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Prologue


Bay of Lübeck, Germany, 3 May 1945


The fighter planes appeared from the south, equipped with phosphorous bombs and rockets that they fired in bursts at the Cap Arcona. The majestic ocean liner, packed with five thousand concentration camp prisoners, was instantly transformed into a burning hell. The German flak guns were unable to fend off the wave of attacks, the rattling of machine guns and the uninterrupted explosions only completing the pandemonium. Emaciated inmates tried in vain to take cover.


Wim had to act quickly. He looked around. The luxurious ballroom was strewn with severed limbs. Dripping blood spattered the once so pristine white panelling and ornate ceilings. Everywhere soldiers, dead drunk and in blind panic, shot at anything that moved.


He crouched down and forced himself to keep thinking clearly.


After a few minutes, the Typhoons had disappeared as quickly as they’d come and an other-worldly silence fell over the battered though still floating ship. It gradually gave way to the screams of the bleeding wounded and the orders shouted by the German Volkssturm soldiers, who had stayed behind to guard the camp prisoners. Most of the SS members had weaselled their way out the previous night.


He must get away from here. Get off the ship as quickly as possible. That much was clear to Wim. He’d spent months in the worst German concentration camps, under inhuman conditions, where everyone around him had died of hunger, disease or maltreatment. The ‘hell of Husum’ they’d called it there. And then been worked to death in camp Neuengamme by sadistic SS officers, under the motto ‘Vernichtung durch Arbeit.’ ‘Extermination through labour.’ They’d been murdered by exhaustion, despair and utter insanity. Don’t ask how, but he’d survived it all. And was it now going to end like this, with freedom in sight?


He pulled himself together. Never.


Behind a pair of German prisoners, Wim fought his way upwards, to the deck and open air – though he wasn’t the only one to do so. Hundreds of people trampled one another just to get away. That is, if you could still call such carcasses in rags people. On deck, they fought to the death for anything that might float. They dashed themselves against the ship’s iron hull as it began to lean and steadily heat up. They were drilled by bullets from German soldiers, who shot at every prisoner they managed to get between their cross hairs.


Then the planes returned. They failed to notice the white flag the captain had raised, impossible to see through the smoke, and tore into the crippled ship. Shells exploded, machine gun bullets flew past Wim’s ears. He fled to a small ladder, descending two steps at a time, and hid underneath a metal platform.


Trembling, he peered with one eye past the iron handrail above. On deck, it was still the same sheer panic, the cursing and shooting soldiers. After this new wave of attacks had passed, he cautiously crept back out and looked around.


The sea was full of corpses. It reeked of death, a smell he’d come to know only too well since the Germans had first picked him up in a razzia – one of the Nazis’ round-ups – and dragged him, by way of the torture chambers of Amsterdam, from camp to camp. Concentration camps in Nazi Germany without gas chambers: they existed. And they were no less effective. Inhumane places, encircled with barbed wire, where the chimney was your only escape. Tens of thousands of imprisoned civilians had been murdered there and had coloured the air around Neuengamme an ash grey for years, a constant sickly stench the legacy of their suffering. They came from Russia, the Netherlands, Poland and Denmark. From Germany, Italy, Belgium and France. Mostly young men in the prime of their lives.


Wim had narrowly survived. He weighed less than forty kilos but had an iron will to keep going. The advancing liberators had been within striking distance when the last survivors in the camp were herded together and put on a transport north – on foot or in cattle wagons – to the last remaining part of Nazi Germany, where the SS could continue their reign of terror. It was a journey that would cost many more innocent lives.


Wim felt the deck sinking underneath his feet while the ship shook from several explosions that seemed to come from the hold below. He looked at the grey-blue waves where, among the corpses, the fight for a single lifebuoy or simply a splintered plank just carried on.


The soldiers had now set their sights on the floating survivors, who were picked off one by one. The command from Reichsführer-SS Heinrich Himmler had been clear:


‘No prisoners shall be allowed to fall into enemy hands alive.’


An order was still an order, so they shot. The exhausted prisoners who by some stroke of luck had managed to evade the bullets now succumbed to the temperature of the seawater, which froze their muscles and made them sink slowly to the bottom of the Bay of Lübeck.


‘They were British. British!’ pounded through Wim’s head. He’d recognised the Typhoons’ contours. It had been the liberators, so long awaited by everyone, who had sown murder and mayhem among the tattered, exhausted and undernourished crowd.


For the Royal Air Force, Operation Big Shipping Strike was a tremendous success. They believed they’d taken out the SS members and Nazi party leaders fleeing to Scandinavia. Johnny Baldwin, the famous and decorated leader of RAF No. 198 Squadron, which had carried out the attack, was now sitting 300 kilometres away with his co-pilots and a cold bottle of beer.


On the deck of the burning, glowing Cap Arcona, Wim was still fighting for his life. In a flash, his thoughts went out to his mother and sister in Amsterdam. He needed to see them again, tell them his story. He felt the hot air singeing his lungs.


Wim took another deep breath, closed his eyes – and jumped.
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A child in hiding


Amsterdam, the Netherlands, 1932


‘You little piece of shit! I know you’re in here, you runt.’


