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Chapter 1

Jacob Van Noorden slipped into the police compound at four o’clock on a chilly spring morning in 1940. The village of Overdam was dark, its streets completely deserted with a wet sheen on the pavers, the air damp from the nearby river. No need for a guard at the Mounted Royal Marechaussee at this hour. He stole into his house and climbed the stairs avoiding the creak of its sixth tread. In the bedroom, he slowly undressed to his underwear and crawled into bed beside his sleeping wife. He coddled up to Margaret’s warm, soft backside. She didn’t move.

Exhausted, he was about to surrender to sleep when he heard the faint, but by then familiar, noise. Tempted to ignore the world, he sat up anyway, swung his legs sideways, and placed his bare feet on the cold linoleum-covered floor in one smooth movement and got out of bed. He shivered.

“Wake up, Margaret,” he said quietly as he jumped back into his pants. She didn’t stir. He gently shook her shoulder. Louder now, he said, “Sweetheart, do you hear that?”

She sat upright and rubbed her eyes. “What? Oh, you’re finally home. I waited up for you. When you didn’t come, I went to bed. I don’t hear anything, dear.”

“I’m going to check.” He ran up the stairs to the attic and pushed open the blacked-out attic window, right by the landing, extending its forged-iron sash bar out as far as his arm would reach. Yes, there it was, a low buzzing sound, like a giant radio, warming up. He pulled away from the tiny window, hurried down the narrow stairs to the bedroom, and put on more clothes. With a low voice, he shook Margaret’s shoulder once more. 

She had fallen asleep but responded to his nudge by slowly lifting her head off the pillow. 

With urgency, he said, “Get dressed Margaret, please, you must get up, I think the Krauts are attacking us.” 

She put her head down on the pillow and sighed: “Really?”

He didn’t wait for her and stomped down the stairs without a thought for the sleeping children; breath quickened, thoughts racing. In the corridor, he stepped into his rubber boots and grabbed his jacket on the way out the door. 

In the yard, he looked up. A large cloud of dark, flying objects was visible against the slightly-lighter, violet-black velvet of the sky above. He focused his gaze and could see many tiny lights moving westwards. This fleet was much larger than any he’d seen traversing the airspace before. He listened, alert, and heard the distant buzzing, but nothing else, no gun or artillery fire, and his heartbeat slowed somewhat.

So far, the only visible signs of the war between Britain and Germany had been smaller fleets of British planes, moving east early in the morning and flying home later in the day. The German Heinkels flew on the opposite schedule, southwards and westwards. It was all to little effect; some called it a ghost war. He didn’t notice Margaret beside him until she touched his arm. She wore her coat slung around her shoulders. “Do you see them, dear?” he asked.

“I am so glad you’re home, Jan. We missed you very much.” She held on to his arm. 

“Me too, lieverd [darling], but it was a busy week. I’m exhausted, and now this. You see those planes?” His voice was quiet as if he feared somebody listening in on their conversation.

“Yes, I do. Are you certain those are German planes?” She was wide awake now.

Her voice had the quality of a child’s, soft and questioning, something he hadn’t noticed before. It must have been her week alone that made her insecure. He put an arm around her and pulled her close. She leaned into him.

“I think they are, from their direction. Are you cold? Did you really miss me?” He scanned her face, then gave her a quick kiss on her lips.

She smiled at him. “No, it’s not that but those planes scare me — there are so many this time. Don’t worry about me. I feel better living in the compound with neighbors close by, but we did miss you. The boys kept asking for you.” 

Jacob squeezed her tighter, smiled, and looked up again. 

She glanced briefly in the direction of the planes and wondered, “Where might they be going?” 

The earthy fragrance of spring mixed with sweetness permeated the air, and a faint mist hung between the blossoming fruit trees in the backyard. Without any moonlight, the night was dark, although many stars seemed randomly thrown against the velvet sky, the reason it took a while to spot the twinkling lights of the planes. Jacob located the North Star and the panhandle of the Little Dipper, Ursa Minor. After a few minutes of silence, he spoke again.

“I might be wrong. This fleet is flying at almost-invisible altitude. Like before, it might be headed for England, only this time a few hours early and with more planes than usual. England will be ready for them. On the other hand, it just might be a diversion tactic; I’m going to check the radio. You shouldn’t have waited up for me. Why don’t you go back to bed, dear?”

He turned her away from the spectacle high up above. With his hand in the small of her back, he guided her to the house. Walking with her, he was lost in his own thoughts. What if the target wasn’t Britain? He had just returned from a long week of covert operations. He longed to punish the Nazis for their international law violations, for walking into sovereign nations — Austria, Poland, Denmark, and Norway — as if a border didn’t mean anything. The Dutch leadership had cowardly signed more peace treaties, but if an attack on Holland were to occur, a war would be the only response to defend the nation’s honor. 

“If these moffen are after us, I’m ready to show them what we’re made of, teach them a lesson,” he suddenly growled. He used the pejorative word for German soldiers, shorthand for effeminate fighters, carrying moffen [hand warmers] before being able to load and fire a rifle in winter. 

Startled by his tone, Margaret turned to face him. 

“What are you saying? That’s foolish, dear. Only short-sighted people would say such a thing. Nobody wants a war. You just came back from a week away, and you tell me you want to leave us again?” She realized she sounded like a nagging housewife and stopped talking as she resumed walking.

Her words had an effect. A sense of contrition crept up, but Jacob didn’t like her tone of voice. “Just go back to bed, you’re tired,” he answered curtly. 

She walked into the house and hung her coat on the rack by the front door. He followed her. To his surprise, instead of going upstairs, she walked into the living room. Her question hung in the air between them.

“Of course, I don’t want a war,” he said quietly. “Sweetheart, forget what I said. I just want to check the radio; you go on ahead upstairs.” 

She ignored his suggestion and sat down on the chaise longue — the divan. “If you stay up, I’m going to stay up too, I want to be with you. You don’t need to protect me from what’s happening. I want to know. And I want you to stop saying that ugly word. It hurts my feelings when you say it. Would you just say Germans, please?” 

He sat down by the radio in the corner and considered her request for a few seconds. Although Margaret was German-born, she had no personal reason to feel German anymore. She arrived as a child with her whole family, and all of them had been Dutch citizens for almost two decades. Of course, she still had uncles and an aunt in Germany. He had visited Margret’s aunt in Hildesheim once with her before the boys’ births.

“Oh, you’re too sensitive. Don’t take it personally, lieve vrouw [dear wife]. I’m talking about enemy soldiers and generals. Everybody calls them that. I don’t mean civilians. I don’t consider your family members moffen.” He laughed half-heartedly and looked at her for its effect. 

She didn’t laugh. She just tightened her jaw and looked down at the floor when she commented, “My uncle is in the Wehrmacht, didn’t I tell you?”

He took a few seconds before answering and softly said, “Margaret.” 

She looked up. 

“I forgot, sorry.” 

She smiled and brightly said, “That’s alright. Uncle Klaus might be retired by now.”

He wondered how her sympathy for the Heimat would play out if the German army indeed invaded Holland. The thought of it hit home. Fear made his heart race, and sweat formed on his brow, anticipating. 

Bending over in his chair next to the radio, he fiddled with the dials in the dark living room. The radio’s cat-eye took a minute or two to change to chartreuse, indicating the tubes were heating up. He turned the dial to fine-tune the bandwidth until the now green indicator slimmed to a narrow, vertical pupil. The crackling noise from interference became an ear-splitting-loud voice, speaking clear sentences through the loudspeaker — obviously Jaap’s handiwork. His one-year-old son liked playing with the dials.

“Turn it down! The kids will wake up,” Margaret called out over the noise.

He already turned the volume down and muttered: “Sorry, sorry.”

The voice continued: “This is a repeat of the message. This is a special broadcast from the Central Air Observation Center. Large numbers of unidentified aircraft have crossed the Dutch border in the northern provinces and are moving westwards across Dutch territory at an altitude of about 2000 meters.” 

