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Jonathan Kerzner was in Geneva, his tall thin frame stretched out on his hotel chair as he thought about his blond 14 year old son in America. David consistently had the best school reports and grades. For his age was he not only academically gifted, but also rock solid and well-built. That must have been a result of the swimming; he had already competed in his 10th youth championships in Boston, and in two years’ time was set to go to the All-America Championships. Jonathan saw him in his mind, swimming in the pool at the foot of the hill where his stately white house stood. It was the largest mansion in the city and had an ocean view. It stood in the middle of open countryside, surrounded by undulating grass as perfect as a golf course.

It wasn’t often that 42 year old Jonathan thought about his children while in Europe. But now he did, and with good reason. His son David had displayed a keen understanding of the situation. ‘There was no way he was going to come with me to Amsterdam, and it’s not just because he doesn’t want to say good-bye to his sport’, mused Jonathan. According to Jonathan’s gifted son, Amsterdam in 1938 wasn’t safe for his mother and little Esther. That was fair enough. There was good reason to feel that way. The Olympic Games had been an unsettlingly political affair, and you heard terrible things about how difficult things were for Jewish families in Germany. In fact, many were now fleeing the country. But that was Germany—and Holland was nothing like Germany.

Amsterdam, the centre of the diamond trade, is in Holland. And Jonathan, with his background in business, could not easily ignore that.

He stared at the reflections of the window pane in his Swiss hotel room, where a floor-lamp sparkled near the knuckles of his hand. His decision seemed to be carved in stone. He had wanted to live with his family in the area surrounding Amsterdam for some time. He had pictured in his mind a classic villa on the outskirts of the city.

The problems in Europe wouldn’t take them unawares. And so what if they did? He had money, lots of money, and therefore he could surely handle any situation. 

His ideal future played out in his mind as he relaxed in the large luxurious hotel room on the shores of Lake Geneva. He contentedly waited with his business partner Abdel Amini Sabagh for the man who was bringing their money, hopefully now on his way from Germany laden with two suitcases filled with gold, jewels and especially diamonds. From his armchair Jonathan glanced through the tan-colored room that smelled of wood and of the dark brown leather with which the walls were upholstered. 

He looked at the back of his partner, who was standing by the window.

Abdel Amini peered over the checked tiles on the balcony to see outside where, through the rain and darkness of the dreary night, there really wasn’t much to see. On other days you could see clear across to the mountain on the other side of the lake, and further beyond that, the snow-capped peak of Mont Blanc. But the visibility tonight wasn’t more than about thirty meters or so. It felt as if the chilly dampness was even penetrating inside.

The grey weather of today made the little man from the British protectorate between the Mediterranean Sea and the Jordan River wistful. Jonathan sensed his mood. The two business partners were spending more and more time together and were thus getting to know each other well. The diminutive Abdel Amini, who was easily ten years older than Jonathan, was as always immaculately dressed, today in an expensive but very showy white suit. He was recounting again, as he too often did, the old story which Jonathan now knew so well that he could have told it to you backwards. You couldn’t say he had a particularly high opinion of the older Abdel Amini. But then, who could you say that of these days? So once again, in the early hours of the morning Jonathan heard the story once more, not really listening but flicking through the financial pages of the newspaper with his free hand. Abdel Amini stood before the window, talking to the blackness of the dark lake.

A strange guy, this little, balding man from the old land of the Philistines. He was maybe a hundred times as rich as Jonathan, but not half as clever. Jonathan knew that Abdel Amini had lived in America for many years in the past, and would return there after his job was completed.

But for himself, Jonathan first had to fight a new battle in Amsterdam, centre of the diamond industry; because money was something you never had enough of!

Adbel Amini continued speaking while wiping the condensation from the pane of glass with his fat fingers so he could have a better view of the wooden moorings. It wouldn’t be long, surely, before he would spot the German with his two guards on board. But the rain lashed down on the water’s surface, and it was pitch black above Lake Geneva, as you would expect at four in the morning.

Abdel Amini told, as he had done countless times before, how he had become rich almost overnight through buying and selling weapons.

‘It was all by chance really,’ so he had begun for the thousandth time reminiscing about his childhood not far from Jerusalem. ‘If as a child I hadn’t seen my bigger and stronger, although defenseless, friend Nabib beaten almost to death by a priest using a huge cross as a weapon, then maybe I wouldn’t have seen the need for weapons.’ Jonathan saw Abdel Amini shiver as he relived his old history again.

