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“What day is it, nurse?”


“It’s Sunday.”


“He’s coming on Tuesday.”


The nurse nodded, she had heard, he would be arriving from Germany in the morning. And the doctor would be coming in the afternoon, and then the team.


“What time is it, nurse?”


“Nine o’clock.”


“In the morning or the evening?”


“In the evening. Look, it’s almost dark.”


Emma knew exactly what day it was, and what time, and what was going to happen. Her questions were a smoke screen, she wanted the nurse to think she was already quite far gone.


“Mother, do you still recall how we, as the day grew long, sat by the window when I was small, and every night we’d sing a song?” Emma softly spoke the lines to herself. The windows were open, it was still warm. A huge moon hung above the row of houses in the distance. Some of them had lights on inside. From Oudedijk came the sounds of bells ringing and trams and cars and the high, plaintive wail of mopeds.


“Tired from jumping, tired from fun, on your lap in the fading light, ready for bed, your little son, I’d think of the mysteries of the night.” Emma turned and saw that the woman who would soon help her to bed was listening with surprise.


“Someone wrote those words a very long time ago, nurse, I think even before I was born, that poet has been with me a long while. There are so many of his lines that I’ve never been able to forget.”


The nurse pulled up the blanket that had slipped from Emma’s lap. “Aren’t you cold?”


Reciting the poem from memory – that was rather impressive.


“As we sang that song without a name, a song with words so tried and true, an age-old song, and ever the same, about God who watches all we do . . .” She hesitated. “Never without shaking, Mother, could you sing that old refrain.”


She had forgotten a couple of lines, nothing rhymed with “refrain”. She searched, but could not find the rhyme. But that did not matter, as the most important and saddest part had been said: that they sang about how God watches all we do.


Did He really? That wasn’t the impression she had. Her God, the God she had believed in so strongly and so sincerely, defending Him, even against her own better judgement, seeking Him and praising Him, but now finding Him nowhere. And yet those lines of poetry filled her with an all-encompassing emotion. She did not understand how a few rhyming words could take hold of her and awaken an ancient longing. That age-old song, ever the same. She had once sung it, had heard its music. The notes had vanished now though, there was no song, only the sounds of the evening on Oudedijk. That song. But which song was it? Her life had shattered into fragments, crystal clear, light and dark, an endless flow. Time turned upside down, and inside out.


“No, I’m not cold. Not yet.”


Emma smiled cautiously. Before she could say anything else, the jangling din of the nurse’s mobile telephone rang out.
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They are among the few who still have a connection, and now the telephone will not stop ringing. An aggressive caller. Or a frightened one?


Emma watches the telephone, scarcely able to bear the sound. Is it Carl, is it the Ministry, is it the Gestapo, about to arrest them? No, they don’t call, they just march right into your house. She does not dare to answer, holds herself back even as she becomes convinced it must be Carl.


“Never answer the telephone, Emma,” he had impressed upon her. “We’re not in. Only if I call with our code.”


The day she ignores that telephone, it is July 25. Ignoring as much as possible will maybe give them a chance of getting through it, she tells herself.


Since the 20th, the days had been short and the nights long, and Emma and Carl had lived in a pressure cooker of fear and tension. Every footstep outside, every creaking floorboard, every passing stranger, every car on the street, every door that opens. They say that fear paralyses, and it’s true. The brain no longer works as it should, it’s as if some substance is released that swamps ordinary reactions. Nothing adheres to the rules of normality anymore.


The bomb under the conference table in Hitler’s headquarters had killed people, but the wrong ones. The divine leader himself had escaped and had welcomed his Italian friend Mussolini that same afternoon, the smoke still around his head, battered and bruised – the photographers had recorded it a thousand times. The event had placed a bomb under Carl and Emma’s lives too, hundreds of kilometres away, on the wrong side of the table.


And yet Carl still went to his job at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, just as he had for four years. The neighbours in Berlin-Dahlem would have seen him walking to the U-Bahn station as usual, if they had been paying attention.


Adam von Trott, Carl’s boss, had called a meeting. The agenda looked harmless, packed with routine business. For days and nights they had discussed whether he should obey Adam’s summons. Carl had flatly repeated, and repeated, that he could not say no, Emma knew she could not stop him. Carl, her husband, whom she loves better than anyone, and yet she has to let him go because he cannot abandon von Trott. Not at this moment, not at this turning point. Solidarity versus love, betrayal versus future. Friendship versus flight. His life or his wife. The nights had passed in conflict and in silence.