Wim heard the footsteps coming closer. He pushed his face even further between his knees and pinched his nose shut, as he was scared of having to sneeze from all the dust. He was sitting safely behind the washstand, a plank five millimetres thick shielding him from discovery and a thrashing. For nothing. His stepfather was, as so often, completely wasted and in his evil drunkenness wanted yet again to vent all of his misery onto his nine-year-old stepson.


‘Come on out, you runt, and then you’ll see how we do things here.’


He listened to his torturer’s heavy breathing and through a minuscule gap between the backboard and a plank, he could now see him standing there too. Hendrik Aloserij had to support himself with both hands so as not to fall over. He leaned against the washstand with his left hand and still held the door handle in his right.


That Saturday afternoon, Wim had been playing in the small kitchen when he heard the front door open. From the stumbling footfall on the stairs, he immediately knew it was time to pack up. ‘Quick, get out of here,’ his mother whispered.


He’d flown up the stairs to the attic. Under the rafters, he carefully stepped sideways over a thin beam along the ledge. He counted each step to himself. After exactly twenty-five steps, he reached the back of the washstand. In the pitch darkness, he felt his way to his favourite hiding spot, large enough to crouch on and wait with bated breath for his stepfather’s search to begin.


‘Little piece of shit!’


Aloserij’s favourite curse penetrated every fibre of Wim’s slender body. He shuddered, only for a moment. The days when he’d have shaken like a leaf were far behind him. Nevertheless, he occasionally still woke up in the middle of the night, soaked in sweat, because of some bad dream in which he’d caught yet another beating.


He watched Aloserij’s thin lips tremble with rage. His face was elongated, his head was bald and browned, his light eyes bulged. He had two oblong ears, so large that even in this precarious situation, Wim still had to smile. He was so happy that this wasn’t his real father and that he could go through life with the modestly sized ears of another man. Add to that those beautiful waves in his hair, those finely shaped eyebrows and that always roguish look, which, despite him being so young, made him popular with the girls in his neighbourhood.


Aloserij moved his search to the bedroom across from the bathroom. Wim’s older sister, Jo, had her own bed there, next to the one that Wim had to share with his half-brother Henk. When he couldn’t find his stepson in that room either, Aloserij, his words now approaching gibberish, headed for his own bed to sleep off the alcohol. Wim heard him shuffle towards the staircase and slowly descend. At least he wasn’t as drunk as a few days before, when he’d bounced down the steep stairs on his rear end.


It wasn’t spacious or luxurious inside their upstairs apartment at 78 Kleine Kattenburgerstraat, though compared to most of the other children on their small island on Amsterdam’s east side, they couldn’t complain. Three doors down, his friend Piet Klaver had to share a bedroom with four brothers. Their father had died in a work accident in the port and they needed to get by on welfare. Between all kinds of quick fixes and help from the neighbours, the family could just manage to survive. They only paid a guilder seventy-five each week for rent, which was why they, too, had come to live on the island.


In Wim’s small house, the children heard everything. The interior walls were even thinner than the exterior bricks and those were just seven centimetres thick. In winter, heavy frost formed on the inside of the windows. When there was an easterly wind, you could feel the cold coming in through all the façade’s pores. On days when the temperature outside dropped far below freezing, the difference inside their bedroom was marginal.


Wim’s stepfather collected his pay on Saturdays. As a construction worker, he earned seventeen guilders a week. For that he spent ten hours a day, six days a week, scurrying up and down ladders, bags of cement and construction materials balanced on his neck. When, on Saturday afternoon, the week was over, he went straight to Café De Nieuwe Aanleg, an old bar on the corner of the Kleinestraat and Mariniersplein. He wouldn’t come home until hours later.


That didn’t always end well. A few months earlier, the children had been sitting with their mother around the paraffin stove in the kitchen, when they heard the front door open and then a hard, muffled bang. Wim’s mother rushed downstairs and found Aloserij in a weird position, lying against the nearly vertical staircase, dead drunk. With a tenacity verging on primal force, she pushed him up the stairs, all the while yelling loudly into his ear to keep him awake. Upstairs, she dragged him into their bedroom, where she emptied his pockets and gathered together the last few guilders that were left of his pay, barely enough for the rent. She was beside herself and burst into tears. The children were silent, not knowing what to do.


After ten minutes, their mother had regained her composure somewhat and sent Jo to the milkman to borrow some money. She came back with six guilders in her hand and a despondent look: six guilders that their mother would have to pay back over the following weeks as best she could. If Aloserij didn’t drink away his pay, anyway.


For Wim, it was much worse if his stepfather came home not hammered but just heavily intoxicated. Drunk enough to be aggressive but not plastered enough to immediately fall asleep. It was at those moments that his hiding place offered the only salvation. Or he made sure he was out – far from home, wandering over the islands, together with Piet; playing marbles with the boys from Wittenburg, the next island over, or playfully ringing the doorbell of the crippled greengrocer on the Oostenburgergracht further down the canal.