‘Palestinians must arm themselves—and not only against fanatical Christians. That has always been the same.’ And that was true; even the film industry now made films about the so-called heroic crusades against the Arabs. Someone had to provide the weapons. And it wasn’t just about the money. The need for defense arose again for some as the Zionists from 1900 wove a web over the district, trying to make Theodor Herzels a Jewish state. There were families in that meager land that were treated as savages and they needed protection. I know that you will probably see it otherwise, but I didn’t choose this career, arms trafficking came to me. I would a thousand times over have rather just worked the land.’ Abdel Amini sighed deeply. ‘I would happily hand all my riches over if my next child, may he be a son, could lead a different sort of life’, said Abdel Amini, sorry for himself. 

‘Well that’s easy enough to say when you don’t yet have a son,’ Jonathan answered annoyed.

‘Well you do,’ was the unexpected, snappish answer from his partner. ‘Perhaps you should think about that!’

Heinrich had arrived; the older German man was flanked by two large, broad-shouldered young men wearing boots and dark black leather jackets. He walked purposefully over the slippery mooring quay carrying two square trunks richly filled with stolen treasures. His oversized wet moustache made him look both ridiculous and pleasant at the same time, and it seemed as if Heinrich was aware of that fact himself. 

‘He’s an old police constable who evidently doesn’t have a high regard for his employer,’ thought Abdel Amini, now that the three drenched men had reached the hotel room. ‘He does his work reluctantly. Are we are all slaves to our destiny?’

The man who brought their money looked unsteady on his feet. He was a corpulent yet likeable man. For the next three days he stayed at this luxurious hotel as well, at the cost of his employer. He chattered on about his Dutch girlfriend and about what, according to him, was about to become of Germany.

‘Dark times are coming,’ warned the mustached Heinrich more than once over lunch and dinner. ‘And much worse than any of us ever experienced before. For myself I’ve decided not to go to Amsterdam. If I’m permitted, I’m after a terrific house to live in a long, long way away in America. Let me give you this advice; take your suitcases and join me in that Promised Land. There’s enough stolen gold in there to last 100 lifetimes. Pay attention to my words; Germany and the rest of Europe are heading in a dangerous direction. That is to say, for men like you.’

Abdel Amini nodded. ‘I’m going via England to New York. That’s been the plan for a long time and, as soon as the little one is born, I’ll get Tannous to join me.’

‘And you Jonathan?’

‘Not me old man. My family is coming to Amsterdam. After all, The Netherlands are neutral. We’ll start off in a hotel—it’s already booked. If the situation remains stable, we’ll buy a villa in The Gooi, not far from Amsterdam. If it doesn’t we can always travel further. The gold in my case won’t be invested in weapons this time. From now on my interests are going to be directed to a new market, and if you want to trade in diamonds it’s essential to be in Amsterdam or Antwerp.’

As the three separated for the night, Heinrich couldn’t rest easy about the future of the ambitious businessman. He slipped a letter into Jonathan’s inside jacket pocket for his Dutch girlfriend who was twenty-five years his junior. 

‘If you won’t forget about this plan of yours, then take Margaret my letter, as I’m not sure that the Dutch Nationalists aren’t reading my mail. Margaret is resisting the growing group of Dutchmen that are eager to support the Germans. The Dutch Nationalist Socialist Movement has in many ways much in common with the Nazis. Maybe she will be able to help you if you come into danger.’

‘Nonsense,’ was Jonathan’s last word on the matter. ‘I’ll not have need of it.’

Three rainy days can turn three completely different adults into three firm friends. The intentions towards the two well-filled suitcases would be altered dramatically though a friendship which would, in fact, play an unexpected role in world history.

On the second day, something important happened. Abdel Amini received a telegram; far away in Jaffa his first son was born.

That evening, the three men sat at a richly decked table. The two who weren’t bound by the laws of Islam had been made languid and listless by the pheasant and the glasses of Chateau Neuf du Pape that they’d been enjoying.

The telegram really touched Abdel Amini and all of a sudden he leaned over the table while he addressed the two reclining men. ‘I have a proposal and Heinrich is to witness it’, he began. ‘We have here two cases and two grown men who, on the one hand have provided others with weapons in this hellish Europe but, on the other hand, want to present their sons with a good future. We can’t change what has passed, but maybe we can change their future. Let us, for at least this one time, do something for our children with this money; your David and my new-born Jassar.’

He took a gulp of water. His glance met that of Jonathan, who was sitting uncomfortably across from him looking like he wanted to object to something. But he stayed quiet, and Abdel Amini continued. ‘Let’s make a solemn promise that we’ll open the cases just one time only; and that’s to put some instructions in there for our children so they can make a better life for themselves, that their lives will take a different course than ours.’ Again he leaned over the table and Heinrich applauded theatrically.

