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I am the woman of the bomb attack.

The woman who lost her child that day.

My husband lost his legs. I lost him

to paranoia and madness.

I am the woman from television and the gossip magazines.

The woman with the arrogant, distant face,

the face of someone who crushes her pain to dust

and shows the world only

how strong she is.

The face of someone made of stone.

I had to turn to stone before I could become soft again.

I am Micky Hoogendijk.








Introduction

I have lived several lives in one lifetime.

I have been a child in a house where silence lived in the walls.

I have been a young woman who believed love could save everything.

I have been a mother who lost a child.

I have been the woman in the newspapers, the woman people thought they knew.

I have been an actress, a photographer, a sculptor, a gallery owner, a survivor, a runaway, a builder of new lives.

I have lived in many cities and many houses, and I have left almost all of them behind.

If my life has taught me anything, it is that you can start over more often than you think.

And that starting over is sometimes not a choice, but a necessity.

People often think they know my story because they know one part of it.

They know about the bomb in Amsterdam.

They know about the men.

They know about the scandals, the photographs, the exhibitions.

They know the outside story.

But the outside story is never the real story.

The real story lives inside a body, inside memories, inside silence.

The real story is not what happened, but what those things did to you.

This book is not a list of events.

It is a map of how a life unfolds after things break.

It is about loss and love, about anger and forgiveness, about running away and coming home.

It is about trauma, about the body that remembers everything, about the strange ways a human being survives.

It is about turning pain into work, into images, into sculptures, into something that can be touched and seen and maybe understood.

For a long time I thought my life was a series of accidents and disasters.

Now I think it was a long search for a home.

I searched for that home in men, in cities, in work, in success, in art.

I built houses and left them again.

I started again and again, sometimes by choice, often because everything collapsed and there was nothing else to do.

Only much later did I understand that all those lives were not separate lives.

They were all me.

The frightened child, the ambitious young woman, the woman in love, the woman in the hospital, the woman on airplanes, the woman in newspapers, the woman alone in a farmhouse making sculptures, the woman who finally found her father, the woman who tried to forgive someone she did not even know, they were all the same person.

Me.

This book is the story of those lives.

And of how, after all those beginnings and endings, I slowly became myself.






Prologue The Body Remembers

In my search for a solution to the chronic pain in my back, I had spent more than fifteen years moving from doctor to doctor. None of them truly knew what to do with it. By 2022, I was exhausted. Someone told me about Kamalaya, on the Thai island of Koh Samui – a place they described as life-changing.

A revelation.

That was exactly what I needed, because I felt completely stuck, both physically and emotionally.

So I saved up for the trip and went.

The resort was built against a lush green hillside, with narrow winding paths connecting the rooms, therapy spaces, restaurant, and beach. On my very first day, while walking uphill, I suddenly had to stop halfway.

I couldn’t go any farther.

I was completely out of breath.

It made no sense. My overall fitness was good. Was it the heat? Jet lag? The COVID I’d had six weeks earlier? Or something else entirely?

After my first therapy session, I already knew the answer.

It was my body.

Simply my body.

Kamalaya called its approach transformational work. For a week I would detox while undergoing therapies ranging from acupuncture and massage to hot baths, Reiki, yoga, and meditation. Slowly, through all of it, something hidden would begin to reveal itself.

It felt almost like a dance.

And I realized I had spent most of my life teaching myself the choreography of survival.

I believed I had processed most of the painful things that had happened to me. But after only one session, it became painfully clear that everything I had lived through still existed somewhere deep inside my cells.

My psoas – the muscle group connecting the spine to the legs – was completely exhausted. The psoas is sometimes called the muscle of the soul because trauma and fear responses are believed to lodge there. In my case, that ‘soul muscle’ had caused years of pain, exhaustion, and at times despair.

After three days of intense self-reflection, a gentle-looking man appeared beside me during lunch.

‘May I sit here?’ he asked.

Until then I had mostly kept to myself, but I didn’t want to be rude. Besides, perhaps it was time to open up a little.

He introduced himself as Coleman. He had an Irish accent, a calm voice, and within ten minutes we had fallen into one of those conversations that immediately matter. Well – I was talking. Coleman had mastered the rare art of listening deeply and asking exactly the right questions.