Before moving to the island, they’d rented a beautiful new house in the Van Spilbergenstraat, all the way across town. Wim had never understood why his mother had insisted on going after Henk Aloserij, a man from Kattenburg.


‘I’m your father,’ he said, the first time they’d met, in an attempt to win over Wim.


‘You’re not my father,’ Wim snapped.


The strange man looked at the boy with a friendly expression. He pulled out a dime from his pocket and tried to press it into his little fist. Wim’s eyes flared fiercely.


‘I don’t want your money – and you’re not my father.’


He turned around and ran outside, where he sat on a kerb. He’d never known his real father, who had died from one lung disease or another shortly before his birth. Jo had already told him that their mother was involved with another man. He’d already suspected as much. Usually, their family barely went to church, but for the last six months they’d gone almost every week. To the Sint Annakerk on the Wittenburgergracht, with those beautiful stained-glass windows, nearly as high as the trees that stood beside it. After Mass was over, the same bald man with a bronzed head and pale eyes would appear at his mother’s side, the same man who had just introduced himself as his father.


Wim was so lost in thought he hadn’t noticed that his sister had been sitting next to him for some time. Jo was more than a year older than him, but they were inseparable. Their mother made sure that Jo always dressed neatly, preferably in white dresses and with a matching ribbon in her dark hair. How she did it was a mystery, but with the few cents she had, she always managed to make her daughter shine. Wim was especially fond of Jo and enormously proud to be her younger brother; and from the same father at that. After school, they would always hang out together and there were no secrets between them – aside from his hiding spot upstairs.
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Life on Kattenburg Island


Amsterdam 1935


During the latter half of the seventeenth century, three islands had been built on Amsterdam’s east side, along the IJ river. Kattenburg was the most westerly; Wittenburg and Oostenburg lay right beside it. To the east, the Czaar Peterstraat separated them from the port. The residents of the small, often ramshackle workers’ houses were proud of their neighbourhood: they called themselves ‘Islanders’, a nickname they’d made their own.


The entire area was dedicated to the shipping industry. At the time, its large shipyards were building hundreds of vessels for the Dutch East India Company. From Kattenburg it was only a short walk to the naval storehouse, the Marine Etablissement, once an important fortification for the city of Amsterdam. Café Het Gouden Hoofd, which was nearby, in turn bordered on the Mariniersplein. That was where the directors and managers of the many shipping companies lived, in houses that stood in sharp contrast to the humble workers’ abodes throughout the rest of the neighbourhood. Nevertheless, the poorer Kattenburgers were prouder than they were jealous of this section of their island. The sense of belonging won out easily over the wealth divide.


Wim didn’t have neighbours in this close-knit community but a great many aunts and uncles. In times of need, they helped one another out. Wim and his siblings witnessed this fact when their mother, who almost never got sick, found herself in bed with a high fever in the winter of 1935. As was usual, the neighbourhood jumped to her aid. Mr Adolfs, the butcher from across the street, walked in one Sunday afternoon with a pan-fried steak – real beef, which they never usually ate. Now and then they had enough money for a small cut of meat, but their mother would buy horse, which was much cheaper.


It was always bustling on Kattenburg. Vendors selling merchandise on cargo bikes would come along and loudly praise their wares. Mothers leaned from their windows to put their laundry out to dry and keep an eye on their brood. Sailors on shore leave and idle dock workers with little money and even less to do filled the streets of the island, which was connected to the rest of Amsterdam by a number of bridges. Wim scrounged together little bits and pieces everywhere he went: an apple from the greengrocer, a slice of ham from Adolfs the butcher – whom he loved to visit – or a roll of sweets for a few cents at the grocer’s on the corner of the Tweede Kattenburgerdwarsstraat, just a stone’s throw away. He usually saved the roll for his Sunday excursions with Jo. After going to church, they would first eat a couple of sandwiches at home before setting off, for everywhere and nowhere. Anywhere to get out of the house.


Wim’s mother originally came from Maastricht, a vibrant and historic city at the southern tip of the Netherlands. She’d nearly got rid of her accent, though it still resurfaced when she was tired. She hadn’t had an easy childhood. After her mother died, she’d been taken in by nuns, only to be kicked out again without warning when she was eighteen.


There had been nowhere she could go. At her wits’ end, she turned to her mother’s sister, Aunt Toos, for help. She was allowed to live with her aunt, but left again within a few weeks in a hurry. Her uncle, who was almost sixty years old, hadn’t been able to keep his hands off her. After moving from place to place, she ended up in Rotterdam where, at the age of nineteen, she moved in with her boyfriend, Johannes Wijmans, Wim’s real father.


When Hendrik Aloserij had married their mother, he’d adopted Wim and his younger half-brother Henk, and they’d carried his family name ever since. He hadn’t adopted Jo though, since adopting girls was not something you did, Aloserij thought.


Wim and Jo didn’t care much for Henk. In their eyes he was no good and their mother had never wanted to tell them who his father was. Before, when they’d lived on the Da Costakade in west Amsterdam, and Wim had been three or four years old, Mother had rented out rooms to make ends meet. They’d had different lodgers and Henk had been born in that period.


