















 Praise for An Address in Amsterdam



“Because I lived in Amsterdam through the German Occupation myself, the author had asked me over the years to check the historical facts and the verisimilitude of her well-paced plot. When the latest version arrived at my desk, I found myself pushing everything else aside to read it cover to cover and follow the development of the rich palette of characters—despite the fact that I had read sections of the book multiple times over seven years.


“Fillmore’s tale of powerlessness and defiance, of death and love during the years of Occupation is woven into the rich tapestry of sights and sounds of the inner city of Amsterdam. Her language is that of a poet: sensuous and rich in metaphors and similes that reach deep. That is why I could not put the book down!”


—Laureen Nussbaum, Professor emerita, Portland State University, Department of Foreign Languages and Literatures


“An Address in Amsterdam is a compelling story of the Jewish experience during the Nazi occupation of the Netherlands. Filled with richly detailed descriptions, obviously based on extensive research, the book follows the activities of Rachel Klein as she navigates the personal challenges of her emerging adulthood and the complex social dangers of working in the Dutch resistance movement.”


—Amy Belding Brown, author of Mr. Emerson’s Wife, Flight of the Sparrow


“An Address in Amsterdam immerses the reader in both the light and beauty of the city and the dark, ugly atmosphere of the Nazi occupation. The protagonist, teenaged Rachel Klein, must find her way between the extremes, which makes her breathtaking story impossible to put down.”


—Katherine Bradley Johnson, NextReads Bibliographer, NoveList, a division of EBSCO


“In spite of the fact that An Address in Amsterdam is a novel, and frankly that word and the Holocaust in one breath bothers me, Ms. Fillmore has done a great job. Her research is impeccable. Moreover, it’s an excellent read!”


—Johanna Reiss, author of The Upstairs Room, The Journey Back and A Hidden Life


“This powerful novel seldom left my hands. Based on years of research, Fillmore’s story gets at a universal truth about the dangers of prejudice.”


—A.J. Mayhew, author of The Dry Grass of August


“Mary Fillmore was ahead of her time when she realized that this story is hers and everyone’s story. She has given thirteen years to writing An Address in Amsterdam, and she has also given her life. This act of witnessing and great courage offers us sanctuary as we search for all the possible ways to survive the rising blood tide of brutality, violence and death. These times demand ethical scrutiny; and the question that Fillmore asked herself, that her characters asked, that the Dutch asked, is the question we must each ask ourselves: collude, collaborate or resist? Fillmore challenges us and sustains us simultaneously.”


—Deena Metzger, author of Entering the Ghost River: Meditations on the Theory and Practice of Healing and Writing For Your Life: A Guide and a Companion into the Inner World


“This compelling and emotionally touching tale brings the Nazi occupation of the Netherlands to light, told through the eyes of a courageous young woman determined to put aside her fears and risk all for the noble cause of resistance.”


—Laurel Corona, author of The Mapmaker’s Daughter and Until Our Last Breath: A Holocaust Story of Love and Partisan Resistance
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PREFACE: JULY 1942


Rachel didn’t linger, in case she was being watched. The canal sloshed uneasily below her. Looking both ways, she slipped close to another house. Was this the address where she was supposed to deliver the envelope? Yes. The white number on the dark blue metal plate corresponded to the one she’d memorized. She knocked three times. The door opened the merest crack, with no light behind it. One eye and a slice of a finely lined face. Rachel shrank back like the teenager she’d been before the Nazi occupation: a polite Jewish doctor’s daughter taught to be cautious of strangers. Then she squared her shoulders and steadied her voice, forcing out the prescribed words. “Is Uncle Harry here?”


“Yes,” came a whisper. “Come in.” Rachel took a quick breath and entered. Her hands still trembled a little. Deliveries were riskier today than a year ago. She made out the outline of the thin man who’d answered the door. He stepped past her to the threshold and listened, taut and alert. His house must have been raided before.


The man stuck his head partway out the door and looked up the slick street. He took one swift step back, then closed the door quickly and quietly.


“Downstairs,” he hissed, grabbing Rachel’s hand, yanking her along behind him. Her feet responded before her mind registered his urgency.


She sensed rather than saw the looming furniture in the dark hallway. If this address was a trap, what would he do to her?


“Wait,” Rachel said. She stopped short, jerking the man backward for a moment. He might be a collaborator. She’d heard so many stories, and she’d never delivered anything to this address before.


He pulled her arm hard enough that she was again forced to stumble along behind him.


“Shut up!” he spat between clenched teeth. She felt tears burning under her eyelids. She lurched along, fearing that he might dislocate her shoulder. He halted abruptly near the back of the house. A latch clinked as he shoved a door open. “Downstairs,” he commanded, pushing her ahead of him. The steps squeaked under her uncertain feet. In the darkness at the bottom, the ceiling was shorter than she was, so she hunched over, breathing in dank air. The door closed above her. She heard the man’s steps shuffle softly, then felt his hands on her shoulders, steering her. He switched on a flashlight.


“Go left, about two meters.” He moved in front of her, and they crept along. When he stopped in front of a large storage wardrobe, he pressed his lips against the crack between the door and the frame to speak. She could hear the sound of his voice, but not the words.


A weak answer came from inside, as the door creaked open. How could someone breathe in there? So many people were crammed into attics and basements all over the city. At first, almost no one had taken the Nazis seriously. Like them, Rachel had believed the Netherlands would protect all of its citizens, Jews as well as Gentiles. It had been a sanctuary for the three centuries since her mother’s family had fled the Spanish in the 1600s. But everything had changed incalculably since the German Nazis swarmed over the Dutch border in 1940. Although only two and a half years had passed, the era before the invasion felt as distant as her early childhood.


“Get in,” the man ordered. She began to step inside, but drew back when she heard a soft cry.