“Goddammit!” The rare blasphemy escaped his mouth before he could repress it. He crouched closer to the radio, uncertain what to do next as the airborne army advanced to its destination without any barriers in its way. It called up a biblical scene on his mind: the proverbial plague of grasshoppers chewing through anything alive at the end of times in the book of Exodus. He had startled Margaret. 

“Jan, what is it?” She used his common, abbreviated nickname instead of the formal Jacob, something she occasionally did for emphasis or when she was worried. 

As he considered how to interpret the radio message for her and explain the significance of the fleet’s size, a little voice cut through his thoughts.

“I heard the radio. Papa, you’re home!” 

Four-year-old Hendrik stood by the door, rubbing his sleepy face, then ran towards him and wrapped his skinny arms around his shoulders. 

“Hi, little man. Did you wake up?” Jacob sat the boy on his knee and gave him a kiss on his head as he looked at Margaret: “That’s all we need,” he mouthed. To his son, he spoke kindly: “We’re just listening to the radio, son. It’s too early to get up. Go back to bed, Hendrik. Mama will take you upstairs.” 

As soon as he had finished the sentence, little Jaap also stumbled into the room, sobbing: 

“Mama, Mama.” When he saw his dad, he stopped crying. On unsteady legs, he moved to his dad. The boy laid both his tiny hands on Jacob’s knees for support and looked up. “Papa, Papa.” 

Jacob lifted him onto his other knee and kissed him. “Hello, my baby boy,” he whispered. 

Hendrik demanded his attention again and pushed Jaap away, defending his spot. “Papa, you were gone so long.” 

Both boys clung to him, arms tightly wrapped around his neck as if he had been gone for a year. Jacob got up from his chair with both boys in his arms. He hugged them, kissed each on the cheek, and set them down on the floor. “Yes, boys, I’m back. Mama told me you missed me. I missed you too.” He gave them his order in a gentle voice: “Go back to bed now. I promise I’ll come up and tuck you in.” 

While Margaret pulled the boys by their hands out of the room, the children looked back at their dad, but Jacob’s mind was already elsewhere as he smiled at them and waved goodbye. He returned to listening; the radio repeated its message. 

His phone rang: “Van Noorden, go to the office and stand by. The Krauts are attacking us and I heard the bridge was already taken. I’ll keep you informed. Talk soon,” said his department head Den Toom. 

Jacob exhaled sharply and then used an internal line to his deputy, Sergeant Van Houten, who lived in the adjacent residence within the compound. “I think we are on the verge of action, Van Houten,” he breathed into the phone. “Meet me in ten minutes.” Then he ran upstairs, his mind racing, his blood pumping.

 

 




Chapter 2

Margaret sat with Jaap on his bed; Hendrik was wide awake in his bed across when Jacob entered the boys’ bedroom. Excited from the anticipation of any action, although he didn’t know what to expect, he was all business now. 

“Go back to sleep, boys. Papa will stay home for a long time. Margaret, best you stay upstairs with the boys, at least until they’re asleep. I have to go to work. You better just stay at home today.”

“I wasn’t planning on going anywhere,” she said, sounding offended. “I want to see you at lunch today.” 

He sighed, and forcing his voice to sound patient, he said, “Sweetheart, I’m just worried about you and the boys. I don’t know what will happen today, but I have the feeling that something will. If I’m not back by evening, go to your mother with the kids, as we talked about before.” He tucked in the boys, kissed them, then whispered in her ear: “Germans crossed the border, and our bridge was taken.” 

She looked up, startled. With distaste in her voice, she responded: “I love my mother, but I’ll only go to her as a last resort. I don’t want Mutter’s reputation to rub off on me in this town, where people know nothing about us. Anyway, I’d just fight with her about her crazy adoration for that awful man. You be careful now; I wouldn’t want anything to happen to you, schat [darling].” Her face was pale. Her hair had slipped from underneath the hairnet, and she wiped it out of her face. 

“I know you love her, and she loves you, and you’ll be safe there,” he said in a soothing tone. He gave her a quick peck on the lips, stroked her hair and left. He wondered what sort of role lay ahead for him in the nation’s defense. He tried to pretend he was worried but knew he hadn’t fooled Margaret. His voice had barely contained his excitement. This change of pace was exactly what he’d been waiting for. Although the director’s news caused him some concern, at least something was happening after the years of increasing hostilities in other countries. 

Walking down the stairs, he considered his options. As a thirty-five-year-old policeman with two boys under five, he didn’t long to go to war, but he would never shrink from his military duty in the face of intimidation and injustice. No, surrendering wasn’t his style, but no sane man in his position would choose outright combat at the front. He would find a meaningful role behind the scenes. His family’s safety would come first. 

Margaret’s mother, Johanna, lived with Juergen, Margaret’s twin brother, in a duplex farmhouse only an hour’s bike-ride from Overdam, closer to the border. If the Germans were coming through, probably on their way to France or England, Margaret surely would be safe there because Johanna was a staunch admirer of Hitler, and Juergen had signed up for the Dutch Nazi Party. Jacob hated their allegiance to the Germans and couldn’t imagine how that might play out with a German invasion. He would have to wait and see. 

 




Chapter 3

Jacob and Van Houten stood outside in the compound yard, both dressed in uniform, and searched for the waves of tiny, buzzing lights up high in the sky, virtually beyond observation. They heard faint explosions in the distance, maybe twenty or thirty kilometers away — about the distance to the border. 

Van Houten pointed out to Jacob the inconsistency of the sounds with what they observed. His voice trembled with excitement, maybe also fear; Jacob couldn’t be sure. “If the planes are attacking us to the west, Opper, I think the only plausible reason for explosions would be that our border defense is destroying the bridges.” 

His crew members called Jacob Opper [Gov] short for opperwachtmeester, his rank. Jacob didn’t reply right away and breathed a few times deeply to calm himself down. His heart was beating one hundred clicks an hour. 

“I wonder what’s happening on the ground. How much time would a well-equipped army need to defeat the border troops, you’d think? It wouldn’t be longer than a few hours. I’m calling the department head now. Come inside too,” he told his sergeant. After all, the Marechaussee Corps was military police, and in such dire times, the unit might be assigned a particular task beyond policing. 

Jacob returned to the building and sat down at his desk in his private office. He considered his intent for a moment and then decided to call the mayor instead. On announcing his new assignment, his commander had instructed him to make sure that, as the chief, Jacob must show courtesy to the civilian leader of Overdam in this rural posting, where everybody knew each other and relationships counted. He only had met Mayor Van Voorst tot Voorst once. Good, the telephone operators were still on duty. She put him through. 

“Van Noorden, do you think I’m deaf and dumb?” the man shouted in his ear, then softened and grumbled, “Of course, I know about it. The whole damn country has heard about what’s happening.” 

Taken aback by the response, Jacob nevertheless was glad he remembered to call the man first, and he politely replied: “Sorry to call you so early, Mayor.”

“Never mind. I’ve been up for days with the radio on. I sent the Air Defense earlier to blow up the bridges across the Vecht, but they failed. German soldiers already controlled the bridge into town with the help of some Dutch civilians, can you believe it? Damn it. The Germans took charge of the access road into town, too. My unarmed auxiliaries were useless and were still in bed at that time. What about your men, did you have anybody on the graveyard shift? I guess not. Get a few of your men to the bridge anyway to see what’s happening.” 

That wasn’t what Jacob had in mind. “That’s a tall order, Mister Mayor. My brigade is only seven men strong, and I have to get my orders from my superior in Zwolle yet but I’ll see what I can do. Got to go now.” 

After he disconnected, the phone rang immediately. The operator had his boss on the line, the regional director of the Royal Mounted Marechaussee Corps. He took a deep breath. “Yes, Commissioner. Van Noorden here.”