Although I had promised myself I would not speak about my writing during this trip, I suddenly found myself telling him everything. I explained that I was trying to write my autobiography, but that I had become completely stuck because something enormous had happened just before I came to Thailand.

Years earlier, in 2017, I had submitted my dna in search of my donor father.

And now he had been found.

For the first time in my life, I felt as though I was standing not on one leg, but on two. Grounded. Strong. And yet I could not write a single word about it. It was all too recent, too alive inside me. My body, meanwhile, continued to hurt as if it were trying to tell me something my mind still could not fully understand.

Coleman understood immediately.

He told me about an Australian healer named Wayne, someone he always visited whenever he came to Kamalaya.

‘It’s not for the faint-hearted,’ he warned me.

That only made me more curious.

I have never been afraid of going deep.

If something could move me forward, I wanted it.

I made an appointment with Wayne immediately.

Two days later, I was sitting in a car on my way to the Lamai temple, where I was supposed to meet Wayne. In my imagination, I had turned the place into something serene and sacred, the perfect setting for healing. Instead, when we arrived, I found a run-down building surrounded by rusty cars, scattered garbage, and cracked pavement. It looked less like a place where people released trauma than a place where trauma accumulated.

Confused, I stepped out of the car and tried to steady my breathing.

Was this really it?

Then I heard someone call my name.

Wayne.

He was tall and muscular, with a weathered face and calm eyes. We greeted each other, and almost immediately I felt at ease.

‘I’ve heard a lot about you,’ I told him. ‘I have no idea what we’re going to do, but apparently you’re very good at it.’

He smiled kindly and motioned for me to follow him.

After a short walk we entered a shabby hotel. Two women sat in the hallway eating fried food and nodded politely as we passed. After days of detoxing, the smell alone made me nauseous. We crossed what may have been the ugliest carpet I had ever seen – green and orange with golden trim – and entered a corridor painted purple and grey, lined with dreadful tropical paintings in shiny gold frames.

Most women probably would have turned around and left by then.

Not me.

I had a mission.

I wanted to get rid of the pain.

Our room was at the end of the hallway: a small, dusty space with little more than a bed inside it. In the stained bathroom I looked at myself in the mirror and thought: You are simply going to have this experience. Trust.

Back in the room, Wayne asked me to sit down on the bed.

‘Tell me calmly, and in chronological order, what has happened in your life,’ he said. ‘Then we’ll decide where to work.’

So, in condensed form, I told him my story. And finally I said: ‘The pain in my back tells me I’m still not there yet. Even though I’ve found my father.’

Wayne asked me to lie down and breathe deeply.

In.

Out.

In.

Out.

The bedspread was polyester, and as I leaned back I suddenly realized I was receiving a healing session on a bed where very different things probably usually took place.

He asked whether he could sit beside me and touch me.

For a moment I felt uncomfortable. Then I let it go.

‘Go back to your birth,’ he said.

How exactly do you do that? I wondered.

And yet, little by little, something opened. I saw my mother. I felt myself not wanting to leave her body. Wayne pressed his fingers deeper and deeper into my stomach.

The pain was unbearable.

There was nowhere to escape to.

I understood immediately that breathing was the only way through it.

He pressed harder. My body began to shake uncontrollably, and suddenly I collapsed into the kind of sobbing fit I used to have as a child – shaking, gasping, unable to catch my breath.

Pressure.

Pain.

Cry.

Release.

I understood the language of this.

Together we moved through the most painful moments of my life while Wayne continued pressing into my body, making strange gagging and burping sounds as though he were physically pulling the pain out of me and throwing it away.

Then we arrived somewhere deeper still.

A place of enormous fear.

The sadness that surfaced there felt so vast that I thought I might not survive it. I almost asked him to stop.

And then, suddenly, a primal scream tore out of me.

The tears kept coming.

Everything I had spent years suppressing erupted all at once.

At one point I thought I might faint. Then, just as suddenly, calm returned. I became aware again of the mattress beneath me, the room around me, my own breathing.

Eventually Wayne guided me toward one of the experiences I had buried most deeply.

‘You’re allowed to say everything,’ he told me softly while placing his hands on me again. ‘Talk to them. Scream if you need to. Hit the wall if you want. You can even shoot. You’ve found your real father now. He is here to protect you.’

At those words, something inside me settled instantly.