“Be careful,” someone whispered. “There are six of us in here already.” The thin man nudged Rachel forward, her face toward the wardrobe’s back wall.


“What’s going on?” It was another irritated voice, a man’s.


When the door shut, Rachel’s ribs compressed so it was hard to breathe. The thin man must have stepped in backward to close the door, because his back was jammed against her spine. Since the wardrobe was a little shorter than Rachel, she had to slouch lower. Quick breaths pumped her ribs against his back. She felt her golden brown curls stick to the back of her neck. In front of her was the rounded form of another woman, pressing against Rachel’s bony frame.


“What’s happening?” A man’s whisper, from a back corner.


The thin man said, “Five German Green Police. I saw them turn this way. They might have seen me. Or this girl might’ve led them to us.”


A sudden stillness fell. No one could step away from her, but everyone who was touching her stiffened.


“You’re crazy!” Rachel said. “Anyway, how do I know who you are?”


“Sure. We’re pretending we have to hide. That’s why we’ve been locked up here for days.” She heard a sneer in the man’s voice, then low mutterings from others. They might strangle her here, in these stifling quarters, if they thought she was on the other side. She’d have to risk telling them the truth.


“I work for the underground. I’ve brought your papers.” She must not lose control of her voice. The silence this time had changed, as the unseen group recalculated.


“Sorry,” a man whispered from the corner.


“Shhh,” from the thin man. From the front of the house came one crack, then three others. The wooden door finally splintered. Some instinct made Rachel reach for the other woman’s hand and clutch it. Heavy, booted footsteps stomped overhead. The air inside the wardrobe soured. Shouting, then clomping feet up to the second floor. A collective exhale in the closet as they realized the boots were not yet headed downstairs. Sweat stuck skin to skin.


After all the risks Rachel had taken in the months she’d worked for the underground, wouldn’t it be ironic to be captured here, in a normal house-to-house raid? She’d carried coded messages, distributed illegal mimeographed newspapers, and—since she’d moved into even more dangerous work—delivered false identity papers. It had been hard to follow the orders never to tell her parents what she was doing, but now Rachel felt the rightness of that choice. If the Nazis came to the door to say she’d been arrested, her mother and father would say, “Not Rachel. Not our daughter. You must have the wrong address.” And they would know nothing, no matter what the police did to them.





PART I:
RACHEL’S HIDDEN LIFE






MAY–JUNE 1940


A roaring noise jolted Rachel awake. Her attic bedroom shook, its ancient timbers and tiles jangled by the planes overhead. None had ever come this close before. Her carved walnut wardrobe and the mirror on her dressing table shone for a moment in the ghastly light. Rachel pressed her hands over her ears, thrust her feet into warm slippers and headed down to her parents’ room. The noise abated for an instant, which meant she could think again. Those must be Nazi planes. Her radical mother had been right, not her father and most Dutch people, who thought the Netherlands could stay neutral the way they had in World War I. The noise wracked her again. At least she heard no explosions, just planes overhead.


No sign of her parents in their room, but a crack of light leaked under the kitchen door on the floor below, so she went down. The noise lessened again for a moment just as Rachel opened the kitchen door. Her mother was yelling at her father, her face blotchy and red, her silvered brown hair in rare disarray.


“Why? Why aren’t we in London with my aunt instead of here? Can you tell me that?”


Rachel stood still in the doorway. In her eighteen years, she never remembered a scene like this. Her parents, Jacob and Rose, noticed her and froze, just as another barrage assaulted them. Her father sat at the table, his long face haggard rather than serene and competent. Her mother stood stiff and straight by the stove, her round face defiant in its beauty. Water was coming to a boil for the coffee whose fragrance was already in the air.


Moving toward the table, Rachel broke the spell. While her mother turned back to the stove, her father looked up. Rachel put her arm around him and kissed his cheek. She felt his bristly goatee, not as well trimmed as it would have been during the day.


“What’s happening?” she asked, right into his ear.


“Your mother thinks the Germans are invading.”


“Who else would it be, the Chinese?” his wife snapped as the racket increased again. Rachel’s parents rarely disagreed, despite their contrasting backgrounds. Jacob’s bourgeois Jewish family had arrived from Germany in the early 1900s, while Rose’s diamond-cutting Sephardic people had lived in Amsterdam for three hundred years. The usual harmony in the house had been strained as Hitler’s hold on Germany strengthened.


When the coffee was ready, Rose put it and three porcelain cups on a tray, and pointed to the living room where they could sit more comfortably. Once her parents settled in their chairs, Rachel sat on the couch facing the huge windows overlooking the Lauriergracht canal. Its procession of linked, centuries-old row houses was invisible. Was the noise from guns as well as planes? It was too frequent to allow for more than scraps of conversation. Only once, Rachel heard a moment of a melody from the nearby Westerkerk carillon, its intricate bells rippling through her body as they had every quarter hour since she was born.


As the noise intensified, she lay on her side, one ear to a velvet couch cushion, the other covered by her hand. Her mother’s baby grand piano and the potted palm beside it were mere shadows against the tall windows. Rachel closed her eyes and tried to focus her thoughts elsewhere. Where was Michiel? Her new friend was a university student in Leiden, a few years older than she. He might be


there, or here in Amsterdam where his mother lived. Just the morning before, Rachel had opened his invitation to take a long bike ride the next Sunday. The orchards might be in bloom, and perhaps some lilacs. Their date was just a dream now. The Germans were flying over Amsterdam without stopping, but where were they going to drop those bombs? Surely not Leiden. Rachel remembered Michiel’s soft brown eyes, a color like the soil in the forest after years of leaves falling and changing. He’d looked at her intently when they were last together.


