used to. “Coffee substitute, meat substitute, margarine substitute,” Liesbeth said. “I’ve never done such a good job pretending as I have these past months. Even the fabric we’re getting into the shops is fake. All those pretty silk gowns the Nazis’ wives are wearing? They’re made of wood pulp or hay.”

Johanna smirked. “They think they’re so much better than the rest of us, but they’re wearing cow feed. Serves them right.”

The clock on the side table clicked as the hour hand fell into place. Liesbeth felt her sister watching her.

“What does Maurits make of all this?” Johanna asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Is he still upset with you for joining the strike? I assume he was, since you haven’t said a word about what happened that day. You’re acting like an ostrich.”

Liesbeth shrugged. Maybe she did have her head in the sand—but for the past two weeks, it was all anyone else had talked about. The roundups—known as razzias—of the Jewish men, the strikes, and everything that had followed. A new word had entered the ever-expanding vocabulary of the occupation: reprisals. When the strike began to spread to other cities, the Nazis had struck back with brute force, quashing the protests, throwing hand grenades into the crowds. They’d declared a state of emergency, taken over the police force, and replaced the local mayor with someone who would sing their praises. Then they’d set about arresting the organizers of the strike.

“Eighteen executions,” Liesbeth said, in a brittle voice. “Eighteen men lined up before a firing squad in the sand dunes.” She stared at the suit jacket on the table, imagining a spot of blood blooming across the lapel. Innocent civilians, killed for standing up for their friends and neighbors. A heavy sadness fell over them both.

“I saw some of those men speaking at the strike,” Johanna said. “Ordinary men, could have been anyone. One resembled Wim a bit.”

“Maurits says the Nazis had no choice but to respond with force, that a leader is not a leader if he can’t command respect. He thinks we need to cooperate if we want to come out of this in one piece.”

“A leader? They’re our enemy—they’re tyrants!”

“Of course,” Liesbeth said, “but where has this gotten us? Hundreds of arrests, violence—what’s the point in sticking your neck out if it comes at this cost?”

“Don’t you remember the story of David and Goliath?” Johanna sighed and poured more coffee. “You’re right about one thing: most people are afraid now, and for good reason.”

Liesbeth picked up the sewing patterns again and laid them out in the proper order. How quickly the afternoon had soured. Whether they liked it or not, the Germans had beaten their little Dutch army in a matter of days, and she didn’t see what they could do about it unless the Allied armies and the powers that be were to gain control. The strikes had proved that your very life was on the line if you tried to resist.

She tried to change the subject. “We haven’t done anything as a foursome lately. Maurits has a reservation for dinner this weekend. Why don’t the two of you join us?”

“Oh, I don’t know. We should save our money.”

“A romantic restaurant, overlooking a canal—come on, won’t you consider it?”

“I’ll think about it,” she said. Her voice softened. “Are the two of you still trying for a baby?”

“We are,” she said. “I know it’s impractical to want more mouths to feed at a time like this, but we’ll find a way to make it work. He’s so resourceful.” Every day, Maurits bent over the newspapers with a scrupulous eye, following the latest updates in the war, tracking the developments and their potential impact. He had so many ambitions: of owning his own pharmacy, of buying a holiday home, of raising their children in a vibrant, well-educated sphere. Whenever he attended an NSB function, he came home glowing with energy. As much as this still bothered her, he promised a shift in the current was headed their way, a very good shift.

“I don’t doubt that,” Johanna said.

“And you know what? I’m two days late again this month. So maybe this will be it.”

Johanna placed a hand on Liesbeth’s shoulder. “I hope so. I can’t think of anyone who would make a better mother.”
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“Behold the world of the beautiful and affluent,” Willem said, sweeping out his arm while we sank into our velvet chairs. The main hall of the Royal Concertgebouw burst with color, hues of raspberries and cream caught in the glitter of the chandeliers. The organ mesmerized me most of all. The instrument seemed to pierce through the stage like an enormous silver trident.

I clutched the tickets Jakob had gifted us for the evening’s benefit concert, a performance of Beethoven’s Eighth and Ninth Symphonies. Around us sat rows of people with lorgnettes and waxed mustaches, jewels and mink stoles. Maurits would have felt right at home, but the display of opulence grated at me when I thought of all the struggling fishermen and farmers back in Zeeland who had to toil to make ends meet.

By the time the lights dimmed, every seat was full. The crowd hushed as the orchestra entered from the wings, Jakob positioning himself with his contrabass on the right side of the stage. The conductor took his place and raised his baton. Then the hall filled with sound, a jubilant outburst. I closed my eyes and let the music seep in. The first movement of Beethoven’s Eighth Symphony danced across my vision, the sonata curling into shapes. These shapes took on tints, red and orange—a fox chasing a hare, a mad dash across sleepy pastures. As the music built, the melody shifted, growing rambunctious, triumphant.

Willem squeezed my hand and my eyes fluttered open. A thick strand of hair fell across his glasses. I reached out to tuck it back into place. He looked completely absorbed by the music, which I loved about him, the way he could be knee-deep in manure one day and in a smart bow tie the next, bending and flexing to whatever life threw at him. I got caught up in my admiration for him while the symphony transitioned into the final movement. During the intermission, we ordered drinks in the grand foyer while everyone milled about.

“Have you noticed how many Jewish couples are here tonight?” Willem asked.

“What’s remarkable about that? They’re such patrons of the arts.”

“I don’t think that’s quite it.” He cocked his head, indicating for me to listen. I caught whispers, hushed warnings, dubious glances at the handful of German officers that sipped champagne by the bar.

“You’re right. Something is brewing.”

I spotted Jakob’s wife at the other end of the room, standing with a group of girlfriends. Unlike Jakob, Ida was a Protestant. She was a startlingly tall woman, with the elongated neck and long face of the gray herons that stalked the parks. I tried to catch her attention, but she was engaged in what appeared to be a serious conversation, so Willem and I nursed our drinks and debated what had sparked the unsettling mood.

The bell rang, summoning us back to our seats
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