Now morning is stealing into their garden with the chirping of the birds, it is the height of summer, a day is being carved from the darkness. They do not know if they will see each other again this evening. Carl attempts a few words, Emma just looks at him. Their embrace is almost fleeting, three, four seconds, she feels his arm around her, his hand brush her cheek. She does not cry.


They have agreed that she must have a suitcase ready so she can leave the house at a moment’s notice. In the event of an emergency she intends to seek refuge with Mr Wapenaar, a friend of her father’s, who lives in Grunewald, fifteen minutes away by bicycle. In the event of an emergency: their entire existence has become an emergency. Carl and she have clung to the promise of a rapidly approaching end to the war. An end that has shifted, year in, year out. Everyone is speculating, everyone is sure, this cannot go on much longer. Until finally no-one believes it anymore, even von Trott had said he did not know what would happen. Von Trott! Their friend, whom they blindly trust and follow, no matter where he goes.


In the middle of the war Carl and Adam had travelled to Sweden, Switzerland and Portugal, neutral countries with indifferent people who viewed them as traitors. Under the pretence of carrying out useful diplomatic missions for Germany, they had made cautious contact with the Allies. They told them about the growing resistance against Hitler, about the antipathy of the generals, they asked for support for the moment when the leader would finally be eliminated. But it was no good. No-one trusted them. Resistance against Hitler, big deal. Desertion, that was what it was. They were opportunists, changing course just in time, cowards full of noble words. They had been miserable journeys through a crumbling Europe.


Carl and Emma’s isolation has increased over the years. In Dahlem, their suburb of Berlin, where the violence penetrates only rarely, a person could occasionally believe none of it is true, that it is peace as usual. In the heat of July, for instance, when the gardens are quiet, when there is no traffic, no soldiers, and no falling bombs. But now, in the days following the assassination attempt, the reign of terror has once again erupted in full force.


That damned telephone, ringing all morning as she stood staring at it, and then following her throughout the house and into the garden, where there is no escape. It is not the code we agreed, I am not going to answer, we are not in, you can call until the cows come home.


Carl left at seven this morning, as usual. Past the garden hedge and into the street, it takes ten minutes to reach the station, he was at the office at eight o’clock sharp, the meeting was due to begin at nine. At ten they started calling, ten, twenty, thirty times. Why? She is wrong, it must be Carl.


She picks up the telephone and does not speak, waits, for a threat or reassurance, stands with the receiver in her hand, ready for the guillotine.


“Frau Regendorf, it’s me, Ulla. Thank goodness I’ve got hold of you! They’ve taken your husband, and everyone else in the meeting, they took Herr von Trott and your husband to Prinz-Albrecht-Strasse. You need to leave right now, your husband said they’ll come for the families too.”


The axe has fallen. The killer has invaded her house in the guise of a loyal secretary. Ulla, the executioner.


Emma stammers something, hangs up, then tries to call back to thank Ulla, but the line is busy. Her suitcase is packed and waiting, some clothes, photographs, papers, a marriage reduced to a box with a handle on it, easy enough to carry, yet so hard to bear. She looks around. The room with its view of the garden is silent, tranquil. Dining table, bookshelves, the house is full and motionless, and terrifyingly empty.


Luckily her bicycle still works. She puts the case on the luggage rack and holds it in place behind her with one hand, for as long as it takes. Exactly a quarter of an hour. She pedals onwards mechanically, along the idyllic lanes of leafy Grunewald, guilty neighbourhood of wealth and collaboration. Adriaan Wapenaar must be an exception, as he is by no means wealthy or obliging. Married to Elka, a German, he works as a Dutchman under a Swedish flag. This has made him a point of refuge for the hundreds of his compatriots flowing through Berlin or stranded there, on their way to nowhere, fleeing, escaping labour in the factories somewhere outside the city.


She has to get inside without being seen, in case Wapenaar’s house is being watched. At every bend in the road she expects a checkpoint, behind every tree a soldier. But no-one appears, the streets remain deathly quiet.


The gate is open, she rides down the short driveway, which is lined with rosebushes, she recognises it all from the last time she visited, three years ago.


“Emma!”


Wapenaar calls from the garden and runs over to her. “Careful, Emma. I’ll help you, give me your suitcase.”


He is followed by Elka. They take her round to the side of the house, where no-one can see her from the road, then they shut the conservatory doors and sit her down in a chair.