The noise hammered its way into her head again. She hated to feel the house shake. She’d lived there all her life, with well-laden bookshelves, her father’s leather armchair and medical clinic downstairs, her mother’s piano and rose-garlanded china, her own ample closet with clothes carefully tailored in the Kerkstraat.


What would Hitler do if he took over the Netherlands? Her father’s brother wrote letters from Germany that were full of hidden messages and obscure literary references that he knew they would understand. Rose had done everything she could to persuade him and his family to move to the Netherlands after Kristallnacht in 1938, the night of broken glass and killings and beatings of Jewish people. His wife’s elderly parents wouldn’t budge, so they all stayed in Germany. What would happen to them now?
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The next few days brought worse news almost every hour. German paratroopers landed, sometimes in Dutch uniforms to deceive the population. The longtime family housekeeper couldn’t reach her cousins by phone, and she was frantic. Rotterdam was bombed to smithereens, with hundreds of civilian lives lost, and the Nazis threatened the same for other Dutch cities. Jacob tried to rationalize his native country’s actions, saying that the Germans had to invade Holland to prevent a possible attack from Britain, but as usual Rose wasn’t buying it. She stored away as much canned food as she could get her hands on, and dove into Trollope’s The Vicar of Bullhampton. Books were her favorite escape, and she loved England, where her aunt had immigrated after marrying a well-off shopkeeper. She often reminisced about their London home on an oval park with huge trees at its heart. It had been a welcome contrast to the smelly tenement where Rose had grown up until her father and others organized the Diamond Workers’ Union.


On the evening of May 14, the family sat by the radio. The top Dutch general Henri Winkelman announced that the Netherlands had surrendered. Rose drew in a quick breath and covered her mouth. After a spasm of shock contracted his face, Jacob tried to compose his features. What will this mean? Rachel asked herself. She walked to the windows and looked out. The canal waters danced below her, on their way to the nearby Prinsengracht. In the evening light, a soft gold hovered over the greenish brown water. She could hear the percussive wings of a heron as it flew by.


The doorbell sounded, grating and insistent. Glad to leave the radio behind, she climbed the stairs down to the ground level, where her father’s clinic was located. It wasn’t a patient, however, but their next-door neighbor Gezin, an esteemed school athlete in her class.


“Rachel, I have to talk with your father.”


“Of course. Come on up.”


To her surprise, his breath was heaving behind her on the stairs. As soon as they entered the living room, he told her parents, “Something awful has happened.”


“What?” Rose asked. “The Germans overrunning our so-called neutral country? The Dutch army forgetting to flood the dyked land so they couldn’t just walk in? The so-called Queen fleeing to London?”


“Enough,” Jacob said. “Let the boy speak.” Gezin’s family were


longtime patients as well as neighbors. They turned to the doctor in any time of trouble.


“One of my father’s cousins—his whole family—they’re all dead.”


“Oh, no! Were they killed in Rotterdam?” Rachel’s thoughts veered to Michiel.


“No,” Gezin said, his eyes wide. “Right in their own home. The father killed his wife and two children, then himself.”


Rachel stepped back. “What? Who did you say this was?” It seemed too incredible. But who would make such a story up?


“My father’s cousin, Mozes Moffie, in Den Haag.”


Jacob put his hand on Gezin’s shoulder. “He must have been out of his mind. I’m so sorry. What a terrible thing! Please give my condolences to your parents. Do they want me to come over tonight?”


“No, tomorrow would be better. They just wanted you to know what happened.” Gezin hesitated. “Cousin Mozes left a note saying all the Jews were going to end up dead under Hitler anyway.” Gezin sank to the sofa, and everyone else sat back down. Rachel couldn’t believe what she had heard. Her father was right; the man had been mad.


“I told you, Jacob,” Rose said, her voice low and tense. “I’ve been trying to tell you ever since Kristallnacht. Is there any chance we can still get on a ship?”


Gezin shook his head. “My aunt just got back from the port at Ijmuiden. She’s in an awful state. My uncle tried to drive there, but the Germans were strafing a huge traffic jam of Jewish people trying to get out. Finally, he pulled the car off the road and they walked to the dock. The guards kept everybody away, even people with tickets. An old woman offered her pearls, but they wouldn’t take them.”


“So it’s too late.” The bleakness in her mother’s eyes shocked Rachel. Would it really be that bad to stay in Amsterdam and wait out the war? Especially with her new friend Michiel nearby in Leiden. Her mother was exaggerating. All the fighting was over now, so it was just a question of enduring the occupation. If the Allies won, they’d know the Dutch had been invaded and wouldn’t take revenge.


Her father said, “The Germans aren’t at the door yet, my dear. Don’t let them undermine your morale. We can’t let them get us down. Come on, you two, let me see which of you I can beat at cards.” At first reluctant, Gezin allowed himself to be distracted, just as her father had hoped. Rachel’s mind wandered instead to the most peaceful place she knew: the enclosed courtyard of the Begijnhof, where she and her parents always sought out the first snowdrops, delicate white flowers that muscled their way into the light. In a few days, she could look forward to another treat: her friend Sonja’s eighteenth-birthday celebration with her two other best friends, Paula and Anna.
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The gathering was held at Paula’s on a chilly spring evening ten days later, after Hitler had appointed a stiff-looking Austrian the governor of the Netherlands. At least he left the Dutch civil servants in place to do their jobs—good news to everyone, but especially to Sonja whose father worked for the city. Rachel cycled around the Prinsengracht canal’s half-moon shape, its waters flowing ultimately to the wild North Sea where she used to ride with her friends, about twelve miles away. After she parked her bicycle in front of the huge glass storefront of Paula’s family’s art and antique gallery, she gazed into the front windows. Tonight, art nouveau chairs in ivory upholstery streaked with gold sat around an ornate marble coffee table. She must bring Michiel to admire it when they met on the weekend. Heading upstairs to the family apartment, Rachel could hear Paula’s mother, Mrs. Posner, call down to her.