Without thinking, I shaped my hands into a gun and fired – not once, but at everyone who had ever hurt me.

Then Wayne asked me to picture myself as a child.

And suddenly she was there beside the bed.

Mirjam.

The name I had before I became Micky.

Wayne told me that now I could take care of her. That I could finally tell her she was safe.

That was what had been missing all along.

That soft, innocent child had disappeared beneath years of survival, beneath the woman who learned to perform, endure, work, build, and keep going no matter what. But in that strange little hotel room, I suddenly felt the gentler parts of myself return.

I felt love for myself.

Calm.

Wholeness.

The session lasted three hours, and afterward I was completely exhausted. Yet when I stepped back into the ugly hallway, it somehow no longer looked quite so ugly.

The next morning I woke before sunrise and pulled open the curtains. Pink light slowly dissolved into the dark grey of dawn above the sea. I sat on my balcony watching the islands emerge in the distance while the birds announced the morning one by one. The sky shifted from pink to lilac. Crickets awakened. The world unfolded itself slowly around me.

And suddenly I was overwhelmed by gratitude.

A feeling so immense it was almost physical.

In that moment I knew: I could write again.

The session with Wayne had shaken something loose inside me. The pain in my soul muscle had noticeably lessened.

I was on the right path.

But I wasn’t there yet.






1 Where I Come From

I grew up in a house where not everything was said out loud.

From the outside it probably looked like a normal family. There was a mother, a father for a short time, a child, a house, dinners at the table, holidays, birthdays, photographs in albums. If you had visited us, you might have thought everything was fine.

But children feel what is not being said. They feel tension in a room the way animals feel a change in the weather.

I was an observant child. I watched people carefully. I listened between sentences. I learned early that what people said and what they felt were often two different things. I also learned that love and pain could exist in the same room without anyone explaining how that was possible.

For a long time I thought every family was like this.

For years, my mother, Gine Hoogendijk, and her husband, John Drager, tried to have a child. They couldn’t. After ten years of marriage and countless disappointments, they decided to fulfill their wish for a family in another way: my mother would be inseminated with sperm from an anonymous donor. In 1969, that was anything but common.

On July 8, 1970, two weeks overdue, I was born in Amsterdam by Caesarean section. It was not an easy birth. The umbilical cord was wrapped around my neck, and I had already passed stool in the womb. During the operation, my mother kept calling out my name: ‘Mirjam, Mirjam, Mirjam!’

The doctors and nurses were astonished. How could she be so certain she was having a girl?

But she knew.

Later, my mother told me that during the Caesarean it felt as though I had to be pulled up from a deep well, as if I did not want to enter the world. She was probably right, because as a child, whenever life overwhelmed me, I would ask if I could go back into her belly.

So for me, being born was not exactly an unqualified success.

For my mother, on the other hand, it was pure happiness. Her greatest wish had finally come true.

For John Drager, it seemed to be something else entirely.

After exactly six months of fatherhood, he packed his things and left.

I have no conscious memory of him, yet he appears everywhere in the photo albums. In one picture he holds me proudly in front of a Christmas tree. In another he lifts me high into the air while my mother looks tired, but radiant. A month after that photograph was taken, he was gone.

When I was older, I once asked my mother whether he had left because of me. Had I cried too much? Had I been a difficult baby?

She always reassured me.

‘No,’ she said. ‘It had nothing to do with you.’

According to her, he struggled with ordinary life. He chose himself – his work, his spiritual development, his freedom.

But children almost always believe they are somehow responsible for what adults do.

When I was nine, I was in the Vondelpark on Queen’s Day, selling old toys at the flea market with Maria, a close friend of my mother’s. A man with dark hair and a slightly hunched back stopped in front of our blanket and said hello. I recognized him from the photographs in our albums and asked: ‘You’re in my mother’s photo albums. Who are you?’

He looked at me for a moment and asked,‘Who are you?’

‘I’m Mirjam Hoogendijk, Gine Hoogendijk’s daughter.’

‘Well,’ he said softly, ‘then I suppose that makes sense.’

And he walked on.

I asked Maria who the man was.

‘That was John Drager,’ she said.

All at once, something inside me went quiet.

A few minutes later he returned and bought three of my National Geographics. He handed me ten guilders and told me to keep the change.

‘No thank you,’ I said, and gave the money back. If he thought a few guilders could repair something, he was mistaken.