Henk was a real pest, particularly for Jo. On Saturdays they washed themselves in a large zinc basin on the tiles behind the house. They had just one towel for the three of them and Henk always wanted to go first, since then he had clean, warm water. After drying himself, he would ‘accidentally’ drop the towel into the basin and it was up to Jo and Wim to figure out how they were going to dry themselves off. In winter, this routine was genuine torture, since you couldn’t just walk inside naked and dripping wet without getting into trouble. Their mother would give Henk a few cuffs around his ears, putting an end to this form of teasing, but he would only come up with something new.


And that was how the years passed on Kattenburg. For Wim, it was a reasonably carefree time. He’d learned to keep out of his stepfather’s reach. Being invisible had become second nature to him. He moved like a shadow, kept his mouth shut at the dinner table, simply pretended not to be there and was always on his guard against a cuff or a swipe.


On a Sunday one summer, Hendrik Aloserij’s hands were itching again. They’d all just come home from the morning Mass at the Sint Annakerk. Wim and Jo had stayed behind for a while; they’d first wanted to walk along the front pews, which were rented by the congregation members who were better off. Sometimes spare change, intended for the collection, would fall under them without being found. They picked up two cents: enough for some sweets on their walk. After a few minutes, they were chased out of the church by the sexton, the money deep in their pockets.


At lunch, Wim caught two cuffs before he could even get his first sandwich down. The first, supposedly, for eating noisily and the second for something he didn’t catch and about which he didn’t dare to ask. Just as Wim went to pick up a third sandwich, Aloserij snarled: ‘You stuffing yourself again for that crapper?’ With a scowl, he gestured upwards to where the toilet was. Wim didn’t look at him and silently continued eating.


As soon as the chance arose, he and Jo left the table. They decided to go for a long walk, as far as possible from home.


‘To the lake?’ Jo asked.


‘That works. We’ll check out the beach.’ After all, there was always a chance of running into nice girls there, though Wim didn’t mention that. He was twelve now and becoming a real charmer. The girls hung on his every word whenever he started telling them about his adventures. It didn’t matter to them that these took place in an area of just a couple of square kilometres on the islands.


Wim and Jo set off at a good pace. On the beach, just outside town, they shared the sweets they’d brought with them. A little further on, a sewage pipe emptied itself into the water.


The wind was coming from the wrong direction, meaning the beach wasn’t busy. When the wind and current were in your favour, you could swim and paddle around wonderfully, completely free of charge, while the five-cent beach near Lake Nieuwe Diep honoured its name. They didn’t have that kind of money.


But now it stank there terribly and the water looked murky. After ten minutes, the brother and sister packed it in and walked the whole way back. As they still didn’t feel like going home, they continued along the IJ river and forgot everything and everyone around them. Hours later, they could see the Hembrug in the distance, spanning the North Sea Canal. They sat at the water’s edge and watched the trains shuttling between Amsterdam and Zaandam over the bridge. They were tired from the long walk and the sultry summer weather. After finishing the last sweets, they lay back in the grass, closed their eyes for a moment and fell asleep.


When Wim awoke he had no idea what the time was, but the sun was already hanging low in the sky. He nudged his sister, who was still in dreamland.


‘Mother’s going be worried,’ she said. ‘And your shirt’s all green.’ Wim beat the grass and moss from his Sunday sailor’s shirt as best as he could and they started the long walk home. That night, a little before one, they walked back into the Kleine Kattenburgerstraat. There were maybe twenty people standing outside their house, but it wasn’t until they got closer that they finally spotted their mother. She was so short that she became lost among the excited neighbours. Her eyes were bloodshot and she threw her arms around them.


‘I thought something had happened to you,’ she whispered into Jo’s ear.


‘Nothing at all. We went to the Hembrug and fell asleep in the grass there.’


‘The Hembrug – but that’s more than five miles from here!’


The neighbours went back to their houses. For most of them, the night was already half over; they had to be up again at six o’clock. Hendrik Aloserij had paid little attention to all the commotion and, as usual, had coolly gone to bed at around nine o’clock as if nothing were wrong.


For a few days now, Wim had been as white as a sheet and moaning from stomach pain. It didn’t matter what his mother gave him, nothing helped. He couldn’t go to school and hadn’t left his bed for two whole days. His mother, desperate for help, took the tram into town to the elegant Plantage Middenlaan, the street where Doctor Dasberg had his practice. He was a Jewish doctor whose patients included most of the wealthy residents of Amsterdam, though he also helped the sick in poorer neighbourhoods. Wim’s mother had been to see him before, when she’d been married to Wim’s real father.


Dasberg was a doctor you could count on in times of need and he promised to drop in after his afternoon rounds. After chatting briefly with Wim, who didn’t say much in return, Dasberg palpated and massaged the area in question on his belly.


‘Appendicitis,’ was his diagnosis. He took a small white bottle of pills from his brown leather bag and handed it to Wim’s mother. He also wrote a referral, so she could have Wim admitted to the hospital. An hour later, Dasberg returned to check whether his first diagnosis had been correct.


‘Ninety-nine per cent certain that it’s your appendix,’ he said. ‘That’ll have to come out, but in a week or two, you’ll be fine again.’