“Rachel, at last!” She filled the stairs with her rich voice. “The others are waiting to cut the cake.” Her ample figure and pretty features seemed unchanged, including the dimples she’d passed on to Paula. She didn’t look as if there was a war on at all. “I know you have plenty to talk about, so I’ll leave you to it.”


As Rachel went through to the parlor, she couldn’t help noticing the art. Wasn’t that a Rembrandt etching of the goldsmith with the Madonna and Child he’d just gilded? No matter how many times Rachel saw the room ahead, she always had to stifle a gasp. The chandelier suspended hundreds of crystals, each sparkling from dozens of facets. The intricate shadow they cast on the ceiling was a work of art in itself. Rachel’s own family was comfortable financially, but this was a whole other level of wealth.


“Come on in!” Paula said, effusive as usual, her brown eyes vivid and her face animated. She jumped up to give Rachel the ritual three kisses, her fine full figure shown off by a well-cut brown dress. “Anna and I have been waiting for you. Doesn’t Sonja look elegant?” Although Sonja was wearing a becoming slatey blue, she still looked gawky, even at eighteen. She was taller than the others, almost ungainly, her features too big for her face. Her expressions were usually so animated that no one noticed she wasn’t pretty in the ordinary sense. That night, however, Sonja’s face looked tight whenever she wasn’t talking. Anna, a blond pastor’s daughter, also looked tired, but smiled as Rachel sat down beside her.


The four friends tucked their chairs close around a small round table so their knees touched. Paula poured the coffee, and soon cake crumbs were finding their way to the rich coral and burgundy Armenian carpet. Talk naturally veered to the invasion and what it would mean. Even Paula toned down her enthusiasm. Rachel sighed inwardly, and spoke up.


“Please, can we keep the Nazis out of the room, just for tonight? I’m tired of hearing my parents fight about whether we should have gone to England, and what will happen to my uncle in Germany. I want a night off.”


“Me too,” said Sonja, her face pinched now. “At least your parents are arguing about England. Mine are talking about going to Paraguay. Almost nobody can leave anyway. But I’m not supposed to say anything about it.”


“Then let’s talk about celebrating instead.” Paula managed to laugh again. “Should we order a case of French champagne for your birthday?” Her smoothly coiffed auburn hair glowed in the light from candles on high, polished brass sticks. No wonder the boys’ eyes lingered on her.


“I don’t know about a whole case,” Anna joked. Everyone called her “The Librarian” because she loved books and wore huge, unbecoming tortoiseshell glasses which obscured her large blue eyes. Her shapely figure was lost in the lackluster clothes that her pastor father could afford. She continued, “The last I heard, Sonja’s boyfriend is still in town. I bet they’ll find a way to celebrate!” Maybe Anna wasn’t as straitlaced as Rachel often thought. They all giggled as Sonja’s fair skin turned pinker, while she shifted her long body and tapped her foot impatiently.


“Are you and Daan thinking of making any … announcements? Any diamonds in your future?” Rachel teased. If things were getting serious, Sonja would be the first of her friends to marry. Rachel couldn’t imagine it. She was more than ready for a boyfriend to have good times with, but not a husband. Not for years.


Sonja pursed her lips and her face fell. “We’d like to, but my father says we can’t right now, because the times are too uncertain. What kind of reason is that?” She tossed her head back, took a quick sip from her cup, and set it down hard, making a cracking sound. “I’m old enough to get married. Then I could just stay here with Daan, no matter where my parents go. My mother already had a baby when she was my age.”


Paula said, “Our parents are so conservative about us, but it was a different story when they were young.” Paula dropped her voice even though the apartment was huge. “I found a gorgeous taffeta skirt in the back of my mother’s closet with a wild pattern in fuchsia and black stripes. I asked her when she wore it, and she said, ‘While I was engaged to Alistair.’ I’d never even heard of him. ‘Was he Jewish?’ I asked her. You can’t always tell by the name. But she shut up and wouldn’t say another word.” Paula’s dimples deepened at the recollection. She had a boyfriend for every day of the week and liked it that way. Rachel didn’t want that many, but she was hoping Michiel was someone she could enjoy being with.


Anna looked away. She was always busy after school with some church project. No boy had yet seen past what she wore, probably donated from the parish, and her glasses. Rachel sighed in sympathy. Even if she herself hadn’t ever had a real boyfriend, at least there had been some flirting.


As the others chatted, she sipped her coffee, its complex flavors waking up her whole mouth. Rachel wondered about her own parents’ lives before they met, and tried to remember the few stories she’d heard. Her working-class mother had a lot of spirit or she wouldn’t have married into a much richer, more conservative and religious family. But engaged to a Gentile? She would never have done that. As the girls said goodnight later that evening, Sonja smiled only briefly when she said she was going off to meet Daan. Rachel felt sorry for her, but even more for Anna, who was more caught up in her father’s church work than a teenager should be.
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A few days later, Rachel put on her coat to go and meet Michiel for the third time. Rose raised her eyes from her book and tried to smile, which happened less often these days. “Have some fun if you can, dear. And boys are good company, too, not just your girlfriends, delightful as they are.” She was curled up with yet another Trollope novel, looking up only when necessary. From the age of five, when her baby brother died and her parents withdrew into their grief, books had become her best friends.