The commissioner’s voice was matter-of-fact as if reading from a bulletin. “The Wehrmacht crossed our eastern border at the exact moment the Luftwaffe began bombing all Dutch airports in the west. Our men are in battle. It doesn’t look good for us.” 

“That explains it,” Jacob exclaimed.

“What do you mean?” the commissioner demanded to know.

“Oh, sorry, Commissioner. I meant we heard explosions here in Overdam and wondered what was going on at the border. You know about the bridges then, Sir?”

The commissioner ignored his question and went on. “I’m calling all brigades in my region to remind them. You remember the government guidelines for a hostile invasion?” 

Jacob didn’t have to think about it. He had instructed the crew in the weeks before about it. He promptly answered, “To stay in our positions as long as the citizens are served and the enemy respects the international laws. Sir, the mayor has told me German scouts have already secured the bridge over the Vecht. My department head Den Toom knows about it.” 

“Exactly. There’s nothing for you to do. I wouldn’t want your crew to get in over your head. Your unit is designated police, not combat. I’m waiting to hear more updates. Glad you’re back, Van Noorden. Mobilize your crew and wait for further orders. I expect the attacks of the Wehrmacht won’t last long; those damned Krauts will be stopped. Good luck to us.” The commissioner disconnected without waiting for a reply.

Jacob shivered; his heart rate slowed down, and his arms showed goosebumps. He pushed hard to get his muscle through some massive resistance as he got up from his desk chair. His eyesight seemed to fail; everything was fuzzy. When he realized this was the moment he had been waiting for, adrenaline kicked in, and blood flowed to his brain. He went to the squad room and told his sergeant to get going on the telephone and mobilize the crew. 

Whereas he became quiet when stressed, his deputy became chatty. 

“What do you think, Opper, will the mayor distribute his stash of weapons to the auxiliaries? I think he should. Don’t you think it a good idea?” Van Houten looked at him, apparently expecting an answer. 

Jacob didn’t respond, only vaguely aware of what Van Houten talked about. 

“Remember, a couple of weeks ago, when the mayor ordered the local hunters to hand in their hunting rifles and ammo?”

He remembered. “Ah, Sergeant, yes. We don’t need a bloodbath here, don’t you agree?” he said and then updated his deputy chief on the bad news about losing the bridge to German scouts.

 




Chapter 4

“Didn’t anybody hear those damn planes? The crew should’ve been here already,” Jacob said. He didn’t get an answer. The sergeant was still on the phone with the operator, requesting to be connected to a succession of numbers. Deputy Van Houten had turned on the radio and the portable short-wave wireless; the crackling sound of interference hung in the background. 

Jacob decided he’d better fill him in immediately and interrupted him. “Sergeant, hold on. The mayor wants some men to go to the bridge to check it out, but the commissioner wants us to sit on our hands.” 

Van Houten put his other hand over the speaker and looked up. “I agree with the mayor. Do you want me at the bridge, Opper?” Van Houten got up from his chair, the black phone in his hands. Besides being a chatterbox, he was a bit of a hot-head, eager for action.

“Alright, when the others arrive you, can take three of them with you, with the horses. I hate to ignore our boss but what the Mayor wants is important too. I want to know what’s happening.” 

It took them only a few minutes to mobilize the rest of the unit. Within fifteen minutes, the five other marechaussees had arrived on their bicycles: corporals De Wit, Peters, and Dijk, and constables Leversma and Dikkers. 

All of the men were younger than Jacob, although Peters and Dijk were not that far behind him. He stood in front of his men, hands in his pockets, jacket unbuttoned — confident. The age advantage over his men gave him more authority, but not that much more. This assignment as group commander was a challenge. He had to project confidence he may not feel in the moment. As the youngest in his family, he only knew about older brothers. He hadn’t liked his position as the litter’s runt then, so at least he was slowly climbing up to a better place. He grabbed the back of his neck, extremely itchy, and he wondered whether flees had found him and rubbed it briefly. He gave his orders.

“Before going out, listen carefully. No shooting. Stay calm until you get new instructions. We’re no combat unit, and we’ll just stick to observing and policing. Everybody clear? Regroup in an hour back here.” 

The sergeant left immediately for the stables with Dikkers, Dijk, and Peters, all of them excitedly talking battle strategy. Jacob sent De Wit and Leversma on patrol to the two access roads at either end of town. Sitting by the radio in the squad room, he listened to the updates. 

The mayor called and demanded an update, with a hoarse voice this time, and he added his thoughts on Germans. “Just so you’ll know, I’m not planning to provide the Krauts with a welcoming committee. You can tell them where they can find me. Are your men watching those soldiers on the bridge?” 

Jacob rolled his eyes but replied in a polite tone. “I sent a patrol, Mr. Mayor. If they’re not back soon, I’ll go and check myself. Got to go now.” He disconnected, disappointed that he hadn’t been able to completely keep his irritation from his voice. Oh, well. He stepped outside to listen. 

Overdam was quiet without any traffic this early, except for the farmers, busy delivering the milk to the dairy cooperative in the grey dawn. Once in a while, the heavy sound of an explosion was audible somewhere, not that far away, but not close enough for it to be the local bridge into town. Away from observing eyes, he slowly inhaled and exhaled the fresh morning air, inspected the skies, saw no planes. 

He realized the hard lump inside him was his guts, cramped up from fear, and only then did he allow the enormity of the moment to sink in. War. He had been too young for the previous war, and good fortune had kept the country neutral anyway. Everybody had been aware of the heavy toll on all countries involved, its shadow still casting dread into the present. This time, he wouldn’t be that lucky. He went back inside to face with great trepidation whatever may come.

 




Chapter 5

Jacob stroked his thinning, dark hair back and exhaled and then got back to business. After the two men had returned from their patrol, he instructed de Wit and Leversma to stay put at the station, took his motorbike from the back, and went on patrol himself, worried about his men. He knew enough about people to see that Van Houten was a young buck with a temper who could cause trouble for him and others. 

Jacob rode his bike on the main exit road towards the bridge over the river Vecht. After five minutes, he spotted the Air Defense team’s uniformed members standing around and talking, several hundred yards before the bridge out of range of any gun. 

He geared down and noticed closer to the bridge his group of four mounted police officers standing within shooting-distance of about a dozen German uniformed soldiers. Six Nazi soldiers occupied each end of the bridge with their machine guns at the ready, barrels downward. A camouflaged Opel truck parked on the far side showed a mounted heavy gun protruding from its open back. The Wehrmacht scouts had successfully secured the bridge over the Vecht in the night without firing a shot. Damn them to hell. 

Jacob loudly accelerated the engine to make sure he got the soldiers’ attention until he heard the pop of a shot, and a bullet whistled over his head, dislodging his cap. He squeezed the break. With screeching tires, he threw the bike in a lateral move to a halt. His hands were shaking when he bent to retrieve his cap from the ground but managed to keep his voice steady when he called out, 

“Hold your fire. I want to talk. What’s your mission?”

A man dressed in a dirty woolen jacket over clean coveralls and with a brand-new farmer’s toque stepped forward. He walked the distance between the group of Wehrmacht soldiers and Jacob’s motorcycle in ten steps, stopped in front of him, and replied: 

“If you can’t see for yourself, these German scouts are holding the bridge free for traffic. I’m the interpreter.” 

The speaker’s outfit was obviously fake, and the guy wore bright-new wooden shoes. Jacob compared the new equipment of the soldiers to the pistols and old-fashioned carbines of his own men. He got off his motorbike, put it on its stand, and, with his usual cop’s entitlement for asking questions, demanded: “What’s your name?”

“That’s none of your business, old man. You’ve got no authority anymore,” said the traitor with a broad smile. 

A flash of anger delayed Jacob’s response as he swallowed hard to regain control of his voice. 

“We have a non-aggression alliance with Germany. Aren’t you the least bit embarrassed about helping these invaders? You’re nothing but a traitor. I’ll remember your face, even if you’re too much of coward to give me your name.”