Jonathan didn’t move. He thought it was a stupid idea which would actually short-change the boys. Thus he wavered during a long painful silence, while Abdel Amini played with his serviette and Heinrich didn’t know what to do with himself but take another bite of pheasant. Jonathan knew he’d never be able to talk him round. 

Slowly and thoughtfully, he finally raised his glass reluctantly with a forced smile in the direction of his emotional partner; Jonathan couldn’t do otherwise. He knew that for the coming ten or maybe even twenty years he would have to do business with this stout man in the white suit. And he knew that behind that friendly face lurked a ruthless businessman. To contradict him now would mean an abrupt end to their business relationship. It was a calculated decision.

That very night the cases were given their new intended role. The three men packed the two letters, in dark heavy envelopes, with the gold and jewels. Abdel Amini and Jonathan promised, with Heinrich as their witness, that they would not talk about the contents of the letter with their children until they were grown up. ‘Grown up! When is that then, in your eyes?’ Jonathan wished to know. That wasn’t too far in the distance for his David.

‘Grown up is the moment when our sons are old and wise enough to make judicious, discerning decisions,’ answered Abdel Amini.

Those instructions in the two identical letters would define the course of Jonathan’s son David’s life, who was, for now, thinking only of his studies and of winning gold medals in swimming at the highest levels of competition. Dreams could become realities in America.
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David had finished his homework for the day and was strolling past the black Ford that always stood on the gravel in the drive. Of all the cars that his father possessed, David admired this middle-class model, recommended by Ford for the simple man, the most. The rest were too pompous and not sporty enough. The Art Deco style of the car with the large grill really appealed to him. Moreover, it was the only cabriolet that the family had. He just couldn’t wait until he could drive.

David followed the lane to the bottom of the hill to the old town centre to meet up with Ted Bates on Acorn Street. In his day, Ted had been Boston Sportsman of the Year. Now he had an electrics shop. Inside on the walls hung newspaper clippings and photos of the young Ted Bates with a big curled moustache, wearing a woolen gym suit that showed off his bulbous muscles. Now he was an old man; anyone over forty was old!

The locals bought their bulbs into Ted’s shop when theirs had burned out. His little shop window was full of incomprehensible pieces of equipment and a few large radios. In the middle a Murphy A42V was on display, a dark-brown square cupboard, the same color as the radios. On top was a cover which was always open, it was necessary to see what the machine was all about; a little convex window of grey glass with rounded corners. David estimated the screen to be about ten by ten centimeters. ‘That’s a television’, Ted Bates told him. ‘That comes from England. Next year I want to replace it with a DuMont 183. That’s American. It has a larger screen, more reliable than the 180. This is the future. It’s sold really well in America, most of all in New York. Within five years, ten thousand people there bought one, although not all of them are DuMonts.’

That seemed incredibly far-fetched to David. Ted was probably one of the few in Boston who would have a DuMont. Not many Americans could spare the seven hundred dollars needed to buy one, for that price you could also buy a car. For the ordinary man everything was expensive. Bread cost nine cents now. Families really didn’t have the time or the money for such novelties.

In David’s eyes, Ted was an enthusiastic workaholic whose hobby had driven him mad. A workaholic but also a fantastic swimming coach. Early evenings and mornings at five, David picked him up to go to the pool. He closed up shop an hour earlier than the others so they could have this time.

Every day David traveled down the hill to the shop where Ted was usually waiting in the doorway. The shop bell rang as he closed the door behind him. Together they wandered around the old houses along Louisburg Square. He knew that the twenty-two householders here managed their own possessions and surroundings without the municipal authority’s input, and that Louisa May Alcott had based her classic novels on this romantic setting. Ted always had something interesting to say.

‘Next year NBC and RCA want to do a live broadcast from the World Exhibition in New York,’ Ted Bates said enthusiastically.

‘Why would they do that when there are only a few who will be able to see it?’

‘Well maybe I’ll show it from my shop window. That would be a fantastic publicity stunt! Believe me, sooner or later, this machine is going to change the world.’

David could see how that statement was possible. At that moment he had a thrilling feeling that he was going to live through something momentous that would begin with that intriguing wooden cupboard in Ted Bates’ shop.
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David felt he was old and wise enough to resist his father’s plan. Nevertheless, a year later he was on his way by ferry to Amsterdam with his mother and four-year-old Esther. He was very wound up. He was not happy about the situation in Europe and Dad, in his eyes, was taking too risky a chance. He thought it really important that Mother and little Esther should not travel alone.