Wim got a firm handshake and a pat on his head. Two weeks later, he was playing again with the boys from the neighbourhood on the Kattenburgerplein as if nothing had happened. Exactly as Dasberg had predicted.


It was during this time that Aloserij very occasionally showed his human side. He visited Wim in the hospital and took him some fruit, or extra bread with jam, Wim’s favourite. The boy didn’t trust him though. Just a month prior to Wim’s appendicitis, Aloserij had thrown him down the stairs. He’d been covered in bumps and bruises, his right arm completely banged up. Maybe his stepfather was feeling some regret, after all. If he could even remember what had happened.
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An open casket


Amsterdam 1937


Wim’s mother’s belly kept getting bigger. She was nearly forty years old now and Wim was already fourteen. As the birds and the bees were never discussed in the Aloserij household, whenever their mother started talking about a stork, Wim and Jo would just look at each other. They’d discovered the book tucked in a drawer in her bedroom a long time ago and knew better.


But it was exciting. When would their new baby brother or sister be born? Wim knew only too well that the birth of his half-brother or half-sister would only further widen the distance between him and his stepfather. This was going to be Hendrik Aloserij’s actual child.


Wim’s stepfather’s mother was looking forward to the birth too. Granny lived on the Kattenburgerachterstraat and she had a soft spot for Wim. He was the only one who was occasionally slipped something during visits – never Henk or Jo. She would then lift her overskirt and wiggle a penny out from the pocket sewn into her underskirt. Jo really didn’t like her and was even a little afraid of their step-grandmother, but Wim enjoyed drinking a cup of tea at her home – in that way, he avoided her son, who seemed to be becoming crazier by the day.


From her living room on the third floor, you could see the entrance to the naval storehouse on the Kattenburgerstraat, where soldiers stood guard. Granny would then always draw his attention to the ornaments above the towering gate, framed in a large alcove that pointed skywards. That gate is from the seventeenth century, she would always say, as if she herself had been there in those days.


One late afternoon in April, Wim had just received a penny from Granny when he got an uneasy feeling. He said goodbye to his grandmother and hurried down the stairs. Dinner would be just about ready. He deftly passed between the small trucks, the mothers pushing prams and the vendors with their handcarts, and within five minutes he was home. There, a surprise awaited him. His mother wasn’t in. She was in the hospital, Jo said. Something about her belly, she’d said, and Aloserij had gone with her. They could have dinner at Aunt Sjaan’s, where they were already expected.


Around eight o’clock that evening, his stepfather knocked on the door, incredibly excited and with a sparkle in his eyes. He was sharp, worked up and – for once – sober.


‘I’ve got a son! A son!’ he yelled. ‘Come on, we’re going.’


Wim just managed to shout ‘thanks!’ to Aunt Sjaan as they left, their neighbour shaking her head and smiling broadly after them.


At the Wilhelmina Gasthuis Hospital, Wim got a fright when he saw his mother’s drawn and deathly pale face. In no way did she still resemble the vital and energetic woman who, only that morning, had wished him a good day at school. The delivery had been extremely difficult and she seemed to have become a completely different person. A little creature lay on top of her stomach, wrapped in white towels with a beige hem.


‘Bertus,’ Aloserij proudly announced.


Wim didn’t know whether to focus his attention on his mother or the baby. His youngest half-brother peered at him with tiny, watery eyes. Wim did find it funny, a baby, but he didn’t dare to hold him yet. A penetrating smell hung in the air of the ward, one that he couldn’t place but that made his head spin. After five minutes, he’d had enough. Bertus got a peck on his cheek. Jo came an hour later. At sixteen, she was already a young woman who simply couldn’t get enough of the touching scene. On the contrary, Wim was eager to leave and walked through the endless white corridors towards the exit, mumbling ‘Bertus’ to himself again and again.


As Wim’s mother was a bit older this time around, the recovery took much longer. She didn’t come home from the hospital until three weeks later. That same evening, Reverend Brussel turned up on their doorstep to have a look at mother and son and to toast the happy outcome with the father. This wasn’t the first time Brussel had come to visit them at home and he knew very well that Aloserij liked to keep his house stocked with a bottle of liquor. Usually, Jo would have to go and sit on the priest’s lap, but now that she was sixteen, she avoided him conspicuously. She half hid herself behind a doorpost in the kitchen doorway, her eyes closely following the two men sitting in the small living room. Aloserij was expecting some kind of financial support from the Church and looked at the priest inquiringly.


‘She’s doing pretty good,’ he said, ‘but she could sure use a steak.’


‘A steak? Well, I’m afraid she’ll just have to make do with looking at one,’ the priest said. He poured himself another drink.


For Jo, who was still listening in, Brussel’s answer felt like a slap in the face. She realised there was a difference as large as life between what the priests preached about neighbourly love in church and what they actually practised. Their mother had arranged for her and Wim to be baptised when they were toddlers, and they’d also been confirmed, but Jo had had doubts about her churchgoing for some time now. These were only strengthened by the priest’s behaviour.


