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        This novel was inspired by a visit to the

        Verzetsmuseum Amsterdam.

      

      

      

      
        
        There, I was confronted with the question:

        The Netherlands is overrun.

        What do you do?

        Adapt, collaborate, or resist?

      

      

      

      
        
        That question sparked the story you now hold in your hands.

        I thank the museum for its work in remembering, so that we may never repeat the past.
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      Friday, 10 May

      Amsterdam
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        * * *

      

      The morning was grey, too dull for the events that were unfolding. At four o’clock in the morning, German troops had crossed the border and invaded the Netherlands. Arnhem had already fallen. Amsterdam was eerily quiet. The city was surrounded, though no invasion force was yet visible. Frank had heard the rumours of paratroopers near Leiden, entire squadrons dropping out of the sky like shadows. The occupation wasn’t here yet, but it would be. Any moment.

      The enemy would swiftly occupy the city. Unless they resisted. Who knew what carnage that would create? The streets were quiet for now, and it was absurd to imagine fighting, bullets, bombs, the destruction.

      Frank stood before the jeweller’s counter, staring down at the golden rings laid out like a promise already broken.

      There were rings with stones, sapphire, jade, diamonds. They were expensive, but he had some money. As beautiful as the gems were, he preferred the plain rings. He would have had them inscribed, but there was no time now.

      As much as the shop assistant wanted to sell the rings, he asked why he was buying them now. It was strange timing.

      Baby on the way. If I don’t do this now, when will I? We may all be dead tomorrow, or living under Nazi occupation.

      The shop assistant didn’t reply, but there was a knowing look in his eyes. Nobody really knew what was going to happen.

      Frank bought the plain rings. A small box lay on the counter. Rotterdam 600 Jaar, a little something to celebrate the port city’s 600th anniversary. He asked the price, bought it. If Rotterdam was their only way out of here, maybe the box would bring luck. The jeweller lined the box with soft pillows to protect the rings.

      He put the package in his pocket, paid, and walked out onto the street. Frank would need to visit a travel agency. He would have to find a way to leave the Netherlands and get them to Iceland before it was too late. If it wasn’t already too late.

      The travel agent wanted to sell him tickets, but there were none to be had. They had cancelled most flights this morning, and the few that departed were fully booked. The airspace wasn’t safe. Nobody knew what the ships would be doing. ‘I’d be happy to sell you a ticket on a ship to Southampton, but I can’t guarantee it will be sailing. You should go to Rotterdam and see what is happening there.’ He could have taken his money.

      At any other time, Frank would have had things to finish, jobs to quit, an apartment to cancel. None of that mattered now. The chaos in the coming days and weeks dictated he needed to get out quick and nobody would question where he’d gone.

      He rushed back to the apartment. Took the stairs, two at a time, and burst through the door.

      Marleen stood in the kitchen, brewing coffee. She looked up, startled.

      ‘What’s the situation? Do you have the morning papers?’

      ‘There are paratroopers in Leiden. We’re surrounded. I’m going to Rotterdam tomorrow to get tickets out of here.’

      ‘I’ll come with you.’

      ‘Too dangerous. I’ll get the tickets, then call you. It’s safer if you stay.’

      ‘It’s safer if we are together.’

      ‘I will not risk you being out in the open, Marleen. Not in your condition.’

      They stood there for a moment, two people frozen in fear.

      He stepped forward, and she fell into his arms. Her shoulders tense.

      Desperately hoping they weren’t already too late.
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        * * *

      

      It hadn’t always been Amsterdam. Just a year earlier, Frank and Marleen had started a new life in Paris. She would become a famous jazz singer, and he wanted to try his hand at becoming a fine arts photographer. Paris would be the perfect place. They both had new documents, new identities, but neither of them spoke French. Life was hard. He scored a few gigs, but it was the usual stuff that pays. Shooting naked models for men that needed companionship in black and white, a distraction. He would hand his photos over to a company that either printed them as raunchy postcards or sold them to magazines.

      Marleen tried to score gigs with the local bands, but language got in the way. She could sing the blues, and as long as she stuck with American songs, she was fine, but they needed her to sing French songs. German or Dutch, even English, was of no interest to anyone in Paris.