The world outside felt warm and effervescent after a spate of rain. The clouds overhead moved as fast as water, the thin ones streaking below the billowing cumulus. The breeze stroked Rachel’s bare legs. As she headed around the curved Prinsengracht canal toward the Three Herons Café, she stopped for a moment to look at the houses her parents had taught her to love. Every one looked as individual as a human being, with its own address. The linked facades were written on Rachel’s inner eye like the shape of her mother’s body. They had seen wars come and go, and still stood. Rachel started walking again, toward the place where she and Michiel had first met only weeks before.
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She would never normally have been there. Her mother had told her not to go into a café unescorted, as she quaintly put it. However, Rachel hadn’t had a choice. She had been riding home from Centraal Station when she realized that her sanitary towel had slipped. The nearest toilet was at The Three Herons, an old-fashioned café she had often passed. When Rachel opened the door, a gust of smoke and coffee and beer hit her, along with loud voices crooning a sentimental song she didn’t recognize. She calculated that the toilet must be in the back.


Bracing herself, Rachel had made her way first through a loose crowd, then a denser pack of men at the back. She dreaded unwanted contact with those who might take advantage of the tight situation. Clasping her satchel, she had moved ahead. One man in the smoky back room caught her eye. He was tall, with fair hair and coloring. However, his eyes were brown, not blue, and soft rather than bright like hers and her mother’s. He used his forearm to ease a companion aside so she could pass easily. “Please,” he said somewhat formally, with a little bow and a slight smile.


Rachel met his eyes and entered the tiny ladies’ room. Her face in the mirror looked pliable and open. She told herself that he was just a guy like anyone else. By the time she finished washing her hands, she knew she had to find him again.


He was waiting by the archway to the next room. “My name is Michiel Drogt,” he said, extending his hand. “And yours?”


As she told him, she felt the warm breadth of his palm, his long fingers. She wondered if he would recoil at her Jewish name—a question that had only ever come into her mind recently—but he didn’t. His face was long and well formed but not especially interesting except for his eyes. They were deep and alive.


Moving closer so he could hear her over the din, she said, “I’m surprised that so many people are having a good time in here. Sometimes people just aren’t in the mood anymore.”


“You’re right. I’m a student at the University of Leiden, and there are days when it’s hard even to study.” A quick tightness passed over his face. A roar of laughter from the front room almost drowned out his words.


She looked at the clean, bare floorboards. “Is this one of your favorite cafés?” Rachel asked, suddenly aware that a few others were watching them. Perhaps his friends?


“It wasn’t, but it is now.” He only looked into her eyes for an instant.


“I’m usually in the neighborhood about this time,” Rachel improvised. “Perhaps I’ll see you again.” It would be wonderful to have a male friend of her own.


“This time tomorrow? I’ll meet you in front.” Michiel gave another slight bow and a quick smile in response to her nod, and returned to his own comrades. Their next meeting had interested her even more. The invasion had kept them apart, but at last they were about to meet again.
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As Rachel turned the bend in the Prinsengracht on her way to the café, the Westerkerk carillon played a sweet musical phrase as if to greet her. Michiel slipped into her mind at least as often as the dozens of tuned bells did, every quarter hour. Despite the frightening developments around her, thinking of him always brightened Rachel’s mood. She gazed up at the Westerkerk’s elaborately carved tower, almost as tall as Big Ben. Its dark gray stone seemed etched against the soft blue sky with a few puffy white clouds racing across it. Would Michiel be as eager to see her as she was to see him? He seemed to like listening to her, and he always asked interesting questions. She was intrigued by their political conversations.


When they settled at a favorite table in the corner over coffee and apple tart, the café was noisy enough that they had to sit close to hear each other. Rachel thought her skirt was touching his pants leg, but she wasn’t sure. She liked seeing him up so close and smelling the soap he must have shaved with, clean and unscented. When Rose talked with her about boys, she’d always said it was good to have fun, that kisses were OK, but that was where it stopped “until you’re going to get married. Then we’ll have another talk.” Feeling Michiel so close made Rachel wonder what it would be like to let him kiss her, but he was on another track right now—and no wonder, with the Nazis all over the city.


He spoke passionately as he predicted dire consequences of the Nazi occupation. “Mark my words, they’ll be shipping Dutch farm goods to Germany, and drafting us to fight on the Nazi side or work in their factories. The next thing we know, they’ll be diverting Dutch companies to produce guns and who knows what else.” Could he be right? It was too frightening for Rachel to contemplate. Her father had reassured her that the changes wouldn’t be that drastic.


Before she could reply, the noise level increased. “Let’s go outside,” Rachel suggested. She loved the sound of his voice, even when what he was saying upset her.


The afternoon was cooler but fair. They found a bench by the glittering side canal, in the shade of the soft new leaves. When they sat side by side, Rachel could see the watery reflections on Michiel’s face, brightening and changing it as the waves flickered.


He was still preoccupied. “The Germans are acting like savages.”


She couldn’t let that pass. He was talking about her father’s native place, after all. And about her.


“Have you forgotten that I’m half-German? Am I a savage?”


“Of course not! But look at how they threatened to blow up all our cities if we didn’t surrender.” The wind picked up a lock of her hair and tickled her cheek. Was he even noticing?


“True, but most invaders would have bombed them the first day. At least they gave us a choice.” She’d heard her father say this.


“A choice? Give in or we’ll destroy you? What about what they’re doing to the Jews in Germany? Look at the attacks on some of the Jewish shops right here. The Dutch Nazis are gearing up. And a lot of Jews agree with me, or they wouldn’t have rushed off to Ijmuiden to escape.” Rachel could see he expected a response, and she wanted to provide one. She liked the give-and-take.


“But, Michiel, the Dutch Nazis are just a tiny minority. All the Dutch civil servants are still in place, and they aren’t going to let the Nazis get away with anything big.” He listened to her, even when he didn’t agree, his head cocked a little to the right and those deep brown eyes focused right on hers.
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As the summer progressed, Rachel began to agree with Michiel’s pessimism, which unsettled her. Although she loved and respected her father and wanted to believe him, she was alarmed when the Allies were forced to evacuate all their troops from France. Rachel wondered aloud whether any place was safe from Hitler. Michiel nodded grimly, but he was still sure the Allies would prevail in the end. Rachel let him convince her, which meant it was just a matter of time until the war was over. They just had to get through it somehow. When the two of them rode their bikes or sat and talked about anything and everything, she felt that she would be able to face whatever came. A serious relationship with a Jewish boy could develop later, when she had finished her education and was ready to think about marriage. For now, she and Michiel could be good friends, even flirt sometimes.