Without anyone noticing, Wim had slipped outside and returned with a coal bucket. In the living room, he fed the stove. He moved like a shadow through the house and was soon back upstairs at his mother’s bedside.


Aloserij wasn’t able to enjoy his only son for very long. He rapidly fell to pieces from excessive drinking and his behaviour grew more erratic. He still came home wasted with some regularity, having guzzled away a large portion of his weekly salary, and on one occasion even splurged on a cab ride home. When he woke up sober again the next morning, Aloserij spent half an hour shouting ‘Where’s my wallet?’ through the house. He’d probably left it in the cab but of course didn’t want to admit it. A wild look in his eyes, he walked haltingly towards the scalding-hot cast-iron stove in the living room and went to grab hold of it with his bare hands. Wim’s mother threw her mending work aside and sprang out of her chair, holding her husband back just in time.


‘What do you think you’re doing? You’ll burn yourself if you grab the stove like that.’


A strange jolt went through Aloserij and he slowly sank to the floor. A few minutes later, he scrambled back to his feet and staggered into the kitchen, murmuring to himself. Wim’s mother stayed behind uncertainly.


In the months that followed, he increasingly performed the strangest of antics. Wim’s mother had already called for Doctor Dasberg several times. He’d given Wim’s stepfather a full examination and referred him to the hospital. The only thing their mother would say about his situation was that his drinking had got the better of him. She had a card from the hospital on her bedside table with a number to call if things with her husband threatened to get completely out of hand.


It wouldn’t take long. Winter was on its way and shrieking autumn storms ripped through the draughty houses on the island. Fortunately, these came in from the east, meaning that Aunt Sjaan’s upstairs apartment kept the wind out of their living room. But their bedroom on the third floor stuck out over the buildings on the street and was exposed on all sides. To Wim, it felt as if the wind were blowing just as hard inside as it was outside and he crawled deep underneath his blankets. Henk was already asleep and Jo had just gone to bed.


Suddenly, a terrible scream from his mother shook him awake. Jo was already standing beside her bed, while Henk calmly continued snoring away. Brother and sister ran downstairs as fast as they could and just managed to see their mother, Bertus desperately clutched against her chest, pulling their stepfather away from the open window. The wind was howling through the bedroom and she shut the window with her left hand. It was as if Aloserij were in a trance; he spluttered gibberish and dazedly walked past them.


‘That’s it, I’ve got to call right now,’ their mother said to Jo and Wim, remarkably calm. ‘Jo, will you look after Bertus? Dad wanted to chuck him out of the window – I was just in time to stop him.’


Wim and Jo stood gaping at their mother, lost for words. The downstairs neighbours, the Tiekens, had a telephone and they’d already unlocked their door, having been woken up by the scream. Their mother rushed down, while Wim and Jo tensely waited in the living room.


Moments later, another giant scream. Only this time there was no panic in it – it was rage. Their mother ran out of the Tiekens’ house and yelled her husband’s name. Aloserij had opened their bedroom window again and, dropping his trousers to his ankles, had casually started taking a leak into the street.


She managed to calm him back down and sat with him until two nurses from the hospital came to pick him up a quarter of an hour later. They took him to Pavilion 3, the psychiatric ward, popularly referred to as the ‘loony bin’.


Four weeks later, Hendrik Aloserij was lying in an open casket in their front room. His head was completely wrapped in bandages, Jo had told Wim. Wim wasn’t allowed to look and didn’t feel any need to. More than anything, everyone at home felt relieved. Not a trace of sadness, no emotion, no heart-wrenching scenes. It was all right.


It wasn’t going to be easy, a single mother with four children – without work, an income, her body nowhere near up to strength. She was even too weak to push the pedal on the sewing machine, which was why Jo often couldn’t go outside to play, instead having to help their mother put together nappies for their half-brother. But she really enjoyed the work, now that she’d finally been freed from the yoke of her stepfather.


Wim might have been the most relieved of all. After school, he went and played with Piet to avoid the casket in the front room. His stepfather may have finally been dead, but Wim still had to give him a wide berth. It didn’t bother him. A week later, it was all behind him and peace returned.


Their mother spoke multiple times with workers from the social assistance service, and all kinds of strange people showed up at their house. One man just walked straight upstairs and had a look through their wardrobes, to see whether they owned too many things to qualify for welfare. He was known as the ‘overseer of the poor’.


In the end, their mother would receive fifteen guilders a week, plus special coupons, from the municipality of Amsterdam. Not everything was to Wim’s liking. He loathed the clothes he had to wear.


They couldn’t pick these out themselves. Their mother had been given clothing coupons that were only valid at one store on the Prinsengracht, one of the main canals in the city’s centre, and the whole street could see from a mile away where his new clothes were from. Wim tried to camouflage them with other pieces of clothing and that went well enough, but everyone at school could read the situation at home with a glance at Wim’s black knee socks with the two red bands woven into them. He felt branded.