      They planned to travel to America. With her voice, she was sure to find success in New York. An English-speaking European with the voice of an angel would be in great demand. Frank was sure the Big Apple would appreciate his photography and that he could improve his skills and achieve fame as an artist. Once established, countless New York museums offered artists unlimited opportunities.

      Travelling across the Atlantic cost a lot of money, so they moved back to Amsterdam, where Marleen revived her singing career and Frank started shooting press photos. They were doing all right and had calculated that they could make the journey in the summer of 1940.

      Hitler had invaded Poland in September 1939, and France and Great Britain were officially at war with Germany, but it wasn’t having too much effect on the Netherlands. Their plan would go ahead.

      Everything collapsed when Germany invaded the Netherlands on May 10, 1940. Just over a month before the date they had planned to board the ship across the Atlantic. In one morning, every plan they had made, New York, museums, music, freedom, collapsed into rubble and fire.
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        * * *

      

      Tuesday, 14 May 1940

      Rotterdam
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        * * *

      

      Marleen had played one last show in Amsterdam on the eleventh, and she took the train to Rotterdam on the twelfth. Met up with Frank at the station. It was hard to find any ferries or ships with room for two people. The twelfth turned into the thirteenth, and they found nothing. Time was running out as German troops advanced through the countryside and occupied villages along the way.

      Early morning on the fourteenth, it seemed they might get lucky. The invaders surrounded the city. You could hear shots south of the harbour, but Frank had met a man who said he knew of something. A ferry would leave in late afternoon from the southern docks. He handed Frank a piece of paper with an address written on it. It was a small bar on the western side of the city. ‘Be there at one o’clock and he will sell you tickets.’

      Frank paid the man for the information and rushed back to the hotel. Marleen was sitting in the reception, listening to the radio. There were negotiations. The Germans had issued an ultimatum and threatened with consequences if the city didn’t surrender. What it all meant, nobody was really sure. What were the serious consequences? As Frank entered, she stood up and walked over to him. He was smiling. She hugged him, said it was going to be alright. The Dutch forces were fighting off the German onslaught, and while there were enemy troops to the south of Rotterdam, making it impossible to travel to France, the invasion hadn’t gone as smoothly as expected. They could hear the fighting, the artillery, Frank imagined. The British were fighting alongside the Dutch, and it seemed there would be at least three or four days before the country was forced to surrender. Being able to leave later today meant they were safe.

      They had coffee at the reception. The news came over the radio. They spoke about the threat of air raids. Frank stiffened up. He remembered Guernica, the Spanish city obliterated three years earlier. The news spoke of negotiations, but they also mentioned that a deadline to surrender had come and gone at 10:30 and it was now two hours later.

      ‘We must get out of here today,’ he told Marleen. Few people understood the gravity of the threat, few had any concept of how destructive an air raid could be. He spared her the details. Decided she didn’t need more worries than there already were.

      The Dutch were resisting, the news said, but they knew a surrender had to be on the table. Frank started outlining how they would make it to New York. Marleen just smiled, said she didn’t really care where they went. England seemed to be safe for now. They could go to his family in Iceland. It’s going to be fine, she said, sounding almost optimistic.

      New York was still their intended destination, but they had time. As long as they got out of here.
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        * * *

      

      It was fifteen minutes before one in the afternoon. Frank kissed Marleen in the middle of the reception, the world was going about its business all around them. He held her hands a little longer than he had planned, their fingers touching before he rushed out into the street. The address wasn’t far from here. It was east of the docks, outside the city centre, but he would be there at the agreed time. In twenty minutes, he would have two tickets to freedom. In three hours, they would be out of the Netherlands.

      He rushed through the city with his hands in the coat pockets, feeling the small box with the two rings between his fingers. The moment they were on the boat, ship, ferry or whatever it would be, he would propose to her. As soon as they cleared the docks of Rotterdam, a new chapter in their lives would begin. Before year’s end, there would be the three of them, and they had to marry before Marleen’s condition became visible. He didn’t care about other people’s opinions, but he wanted her to know that he would support her forever. That he would always be there, no matter what the world would throw at them.