Later that afternoon, when the market was ending and only the things nobody wanted were left behind on the blankets, I wandered past the stalls feeling strangely empty. I bought an expensive piece of cake from a boy selling slices for four guilders each.

It was the first time I ever came home stoned.

My mother was spiritual, headstrong, beautiful, and determined to live life entirely on her own terms. She wore jeans and Afghan coats, had dark hair, and looked nothing like the other mothers waiting in the schoolyard. She wore no makeup and almost no jewelry, except for a golden ring made from her father’s watch chain. When she washed her hands, soap would get trapped between the links, and I was allowed to pick it out.

She had weak knees because, during the Hunger Winter, she had survived for a time on little more than flower bulbs. Later she underwent surgery that failed, leaving her in pain for the rest of her life. A doctor once told her she would never climb stairs again and would never be able to have children.

She proved him wrong on both counts.

Every step Gine took hurt. I could never sit on her lap without causing pain. It took me years to understand the large scars on her knees, why she always wore long skirts or trousers, and why high heels were never an option for her.

Because of those damaged knees, she was unable to work, and without support from her ex-husband she survived on welfare. We often had very little money. Out of necessity, she became extraordinarily resourceful. She built my bunk bed herself, made our clothes, repaired whatever broke. I still remember standing with her in the hallway once while she cried because she could not afford groceries, holding the last money she had in her hand: five cents.

Gine was the youngest of three children. She had no contact with her eldest sister. Willem was the middle child. He was married to Mijntje, and together they had two children, Maurits and Agnès. Willem and Gine were deeply close, so close that when my mother could no longer afford our apartment in Amsterdam, we were invited to stay temporarily with them in Maarsbergen in the mid section of Holland. It gave my mother a little peace and time to search for another affordable place in the city.

Willem became my legal guardian, a role he embraced wholeheartedly. At every important moment in my life, he was there with love and attention. Conversations with him almost always carried an educational undertone because, as director of the Earth Foundation, he passionately believed in a better and more conscious world. Even at Christmas he managed to turn things into lessons about Mother Earth. All those plastic presents, he would say, only created more waste.

He was not my only guardian. As an only child growing up with just a mother, I somehow gathered many around me. Maria and her husband Huib became like a second mother and father, and through them I gained two brothers as well: Joachim and Ian ter Haar. In my imagination, I had an entire army of family surrounding me.

I loved being in Maarsbergen because, for the first time in my life, there were children around me all the time. Whether they were equally delighted with my presence was another matter entirely, because I kept everyone busy. I once stuck my hand into the open fireplace without hesitation. Another time I wandered off alone into the forest. And once, I nearly drowned in the swimming pool near the house.

The water called to me. I jumped in and disappeared beneath the surface. The world became silent there. Softer somehow. It felt strangely peaceful, until my cousin Maurits pulled me from the water and laid me on the side of the pool. Aunt Mijntje, terrified, slapped me across the face – the very first slap I had ever received.

I was more shocked by the slap than by the drowning itself.

Learning to swim immediately became a priority, and I grew so fanatical about it that during school swimming lessons they started calling me Ada Kok, after the Olympic butterfly champion.

After a few months, Gine found us a place on the Willemsparkweg, number 16, near the Vondelpark. It was a basement apartment, with the kitchen at the front facing the street. High up near the ceiling was a small window, and I often sat at the kitchen table daydreaming. All I could see were the legs of people passing by, and in my imagination I would slip into their shoes and let them carry me off to distant, exotic places.

In my playroom stood my dollhouse, a beautiful neoclassical canal house that had once belonged to my grandparents. I could lose myself in it for hours. My mother had built my bunk bed entirely by hand, and she made nearly all our clothes herself as well. She slept in the living room, where a large bookcase took up almost half the space.

We did not have much money, but we had books and art.

The large bookcase was filled with philosophy, poetry, art books, Jung, Krishnamurti, and the I Ching. Around the house stood sculptures, along with delicate glasses and silver inherited from my grandparents. As a child, I hated those old treasures because I was constantly warned to be careful and not touch anything.

Now, I use those glasses and silver every day. The sculptures are still with me, and so are the books.