Fortunately, he wasn’t the only one in his class. There were many fathers who were out of work and as a result, dependent on government assistance. This also had its advantages. With no less than fifteen other children from his class, Wim was allowed to go down into the school’s basement. It was dimly lit and a dusty light bulb ensured he could just make out the boy standing in front of him in line. Here, the children from disadvantaged families were given porridge made from groats and buttermilk. He had his own little enamel pan; the bottom bore his scratched initials. That was how he came to find himself in line, his small pan in his hand and in clothes from social assistance, waiting for a few ladles of porridge.


Their mother bravely pushed her way through the difficult times too. She started to feel better and soon had some of her natural charm back. But all was not well for long, with Aloserij’s brother – Uncle Guus – soon pursuing her.


One day, during a meal at the kitchen table, their mother cleared her throat and said: ‘We’re leaving.’


The children looked at her, their eyes questioning.


‘We’re leaving Kattenburg. I don’t want anything to do with that whole family of your stepfather’s. I’m going to look for a little house near Oosterpark. I still know some people there from before, back before I met him.’
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Hard at work


Amsterdam 1938 – 1940


The family moved to 103 Tweede Oosterparkstraat, an upstairs apartment in a better neighbourhood, with the verdant Oosterpark around the corner. Wim still felt drawn to Kattenburg but had little time to actually go back and visit. On Sunday afternoons, he sometimes walked the few kilometres to be able to roam the streets with Piet, just like old times. Or he checked in on Granny, who was struggling to work through her son’s tragic death. After a cup of tea at her place, he would bring his Kattenburg friends up to speed on his first job, as assistant wallpaper salesman at the Rath & Doodeheefver wallpaper factory.


There had been an ad in the newspaper, as the business was expanding quickly and needed new people. With his enthusiasm and tremendous energy, he was promptly hired for the advertising division, for six days a week. Each day, he had to go to ‘The Wallpaper Palace’, the elegant seven-storey main office on the Prinsengracht.


Wim quickly got into the swing of things. He sorted wallpaper samples for the sample books, which were sent by the factory on the Duivendrechtsekade to the main office. Most of all, though, he enjoyed going with the sales representative to clients in the wider area of Amsterdam. Wim then had to lug the heavy sample books. He wore a nice pair of trousers and a jacket – they were his pride and joy and he used them sparingly.


When he was allowed to go to the factory, he made sure to wear his old get-up; though by now, he’d stopped wearing the knee socks from social assistance. Of the three guilders he earned each week, he was allowed to keep thirty cents as pocket money; he gave the rest to his mother. She also let him buy new socks.


Wim felt privileged to have such a cushy job. Jo only earned two guilders fifty a week and had to work much harder than him. She’d got a position in the house of a professor with seven children and mainly worked in the kitchen. Cooking food, scrubbing and shining, and keeping the children busy after school. When she was peeling potatoes, her thoughts would sometimes drift to dreams of welcoming babies into the world as a midwife. But as soon as one of the professor’s children called her name, she was jolted back to her harsh reality. Their mother allowed her to keep twenty-five cents as pocket money.


On his sixteenth birthday, Wim was finally allowed to attend dance classes. He’d been looking forward to them for a long time and had crossed off the months in an old school notebook. With that same energy with which he worked for his boss, he now swung across the dance floor on Saturday nights. He regularly came home with a chocolate bar and shared it with his half-brothers and sister. It had been stuffed into his jacket by one of his dance partners, just to get a leg up on the others.


He discussed his romances with Jo. There were still no secrets between them, despite her now going steady with someone for a few months. Wim also taught his sister the new dance moves from his weekly lessons. He would patiently demonstrate them for her in the middle of their living room and Jo had them down in no time, but in reverse. That’s how two learned to dance for the price of one.


It pleased their mother to watch their Sunday morning ritual. She was proud of her children and happy they were free from Aloserij. She didn’t even need to be strict with them, as they knew very well what was allowed and what was not. The only time she’d correct them was when they spoke in Amsterdam slang.


‘Say that again in normal Dutch,’ she’d immediately reply.


After the dance lessons with his sister, Wim, Henk and their mother went to church while Jo stayed home to take care of Bertus. Wim usually never listened to a word the pastor said. He only had eyes for the pews at the back, along the aisle, where a few of his dance partners and other young women would always be seated. He knew most of them at least by name. Whenever one of these girls’ eyes met his own, he would give her a promising smile. He made a good impression in his neat, well-kept clothes and came across as a correct, pious young man.


Jo’s boyfriend, Joop Ploeg, had been coming around more frequently, mostly at the weekends, since he lived some distance away in the town of Hoorn in Friesland. Jo had met him in the kitchen at the professor’s house, where he’d come to deliver groceries. Together with his friend Ger, he brought fruit and vegetables from the countryside north of Amsterdam to the better-situated families in the capital, on a horse-drawn cart. Wim liked the guy – he was an exceptionally honest and nice man – but Wim was also aware that he was slowly losing his sister. He put the thought aside, though, as he had enough to do himself.


In particular, a major opportunity awaited him. For ten years, he’d been going to Adolfs’ shop; the butcher had seen Wim grow up as a little boy and had a soft spot for him. He would slip him a slice of sausage or even a bit of meat for home on occasion. Even though he now lived half an hour away, Wim still stopped by just to catch up and tell them how his mother was doing.