      They never intended to become a couple, never thought they’d have a baby. Their friendship, or co-dependency, had turned into affection, and it just happened. One thing led to another, and they became lovers. He sometimes wondered if it was some biological thing, that nature would trick people into intimacy if they spent enough time together. It’s not that he didn’t love her. He did, he really did, but there was something inside him that made him feel like a fraudster. Like he wasn’t her true love. He felt like an imposter, felt that she should have found a better man. The look in her eyes as he left the hotel to get the tickets revealed something else. True love, affection, sadness, fear. He knew she loved him, but he couldn’t shake this feeling that she could, and should, have done better.

      I should have held her tighter, he thought to himself. Kissed her like a genuine lover would. Maybe he did, but he felt it wasn’t enough. That he wasn’t enough.

      His mind wandered to another woman in his life. Past life. He wondered how Celestina was doing. His Spanish angel. Had she made it to South-America? He hoped so. He tried to erase his thoughts of her as soon as they appeared. She was gone, out of his life forever. She belonged in another time, in the past.

      Frank found the place. It was a small bar. Only about five tables. It was exactly one o’clock as he entered. The curtains were drawn, making the interior dark. The stale odour of last night’s cigarettes and spilled alcohol invaded his senses. He introduced himself, saying he’d come here to buy tickets for the ferry or boat.

      ‘I heard. The one sailing at four?’ A large man lit a cigarette and looked suspiciously at Frank.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘I can sell you a ticket to Southampton,’ the man said. ‘But I can’t guarantee the ship leaves. Or if it does, whether it’ll make it.’

      ‘It’s a risk I’ll take.’

      ‘The prices have gone up.’

      ‘Of course they have.’ Frank was in no position to argue about prices, and he knew it.

      ‘Buy a drink and I’ll call him. See what the rates are now.’

      ‘I don’t want a drink.’

      The man put a glass in front of him. ‘What do I put in the glass?’

      ‘I want tickets, not a drink.’

      ‘It’ll take a couple of minutes. I need to call him. Might as well have a drink while you wait. What’ll it be?’ The man looked Frank in the eye. The drink was not optional.

      ‘Whisky. Please.’

      The man poured a glass of whisky, filling it almost to the brim, then picked up the phone. ‘Three guilders,’ he said as he dialled. That was half a day’s salary, but Frank didn’t care. The man sounded concerned as he discussed rates and availability, looking at Frank and into the air, while bargaining back and forth.

      ‘I see. I will let him know. Thanks, pal.’ He hung up and looked at Frank. ‘He isn’t sure if he’s sailing today. The situation is getting worse. The German army has reached the southern docks, and he doesn’t know if sailing is safe, or at all possible. There are threats of bombings. He may sail tonight after dark. If at all. The best thing you can do is go there and see what he can do for you.’ The man drew a crude map of the docks. ‘Here, this is where the boat lies, and I’ve written the name here.’ He pointed to a place on his map. ‘Can you read it?’

      ‘Yes, I can read it.’ Frank emptied the glass. ‘Can I make a phone call?’

      ‘Local?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘No problem.’ He pushed the phone towards Frank. ‘Here, have another drink while you wait. On the house.’ He poured another glass, half full this time, and scribbled on the map. ‘The skipper’s name.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Frank said as a voice answered the phone. ‘Hello, this is Frank Turner. Can I please speak with room 203? Thank you, I’ll wait.’ He looked at the watch. Twenty-five minutes past one. This had taken too long. Not that it mattered. ‘She may be in the reception,’ he said to the phone, but nobody replied.

      A vague and distant drone could be heard in the sky. At first, he didn’t notice. He was too busy concentrating on the phone.

      Looking at the barman, he smiled. ‘I’m calling my wife, telling her to be ready. We’ll go straight to the docks when I return to the hotel.’

      The man smiled in acknowledgment.

      What was taking so long? Frank looked at his watch. Twenty-seven minutes past one. ‘Hello?’ The telephone was quiet.

      ‘Can you hear that?’ The barman walked to the front, opened the door and looked outside. The drone was clearly audible now.

      Frank froze, said hello to the phone again, even if there was no voice there. ‘What is it?’ he asked the barman.

      ‘I can’t see anything.’ He stepped outside. The drone was getting louder.

      ‘Hello?’ Nothing. Frank shouted at the phone, but there was no reply. He wanted to look outside, but what if she came on? ‘What do you see?’

      ‘My God’ is all that the barman could muster. He almost whispered.