The journey took nearly a month by ocean steamer. The journey through Spain made it feel almost like a holiday for his mother. For David it was the dullest four weeks he’d ever spent. It’s true that there was a swimming pool on the deck, but it wasn’t more than seven meters long and was usually full of old men with fat pot-bellies who just hung on to the sides. Around the pool were recliners with bathrobes hanging over the armrests. Women in swimming costumes lay by the pool the whole day and moved only to smear themselves with something that made them glisten in the sun, or to sip on a drink through a straw. David watched the women over the course of the four weeks go from lobster-red to deep brown. He also had a little more color himself by the time they reached Amsterdam.

Boston was an old city, but Amsterdam had its own tempting charm. David thought it seemed to be full of doll’s houses. The bricks were the same colors as in the paintings by Old Dutch masters that he had seen in textbooks. To David, the canals and bridges of the old quarter downtown appeared to have been unaltered in three hundred years. That gave him a pleasant, settled feeling; he didn’t enjoy the hustle and bustle and sounds of the city. The Netherlands were completely different though. This country had a history, even a castle, but that didn’t seem anything special to anyone here. For an American like David it was unique. Everything here seemed to be on a small scale and the unity and friendliness of people surprised him; it was as if everyone knew each other.

For a short time life went smoothly. David had taken up swimming again and swam in open water. As soon as possible he wanted to dovetail himself into a swimming club, and for this reason was trying to learn Dutch. He spent a lot of time on the racing bike his father had insisted that he bring on the journey. That’s how he came to know not only Amsterdam but also the surrounding areas. 

In 1940, the Dutch were dealt a blow which initially the Kerzner family didn’t see as having serious consequences for them. Over a period of three days, the German armies marched into the Low Lands. Queen Wilhelmina and her family fled the country. The Dutch burst the Grebbenberg dikes to try and halt the German army’s progress, but to no avail.

Jonathan and David could still move about freely. In their hotel they heard about the establishment of a Jewish Council and about the first raids. From the beginning of 1941, Jews were forced to wear the Star of David; as unknown foreigners, the Kerzner family managed to avoid having to do that.

Soon Reich Commissioner Seyss-Inquart issued a regulation which stated that anyone who was wholly or partly of Jewish descent, and who was a resident in the occupied Dutch territory, had to make themselves known. Jonathan decided he would not go along with this and that it was now, in fact, time to leave the Netherlands. Doing this, though, did not turn out as he expected.

Shortly after the first raids in February of that year, Jonathan got caught up in the middle of a disturbance involving the National Socialist Party. All those who wore the Star of David were picked up. Moved by fear, the next day he went as fast as he could from the comfortable hotel on the Amstel River to Margaret. She lived in a humble neighborhood in downtown Amsterdam, her home was on the ground floor of a tall house on a narrow street.

Margaret was a confident woman with wavy brown hair and dark eyes, and she agreed to help Jonathan just as Heinrich had predicted. She gave him an address where he could go into hiding with his family in a damp, smelly basement.

From that day forward, David found his father a changed man. Not only was he tall and thin, but he was now also deathly pale with a glazed look in his eyes that revealed nothing.

The address Margaret suggested was a cramped musty basement partly under street level. It was also in the old downtown area, in its narrow streets, winding lanes and dark houses four stories high. The young slightly built Huigje Colijn, who lived next door with her older spouse Sjoerd, said that the room was being used to store books. For this reason the cellar also stank of wet paper. Church books, literature from religious dissenters, and many science books were thrown into the unaccommodating wet space. What Huigje didn’t know was that her husband had rearranged the books to provide a provisional living space. 

Colijn, a small man with shifty eyes, always wore the same dark suit with shiny, worn spots on the elbows. Sjoerd and Huigje went regularly to church in Durgerdam and it was here they had heard about how many frightened Jews were appealing for help. That was how Sjoerd came up with the idea of harboring rich Jews in this very basement.

David named the perilous shelter the ‘book cave’. The thin room that ran from the street to the miniscule garden at the rear was about nine meters long and five meters wide. Originally it was one large storage area, now only accessible from the rear. The door which had been on the street side was permanently sealed. To get to the back of the building you had to go through the house of Sjoerd Colijn.

Sjoerd Colijn had creatively sectioned off the area into little rooms by stacking up all the books to form walls. The rest of the books were stacked to line the walls running along the sides of the basement. The living area at the garden end of the room was about four by five meters and, on the street side, Colijn constructed two tiny bedrooms. The surroundings were bizarre and dreary. The books seemed to absorb what little light there was; and that was just the sprinkling of light that fell through the hatch leading to the garden.