Wapenaar does not ask her anything, he already understands. He knows that open season has been declared on the families and acquaintances of those who conspired against the “Divine One”. Even friends of friends of friends are suspect, a name in a diary, a meeting years ago, a telephone conversation, everything is being investigated. The neighbour, the maid, the children’s teacher, all of them are under suspicion, all of them could end up on a list for interrogation, all of them will have their opportunity to testify and to vilify. Wapenaar knows the methods that the scum employ, and he channels his fear into effective sabotage.


It is a crucial hour, there around the table with the Wapenaars, slowly working out what to do, where to go, how to stay out of the hands of the hunters. They decide that Emma will have a room upstairs until they find out where Carl is, and what is going to happen to him. Wapenaar says that she can always stay with relatives of Elka’s in the Black Forest, in a Nazi-free village. They still exist, villages of people who are concerned mainly about their cows and more or less ignore the war.
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“Would you like me to take you back to bed?”


Emma looked up. The dark rooms around her already felt strange. Her patiently collected objects and heirlooms were scattered about the room, with no gleam to them, seemingly at random, she had not touched them for ages, no longer looked at them, all the things that had ever held meaning for her seemed stiff and soulless. Things were like people, she had always thought, except a lot easier to keep with you.


“Of how His marvels and His making preserve us time and time again . . .”


“What’s that?”


“Again, refrain, the line that rhymes with refrain, I’d forgotten it, but it’s come back to me now.”


Emma saw the nurse’s doubt, her brief confusion about what to think of the woman beside her, who spoke in riddles and yet was so lucid. Who seemed as close as she was far away.


She showed no intention of going to bed. The warm evening air blew in through the window, to all appearances she was safe here, there was no threat that she had not brought upon herself. She barely noticed the nurse going to the kitchen. There were only the echoes of an old life, her years in Leeuwarden, Berlin, the Black Forest, the street where she had now lived for more than sixty years. That street was a block of basalt in a river, worn and weathered, with Emma and her concrete memory up above, on the third floor.


The street. When exactly was it that she first came to the flat she would never leave? The war had gone underground, it was 1946, there were babies popping out all over, and in the city a crane every hundred metres. The motto was: Make babies and buildings. “Liberated and impregnated” – that was what the women were. And that also meant being bound hand and foot. Emma had seen the children in their street growing up, playing marbles and football with their fathers, endlessly skipping and hiding and seeking. In the early summer evenings, an ice-cream van drove down the street, and in the winter the coalman carried his sacks to the cellars, and every day the baker climbed the stairs with his basket. Dressed in their pyjamas, the children would go across the road to someone’s father, who would do gymnastic exercises with them, or to a neighbour who would read Nils Holgersson’s adventures to them. The 1950s, a world that had long ago been torn to shreds.


*


Emma had emerged from the woods of the Black Forest like a ghost, without Carl, parched with grief.


The journey to the Netherlands had been worse than the bombings she had endured in Berlin. It was chaos, gangs were pillaging the countryside, and there was a constant threat of rape or murder: the Middle Ages, the Thirty Years’ War, the peace of ’45.


A woman travelling alone was a provocation. Emma had cut her hair short. With a cap on, she looked from a distance like a man. A handsome man, though, and handsome men were in just as much danger.


First she went to Switzerland, in search of her father, but the Swiss had turned her away at the border, as her father had left the country months before. She was German too, and the Swiss were suddenly not so keen on their northern neighbours.


The trek that followed took three weeks, from Basel back into Germany, via Freiburg, Karlsruhe, Trier, on a bus, in a truck bulging with people, in a Jeep with soldiers, part of the way on a freight train, and walking, endlessly walking across a scorched landscape. Emma forged a route up through Germany, she had to get out of Germany, and eventually reached Aachen, a sea of senseless ruins.


She arrived at the Dutch border in one piece, and her father’s name finally lifted her up and over: Verschuur, Foreign Affairs, Resistance. After lengthy negotiation she was allowed to continue on her way. But where to? Her mother lived in London, having moved there just before the invasion. Going to London was not an option. Besides, Emma was not inclined to try to find her, even before the war she rarely saw her. She did not know where her father was.


With an ice-cold heart, she entered Limburg, a province that was even less Dutch than the country where she had lived with Carl. Carl. Even the thought of him could not warm her, she felt nothing now, she was chilled through. But her will not to go under was stronger than her desire to jump in front of a train. No matter how cold and frozen, she would live, as long as she could, against the odds, on top of the ruins.