Next to the bookcase stood a very small television that was almost never turned on because Gine believed the radiation from the picture tube was unhealthy. To protect us, she had covered the screen with green plastic. The only thing I was allowed to watch was De Fabeltjeskrant, a beloved Dutch children’s television series from the seventies, populated by wise owls, nervous rabbits, gossiping animals and gentle moral lessons. It belonged to the fabric of my childhood. It was whimsical, philosophical and slightly melancholy all at once, as if Beatrix Potter had wandered into a dream written by Kafka for children. Singing along with that program was the most wonderful moment of my day.

A friend of my mother’s, Erik de Vries, was my godfather. He had been the first television director in the Netherlands, and he always wanted to know what I thought of the program. He knew the creator of De Fabeltjeskrant and would tell him my opinion. That made me feel very special.

On the wall hung Gine’s pride and joy: a beautiful pastel drawing by Isaac Israëls called The Street Maid. Because of the Israëls, the curtains had to remain partly closed during the day so the sun would not damage the precious artwork, which meant our living room was always dimly lit. The pastel had been given to me by my grandfather, Dirk Hoogendijk. He was a prominent art dealer specializing in seventeenth-century masters. Sadly, I never consciously knew him, but I always hoped I was like him, because he was intelligent, charismatic, and deeply in love with art. As a child, it was my dream to become an art dealer myself and open a gallery called Hoogendijk & Granddaughter.

Whenever we visited a museum, my mother, who had grown up surrounded by art, would always say, ‘Look carefully, then you will see it,’ because only by truly looking could you fully allow a work of art to enter you. As a safeguard for difficult times, we owned more artworks inherited from my grandfather. Gine sold them only when there was absolutely no other option.

The best thing about our home was the garden, a perfect place to play at a safe distance from the busy Willemsparkweg, where tram line 2 loudly announced itself every ten minutes with the ringing of its bell.

There are several moments from my childhood on the Willemsparkweg that I remember vividly. I must have been around four years old when I sat on the garden table, carefully studying the houses surrounding our garden and imagining that everyone was watching me from their windows, as though I were the main character in a television series. I probably thought this because Gine treated me as if I were the center of the universe. She constantly praised me and thought everything I did was wonderful. As a result, I never lacked confidence and possessed an almost sacred belief in myself. I was also very outspoken and eager to take the lead, something not always appreciated by the people around me. I bumped into life regularly because nobody ever taught me how to approach things differently.

As a child, I often felt lonely and misunderstood. It made me overcompensate constantly, talking louder and bigger than I felt inside. Because my mother never corrected me – she believed that was the outside world’s job – many people saw me as an irritating child who needed to tone herself down and behave more modestly, and some people probably still do. But Gine also gave me strong values, and I inherited my openness from her as well.

I attended a Montessori school, although I understood very little about independent learning. I was six when I entered my class. Proudly, I told the teacher I could already recite the multiplication table of one, but she was unimpressed. The other children were already working on the table of three. I never managed to function at the level of the class because I was constantly distracted, completely lacking structure, and bored out of my mind. Most of the time I sat in a corner of the classroom playing and singing English songs at the top of my lungs – phonetically, of course.

The year I started school, Gine decided to change my surname. She thought it was ridiculous that I carried the surname Drager when John Drager was not even my biological father and wanted nothing to do with us. So from March 22, 1976 onward, I became Mirjam Hoogendijk. It was the obvious choice because, after all, I was a Hoogendijk.

The reason for this decision was that one morning, while my mother was still in bed, I jumped on top of her, pinned down her arms, and asked, ‘Mom, why don’t I have a father? Everybody has one. And even if their father isn’t around very often, they still get postcards from him, and I don’t even get that. Where is he?’

Gine took a deep breath and explained to me how I had come into the world, including a detailed explanation of insemination. A syringe carrying the seed of an unknown man had placed those tiny cells inside her body, and those cells had found the egg in her womb. We lay on the bed for hours, and somehow her explanation softened the loneliness of being an only child and the absence of a father. I was allowed to ask her anything and she answered everything. After that conversation, I not only understood where and who my father was – both unknown – but I also knew everything about reproduction.

The next day I walked onto the schoolyard shouting, ‘I am a very special seed!’ I enthusiastically told everyone, including those who clearly did not want to hear it, that I came from donor sperm and that I did have a father, only my mother did not know who he was. From that moment on, I became the strange little girl with the strange story. Nobody understood it, neither the children nor their parents or teachers, because donor conception was still almost unheard of then. What certainly did not help was the way I spoke about it, because I now considered myself extremely special.