      ‘What?’ Frank held the receiver, looking at it, then at the barman, then at the phone again. He slowly laid the receiver on the bar, stood there for a moment. Dread gripped every fibre of his being. This could not be the moment. I just couldn’t. He felt paralysed. Every breath felt heavy. With legs feeling like lead, he took one step. Then another. He walked slowly towards the door. The barman was standing there, looking up, mouth open. Frank moved past him, out onto the pavement, and looked up to the sky. There was a large formation of tiny dots approaching. He counted what appeared to be fifty or thereabouts. No, there were more. Probably twice that. ‘What is that?’ he almost whispered. The question wasn’t for anyone in particular, but the barman answered.

      ‘I think they are planes.’ His voice was weak and shaking. Both men stood there, realising what was about to happen. Understanding that in a few moments, the old world would be dead. A new world, full of darkness, would take its place.

      The dots grew larger, the drone louder.

      There were still no air raid sirens, but it was obvious what was going on.

      Marleen! Frank ran back to the bar, grabbed the receiver. ‘Is anyone on the phone?’ He almost shouted. No sound. There was no time to lose. Frank ran outside, looking up into the air.

      ‘Go find your wife.’ The barman kept looking at the sky as he spoke. ‘Don’t let her die alone.’

      Frank remembered how Celestina had described the bombers in Barcelona like crosses flying across the sky. Angels of death. I have to find Marleen! He turned the corner as the bombs started falling. First there was the excruciating high-pitched sound as they raced towards the ground, then the explosions. A roof tore away like paper. Down by the docks, fire bloomed. More bombs fell. He thought there must have been thousands. The noise was unbearable. A blast from a nearby building threw him to the ground. He stayed down, lying there with his hands covering his ears, as buildings crumbled all around him. It felt like Armageddon, the end of the world. The windows of a nearby building exploded out onto the street. Frank crawled towards a car and pressed himself against its side, covering his head. Building facades folded in on themselves. Fire crawled along rooftops. The noise was overwhelming, a high-pitched buzz in his ears.

      The incredible power of the raid was beyond comprehension. He watched as they destroyed a large city in mere moments. This was just the beginning. The Nazis would destroy the world and kill everyone. He was certain that nobody could survive this.

      The attack lasted thirteen minutes, but it felt like more. Much more. It seemed never to end. Bomb after bomb, it was relentless. An explosion hurled debris all around him and tossed a car across the street. Large beams of wood flew like matchsticks in the air. The smell of dust and fire was overwhelming. The windows of the car he was leaning against exploded, and glass fell on him like rain.

      Frank lay on the ground, barely conscious, the world a blur. His stomach turned as his eyes fought to make sense of reality.

      He looked at his watch. One-forty. The noise of people running, shouting, crying. The sound of explosions gave way to fire engines. Someone ran past him, turned, looked and returned. Asked if he was unhurt. Frank wasn’t sure. The stranger gave him a hand, helping him back onto his feet. Then ran off.

      Frank stumbled through the debris, stopping in front of one of the few windows still unshattered. He was a man, grey with dust, with bloodstains on his jacket, blood on his head. He tried to wipe it away, but only smeared the blood across his face. A child pulled at his trousers, asking if he’d seen his mother while a woman cried for her child. A man ran down the street, supposedly looking for a family member. There were bodies scattered, some blown to pieces.

      Frank ran east, towards the city centre, where most of the bombs had fallen. He had to find Marleen. A police officer told him it wasn’t safe there, with the fires and collapsing buildings, but Frank screamed, insisting he needed to find his family and they were there. The police officer let go, deciding that this man was better off dead than not having looked for his loved ones.

      It took him more than half an hour to find the approximate location of the hotel. There was nothing but rubble. Nobody could have survived the attack here. Frank fell down on his knees, digging in the rubble with his bare hands, desperately throwing rocks towards what once was a street.