After a day surrounded by that incomprehensible dialect, she had decided to head for Rotterdam, to Gouda, where the factory belonging to her mother’s family, the Dudoks, should be. Before the war they had shipped machines all over the world, but it would not surprise her to find the factory destroyed, bankrupt. She remembered a nice cousin. Maybe he still lived there. She had barely known her Dutch family. Her father’s parents had died young, and her grandmother on her mother’s side, a woman she had come to love more than she did her own mother, had not survived the war.


Emma had no idea who or what she would find in Holland.
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“Bruno Verweij.”


For a moment the name hangs in the air. She listens, hears how modestly he pronounces it, or no, casually more like, as if his name does not matter, as if he is interested only in hers. Emma is standing in a small circle of people who are chatting away. The man, who is called Bruno Verweij, is not at its centre, but Emma instantly senses that the group would lose its cohesion without him. He is nothing at all like Carl, and yet there is a vague resemblance.


“Emma Regendorf,” she says, with a German “g”. She has his complete attention.


The spring of 1946 is cold. Deep into March there are still remnants of snow lying in places the sun cannot reach. Other sources of warmth have to be found.


Emma has been taken to this club, De Reünie, by her cousin Chris Dudok and his wife Imke, with whom she is staying until she finds a house and a job.


It has been six months since she arrived on their doorstep with a suitcase in her hand and a cap on her head. A statue and a caricature.


Chris had answered the door. His welcome was strange and confusing. He had turned deathly pale, and it seemed as if he had been waiting for her, as if he wanted to take her in his arms.


“Do you recognise me, Chris? It’s me, Emma, Emma Verschuur.”


“Christ, Emma! For a moment I thought . . .” He took a step back as if to rewind, to undo his actions of a moment before.


Emma was welcomed like a long-lost daughter. She could stay as long as she wanted, there was plenty of room, no, really, she couldn’t be more welcome, Chris said happily. She was given two rooms with a view of the canal beside the house and, diagonally opposite, the large entrance doors to Chris’ factory, Dudok’s Machine Works. She had stepped into a book of fairy tales, a hazy negative of a pre-war photograph, but the real world was gone, nothing in any way resembled what she had seen in all those years of war. Standing at her window, looking and listening to the water, the passers-by, sometimes a barge that docked at the factory, the sounds of metal on metal drifting across during loading and unloading, nothing really reached her.


*


It is nice and busy at De Reünie. Groups cluster around the billiards table, new people keep arriving, bringing a blast of cold with them. There is a feeling that they have plenty to celebrate. Post-war reconstruction in a provincial town, so full of expectations, so almost naïve. Their little club has survived those foul years after all. The Krauts are gone for good, thank God. Prosperity is not yet here, but the band is playing this evening, like old times, the first songs of longing fill the parlour once again, the bridge tables are occupied, the cards are shuffled. Saturday night is the regular music night, and sometimes there’s dancing too. Just because, for no real reason, a respectable kind of mischief.


“Where do you live, Mr Verweij?”


“Would you please call me Bruno? And may I call you Emma?” She nods. His question is as simple as it is friendly. In Germany, where the path to familiarity can be endless, that question would have taken far longer to come.


“In Rotterdam, in a street where the war was only a rumour. And you?”


“More or less around the corner, Regentesseplantsoen, on Kattensingel, at Chris Dudok’s.”


“I know Chris very well, we grew up not far from each other, my father used to be mayor here, I’m afraid. But as for me, I feel more comfortable in Rotterdam than anywhere else. Six years in that city, in a perfectly ordinary street, and you’re sold. Well, I’m speaking for myself, of course – you might run a mile.”


He’s not saying anything special, but what she hears sounds strangely familiar. There is an intimacy she has not experienced for a long time. For almost two years she has been living in a daze, her body has become a strange object in which she has barely any interest. But right now she can feel how Bruno is looking at her, as only a man can. Now and then. Without intent, as a kind of greeting, with a certain awe of the unfathomable.


The music begins. He bows. Does she want to dance? She hasn’t danced since her birthday party, in the blacked-out past of Berlin. June 1941, she still remembers it in detail and yet she wants to forget. She returns his bow, places one hand on his arm, and he leads her to the dance floor, which extends between the tightly packed tables and chairs like a hole in the ice. Their feet slide incredulously across the parquet. She has not been this close to a man for years.


“Ich bin von Kopf bis Fuss” – are they really playing that song? Just like before, when Carl whirled her round and round, the windows covered with black paper, the gramophone with its big horn high up on a bookcase, the voice of Marlene Dietrich in a room full of friends. The warning sounded, the adrenaline raced as they listened to that forbidden song by that forbidden singer. No song had ever sounded like this in the land of the enemy, in the land of her husband.
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