The more time they spent together, the more they confided in each other. Rachel admitted that she didn’t want to be a doctor like her father for reasons she couldn’t quite articulate, and felt guilty about it. They talked about their futures—her hopes for a home and family and becoming a teacher, Michiel’s to be both a scientist and a poet. Another time, he recounted his father’s rages and how he had beaten his son for breaking a pencil box. Rachel saw the hurt stiffness on Michiel’s face when he talked about it, and reached out to touch his arm as he sat beside her in the café. How had he become such a gentle person?


“He hit my mother, too,” Michiel added softly, “especially at night.” He turned directly to her and put his hand on hers, warm and thrilling. “That’s why I never, never want to make a woman do anything. Not unless she wants to. Not even a kiss.” Rachel took in a deep breath, relieved that he would never ask more than she wanted to give, so things could never go too far. Even if sometimes she might want them to.
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When her friends asked how she and Michiel were getting along, she was pleased to be asked, but answered evasively. He was, after all, a friend, and couldn’t be much more than that in the long run. Michiel probably felt much the same way, although they hadn’t discussed it. He came from a solid Protestant background, and his parents wouldn’t accept her as a serious girlfriend—any more than Rachel’s would accept him. Still, in these times, it was wonderful to have someone and something to look forward to. Rachel didn’t want to explain all that to the others.


Paula kept up a campaign of relentless teasing. Sonja, in love herself, was subtler but equally insidious, looking down at Rachel from her considerable height to cross-examine her. “You’re spending a lot of time with him. Has he kissed you yet?”


“We’re friends,” Rachel snapped. If only he would kiss her, just once. Then she’d know what it was like. “Just friends, nothing more.”


Only Anna, who’d never had a boyfriend, looked as if she believed her.





JULY–AUGUST 1940


One warm, late evening with the orange sun slowly slipping down, Rachel and Michiel strolled toward the billowing trees of the Westerpark. Her hand was tucked into the crook of his elbow, and every now and then he squeezed it to his side. Through his thin shirt and undershirt, she could feel his warm flesh. It made her want to be even closer. If she felt this strongly about someone who wasn’t really her boyfriend, what would it be like when she found her husband? Crossing a broad drawbridge to the Houtmankade, they gazed up the canal to the gleaming open waters of the harbor.


Four German police clustered at the edge of the park, like a group of boys hanging around a ball field. “Let’s cross,” Michiel said, but she could feel his arm tighten. As they approached, the men heard them and straightened up. One tipped his hat and said “Guten abend.” Before she could stop herself, Rachel replied in German, her father’s mother tongue. It was a reflex to be polite, even to them.


The men’s faces broke into smiles, and they all spoke at once. “You speak German!” “Where did you learn?” “Your accent is good.” Michiel’s elbow tensed beneath her hand, pulling her away, but she couldn’t be rude to them. They’re our age, she noticed. If they were tourists, we’ d chat with them. Instead, they’re the enemy. Given Michiel’s reaction, however, she decided to play dumb and repeat the German greeting rather than start a conversation. Their smiles turned to polite disappointment and nods of farewell.


If I’ d been alone, Rachel thought, would I have talked to them for a while, even if they’re on the other side? She loved the German language. She and her father spoke it together sometimes to keep in practice, and he had read aloud to her from his favorite authors when she was growing up.


“Don’t ever say too much to them. You need to protect yourself,” Michiel said as they walked under the huge trees on the edge of the park. Rachel pulled away a little.


“From what? They’re boys, like the ones I go to school with. Unless I flung a bomb at them, they’d never hurt me, especially not if I spoke German to them. They’re probably homesick.”


“Come on, Rachel!” His tone was impatient, even dismissive, his lips pursed into a tight line. Rachel didn’t want to spoil the mood between them, but she didn’t like his comment, either.


“Think about it. They’re far from home, some of them are probably believers in Hitler but some probably aren’t, and they just want to speak their own language. Is it wrong to give them that for a moment?”


“Maybe not. I didn’t mean to snap at you. It’s been a rough day.” She waited for him to say more, but he didn’t. His apology made her like him even more, and there was a place she wanted to show him.


They walked on in silence. She steered him toward the view of a small island with a copse of high trees, set in the middle of a pond. The scent of fresh water filled the air.


“Look,” she said, “the herons nest here, and they usually start coming home about this time, from the whole city.” They chose a bench and sat near each other. One huge heron flew toward the trees, tilting its broad wings and extending its spindly legs.


Rachel edged closer before she spoke, not quite touching but wanting to. “Michiel, remember how terrified people were before the invasion? Our neighbors knew a family where the father killed everyone, then committed suicide. But you have to admit that the Germans have behaved well so far. The Dutch Nazis have attacked some Jewish businesses, but the Germans themselves have hardly done anything to us.”


“I agree, but that’s because they still think we Dutch are their Aryan brothers, and that sooner or later we’ll see the light. One day, guys like the ones on the corner will figure out how many of us hate them.” He moved away, and she immediately felt the deprivation.


“Those boys were standing around, minding their own business. I’m totally against what they believe,” she said as he opened his mouth to protest, “but the Germans haven’t done a lot of things people predicted. What’s the big deal if we aren’t allowed to watch English or American films? You can’t blame them for not wanting us to see propaganda.” Listening to herself, Rachel realized that she sounded more like her father than her fatalistic mother, but she couldn’t help herself. Maybe things would work out after all, no matter what Hitler said. When she felt Michiel’s arm around her, even for a moment as they passed through a door together, she felt hope.