      His fingers were bleeding from the sharp fragments of bricks, the dust getting into his lungs. He coughed intensely and collapsed into the rubble. This was pointless. He turned to face the sky. The crosses in the air were disappearing into the distance. The world was silent, or at least he didn’t hear it. He closed his eyes. Saw only darkness. Like a sky without stars, nothing to navigate with, no future. His bleeding fingers fumbled for his pack of cigarettes. It would be the only consolation in a world that was gone. The cigarettes had vanished. Lost in the madness. Instead, he found the rings. Shiny, nameless, stained in his blood. The box celebrating six centuries of a city that didn’t exist anymore.
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      Tuesday, 14 May

      London
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        * * *

      

      Celestina sat across from an extremely well-groomed officer, his parting so sharp it looked like it could cut glass. She was tired of these endless circular interrogations. He straightened his immaculate jacket, tried to make himself comfortable on the wooden chair, and opened a folder. Taking his time, he looked at his watch.

      ‘Tuesday, fourteenth of May, 1940. Interview with Celestina Quintero, taken prisoner in Southampton on the third of February last year.’ He looked at the woman sitting opposite. ‘Third of February 1939,’ he muttered, scribbling the date. ‘Celestina Quintero, is that correct?’

      ‘It is as correct as it was yesterday, the day before and in the months before then.’

      Showing no emotion, he ran his fingers down the paper, as if he were reading the report. ‘Spanish. Anarchist. Nazi collaborator.’

      ‘I am not a Nazi collaborator.’

      ‘It says here that you worked with the Abwehr, that is, German military intelligence, to stage a terror attack in Amsterdam last year.’

      ‘I have said the same thing countless times. I was there, yes, but I stopped it. I warned the police. The man who planned it was arrested.’

      The officer gently tapped the report, avoiding eye contact. She waited for a response, but he said nothing.

      ‘And then I was betrayed as I docked at Southampton. I have heard that the information that I was on the ship came from Germany. Why would they betray a collaborator? They wanted you to arrest me because I refused to collaborate. That’s why they betrayed me. I can explain the whole thing in detail, but I have been held here for more than a year. I have told my story a thousand times and, frankly, I am tired of it. I am not a traitor. Make up your mind, execute me, or let me go.’

      ‘You are asking to be executed?’ He looked her in the eye, revealing no emotion.

      ‘It’s better than this nonsense.’

      ‘I have read your file.’ He tapped on the file again, looked down, closed the dossier and looked back at her, like he wanted to say something. He thought for a while, adjusting himself to make the chair feel more comfortable. He was about to speak when the door opened.

      ‘Sir, excuse me.’

      The man looked at the junior officer standing there. ‘Is it urgent? I am busy,’ he snapped.

      The junior officer handed the man a piece of paper. There was silence as he read. He looked at the junior officer, nodded slightly, then looked at Celestina. ‘I have to go.’ He stood up.

      ‘What is it? Am I allowed to know? I can’t be held here indefinitely!’

      The officer stared blankly at Celestina. Almost like he was looking through her. His jaw clenched. Then, almost to himself. ‘The bastards…’

      ‘Who? What?’

      It took him a moment to compose himself. He looked her right in the eye. ‘The Germans have bombed Rotterdam again. Reports say it’s bad. Really bad. There may not be a Rotterdam anymore.’

      ‘Let me help you!’ Celestina shot to her feet. The chair fell over, but she ignored the noise. ‘Let me take part in the war effort. Sir, I have experience. I fought fascists in Spain long before you did. Let me do it again.’

      He looked at her. Knowingly, she thought. Or hoped. Then he left the room. She ran to the door, but it was locked. She slammed her fist against the door. ‘Don’t shut me out of this! Let me fight the bastards!’

      She turned away, her back against the door. Locked up like a rat in a cage. Celestina had never felt so powerless in her whole life. Except maybe in the bullring when she and her family were surrounded by machine guns.

      Celestina slid down to the floor and buried her face in her hands.
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        * * *

      

      Thursday, 16 May 1940

      Amsterdam
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        * * *

      

      Thursday began like every other. The overcast sky projected a dull light through the bars. The bread was stale, the cell silent. He couldn’t complain. It was monotonous, but Lodewijk had served in places far less forgiving. He wasn’t sure what day it was, how long he still needed to stay here. Like most days, he wondered what the world outside was up to. Sometimes they would give him a newspaper, but that was rare. He knew that his efforts to thwart a greater war had failed. He had hoped the Netherlands would stay neutral like last time, but Hitler surely had other plans.

      Today marked the sixth day since the invasion, but Lodewijk had not been informed of it. He hadn’t seen the papers for a week. Nobody checked on him except to bring him food.