In this basement David had plenty of time to think back to the period when he’d had relative freedom. He’d been able to discover much of Amsterdam and its surroundings. It had been pleasurable to see the canals, bridges and splendid facades of the old buildings on a daily basis. He’d been able to escape every day on the racing bike his father had insisted he bring with him. He had ridden to the east where it was dry heath land, by Laren. Above Amsterdam, on the other hand, lay the wet, verdant polders.

On one of the trips north of Amsterdam, through the village of Durgerdam, David had happened to meet Brenda. About a year before, when the German soldiers were about ten days away from invading Amsterdam, David had been enjoying cycling with the wind behind him through the polders. He was following a long strip of the North Holland Canal, on his right was a ditch, and the pastures stretched out beyond. In some places the view of the meadows were obscured by dikes.

He had suddenly heard a cry for help from beyond one of the dikes. David pulled sharply on his brakes.

Brenda, with shining blond hair wearing bright blue overalls, appeared on the top of the dike at that same moment. She was running in his direction, nervously looking behind her. What she was running away from and was so afraid of wasn’t yet clear. 

Brenda hurried towards him stumbling, with her arms stretched out to him. David in the meantime had dismounted and was running to meet her. Following Brenda was a young man with dark curls. He also looked behind him as he reached the top of the dyke. He did not seem to be very frightening. He stopped at the top of the dike, gesturing for David to be careful of what was following behind him. 

David heard several sharp bangs in the distance that didn’t emanate from the boy on the dike. Suddenly the boy seemed to receive a blow, and he collapsed forward, hobbling in Brenda’s direction with a look of astonishment on his face. Out of breath, he put his arm around David’s shoulders to hold himself up.

Back in the book cave, as soon as he got the opportunity, David mentioned the story to Margaret. 

‘A little less than a year ago, did a blond woman and a dark man from North Holland pay you a visit?’ he frantically wanted to know from her. His father had insisted he always carry Margaret’s address. ‘This is the address of a girlfriend of a well-trusted friend of mine,’ his father had entrusted to him. ‘I don’t think it will ever be necessary for any of us to have need of it, but you never know. If we do come into unexpected difficulties she can help us.’

David had known that he had to help the duo escape out of the hands of their pursuers by getting them across the canal. First he dragged the man by the shoulders to the water, and from there swam with him to the other side. The blond woman swam behind them, pulling his bike. On the other side they took shelter behind the bank. Their pursuers, who were dressed in uniform, and could have been either Dutch or German, stood a long time on the other side of the canal evidently discussing what they should do. Eventually it appeared as if they had decided to give up the chase. However, David feared that perhaps they had simply gone back to their vehicles to find a bridge to cross over the canal.

David described to Margaret how they’d managed to reach Brenda’s farm. There he had quickly realized that she was a strong willed young woman. Against the advice of all the know-it-alls in the village she had married the adventurous swarthy gypsy boy who was at that moment lying in bed, his leg in incredible pain. Margaret then explained that even before the war had broken out, there was a lot of prejudice in the Netherlands towards gypsies. Despite this, Ricardo had remained a cheerful person and had known Brenda and her father for a good year by then.

David was now very inquisitive to know how the tale unfolded, from the moment when he had given Brenda Margaret’s address. Had the pursuers come to the farm? Had she actually met Brenda? Was Brenda able to escape in time and had Margaret been able to help her? And...had the personable Ricardo survived?

David bombarded Margaret with these questions because he had the impression that Brenda wouldn’t let the grass grow under her feet, and felt she probably would have fled the very next day. She realized surely that she would have to keep one step ahead of their Dutch or German pursuers, who would undoubtedly come looking for them at the farm.

Brenda had indeed brought the matter into Margaret’s hands. Within a short time she made for the address in Amsterdam that David had given her. She was with Ricardo, who was much more seriously injured than she had realized. Margaret then directed them to Sjoerd Colijn; this situation might have been what had given him the idea of using his cellar.

What Margaret didn’t know was that Sjoerd Colijn had refused shelter to Brenda and injured Ricardo. The carefree Ricardo died out on the street in Brenda’s arms while they were looking for another address along one of Amsterdam’s canals. Neither Margaret, nor David could have known that at that moment, Brenda had sworn revenge on Colijn.

Now sixteen year old David lived with his docile mother, little Esther and his stubborn father at the same address that had been given to Brenda. They had gotten used to the penetrating stench of wet books and couldn’t even smell it anymore. The walls of stacked books of all shapes and sizes were no longer strange. David’s mother cherished the small glimmer of light that pressed through the uncared-for, overgrown garden. There was actually only a little light in the garden itself; it was too small and the surrounding block of houses too high. In one corner of the garden stood two gnarled apple trees that his mother could have made good use of, just like the pair of raspberry shrubs and tomato plants.