The man was still grinning, turned to the Wehrmacht soldiers and spoke loudly, translating what Jacob had said, calling him a dummkopf [an idiot]. They laughed together. 

The heat rising in his neck, Jacob took a step forward on an impulse, and as the Dutchman looked back at the leader of the soldiers, he hit the jerk square on the jaw with a solid left punch. 

The man just grabbed at his jaw. “Ouch.” 

The German smiled at him and called out: 

“Sie haben nicht gewonnen. Sie sind ein sauere Verlierer.”  You didn’t win. You’re a sore loser, Jacob could make out. “Kommen Sie mahl hier. Fürchten Sie sich nicht.”

Come closer. Don’t be afraid. He understood that. Humiliated, Jacob nevertheless was not prepared to admit defeat. He walked up to the Wehrmacht boss and glared at him. He slowly and loudly said: “Your Wehrmacht was not invited,” and the Dutchman translated. “Crossing our border is a violation of international law. I have no doubt you will be defeated, like before.”

The Wehrmacht representative kept smiling and told Jacob the first lie, translated by the fake farmer. “We’ll see about that, Dutchie. Our army will protect your people. We will make yours a better country. Your job is done here. Go home and take your men with you. Goodbye.” After his Heil Hitler salute, the uniformed man turned his back to Jacob, as the interpreter was still speaking.

Without a word, Jacob got on his bike. Driving past his crew members, he called out, his face all frown: “Back to base.” 

While completing a quick trip around town in the rising sun, he cursed at the absent Dutch army. A minute later, he saw the object of his grief — army trucks with soldiers — in the distance on the highway to Zwolle, moving westwards, away from the border. Deflated, his left-hand sore, he suddenly shivered on his bike and returned to the Marechaussee brigade with the premonition that this day, the tenth of May 1940, would end badly.

 




Chapter 6

These last few days, Jacob had thought often about the inevitability of war. Back in August of the previous year, the government had taken steps to put the army on high alert and had gradually mobilized the career military — just in case. Everybody hoped and prayed its stance of neutrality would hold, and Jacob had prayed on that, too. In 1914, the Netherlands had escaped that dance by not engaging in overtures when the Germans had started the great war to end all wars. Jacob was just ten years old when that war broke out, at an age when boys want to be soldiers. 

When on September 3, 1939, the German army invaded Poland, the British Prime Minister of England declared war on Germany. So did France. They requested the three BENELUX countries — Belgium, Netherlands, and Luxembourg — to join their alliance. Jacob expected the Dutch government this time to agree and join the war, but the cabinet refused again. He had not agreed with that. Two months went by before Prime Minister De Geer finally ordered the conscripts’ mobilization, and all 150,000 of them flooded the system for training. 

Just last April, less than a month ago, the Germans had taken Denmark; its king and cabinet capitulated within six hours. In Norway, the king and his ministers escaped to Britain, but a politician called Quisling grabbed the power and formed a new government that willingly cooperated with the occupier — a traitor. Jacob had no words for that kind of blind ambition.

Only three days ago, General Winkelman had ordered the immediate mobilization and suspended all furloughs. Jacob’s six-day-long undercover assignment in preparation of hostilities was tricky, and he’d completed the last arrest early this morning. Like everybody else, Jacob knew war with Germany was imminent. His deputy had taken the reigns in his absence. 

When the sergeant and his crew returned from the bridge, Jacob had shaken off his impotent exchange with the insolent German commander. As if nothing had happened, he got back to business and asked Van Houten in the squad room: “Sergeant, did anything happen while I was away?”

The deputy perked up. “Not really. What about you, Opper? How many traitors did you arrest?”

Jacob stuck his thumbs in his waistband and said, “Although it’s none of your business, I’ll share this much: we got about all of the NSB elite, except Mussert. That snake slithered away. We got some members of the civil service and some German expats suspected of spying, and some suspected VIPs.” Realizing the removal of those dangerous elements might have been too late, he couldn’t help but sigh and added, “I hope it’ll make a difference.” 

Van Houten looked at him with open curiosity. “What does your wife say about it all, her being German and all?” 

Jacob glared at the younger officer and empathically told him: “You’re wrong. Margaret hasn’t been German since she became an adult. She’s Dutch now and, for your information, she doesn’t want to be associated with Nazi ideas.”

“Oh, sorry, Opper. I just know her brother, Juergen.” The young man looked chastised.

Hearing the name, Jacob’s temper flared up, angry with himself as much as with his sergeant. He had failed to connect the dots: Juergen was part of the community and a peer of Van Houten. “Damn well think before you speak, Sergeant. I don’t share confidential information with my wife or her relatives. They’ll just have to accept what I do.” 

He thought about those early days when he was stationed in the town of Margaret’s mother. Within a couple of days, he had bumped into the Zondervan family’s reputation when somebody asked him if he was related to that fascist family. He didn’t want a repeat of that in Overdam.

Van Houten — and everybody else in the squad room — got the message. In a timid voice, the sergeant replied. “I see. Sorry, boss. Didn’t mean to imply anything. Can’t be easy for the both of you then. Good thing you moved away — ”

Jacob raised a hand and cut him off. “That’s enough. For heaven’s sake, where are those Krauts? I’m tired of this.” 

The crew should never know how inept he felt in this first job as the commander. Being in charge wasn’t a familiar situation. His life at home with his older brothers hadn’t been comfortable, but he had made some friends in military training — equals, men of the same vintage with similar experiences. The experience had lessened his wariness, but the leader’s role was still a stretch. 

He reminded himself he should soon place a call to his bud in the capital, The Hague — the center of it all — to get the rumors about what’s going on, whether the ministers were convening to declare war. Knowledge was everything.




Chapter 7

Less than an hour later, the mayor called him again and told him verbatim what the Air Defense commander had reported to him, some minutes earlier. The German scouts had left the bridge, and a division of German cavalry was coming down the main road, easily avoiding the asparagus in the pavement. The man meant the foot-high spike bands, dug in between the street’s pavers. 

“I see, thanks. Gotta go,” Jacob said breathlessly and threw the horn on its cradle. He could just imagine the animals gingerly stepping through the shallow water of the drainage ditches beside the road instead of staying on the pavement. With a shout to Van Houten to join him as he passed the squad room, Jacob rushed out of the brigade building. Dressed in his full uniform, he carried his loaded service weapon in its holster at his right hip, and his carbine slung over his left shoulder. 

Standing in front of the brigade building, he saw the cavalry already coming down the street. They galloped past him without so much as a glance in his direction on their way out of town. If these hadn’t been Krauts, he would have admired the tableau of the horses gleaming in the bright, early morning sun, and the dapper men in their grey-green uniforms, skillfully driving them on. As the horse smell reached him, he recalled his training days and his delight in getting close to the powerful but sensitive animals. His own horses in their stables neighed, moving about in their stalls, and one animal kicked the boards repeatedly. The animals were nervous too. 

Van Houten hadn’t come outside yet. Jacob quickly walked to the stables in the back of the compound to check on the horses. He spoke to Susie in a calm voice — his favorite charger and the most-ornery of the bunch — until she had settled. Susie dislodged his cap but he caught it in time, then returned to the road, expecting the Wehrmacht in their tanks to show up any minute. He paced back and forth in front of the building. His legs trembled, and his stomach hadn’t returned yet to his usual, soft belly. 

His head felt wet. Jacob got out his handkerchief, took off his high cap, wiped his bold spot, replaced the uniform cap, and pushed the cotton cloth back into his pant pocket. He didn’t have enough air. He forced his breathing to become deeper and slower. He wondered where his deputy was and considered getting him, but that would seem weak, so he didn’t.

A minute later, Van Houten appeared, finally remembering where the chief would be, when he wasn’t in his private office. They waited together, standing within touching distance from each other. 