      He was drowsing off when a key turned in the heavy door. A man in a German military uniform entered the cell. The prisoner looked up.

      ‘Meneer Ruysbroeck?’

      ‘Yes.’ Lodewijk wondered what on earth was going on. The sight of a German officer, who spoke flawless Dutch, entering his cell startled him. If there had been a war, it would have been a short one. Surely he should have heard fighting in the streets, bombs or something.

      ‘My name is Hans van Diemen. They instructed me to set you free.’

      ‘What are you talking about?’

      ‘The Third Reich appreciates your pre-war efforts, and we believe you were unjustly imprisoned. You are a free man, Mr Ruysbroeck.’

      Lodewijk didn’t stand up immediately. He measured out this man at the door. ‘Hans van Diemen?’

      ‘At your service.’

      ‘A Dutch name and a German uniform.’

      ‘The world is a different place now.’ There were no emotions in his voice. Every sentence he uttered sounded like a statement. High, loud, without emotions.

      Lodewijk slowly got up, walked slowly past Hans, almost as if he was testing his freedom. Hans stood at attention.

      Surprisingly, they had kept his civilian clothes all this time. It had only been a year since they had locked him up here, but the clothes didn’t fit him. They were too large. He had lost weight.

      He tightened his belt, straightened his tie and tried to smooth his hair as much as possible. It was thin, thinner than a year ago. They handed him his watch and wallet. Looking at the clock on the wall, he adjusted his watch, wound it up and put it on his wrist. Then, he straightened his jacket before leaving.

      Outside, the city was peaceful. It was sunny, and people were going about their business as if nothing had changed. The only visible difference being German soldiers patrolling, walking casually up and down the streets.

      A war without fighting?

      He moved by instinct, not decision, into the tobacco store. Looked at the papers, waiting for his turn. Returned to the street with a box of cigars and the day’s paper. The morning mist was clearing, and as the sun appeared above, he stopped, looked around at a world that had moved on without him. The only items he had on him were his wallet with a few guilders and the keys to his house in Aerdenhout. He had little choice, so he got himself a few basic groceries, bought a ticket on the Blue Tram and headed for his large house.

      The walk from the station wasn’t long. He felt the gravel under his feet, smelled the trees that were slowly turning green after a long winter. The cool breeze was welcome.

      Lodewijk turned the key and opened the front door. Everything was as he’d left it. Curtains drawn, the smell of stale air, and a soft film of dust showed how time had passed. He opened a bottle of cognac and poured himself a drink, sat down in a comfortable chair in his study, and lit a cigar. He unfolded the newspaper and tried to catch up on the latest news.

      Germany was occupying the Netherlands. Rotterdam seemed to be gone, wiped from the face of the earth. There was fighting in France. With every news item, Lodewijk’s heart sank further and his mood darkened. It was happening again. A large war. Something he had tried so desperately to prevent. Other than stories of great German victories, there was little information about the outside world. Probably censored.

      The cigar and a couple of drinks made him drowsy. It surprised him slightly, as he’d done little other than sleep in the last year. As he drifted off, the phone rang. At first he thought he was dreaming, but he wasn’t. He stood up with some difficulty, walked across the foyer towards his home office, all the while thinking he would be too late to answer. As he entered the office, the phone stopped ringing. He stood there, wondering who it could be. His wife hadn’t spoken to him since the arrest, and there was nobody else. For a moment, he thought about calling some of his old colleagues from the diplomatic service, but decided against it. Lodewijk would need to figure out how things stood, if this occupation allowed people out. As he turned to leave the room, the phone rang again. He hesitated, then walked towards his desk and lifted the receiver.

      ‘Ruysbroeck.’ His answer was short and businesslike.

      ‘Hans van Diemen. We spoke earlier.’

      ‘You let me out, yes. Good afternoon.’

      ‘We thought we would find you there.’

      ‘I live here. Where else would I be?’

      ‘We would appreciate seeing you at the police headquarters this evening at seven.’

      ‘Why? I just got home.’

      ‘We would appreciate your cooperation.’

      ‘Are you arresting me again?’

      ‘No, sir, we have a job offer.’

      ‘I was thinking about retiring.’