Sharing the story of my conception had been naïve, and the reactions from the other children were painful. Gine suggested we invent another story instead.

‘No,’ I answered. ‘I’m not going to lie about this.’

Because finally I had a father, even if he was unknown. Looking back, it was good that I learned the truth so young. Had my mother waited until I was eighteen, as happened with many donor children at the time, she would have lied to me about my origins for years. I would never have forgiven her for that.

Now that I knew my biological father was unknown, I fantasized endlessly about what he looked like and whether I might someday find him. And if not him, perhaps another father? I tied my skipping rope to the railing beside our front steps and approached random men walking by.

‘Hello, I’m Mirjam and I don’t have a father. Would you turn my skipping rope for me?’

Later, Gine would tell me stories about the kind souls who actually stopped to help me. Sometimes I even brought them inside to introduce them to her, because who knew – perhaps the real one was among them. Maybe it was that handsome tall man who occasionally walked past our house in his beautiful dark blue coat.

I searched for fathers everywhere, even on airplanes. Every year Gine saved money for tickets to Ibiza because every summer we traveled on to Formentera by ferry. On the plane I would walk up and down the aisles scouting fathers. Those men could not escape, so I had all the time in the world to observe them. Once, I even ended up sitting on the lap of Wim de Bie (a very famous Dutch comedian and writer) because he seemed like a nice father to me. My mother must have been mortified at times, but somehow the men always forgave me for it.

One time I became convinced I had truly found him. There was a handsome man on the airplane and I decided he was my father. The next day he appeared on Formentera and stayed for several days because he liked Gine. For me, a dream had come true – I had found him. He discovered a beautiful seashell and Gine giggled when he handed it to her. In his presence, my mother became radiant, soft, feminine, and adventurous, and I realized how much I enjoyed having a third person around us. Sometimes it felt suffocating always being alone with my mother. Now I finally had space to breathe. On top of that, I received endless attention from a father figure who was funny and knew how to play. That was completely new to me. Unfortunately, their relationship did not last long.

Looking back now, I understand something I did not understand then.

Being born from an unknown man meant that from the beginning my life started with a question.

Who am I?

Where do I come from?

Where do I belong?

I think I have been trying to answer those questions my entire life.

On Formentera, I was always happy, I belonged. We stayed with my mother’s friends, Hans Snoek and her husband Erik de Vries, who had built a house there in the 1960s. Two creative and eccentric people, and the best godparents I could have wished for. Their house was always filled with well-known artists, writers, and dancers. I spent entire days in the sea, and most photographs from my childhood are beautiful images of a naked little girl with deeply sunburned skin and white blond hair, wandering through the house and along the beach. There, I could do whatever I wanted, and I had friends. On Formentera, I found freedom. Later in life, I returned to that place as often as I could.






2 Roel

When I was eight years old, something happened that would divide my life into a before and an after, although I did not understand that at the time. Children rarely understand when their lives change. They simply continue, because continuing is what children do best.

The moment my innocence disappeared, something else appeared in its place: alertness. From that moment on I was always aware of everything, moods, voices, movements, danger. Feeling unsafe became normal, and when something becomes normal, you stop questioning it.

Most of my energy went into making sure everything stayed manageable, that nothing exploded, that everyone remained okay, that life continued as if nothing had happened. Children are incredibly loyal. They carry things that do not belong to them simply because they love the people around them.

I became good at adapting.

I became good at performing normality.

I became good at surviving.

What I did not know then was that this would become a pattern in my life. Again and again I would find myself in situations where I had to adapt, survive, rebuild, start over. Again and again I would enter new worlds, new cities, new relationships, new careers, and again and again something would collapse and I would start from zero.

At some point starting over began to feel familiar.

Almost like coming home.

In 1977, my mother grew tired of the city. Everything was expensive, and the final straw came when someone in the neighborhood was stabbed on the tram. She no longer believed Amsterdam was a good place for her seven-year-old daughter to grow up. She told me she had found a house for us in Lochem, a small town in the Achterhoek, in the east of Holland. Gine left me with our dear friends Huib and Maria while she prepared our new home.