The faint light that fell into the improvised living room fell through a window which was no longer glazed. At night they slid a shutter over the blistering paint on the frame to keep out the cold. This was the only exit to the outside world, so it was as well that is was obscured by all the greenery.

On the street side of the basement, the windows had been boarded over long ago so now no one would ever expect that there was a dwelling behind them. Church goers from Durgerdam knew that the books from the old library had been stored somewhere around here. Sjoerd Colijn was a faithful member of the congregation and had taken care of the religious and science books, as well as the many books on nature, electronics and economics.

The family that had gone into hiding in this dreary, acrid pit realized they had to keep their head above water. The accommodation didn’t seem to bother Mother; she remained mentally and emotionally strong just like David. He killed time reading the copious supply of books. Sometimes he allowed himself to stretch his legs among the thickets in the garden. 

Partly to kill time and partly to try and drag his father back to the land of the living, David tried to engage him in conversation. ‘Ted Bates believes in a future with a new exciting invention, Father.’

‘Don’t be so stupid boy. What sort of future can you possibly look forward to in this world anymore?’ Jonathan shifted uncomfortably in his chair. He could not share David’s enthusiasm about what lay ahead.

David peevishly tried to explain to him. ‘Let me put it to you this way; it’s like you’ll be able to see the people that you telephone. You’ll be able to see with a turn of a button in Amsterdam whether it‘s raining in Boston,’ his son predicted. 

‘The books you’re pouring over every day are clearly not doing you any good’, sneered Jonathan the same way he had done on previous occasions. Nevertheless, David remained encouraged by the idea. Jonathan thought that David’s ideas were the mindless dreams of a child not ready for this world, where everything revolved around money. As a result he got to hear of David’s ideas less frequently. And it also made Jonathan less inclined to tell David about another matter. He revealed nothing to David about the case which was later to become his, which was at the moment being stored safely by Sjoerd Colijn in the house. In Jonathan’s eyes, David was not yet ready for it.

‘The radio is going to be surpassed by the television’, David predicted one day. ‘But that won’t be for at least another fifty years, because development costs such a lot of money.’

‘Since when have you had an interest in money?’

‘I’m not interested in money, Father. I’m just wondering what the future will bring. I’m wondering if people would still fight this kind of war if everyone in distant countries could see each other in their kitchens.’ Jonathan wouldn’t be drawn to that and wouldn’t talk further about money.

‘You must have an opinion about that, Father’. 

David tried month after month to win his father over. As the months passed, Jonathan became thinner and paler than he already was. Increasingly he withdrew further into himself, just sitting in the only wooden chair in the room richly decked with books. The conversations became shorter and shorter until it was as if Jonathan didn’t even exist.

David tried not only philosophizing about the distant future but also about the situation that they found themselves caught in right now in 1941. ‘We need to find a way out.’ Jonathan was with him on that one for once. Jonathan himself now searched for a way out—together with Sjoerd Colijn.

Only Sjoerd Colijn seemed to get through to him. He seemed to come to life for a short time, actually get some color in his cheeks, when he got to know his neighbor better through the things they discussed.
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Within a year, because of Jonathan, David saw all his ambitions evaporate, and he saw his father become a shadow of this former self. David was now almost 18,no longer a child, but a young man who wonders whether he can depend on his father anymore. He was now taking more of an interest in the family’s fortunes and how their life would be after the war. That life would come; of this David had been persuaded. ‘Hope floats,’ he had read in the books in the book cave. He had found some beautiful passages in the part of the bible that Christians called the ‘New Testament’.

‘This accommodation is only temporary,’ Jonathan promised David towards the end of 1941. ‘Sjoerd Colijn has not only agreed to run the business for me as long as is necessary, but will also work out a way for us to leave the country. Colijn is a Christian and, think of them what you will, they have the same standard as us, and their ‘Old Testament’ has the same patriarchs and prophets as the Jews. 

David understood the situation perfectly without his father having to say a word. His father was a sitting duck. Sjoerd Colijn, with his ancient black suit, white shirt and black tie that was too short for him, could make or break him. That Jonathan knew well but would never admit it, especially not to his son who seemed to have an idealistic view of life rather than grasp the harsh realities of the business world.