      ‘The German Reich needs your services.’

      ‘We are in the Netherlands.’

      ‘I’m sure a man of your stature would have caught up on the news by now. It’s the same thing, more or less.’

      ‘What is the same thing, more or less?’

      ‘The Netherlands and the German Reich.’

      ‘And if I insist on staying retired?’

      ‘Some may not appreciate that.’

      ‘And who are some?’

      ‘The Reich.’

      ‘The Reich is not a person, Mr van Diemen.’

      ‘I would not go against the Reich if I were you, Mr Ruysbroeck.’

      ‘I see. You give me a choice, with one option?’

      ‘Something like that.’

      ‘You will send a car, I presume?’

      ‘Of course.’

      Lodewijk wished the man a good day and hung up. He walked outside, cigar still in his hand. Turned the handle and opened the garage door, looked at the empty space. He’d once had a Mercedes 320B, a large cabriolet. A year ago, he would have been able to afford a new one. He wondered if he could fill that space again. With a car, a purpose, and a version of himself that he could live with.

      A better option would be to get out of here. He needed a plan, but first he needed to orient himself. Learn about this new world.
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        * * *

      

      Three days of digging through rubble had produced nothing but bloody fingers and a dread that the world was ending. Marleen was nowhere to be found. A rescue worker had taken Frank aside at one point and told him not to keep his hopes up. A direct hit on the hotel would have instantly obliterated everyone inside. She wouldn’t have suffered. But there would be nothing left to find or bury.

      Frank returned to Amsterdam and spent the rest of the day in his old and tiny apartment. He sat on the chair next to the window overlooking the street, watching as German soldiers marched back and forth, watching the military vehicles drive along. There were some protests. One man had been shot right here, beneath his window. Most were sensible enough to keep a low profile and not expose themselves.

      He watched as people went in and out of the bakery and tobacco shop on the opposite side of the street. It was as if the world had forgotten what was going on.

      He browsed through his photo albums. He had planned to take them on the voyage, but they were heavy, and he was leaving this life behind anyway, so he’d left them. A window into a life that refused to let go. Their destruction in Rotterdam would have been ensured if he had taken them. Maybe it would have been for the better. Now he sat here alone, looking at photos of Marleen, Celestina and all the others he’d known and lost in the last few years.

      Alone again, he thought to himself. As always.

      He spread photos of her on the table. Marleen dancing among the icy leafless trees, on the stage in Club Indigo. A life that had vanished. As had she. It was as if she had never existed, except in his mind and in his photos.

      He was alone, but the ghosts of the past wouldn’t leave him.
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        * * *

      

      Following a brief celebration with champagne, served with cheese cubes and mustard, they led Lodewijk to his new office. It was relatively large. The windows overlooking the backyard. Trees in full bloom swayed gently in the light breeze. It was a beautiful evening, and Lodewijk was a free man, yet he felt more of a prisoner now than he had in the cell.

      How could he explain to the Germans that he despised their ideology, that he wished them a swift defeat in this brutal and pointless war? He couldn’t. Refuse, and he’d be back in a cell. This time with harsher landlords and no illusion of mercy. Lodewijk had to play the game, do as he was told, and try not to become the monster he was working for.

      He arranged pens and papers on his desk, then rearranged them.

      Head of the Amsterdam police force. Lodewijk was a diplomat, not a police officer. They should have placed him in a foreign capital, but he knew that would never happen. The Dutch government was in exile, and he was a criminal in their view. The Germans had their own Department of Foreign Affairs and would not put a low-level Dutch diplomat in any proper position.

      Lodewijk had to play for time. See how long this war lasted. See if there was a way out at some point. Try to do as little harm as possible in the meantime.

      He opened the evening paper. There was a map of the front line. He had an idea, but abandoned it. You don’t just drive across the front lines.

      Whatever his next move, he would have to arrange a private car. Something fast. Something like the one he used to have, back when he thought he was in control.

      Maybe it was possible to drive through the front lines if the car was fast enough.
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        * * *

      

      The bakery was open, as it always was. Elise returned on her bike. She had been delivering bread, a daily routine she’d been following since she was a young teen. Her father would wake up in the middle of the night, bake bread and cakes. His daughter would join him around six in the morning, decorate the cakes, and at seven, she would fill the basket on her bike and deliver the fresh bread to their clients.