Jacob was grateful for his chatty deputy keeping his mouth shut, for once. No more than five minutes later, a low vibration under his feet got stronger as he heard a fast-increasing rumbling sound. A cloud of dust appeared in the distance on the elevated highway. It rolled rapidly closer through the flat landscape and metamorphosed into a large number of armored Panzer vehicles. The caravan of metal and dust soon veered off the highway onto the road into the village. The tanks wouldn’t have any trouble driving over the spikes. His brain had a life of its own and focused on details: what’s the use of asparagus, it wondered.

A shiver ran over his back. He was all fired up. His hearing was exquisite and he thought he could hear German words spoken. His sense of smell distinguished diesel oil, metal, dust, earth, even dew. Making up for his 1.70 m. frame, he took the posture of someone in charge, hands clasped at his back, chest forward, wide stance. After all, he was the legitimate commander of this Marechaussee unit. 

The earth vibrated in a long shudder as the vehicles rumbled past on their mission to the center. The two men stood frozen in front of the building. Jacob held his breath without realizing it and only exhaled, when his lungs ran out of oxygen. His legs mirrored the vibrations underneath him as he inspected the enemy troops in their tanks. He heard his sergeant whistle through his teeth and whisper, “Jeez.” 

Suddenly, one of the Panzers’ cannons swiftly changed its direction and pointed at the two policemen. Jacob’s first instinct was to duck, but he resisted the urge and instead drew his pistol. The porthole in the turret revealed the driver’s head. He aimed, and as if in a trance, fired three shots in the head’s direction. The bullets ricocheted off the armor. The tanks’ caterpillar tracks kept on grinding forward under the loud squeals of metal-on-metal.

“What are you doing?” shouted Van Houten and threw his hands up in the air. 

The tank’s gears rotated the turret on the hull, and the cannon resumed its forward position as the Panzer continued its planned route. All of it had taken no more than fifteen seconds. The crack of his pistol and the smell of powder, sharp in his nose, brought Jacob back to reality. After holstering his gun, he grabbed his head with both hands for a few seconds, then dropped his arms. He stared blindly after the disappearing cloud of noise and dust.

“I’m not sure. He …he was aiming at us,” he stammered. Then in a more decisive tone: “You saw it too, admit it.” He knew it sounded like a weak excuse. “Goddamn nerves; don’t mind me. Sorry.” He looked at Van Houten with a helpless expression, wondering if he had now lost all credibility as commander. 

The sergeant roared. “Haw, haw, that Kraut was toying with us.” Seeing the chief’s face change into a deep frown, Van Houten quickly stopped himself but had one more comment. “You’re defying your own command of no shooting, Opper.”

“Shut up. It might happen to you too.” Jacob said under his breath.

“We’ll see, sir,” Van Houten said mildly, and his smile was still there, just the tiniest tremor around the corners of his mouth. 

Jacob looked at his deputy with a stern face, willing him to shut up. He took a deep, slow breath and the tension broke inside him. He couldn’t help it; a laugh broke loose from his throat, haw, haw, haw, then he recovered. 

“Those damn Krauts. I didn’t think they had a sense of humor,” Jacob said, and Van Houten laughed again. Now he had a Sergeant who had seen him succumb to pressure. Oh well, nothing he could change now, he’ll have to live with that. At least Van Houten seemed like a half-decent chap, much younger, and probably somebody he could manage.

 




Chapter 8

Van Houten went inside the brigade, but Jacob waited outside a while longer to allow his body sensations to return to normal. He was strangely disappointed; the invasion was a let-down. After the last tank had disappeared from sight, Corporal Peters returned from the stables. The man seemed lost and looked inquisitively at his boss before finally asking: “Who was shooting? I heard shots fired.” That damn Peters was a curious man.

“One of the gunners aimed at us. I lost my nerve and took a few shots at him. The sergeant thought it was funny,” Jacob said and looked back at Peters with a stern expression. “Don’t you dare trumpet that around,” he added in a threatening voice.

Peters didn’t laugh out loud, like Van Houten. “You’re lucky he didn’t fire back,” he commented. 

Jacob frowned. “Peters, wipe that grin off your face. What do you have to report?”

While the corporal continued his report, Peters’ big grin turned into a slight smirk. 

“Opper, I got some interesting information from some local farmers. At midnight, they’d seen some out-of-towners loitering by the bridge. Looks like our own people helped the Germans to secure the bridges for the tanks. What were we supposed to do, anyway? Arrest our own people?” 

“Yup, we would’ve, if we’d heard about it earlier,” Jacob grumbled. “Those scouts must’ve entered the country the day before and met up with the traitors. We’ll just have to wait for further orders.”

“Where are those planes headed, you think?” Peters pointed to the sky. 

“My guess is as good as yours,” he said slowly.

They both looked up, shielding their eyes with their hands from the bright, early morning sun. The heavy droning sound of military planes had resumed, clearly visible now and flying lower than last night, when he had first noticed the buzzing, out of reach of any Dutch artillery.

Jacob realized he would have to forward a report on firing his weapon to the department head, and he softly mumbled a curse, hoping Peters and Van Houten wouldn’t blabber about his response to the rest of the crew. Peters still looked like he was having fun, a glimmer dancing in his eyes when Jacob looked at him.

Jacob quickly replied, sounding more confident than he felt. His bravery of earlier hours had left him. “They’re probably heading south to Belgium, or possibly to the west, hoping to catch the Queen and the cabinet. Looks like that’s all we got for Krauts today.” He was proud of his voice; it sounded indifferent, in control.

The two men turned their gaze away from the sky. They were about to enter the building when a camouflaged motorbike with a sidecar stopped at the entrance. An officer in drab-green got out and greeted them with the full Heil Hitler stretched-arm salute. Jacob responded with a half-hearted salute with a hand up and the elbow bent, like the universal hello gesture, and he mumbled a soft Heil Hitler. As he expected, Peters copied him but with his arm stretched appropriately. 

“Verzeihen Sie mir,” the officer asked. “Sind Sie der Polizei Kommandant?” Are you the police commander?

Not ready yet to try his German, Jacob confirmed it with a nod and gave his rank: “Groepscommandant, Opperwachtmeester.” Group Commander, Warrant Officer. 

The man looked at him with an evaluating eye before he continued. 

“Gibt es ein Problem? Ich habe einen Bericht über Schüsse abgefeiert, ich werde zu Untersuchung geschickt [Is there a problem? I received a report about a shots fired. I’m sent to investigate].” 

Taken aback, refusing to speak German, Jacob stammered: “Yes, yes, ah, those shots. A hasty mistake of a nervous officer. My apologies.” He recovered, and more firmly, added in German that didn’t sound right: “Aber we werden das Feuer zuruckgeben wenn wir unter Feuer kommen [But we’ll return fire when we’re shot at]. His face turned beet-red as he glared at the German].” 

The officer in his perfect uniform stared back at him, then astounded Jacob by clearly speaking Dutch in a calm and polite tone of voice with only a slight accent. 

“I assure you we’re not here to fight the police authorities or fire at civilians. The Reich’s authorities are now in charge of this village, but we want to collaborate with the local police. I hope you want that too.” The German now set his eyes on Peters and studied him for a minute. 

Jacob measured himself against the German and concluded that the man was larger and better dressed, like all of them. He searched for words, not wanting to be submissive but not willing to antagonize him either. 

The German was done with Peters and stared at him now, waiting for an answer. Relieved he didn’t have to speak German again, he replied. “Indeed, my instructions are to collaborate, keep order, and stay on my post as commander of my crew.” 

The German calmly held his gaze. “Not to worry about being fired at without provocation. Where is the mayor, bitte?” 

Jacob wanted to say a whole lot more, swallowed a few times but nothing helpful popped up in his mind. “Three buildings down, that way, in the town hall.” 

“Thank you, Commander.” 

The Nazi clicked his heels, turned around, and got back into the sidecar. 

This time, Jacob didn’t bother with returning any formal salute and just watched the motorbike leave as he exhaled and let his shoulders drop. He wondered what would come next. Like frozen to the spot, he watched the duo. The driver stopped a hundred meters down the road in front of the town hall. The officer got off and walked with gusto into the building.