This time, Adolfs asked him if he could stick around until he’d finished for the day. Wim patiently waited in a wicker chair for what the butcher had to tell him.


‘You enjoying things at the wallpaper factory, Wim?’ he asked, his butcher’s cap still on his head and the white apron loosely tied around his middle.


Wim talked the butcher’s head off about his work, colleagues and adventures. After a while, Adolfs impatiently interrupted him: ‘You ever give butchery a thought? I’ve been dreaming about a second shop, but I can’t do it on my own – I’d need help. Right now, you’re sixteen. You still need to learn everything, but I know you’re a hard worker and smart enough. It can take a few years, but if you become my apprentice, you’ll soon be able to open your own branch near Oosterpark. I’ll help you do it. And for the time being, you’ll earn just as much with me as you do in that wallpaper factory of yours.’


Wim beamed from ear to ear. His own shop, becoming a butcher, Adolfs wanting to help him with everything – it was music to his ears.


‘Well, I’ll need to talk this over with my mother, Mr Adolfs,’ he said. ‘But thanks a lot for the offer.’


‘All right, you talk to your mother and say I’ll be stopping by soon to tell her about my plans – sorry, our plans.’


Two months later, on 1 March 1939, Wim became Adolfs’ apprentice. It felt like a homecoming. He knew most of the customers personally. His boss was firm, clear and fair. Although he had to work extremely hard, he was soon making a guilder more than he had at the wallpaper factory. Adolfs didn’t have any children himself and saw Wim practically as his own son. He took great pleasure in explaining and demonstrating everything for his student.


On a Sunday that summer, Adolfs invited Wim out on his boat to look at the centre of Amsterdam from the water. Wim was utterly mesmerised by the completely different appearance of the city he knew so well. Once back on shore, he asked Adolfs about the old kayaks he saw parked in a row.


‘Twenty guilders and one of them can be yours,’ the butcher said. ‘You’d need to fix it up yourself, though.’


‘I could never afford that,’ said Wim.


‘You know what? Here, I’ll lend you the money. No interest. You can pay me back a guilder a week.’


At weekends, Wim used every spare moment he had to work on his boat. Where he worked looked onto the back of the Amstel Brewery’s stables. The draught horses, with their meaty hind legs, were brushed and readied there for their trips to the cafés. He always chatted with the drivers who came to fetch their horses from the stable. On occasion, when it was a short trip, he was allowed to ride along up front. They were burly men, with their leather aprons, and nearly as sturdy as the animals pulling the carts. The men needed to be, too, since they had to unload the full kegs of beer by hand. The bartender would place a small cushion on the spot where the heavy keg kissed the floor, to avoid it being damaged. Once the keg was tapped, the delivery man and his temporary help were thanked with a small glass. It was how Wim learned to drink his first beer.


After four weeks of spending each Saturday and Sunday sanding, filling holes, painting and sanding again, it was finally ready. The old boat, with its peeling brown paint, had been transformed into a snazzy bright red kayak. Along the bow, in big white print, it read: ‘WIM’.


At home, there was more and more talk about a possible war. You couldn’t trust that Hitler, his mother said. It wouldn’t surprise her if the Netherlands were his next victim. It was April 1940 and the Germans had already taken Austria, Czechoslovakia and Poland.


Over dinner, Wim would repeat what he’d heard at the butcher’s back on Kattenburg. Boys who were eighteen years or older were being called up one after another. Before they left, their mothers would fetch a nice piece of a meat for them. That was how Wim knew exactly who had been conscripted. He’d gone to school or got up to mischief with these boys and he knew some of them better than his own brothers. It unsettled him. He would be eighteen in a year. He couldn’t bear the thought of trading his life and bright future as a butcher’s apprentice for an army uniform.
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The war


Amsterdam 1940 – 1942


Despite having promised to respect the Netherlands’ neutrality, the Nazis invaded on 10 May 1940. Hitler’s promise proved to be worth nothing and the Dutch would surrender five days later after Rotterdam, a thriving port city just sixty kilometres south of Amsterdam, was levelled in a blitz. Wim hardly noticed the occupation in its first months. The Wehrmacht, the Nazis’ armed forces, had captured Amsterdam without heavy fighting and little changed for him that summer. He lost himself in his work at the butcher’s, while at home, everything stayed the same. The only thing that had changed was that his mother now cursed the Germans to her heart’s content. Wim had never known her to be like this. Occasionally, she mentioned that she’d regularly dealt with Germans during her childhood in Maastricht and she could also speak German reasonably well. But more she wouldn’t say. It remained a mystery what exactly had happened.


The family, though, had enough to eat, as there was always an extra piece of meat at the butcher’s that Wim could take home. Sugar and peas had already been rationed before the war and other essential items were added as the occupation carried on. First it was only coffee, tea and bread, but starting in September 1940, all of their customers on Kattenburg had to hand in ration coupons if they wanted to buy meat at the butcher’s. Adolfs thoroughly hated it and grumbled as he went around the shop. On principle, he objected to what he called ‘those rotten coupons’ and loathed the entire administration that came with them, though he could do nothing but go along with the system.
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