A few days later, we drove to Lochem. It was a long journey, and at some point all I could see were endless green farmland fields. Sitting beside my mother, I frowned with worry because my friends had teased me that in Lochem I would probably become a farmer’s girl. Maybe they were right.

Our little house in Lochem was old and rickety, but Gine made it cozy in no time. She finally had her own bedroom, and there was a huge garden that flowed into the Lochemse Berg, a hill overlooking forests and fields. In those woods, I became a true nature child and an excellent tree climber. I would sit for hours at the top of ‘my’ tree, which must have been twenty meters high. Gine was probably afraid I would fall, but she never showed it. Teaching me fear was not part of her parenting. Instead, she gave me the confidence to believe I could do anything.

I needed that freedom, because the transition from Montessori school to the strict and traditional school system in this little town was difficult for me. On my first day, my new teacher – a woman in her seventies – asked me to stand beside her in front of the class.

I had decided that my princess outfit would be perfect for a first introduction. Over my jeans, I wore my mother’s gold silk nightgown with a white T-shirt underneath. On my feet were sensible shoes, which I had put on without protest, although God heard me grumble. A golden cardboard crown on my whiteblond hair completed the outfit.

‘Introduce yourself,’ the teacher said.

‘Hello! I’m Princess Mirjam, and I come from Amsterdam.’

It did not go over well.

That very first day, I heard one of the children shout ‘Amsterdam pickle’ in the hallway, and I knew they were talking about me.

My imagination had always been my refuge. In my head there was an entire world of possibilities. I invented endless stories about my life, and my reality changed from day to day. But at this school I learned that lying never works, that a lie always comes back to haunt you. Although my fantasies were innocent, they made my position in class difficult, especially because I didn’t understand how I was supposed to behave within this strict school system.

Gine also didn’t realize how awkward it was to send me to school in an oversized second-hand brown sweater covered with yellow sunflowers.

One day, every child in class was asked the essential question: ‘What do you want to be when you grow up?’

‘Fireman!’ one shouted.

‘Doctor!’ said another.

‘Mirjam, what do you want to be?’ the teacher asked.

‘I want to do something with myself,’ I answered.

The teacher probably rolled her eyes, but I did, in fact, end up doing something with myself.

School wasn’t for me, but I loved being allowed to go to dance school. After the classical warm-up exercises, our ballet teacher, Ans, taught us jazz dance. During the last fifteen minutes of class, she would turn the music up loud and allow us to dance freely. I jumped, crawled, spun, and felt completely free. In that quarter of an hour, I gave everything.

Ans taught us that there is music in everything, even in the evening news. She would turn on the television, and we had to move through the room to the sounds of the broadcast. Ans’s daughter and I were quite good; we even reached the semi-final of the Fame dance competition on Dutch national television. Those competitions were hugely popular because Fame was the television series of that era.

We began with choreography and then let go and improvised. I was dressed in black, she in white, and we danced separately before coming together at the end. I think the jury believed we had rehearsed every detail, but we were simply so attuned to one another that it happened intuitively. Ans taught us that you dance from your heart.

We had only just moved to Lochem when Gine met the artist Roel. During the war, my grandfather Dirk Hoogendijk had bought three of Roel’s paintings – large canvases with ducks – and each of his children had one hanging in their bedroom. My grandfather had also purchased a bust by the sculptor Titus Leeser, and as a child my mother would always stroke its head when she walked past it. Roel had posed for that sculpture.

Gine knew he lived somewhere in the east of the country and went looking for him. She found him, and the two of them soon began seeing each other regularly.

One day, I was allowed to accompany her to Roel’s estate in Overijssel, where we would stay the night. The estate was enormous, with forests, fields, and farms stretching in every direction. The house stood hidden behind a tall hedge in the middle of the land. It consisted of two farmhouse wings connected by a central structure designed by Gerrit Rietveld.

In that connecting section was an artistic garden filled with cacti, along with Roel’s bedroom and bathroom. The left wing served as the living room. Sand-colored stones were laid across the floor like a mosaic, and at the far end stood a fireplace six meters wide. Above the concrete mantel hung an abstract painting by Roel in white, black, and brown tones. It was called Dirty Snow of Amsterdam because it reminded him of his time there.

The other large wing was Roel’s studio. It was packed with paintings, jars filled with brushes, and tubes of paint scattered everywhere. Amid all those artistic
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