 




Chapter 9

Jacob and Peters joined the other officers in the squad room. Everybody was soon talking over one another, the main topic the chance of the nation surviving the German attack. Work wasn’t on their mind. De Wit said the Germans had only seven divisions compared to the Dutch with ten, but the Germans had a mighty airborne force, as they all had noticed. Dikkers interrupted De Wit saying the Dutch had an impossibly long front to defend from the north to the south along its shared border. Peters suggested the south was a problem. Its loosely-defined border with Luxembourg and Belgium made it hard for any army to take the Ardennes, with its mountains and dense forests throughout. Leversma said the Dutch neutrality in the last war was a mistake: without battle experience and proper equipment, the soldiers were at a disadvantage.

The crew spent most of the morning speculating, and Jacob let them. He knew he would turn his men into enemies if he tried to pull rank to make them do routine work. From his own experience, he learned that the tension of not knowing the future and feeling vulnerable could make one talk, and talk, and talk. The phone lines were down, but radio updates were broadcast every half-hour. The men huddled around their only link to the outside world. 

By 11:00 a.m. that day, they learned the attacks on the ground took place simultaneously with the German airdrops of paratroops on the airfields around the capital, The Hague. After they had landed, the massive shelling had begun, and the German army had taken the airports soon after. Nobody went home for lunch, not even Jacob, against his custom, but he stopped in at home to update Margaret. At the end of that day, Jacob pulled Van Houten into his office. He invited his opinion, and they deliberated what to do for the night. 

The sergeant suggested taking precautions against NSB agitators, who might feel courageous now that their heroes invaded the country. “Like everywhere else, it might come to street fights between loyalists and national-socialists.”

“Good suggestion, Sergeant. I’ll put two men on duty to deal with unforeseen events. Thanks for keeping your mouth shut about that accidental firing. Appreciated. We’ll make it all work here in the brigade, you and me, trust me.” Jacob got up and came around the desk to shake hands with his deputy. 

Back in the squad room, he gave his orders for the night and ended with: “Call me if anything at all happens tonight. You all, stay calm, and we’ll meet in the morning.”

***

Religion was the organizing principle in Dutch society, and also in Overdam. It was common knowledge that local Jewish organizations had already established refugee camps. German Jews stayed there, and some had arrived from further east, all before the Dutch government closed the border. One such establishment was located an hour’s ride away. Jacob didn’t expect any trouble on that front. As Jews began to leave their countries all over Europe, Jacob knew that they could expect little protection as refugees from the Christian denominations in Overdam, as anti-Semitism had infected the general population wholesale. Damn those Nazis. It was not right, but he was at a loss as to what to do about it all. 

He was aware that several austere denominations of Calvinists had settled in the community of Overdam, its members with strange beliefs and a narrow range of accepting people, intolerant to those who were different from them. Most were dressed in black, and the women wore white caps and black woolen stockings, giving the church the name of the black stocking church. The town also had a Catholic congregation. 

Jacob was a member of one of the Calvinist congregations with moderate convictions. Before joining him, Margaret had been a member of the Dutch Reformed church, substantially more lenient than his own Calvinist church. Overdam also contained a basecamp of the Anthroposophical movement, in a forested section nearby with cabins. Its adherents exclusively visited in the summer and had no representation in Overdam. They kept to themselves.

***

When Jacob had stopped in at lunchtime earlier that day, Margaret stood in the kitchen at the counter, preparing a meal. Jacob gave her a loving tap on her behind, then put his arm around her shoulder and kissed her on the lips. She kissed him back. 

“How was your morning? Were the boys good?”

She nodded and sounded unperturbed when she asked, “What happened? Tell me. I heard shots and the tanks.”

She had the boys quietly eating a sandwich at the table. He let go of her and sat down at the kitchen table with his sons. He said hi to the boys who were too busy to talk. For a second, he envied them for having their meal as the most essential task. 

“It looks like we’ll have no fighting here. The German troops have passed through already. Those shots were nothing, and I met with the first German.” He glanced briefly at her, and she seemed fine. “Are you scared?” 

 “No, I’m not scared. There’s a sandwich for you.” She pointed to the end of the table.

“I’ve no idea what’ll happen next,” he said. “But don’t worry, it’ll be fine. The brigade will be safe.” He got up, gave her a quick peck on the cheek, grabbed the sandwich sitting ready for him on the table, and went back to the office. His left hand was swollen, and he kept it hidden in his pocket.

***

At the end of that day, Jacob and Margaret sat at the dinner table. The boys were already in bed, their dinner over. Jacob couldn’t stop thinking about that shameful moment of today. Why the hell did he have to return the Heil Hitler salute to the first blasted German officer he’d met on this Friday, the day to remember for the rest of his life, but he didn’t tell Margaret about it. Ashamed and quiet, he just sat there. 

In Overdam, it was all over. The enemy had just invaded his country, and he hadn’t done anything to stop them. In this town of mostly conservative farmers and other God-fearing, Christian citizens, it was bound to stay quiet. He was not needed.

That night, with his head in the radio, he heard that the battle continued elsewhere, and his anxiety levels rose. The radio reported the frantic defense of the country taking place on various fronts. He told Margaret — who listened with him for part of the broadcast — not to worry too much. 

Jacob was exhausted. His week of undercover work with little chance for resting had left him already sleep-deprived. The news of the invasion, the endless wait for a battle, the letdown of watching the German army moving unchallenged through his town, and then meeting the Kraut officers while still trying to determine what his attitude should be — all this left him whiplashed and short of breath. The sense of doom from this morning had disappeared but now returned and settled in his stomach.

 




Chapter 10

On Sunday, the German troops penetrated Rotterdam’s outskirts while the bulk of the Dutch defense concentrated north of the river Maas. The Dutch army was in deep trouble. It was Jacob’s turn for church, but because the radio news was more important to him than a pastoral sermon, he let Margaret attend the service while he stayed at home with the boys. After the move to Overdam, Margaret agreed with Jacob’s decision to change from her family’s Dutch Reformed church to this one. She didn’t think much of it. 

Jacob wasn’t sure of his reasons. Maybe he needed to create distance from the in-laws for his young family, or he needed divine inspiration in this time of immorality and chaos. Perhaps his membership of the largest congregation in this town might help his relationships with the community. After his marriage to Margaret, he acknowledged his yearning for more boundaries and a stricter code of conduct for him and Margaret to raise their children, and do it differently from his parents’ poor example. Their church was too rigid, stifling even.

When she returned home, she told Jacob about the minister’s prayer for peace.

“He should’ve prayed for a victory,” he grumbled, kicking the divan, spilling his coffee which Margaret had just handed him. “Druthers,” he said under his breath. 

Margaret ran off to the kitchen to grab a cloth. 

“Sorry, dearest, that wasn’t meant for you,” he said softly when she returned and dabbed the spilled coffee. 

“That’s alright, husband, you had a few hard days,” she said as she caressed his balding head.

After an early dinner, he decided to go for a bicycle ride in the forest on this lovely spring day. He wanted some quiet time to think and didn’t ask Margaret to come, but Hendrik always was an excellent companion, and Margaret might need the break from him. Hendrik always wanted to come. Jacob pulled the safety bar upright over the rear wheel for Hendrik’s back, lifted his eldest son, and put him on the carrier. 

“Hendrik, remember to hold your legs out wide, so your feet won’t get mangled by the spokes.” He promised himself he’d have the bike shop mount foot supports on the wheel for his son someday soon. He wasn’t much of a handyman. 

“Yes, Papa.” 

The four-year-old boy was an active kind of kid who drove Margaret bonkers at times but sitting behind his dad watching the world go by was a treat for him. 

Jacob liked to teach his boys about the types of trees and plants, the weather, the stars, and the wildlife, making a conscious effort to have a better relationship with his sons than his own dad had with his seven boys. To peer into the eyes of his own children taught him to understand what his parents went through. If he could repair the break with his dad, he now would, but it was too late. His mother had died of pneumonia and his dad of a heart attack in the last decade. 