The sun’s bronze light tinged his face. How could she have thought it was plain, with the strong jaw and well-drawn nose? He said, “They’re under strict orders to behave themselves. They believe they can win us over. What makes you think the Germans will keep on acting like gentlemen? All our good, conscientious Dutch civil servants are working for them. When the Germans jerk the puppet strings, those bureaucrats will do whatever they want.” His dark brown eyes flashed.


“That’s not true, Michiel. My friend Sonja’s father works for the city. He would never do anything that goes against his principles. And he’s Jewish.” To see how Michiel would respond, she added, “My father thinks the Germans only invaded us to get a buffer between them and England. They need more labor for their weapons factories, and they know we’re good workers.”


She heard Michiel draw his breath in sharply, and his hands clenched.


For a moment, she thought he would blow up, but he stopped himself. So maybe his father’s temper was in there somewhere. “I hope he’s right. I should walk you home. It’s getting late,” he said in a tight voice.


They made peace with a few observations about the herons, and Rachel slipped her hand through his arm on their journey home, glad that things had warmed up again between them despite their wrangling. He was a good friend.


[image: image]


Although their political and personal conversations continued, Rachel and Michiel also talked endlessly about books. Neither had ever met someone else their age who loved literature so much. At school, most other students seemed diligent rather than passionate about their studies. Passing volumes back and forth, Rachel and Michiel discussed every nuance chapter by chapter. His French was excellent, so he brought her Molière’s plays. They split their sides laughing over The Hypochondriac, which gave Rachel a chance to tell him about accompanying her father on house calls.


Because her English was better, she introduced him to the challenges of Shakespeare, blushing as they discussed Juliet’s passion for Romeo.


“She’s too young!” Michiel protested. “A girl that age wouldn’t fling herself at a boy that way.”


“Of course she would. I don’t know why everyone talks about boys in love. Girls feel at least as deeply.” She felt her cheeks redden as she said so.


“But would she defy her parents that way?”


“Well …” Rachel thought of Sonja’s loving Daan despite her parents. “Yes, she would have. Even in Shakespeare’s time.”


“Just a little before your mother’s ancestors were settling here.”


She couldn’t believe how Michiel remembered every detail she had told him about herself. Maybe he cares about me, she thought, and her chest swelled as if with oxygen. A little romance wouldn’t be bad as long as they both knew which lines couldn’t be crossed. Michiel certainly knew how to respect a girl—maybe a little too much at times. Rachel wouldn’t mind if their greeting and farewell kisses were less perfunctory.
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Like Rachel, Michiel exulted in the outdoors. They cycled along the canals into the countryside whenever possible, often side by side in conversation, or looking around to drink in the fragrant fields, the melodious birdsong, and the fleeting sun. One balmy afternoon, things changed fast. “Look, Rachel, the clouds over that steeple are starting to thicken. We’d better find shelter.” He pulled his bicycle up beside hers.


“I know a spot about a mile up the river. Let’s try to get there.”


She pedaled fast, happy that she could keep up with him although his legs were longer. They didn’t quite make it before the rain began drenching her light cotton dress. The top stuck to her slip, revealing the shape of her breasts. Would he notice? Her stomach fluttered, but she did her best to ignore it. Michiel glanced at her and took a quick breath, then looked away. It must go back to that father of his. Every now and then, his eyes took in all of her, even before today. When Michiel put his jacket around her shoulders, she shivered toward him, and he almost held her. She didn’t think about where it all might lead.
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The next time they were together was a bright afternoon, when they parked their bikes on the bridge facing the vast Rijksmuseum. Every inch of its surface was colorfully decorated, so unlike the canal houses with their elegant stone or brick facades.


Michiel said, “It’s more like a palace than a museum.” They paused on the bridge.


“Like the Louvre. Wouldn’t you love to see it?” Rachel moved closer and touched his arm for a moment. His starched shirt crackled under her fingers.


“Paris is fabulous. And it’s not that far away,” he said. “I’m surprised you haven’t gone already.” They lingered a moment on the bridge, leaning against the railing to watch the weeping willow branches strumming the water as they swayed in the warm breeze. Overhead, immense mounds of cumulus clouds blew around and over each other.


“We normally go every year to see our relatives in London,” Rachel said, “but not since the war started. My great-aunt Sophie said it was too dangerous to travel, but sometimes I wish we’d visited and just stayed there.” She moved her arm closer to his. Was he moving toward her? She didn’t know why this scrap of closeness mattered so much to her.


“If you had, we wouldn’t have met each other.” A happy shiver touched her, like a breeze. So she did matter to him. He continued, “I could have gotten out, too. I have an aunt in New York. She tried to persuade me to move there for university. My mother is still pestering me to consider it, since the Americans are having an easier time than we are.”


Rachel looked into his eyes. Could he really leave, just like that? “New York? Why would you go?”


“You know the Nazis want all the unemployed Dutch men to register for war work, or else they’ll lose their benefits?”


Rachel nodded. “Yes, but that doesn’t apply to you.”


“My father’s afraid there might be a labor draft soon, even for students.”


“Oh.” What would that mean? Could they write to each other? What if he were in Germany and everything was censored, and the Allies were bombing the labor camps? All this went through her mind in seconds.


Michiel seemed to read her thoughts. “I don’t like it either, Rachel. Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. We came here to enjoy the paintings, not to worry. Let’s go.” He put his arm all the way around her. It felt like the branch of a strong tree, and she eased into it as they approached the heavy wooden door to the left of the dark, arched passageway. Was that gesture mere politeness? Surely not. The slight pressure of his arm sizzled through her coat. Rachel knew her face must be more vividly pink than usual, and she’d chosen the brown raincoat specially. The sunshine fell on the two of them.