The outside world seemed closed to the Jewish family whose only mutual language was English. David, therefore, seemed to take over his father’s role. Only Margaret and the young, slim wife of Sjoerd Colijn with her little son Harm ever crawled through the casing in the back garden to visit them. They whispered earnestly in broken English to mother about ‘women’s businesses.’ These conversations often left Huigje with tears in her eyes. ‘Hey, leave us alone’, was the only comment that David was able to hear...until one night he heard screaming and shouting in the adjacent house. Little Harm was also crying.

Instinctively he crawled out to the garden where he tried to get a grasp on the situation, hiding in the shrubs by the window where the sounds seemed to be coming from. The scene displayed before him was one that would stick in his memory for a long time.

In the neighbor’s house, Huigje was being assaulted by her husband whilst a large man that David didn’t recognize stood watching. Little Harm was tucked up in a corner near the cupboard.

The window was slightly ajar. All his hesitation had disappeared, and without a moment’s thought, the agile David climbed through. Immediately he stood behind the heavy man who became unbalanced and awkwardly fell against the cupboard without David laying a finger on him.

David looked at the astonished face of Sjoerd Colijn. That didn’t last long. Now that she was saved, Huigje set on Colijn with a fury. Not knowing really what she was doing, she drummed into his face with all her might—kicking him uncontrollably with renewed strength in her legs. She kicked him between his legs and he fell against her. She had the presence of mind to get out from under him. In the few seconds that followed, the heavier man grabbed hold of David but, seeing that Huigje was free, his anger suddenly blazed against her. He left David alone and started threatening her. David launched himself onto the man’s back. The man shook him off and punched him. David summoned up all the courage and strength he could muster and hooked his fist round to the man’s jaw. The man’s eyes rolled back into his head and he was knocked out. Colijn now saw the opportunity to set about the stunned David, but Huigje quickly grabbed the candlestick on the bedside table and cracked it about his head. 

Battered and bruised, David came home and didn’t even attempt to hide anything from Mother; he could tell her anything. Father seemed to sleep and notice nothing.

To his surprise, his mother merely nodded as if she was expecting it. She said he’d done well to intervene. ‘In every marriage things go wrong sometimes, but this was too far.’ David had been a tough boy, and Huigje had every right to defend herself. 

Later David asked how he and Huigje, both much younger than the other two, had been able to conquer them; to knock one out and leave the other semi-conscious, doubled over the bed. For that Mother had a simple explanation: ‘David, you’re much stronger than you realize because of your sports training. You’ve never chosen martial arts so you’ve never been able to measure yourself against another man. It’s worked out for the best that you can stand up for yourself.’

After that event, Huigje came daily to the book cave. A bond soon formed between David and the young woman with the long, straight hair. David developed feelings he couldn’t yet understand. Suddenly there were glances that weren’t there before, and the attention Huigje used to give to Mother was now diverted to him.

It was evening and almost entirely dark in the small book room that David shared with his little sister. For the first time, Huigje crept into his room. Without saying a word she crawled to the edge of his bed. ‘I must talk with you’ Huigje declared as she shoved the covers back and found David’s hands. ‘There are many things I have to tell you.’

For the first time that evening David felt warm, and knew why he looked forward to seeing Huigje crawl through the window. His hands closed over the delicate fingers of the woman who, although couldn’t be much older than him, was a parent. Mother looked over from the living room with the light of the candle, but withdrew at once as if she expected to find them together. ‘I’ve also discussed this with your mother. But not everything: There is more.’

David got the feeling that she had planned this conversation, and although he was warm he felt unsettled and nervous. Did he really want to know everything? ‘Why do you want to talk to me?’ he asked uncertainly, ‘and not just with Mother?’

‘I’ve come to realize that it’s you I have feelings for. It’s the first time I have felt something for a man. And part of what I feel is also trust. Something that I’ve never had before...and that is the core of my story.’ A nervous tension overwhelmed David but he forced himself to stretch out to listen to the rest of her story.

Huigje had grown up in the village of Durgerdam; the little village in the polder, with the little church behind the broad ditch, where David had often cycled. ‘You must understand that not many people lived in the village. There was no one, almost no one, of my age. I so much wanted to talk to someone of my age. In the end, I only visited with Elsbeth and Jennifer. They were two elderly spinsters. They ran a little shop and a kitchen garden. I enjoyed helping them in the garden, weeding, or picking gooseberries. Afterwards I’d always go in for tea and a biscuit. And there was another friend of mine, his name was Hendrik. He’d been a friend of mine since I was about six years old. I think he was then around fifty or sixty years old, so he was more like a granddad to me. Now I’m an adult with a child myself I have a better understanding of the situation back then. If I’m honest, I think that Hendrik was the only one in the village who could see what my destiny was to be. Maybe there were others who saw it to, but only Hendrik let on. People in the village have always treated him as crazy, as disturbed. He wasn’t crazy. He’d just withdrawn himself to his mill and didn’t seek anyone’s company. Perhaps for that reason he dared to say what he thought.’