      She was twenty-one, old enough to marry, and her father would remind her every day. Where are my grandchildren, he would ask? Hard to have grandchildren when your daughter doesn’t have a husband, father, she would answer. Where is the husband? He repeated the question every day. There is no husband, she replied every day.

      She’d met the one in spring 1940. He was handsome, the son of a city official. A communist. A nuisance to his father, who saw communism as the second biggest curse in modern society, followed only by national socialism.

      Elise wasn’t too keen on communism, but this young man was charming, handsome and there was something about everyone being equal. But not everyone is equal in the Soviet Union, Elise had argued. They are equal, he had argued. Nobody is rich, everyone works and contributes to the whole. Like ants, Elise would answer. With a fat queen at the centre of it all.

      He would kiss her and tell her that one day he would take her to the Soviet Union and show her.

      Despite their differences, she loved him. The tall, muscular man who had refused his father’s help. He could have become a bureaucrat, but said that was for capitalists. He preferred working in a factory, sweating all day and growing muscles he would need when the revolution came.

      Elise got off her bike and stowed it at the back of the bakery. The revolution never came. The Nazis did, and her friend just had to be out in the streets and protest. She told him not to, told him it would get him in trouble, but he did anyway. He shouted at the soldiers, waived a photo of Hitler as a pig. When they told him to leave, he shouted at them again, telling them they were lost in a foreign country. Germany is this way, Nazi pigs, he shouted and pointed to the east. Go back to your pigsty, you little piglets! This went on for a couple of days.

      It all went wrong when he threw an empty bottle at the soldiers. It shattered against one of their helmets.

      That was a step too far.

      They shot him on the street.

      She knew he’d been an idiot, but she hated the soldiers for it. Maybe he’d had a drink. She didn’t know. Arrest him, let him sleep in a cell. That would have been understandable, but to shoot him out in the street?

      Elise hated the soldiers for this and promised herself she would never stop until they were driven out of her country.
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        * * *

      

      Frank stood by the window and pulled the curtains just enough to see the street below. Elise was outside the bakery, putting bread in the basket on her bike. She smiled at her father and waved as she rode off. She was a nice girl. Always smiling, always friendly. Before Rotterdam, when Marleen helped in the bakery, they had become good friends. Since the occupation, they had not spoken much. They greeted in the street and exchanged pleasantries when he bought bread, but they had no meaningful conversations. Ever since Rotterdam, Frank had isolated himself from everyone. It was easier that way. It was good to keep a low profile.

      Marleen. Every time Frank thought of her, his heart broke again. Some wounds never healed. Some questions could never be answered. Why had he left her at the hotel? She should have gone with him to buy the tickets for the boat. He should have asked her to come. They knew a war was raging and everything was dangerous in war, but the thought of a city being destroyed hadn’t occurred to them. The annihilation of a 600-year-old city was beyond their imagination.

      He should have insisted she come with him. It would have saved her. Frank had found himself on the perimeter of the attack, one street away from the carnage and destruction. One street away from certain death. The one row of houses protected him. Marleen hadn’t been so lucky. The hotel had stood in the city centre, where most of the bombs hit.

      They never found her body. What did he expect when a 500 kilo bomb drops on you? There is nothing left to be found.

      After Rotterdam, Frank returned to Amsterdam. Back to his old apartment. As the German soldiers marched through the city shortly after the bombing, Elise had asked him a question as he bought bread.

      When you live under occupation, there are three choices, she had said. Adapt, cooperate or resist. What will you do?

      A deceptively simple question, but impossible to answer. He looked at her, trying to make sense of what was happening. Adapt, I suppose, had been his answer. What could one person do against an empire that was swallowing all of Europe? Adapt, try to survive. She had smiled, like she didn’t agree with his answer, but this was her country and she was bound to feel differently about it. This war was not his fight.

      He thought about Iceland, his own country. Wished he was there. The British had occupied Iceland on the same day the Germans had come here, and he hoped they treated his family better.

      Before the war, he had been a photographer, but he didn’t take photos for newspapers anymore. It had the potential of attracting attention. Instead, he helped at a warehouse on the port of Amsterdam. Three days a week. That’s all he got. The wages were low, but he didn’t need much
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