“What would you like to see if you got to New York?” he asked.


“Everything. Especially the skyscrapers. But I’d go to Paris first. I want to see the Eiffel Tower, the museums, the fabulous clothes. And the shows, too, with the famous cancan girls.”


Michiel’s eyebrows shot up. “Why?”


“Why not?” Rachel asked. “Didn’t you ever see Toulouse Lautrec’s paintings of the dancers at the Moulin Rouge?”


Michiel pushed the heavy arched wooden door open. “Peace, peace,” he murmured, putting his hand up. “I didn’t mean to offend you. But you have to admit that most girls like you aren’t interested in the Folies Bergère.”


“What do you mean, girls like me?” she asked, her face turned away. She didn’t want him to see her reaction to whatever he would


say. They began winding their way up the spiral staircase with its illumined stained glass windows.


“Smart, beautiful, well brought up.” At least he gave her that, and he listened. She liked wrangling things out with him, and the feeling of his arm around her. She nodded, and he smiled back at her. He reached over and adjusted her soft golden scarf, touching her cheek lightly as he did so.


“It was slipping off,” he said.
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Did Michiel wonder why Rachel never asked him to pick her up at home? She couldn’t have explained exactly why she told her parents she was meeting one of her school friends, Sonja or Paula or Anna, instead of him. She didn’t usually lie. Her mother and father were happy to see anyone she brought home. They wouldn’t make any assumptions about a romantic attachment, but an instinct made her want Michiel to herself. It was a shame he wasn’t Jewish, and she was sure he understood what that meant in the long run. But they could enjoy the pleasure of each other’s company right now.


Their debates about the consequences of the occupation took a more serious turn in early July. Jews were banned from the Civil Air Guard, although the Mayor of Amsterdam pleaded that they wouldn’t have enough guards to cover the city center. The Nazis wouldn’t take unemployed Jewish men for labor in Germany when they drafted the others. Yet life went on.
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One resplendent afternoon, Rachel and her friends strolled along the intimate Egelantiersgracht, as the houses’ reflections shimmied in the water. Anna said she’d heard rumors that Jewish people were being threatened. Sonja leaned down to her shorter companions and lowered her voice.


“My parents are worried about my brother—and the rest of us, especially if the Nazis change their minds and start drafting Jews, too. My dad is still talking about Paraguay or somewhere.”


“That’s ridiculous!” Paula exploded, her dimples disappearing. “We can’t let these stupid Nazis get us down. Besides, nobody can get out of the country now anyway.”


Rachel agreed with Paula, but she didn’t want her friends to argue. She’d had enough of that at home with her parents’ debates about what lay ahead.


She asked, “Anna, has your father heard anything about where those unemployed men the Germans drafted are being sent?” Rachel was still haunted by Michiel’s father’s concerns for his son, and she knew Anna’s father had his ear to the ground.


“No, but he worries about them all the time.” Anna’s glasses were slipping down her nose as usual. “Everyone wants his advice, but he doesn’t know what to tell them. The Germans and their Dutch police are everywhere these days. Look, there’s a clump of helmets going over the bridge.” A duck galumphed up onto the edge of the street and wandered toward them, as though it too wanted to know what was happening. Although the girls turned to other topics, their hearts weren’t in it anymore.
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However concerned she might be about the Germans, Rachel relished her secret friendship with Michiel. She brushed her hair a hundred strokes before going off to meet him. He had such good ideas about what they could do together, and he was interesting to talk with. Their disagreements usually felt exciting rather than distressing, and he did pay attention to what she said, unlike some of the boys who had flirted with her before. That dress wouldn’t do, too frumpy. Where was her good silk slip?


Perhaps they could go dancing one day. It would be such fun to feel his arms fully around her. He was nothing like the other boys. When she had let a few of them kiss her, their efforts were disgusting. He would never slobber the way they did, but it would be nice if he tried something. Lots of girls had male friends—even real boyfriends—before they found the man they’d marry. She checked her hairstyle. Would Michiel like it this way, puffy over each ear, like a cancan girl’s? He’d said the red gold in her hair was shining in the sunset the other evening. Had she imagined that his last three kisses on her cheeks were a little closer to her mouth?
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“You look lovely.” As Michiel said it, Rachel realized how much she’d longed to hear that from him. That evening, they were sitting on a bench beside a small canal ruffled by the breeze, outside the city center. The houses blushed in the opalescent light. The sky was busy with dashing clouds, painted every color from charcoal to a peachy dove gray. The warmth of Michiel’s arm against hers made Rachel feel dreamy.


She was unprepared when he asked, “May I come and meet your parents, or would you rather visit my family first?” His face was open and almost afraid. Rachel closed her eyes. Was he more serious than she’d meant to be? Part of her rejoiced at the possibility, but surely his feelings couldn’t have moved that fast. She needed to nip this in the bud. She’d loved their time together and hoped for more—but involving their families was a danger signal that he wanted something else.


“No! Our parents don’t have to meet everybody we know.” She didn’t want to give up her one big secret from her parents.


Michiel’s face sagged like a disappointed child’s. She would have to find a kinder way to tell him that she wouldn’t invite him home. She didn’t want to hurt him.


He said, “Of course I don’t introduce all my friends to my parents. But I’ve told them about you, and they’d like to meet you. No matter what the Nazis are saying about the Jews, my family isn’t like that, I promise you.”


“What did you tell them?” Her voice was soft and she sat very still.


He turned away a little, looked down at his large hands. He took a deep breath, and turned back. “My mother saw it first. She asked me directly if I was in love. What could I say but yes?” Rachel’s eyes widened. Before she knew what she had done, she drew his face toward hers and kissed him, lingering. His mouth first felt feathery, then yielding and pliable.
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