Today, he pointed out anything he could name, such as the hawk in the air hunting for mice on the moor. Hendrik stayed pretty quiet during the ride, but Jacob knew the boy looked around, taking in every detail. He felt his little hands excitedly tugging at his coat as his little body turned left and right to see everything.

He rode along the edge of the forest on the trail — not more than a cow path — where the adjacent moor with the peat bogs had just started blooming and was covered with sweet-smelling purple heather. He stopped the bike. With both feet on the ground, he turned to lift Hendrik off the bike first, set him down on the path, then swung his leg over to the other side of the horizontal bar. 

The two looked at the sky from the moor’s edge, where planes were still flying westwards. The roar of a low-flying plane coming out of nowhere startled them. Jacob resisted the impulse to throw the bike into the heather and drop to the ground, and he stayed standing, tightly holding on to the handlebar. He grabbed Hendrik’s hand and told his son to stay close to him. 

When the plane had passed, Hendrik asked, “Why are there so many planes, Papa?”

“These are German planes, son,” he told the boy, weighing what he could say to a four-year-old. Hendrik’s head still seemed so large compared to his immature frame. In contrast, his questions let him know the boy was growing up. He hoped that Hendrik would grow up into a more significant body than his own, so older and bigger boys wouldn’t be tempted to bully him.

“We’re at war now.” 

“What’s war, Papa?”

Just as he was about to answer, a smoke plume rose in the distance, where the plane had disappeared. Two seconds later, the boom reached them, air pressure vibrating their eardrums. “Holy smokes,” he shouted.

Hendrik looked around him, scanning the moor and looking back at him. 

As he held Hendrik’s warm, small fist and felt protective, wanting to shield his boy from the hardships of life, but knew he would not be able to. He pointed to the distant column of dark smoke and let Hendrik’s hand go. “That was the plane we just saw flying over, there, where the smoke is.” 

Hendrik stared at him.

“War, it’s like when you fight with Jaap. You’re not to hit each other, you know that, huh? In war, people are not listening to each other anymore or the rules, and they really fight with all they’ve got, guns and tanks, and fighter planes, trying to hurt each other to win. That bang? The plane was shot down, is now broken, and it’s burning. The men flying the plane might be injured, or even dead. That’s war.”

The boy still looked up to him, eager to get it, and nodded yes with vigor, as if he knew what “dead” meant. Maybe he did. 

“Is it wrong to fight, Papa?”

Good question. Now how to answer that? “It’s not good, but sometimes it’s better than letting someone beat you to a pulp. You have to defend yourself. Not all fighting is bad, son.”

Hendrik got restless, pulled his hand free, ran a short distance into the heather, and then returned. “Who are fighting, Papa?” 

Jacob thought for a few seconds before replying. 

“Our country is attacked by Germany, where Oma and Mama were born, and two other countries are helping us against Germany. Those friends of ours are England and France. Did Mama show you the tanks?” 

“No, Mama said we weren’t allowed to go outside, but I heard them, and it sounded like thunder.”

“Good boy, for listening to Mama. Yes, those were German tanks rolling through the streets on their way to where they’re fighting now.” He gave Hendrik a quick pat on his thin shoulder. The boy again ran a few yards into the purple heather and quickly returned to stand by his side. 

“Will we win, Papa?” He stood still and stared at him. “Are you going to fight too?”

Jacob exhaled slowly. “We don’t know yet, son. We’ll pray to God we’ll win and fighting won’t be necessary. If not, I probably won’t join the battle and will stay here in my job. Somebody has to look after you and Jaap, and Mama, right?” 

With his head down and in a soft voice, Hendrik asked: “You’re not going to chase the German soldiers away?” He threw a sideways glance at his dad, waiting for the answer.

“Good question, son. I don’t know what exactly I’ll do. Better get going, Mama will be wondering where we are.” He put his hand on his son’s shoulder and kept it there, guiding him back to the bicycle, disappointment still visible on his son’s face. 

On the way home, Hendrik’s question lingered in Jacob’s mind. Do not kill, the Bible said, but defending one’s country should be the exception. He was no evangelizing fundamentalist but a member of the silent majority of protestants with much hesitation to declare his religion the only true one. He was a convinced believer, though, and always spoke a prayer before and after each meal. Both boys knew enough to remain silent. When Papa said the prayer, Jaap sat usually on his mom’s lap after dinner, thumb in his mouth and happy as a clam. He knew Margaret had her battles trying to stick to any routine with two small children, and the eldest was not always complying with the strict boundaries. Jacob chalked it up to Hendrik’s young age and her leniency.

He and Margaret talked about the looming war, but always when the boys were in bed. The burden of telling his son weighed heavily, mainly because he knew he had disappointed Hendrik. The echo of his own father’s voice floated through his mind: Can’t you do anything right?

That night, the family had their supper with the radio off. Margaret and Jacob both carefully avoided the subject of a potential stay with Johanna and Juergen. Under the circumstances, Margaret’s ties to former Germans who love Nazis wasn’t a pleasant topic. When Jacob and Margaret tucked in the boys, they hugged each child one extra-long. Jacob stayed upstairs for a while longer and read the children a story from Grimm’s book of fairy tales — the chat about the reality of the day, not an option.

 




Chapter 11

The next day, General Winkelman surrendered to the German high command on behalf of the Dutch government-in-exile to understand the Wehrmacht wouldn’t carry out its threat to bomb the cities Rotterdam and Utrecht. Despite the verbal agreement, thirty German planes bombed Rotterdam. With smoke rising over the city, the parties signed the capitulation agreement in a suburb near the destroyed international harbor. At the brigade, Jacob’s crew gathered to discuss the news of the surrender. Van Houten was often the first to offer an opinion, which he spat out as soon as he got the chance. 

“The bastards, killing nine-hundred civilians for no reason.” He choked back his rage and shared his concerns in a flat voice. “I heard eighty-thousand people became homeless. And the whole harbor was flattened. All those workers unemployed, what are they going to live on? What a lousy trick. And Middelburg bombed as well, even after the verbal agreement. They should’ve given them time to catch up to reality. The Krauts are not fighting fair. Killing civilians is unethical.” 

Jacob nodded. 

“You said it, man, damn right devious,” Leversma agreed in a shaky voice. “I doubt the harbor’s bombing really was an accident. To me, it sounded planned, a deliberate action to destroy the seaport’s capacity for future battle.”

“But the Germans had to make it clear they’ve won,” Peters argued. “How else were they getting us to stop from fighting? The war is over.” 

Although Van Houten and the others could afford to be outspoken, the chief had to hold back his views, but he had to say something in response to Peters. “Do you mean to defend the Nazis, Constable Peters?” Jacob said slowly.

“No, I’m not, but, hey, why continue to fight, when the battle is lost? Our army doesn’t require suicide.” 

Some officers in the squad room shifted uncomfortably, turned away from the conversation to go back to work, or tapped their fingers on a desk. Van Houten stood up first and squared himself in front of Peters; his face was one big frown. “Might be the battle’s lost, but the war is not over yet. Don’t you forget it!” 

Most men vigorously nodded. 

Van Houten sat down again. “I heard the troops in Rotterdam refused to surrender and are still fighting,” he added.

“I heard that in our southern provinces, the French Allied soldiers with their Moroccan troops are still fighting,” De Wit said. 

“Luckily, the Queen and her family left the country in time. Let’s hope they’ll be safe in England,” Jacob added. 

“The Krauts will never get to England, but in the meantime, what are we supposed to do now?” Leversma asked.

“Don’t you worry,” Jacob replied. “We’ll find out soon enough. I’ll get more instructions from our department head today. I suspect the Germans will also send someone.”

“How bad is it going to get?” Van Houten wondered.

Jacob had the same thought and had fretted for days about his future. “Good question, we’ll have to wait and see,” he said and turned to go to his own office. 