Huigje sighed deeply, but her tone remained steady. In spite of the tears that welled in her eyes she continued firmly with the tale. ‘That night with you and me and Sjoerd and my Father has made me another person’, she said defensively.

‘Your father!!!’ David spurted out.

‘Yes...my father. But stay quiet because I’ve got to tell you much more.’

‘Your father,’ repeated David.

‘Quiet now, I’m telling you.’ Huigje held his hands tightly. ‘I still have much more to tell you so we don’t have the time to intensify the drama.’ Huigje kept hold of his hands. ‘Look it’s like this; my father is a big part of the story. I don’t know if you can understand what it is like to grow up in the middle of a church community. My father is an elder in the congregation, and Sjoerd is someone who always sat at the front. He’s fifteen years older than me. Always an important man; don’t let how small or slight he is fool you. In fact, this part of my story is very simple. You mustn’t be shocked at what I have to say now.’

In a daze David nodded.

‘I was fifteen when I got my child, Harm, from Sjoerd. Not voluntarily of course. Not voluntarily.’ Huigje’s stomach turned as she said it. ‘I was raped.’

‘Raped.’

‘Yes. Raped. You can’t be that shocked after what you saw the other night.’

‘Raped,’ David mumbled again.

‘David I’m not here for you just to repeat everything I say and to get even more upset. I’ve continually been assaulted, until we fought back last week. From now on, that won’t happen anymore. Believe me; Sjoerd is dead scared of me now. He doesn’t lay a finger on me anymore.’ David took a breath, but Huigje wouldn’t give him an opportunity to interrupt the conversation. ‘You know David, I’m already healing from this long ordeal. There’ll be enough times to cry about that later. First, I have to tell my whole tale. There are many more important things to tell.’

Huigje changed position and continued the story. ‘I don’t know how it goes by you, but it’s the custom in Holland that you marry the person if they get you pregnant. Sjoerd was much older, but a prominent churchgoer. Anyhow, from the moment it became known, I was given the blame. My father insisted that I marry Sjoerd; Mother’s opinion didn’t count. Every woman who gets pregnant in the Netherlands must marry. Sjoerd’s prominence and responsibilities in the church sealed the deal. No one suspected that he had taken me with violence. Only the Harms Sisters asked me something once, and Hendrik the miller. He was the only one who fully understood what happened. He was the only one who got angry, but that didn’t change the situation. No one in Durgerdam dared say anything. So what happened?’ Huigje took a deep breath and looked with large, childlike eyes into his to see how he would react. Huigje evaluated him cautiously and considered how she would proceed. 

David asked her, ‘why are you telling me this? Is there still more?’

‘There is still much more. You are in danger.’ Huigje put her fingers to David’s mouth. She wasn’t speaking loudly before but now she whispered almost inaudibly ‘I’ve already said this isn’t the time to snivel. I must tell you the rest, and you may not interrupt. I’m glad to talk to you. With you alone I feel at ease.’

David felt himself glow. He could hardly believe that Huigje felt the same way about him as he felt about her. She was lovely. ‘But you are married.’

‘Married? David, listen carefully. What I tell you now is more important than the fact that for the first time in my life I truly love somebody. I didn’t know that would ever be possible for me. You are in grave danger. I must tell you why. That’s the whole point of this conversation.’ David was speechless. ‘Hendrik is gone. Or dead.’

It was dead quiet in the book cave.

For the next few minutes Huigje told how Hendrik the miller had smeared the church doors of Durgerdam with white chalk messages about Huigje. ‘As a small child I always played with him at the mill. You must know, Hendrik wasn’t clever but loved children and especially me. He must have known what I’d endured. On the church doors he chalked “Keep off her!” Everyone must have had the idea he meant me. Hendrik also chalked messages about stolen church money on the doors. It was almost incomprehensible Dutch. Incoherent. But it made everyone wonder. “Where is the money?” was written there with a large question mark. That could only mean the church funds. The church had a fund for good causes which was controlled by Sjoerd and my father. In this quiet, neat community everyone concluded that these random messages could have only come from Hendrik, so all fingers pointed at him. He denied nothing, being as honest as he was. For two years no one thought any more about the matter—until the Germans came. Then Hendrik was arrested by nurses and men in uniform.’
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