Was he going to be fired, or should he quit? Were the Germans going to imprison the members of the military? And who would pay his salary if he was allowed to stay on as police? Unlike his own father, money was of lesser interest to him. His main goal was Margaret and his boys’ well-being first, although he recognized the need for an income. How to best take care of his family under German occupation confounded him. In an emergency, he’d steal, as he had done before — feeling guilty ever since — but this time for a good cause. The dread that stirred inside him like a tapeworm since the invasion hadn’t left him. 

 




Chapter 12

The closest neighbors outside the compound along the street were Ruth and Bram Groenheim. Margaret had found out they happened to be Jewish and that Bram operated the butcher store in the village, although it wasn’t just a kosher shop. All burghers from this side of town shopped there. After the move to the brigade quarters, Margaret had asked Ruth a couple of times to keep an eye on the boys when she had to bike out to the store or go out on an urgent errand. Margaret told Jacob Ruth was lovely, and the boys had liked her. Ruth’s older children, Rosanna and Peter, were sweet kids as well. Margaret hoped Rosanna, the eldest child, could be a babysitter for their boys. 

Jacob still hadn’t met the family. One evening at dinner, he brought it up. 

“Maybe you should invite them over for coffee and a chat sometime soon. I’d like to meet the butcher, see if he plays chess. I could use more chess mates.”

“I will do that next time I see Ruth. Do you think ten years old is too young to babysit our boys, dear?”

“Not sure, Hendrik is a handful. It might be an option for a short while after Jaap has already gone to sleep. If we’re ever invited somewhere, we could try that, but you know best. Whatever you decide, lieverd.” They hadn’t made any friends yet since the move to Overdam.  

***

A couple of days after the capitulation, new neighbors moved in down the road from the brigade. In his cultivated voice, the mayor told Jacob about it, as if he was keeping his jaws clenched. 

“Van Noorden, if you take a few steps out of your driveway, you’ll see the Wehrmacht HQ. They’ve moved into the White Swan Hotel. By the grace of God, the commander let me keep the town hall. I should be grateful, but I resent it. Their HQ is only a couple of doors down. I’m being watched.”

In an attempt to form a connection, Jacob shared his thoughts; the mayor supervised a couple of municipal constables, who might come in handy. Even if his ideas turned out not feasible, the mayor surely would appreciate being asked for his input. “Sorry to hear it. I can imagine how you feel, Mayor. That’s too close for comfort. We’ll also be under the microscope,” Jacob replied. “I wonder how soon the German boss will order me to report for further orders.” 

“Why wait, man?” The mayor sounded angry. “As the chief of police, you should assert yourself and send one of your crew to scout out the Germans, see how they’re settling in, and please, keep me in the loop.” 

As if he wished he could be in Jacob’s shoes. He wondered what kind of relationship the mayor had with the previous police commander. For an elderly man, close to retirement age and raised in the nobility’s comfortable circumstances, the man sounded competent enough. Jacob wondered how he would hold up under the looming ordeal of occupation by a foreign power. 

The German in charge of them all surely would be ignorant of the stratification oddities and the class differences of Dutch society; not just anybody could become mayor. The Austrian-German governor, Seyss-Inquart, had promised to treat the Dutch well and not make any changes but Jacob doubted it. 

“I’ll think about that, Mr. Mayor,” Jacob replied politely but wasn’t convinced.

***

The following day after lunch, a Wehrmacht soldier stopped by the brigade and asked for the police commander. The soldier stood to attention, greeted Jacob with a “Heil Hitler” and a raised arm. This time, Jacob returned the greeting with a quick touch to the hat, staying silent. 

“Sie sollen mit mir zum Wehrmachtstation kommen um den Chef zu sehen [You are to come with me to the Wehrmacht station to report to the Group Leader].” The messenger provided no alternative options. 

Jacob wasn’t unfamiliar with the German language, as his mother-in-law exclusively spoke German. He did alright for an untrained German speaker, understood everything, but couldn’t get his tongue around the pronunciations. He took his time strapping on his belt with the holster and his service weapon, a 9 mm Browning-Belgian-made modification, the M25.

 




Chapter 13

When Jacob arrived at the commander’s office — the hotel’s converted dining room — the Wehrmacht boss had been waiting for him and stood up from his desk chair, heel-clicked and barked “Heil-Hitler.” He introduced himself as Fritz Heusden in the rank of Hauptfeldwebel — a petty officer’s title. 

Jacob greeted the German with a fingertip to his uniform cap. He intended to observe rather than speak. His heart pounded as after a 400-meter sprint, and he unobtrusively wiped his hands on his pants, grateful he didn’t have to shake hands.

Heusden was a relatively short man of Jacob’s age with a stocky build and a full head of dirty-blonde hair, an emperor’s handlebar mustache, and kind, brown eyes. His riding pants ballooned excessively from the knee up, narrowing around the calves tucked inside tall, impeccably polished leather riding boots, which were quite a difference with Jacob’s own worn-down, ten-year-old boots of cracked leather and about to rip. 

The heavy-set man moved deliberately to his seat, his comportment steady with a rigid body reminding Jacob of a teddy bear but lacking the potential to all of a sudden catapult himself into a fast run, like real bears. The German sat down behind his desk but left Jacob standing at attention. Heusden asked whether Jacob needed an interpreter. 

Jacob didn’t consider accepting the offer as needing an interpreter made him look weak. He intended on staying on equal footing with his opponent. Not expecting an intricate strategy session with the German just yet, he planned to keep the conversation superficial and pleasant. During the coming weeks — maybe even months — this enemy was to be his keeper, his overseer for the Germans. Dread overtook his mood. 

He recalled the image of his father hovering over him in the office of his store, criticizing Jacob’s attempts at bookkeeping, breathing down his neck. It hadn’t ended well. Back then, he couldn’t find the words to defend himself. It was better not to get involved and play it cool, although he couldn’t put off speaking that coarse language any longer.

“Nein, danke [No, thank you],” he said coolly, with a nod for emphasis.

Heusden chatted about his cultural heritage, including birthplace — Niedersachsen — and invited Jacob to do the same. So, Jacob told them he came from Gravezande. 

The commander then said that the Dutch government had abandoned the country, obviously the party line. Heusden then presented his circular argument that the Dutch ministers and the Queen were not needed anyway. The German State — das Reich — was in charge now. 

Hearing this spin on the truth, Jacob’s first impulse was to punch the man in the face, but his arms and back were getting tired, and his legs gave signs of circulation difficulties. After the first flood of anger subsided, he recovered his resolve and decided he’d had enough of this. He interrupted the German. 

“Verzeihe mich [Excuse me], Oberfeldwebel Heusden, I’m taking this chair, if that’s alright with you.” 

The commander quickly got up half-way off his chair and gestured with an open hand to the other chair across his desk before he lowered his substantial behind again. “Of course, verzeihe mich [forgive me]. How inconsiderate of me. Please sit down.” 

Jacob sat down on the only other chair in this large room, fit for fifteen dining tables, and spoke slowly with long pauses for finding the correct German words.

“Thank you. I must strongly object to your characterization of the situation. Our government did not invite the German State to take over our territory. Your army invaded our country and breached the non-aggression treaty. Our government left to avoid imprisonment. I suggest your government would do the same in that situation.” 

Although he had to search for some German words and substituted a Dutch word here and there, all in all, his statement proved satisfactory. By the looks of Heusden’s twitching left eyelid, the officer was paying attention and understood him.

“Alright, I’ll accept it,” the German said quietly, took a deep breath, and continued. “I’m not here for a political discussion with a local policeman. The German State has taken over, and it gives us the right to set the laws. You and I are on different sides, but we’ll have to work together, nevertheless.” 

Heusden then assured Commander Van Noorden — whose name he quickly bastardized into the German Von Norden — that the Dutch police would not be involved in the investigation and arrest of German-hostile elements. 

To Jacob’s relief, Heusden assured him that the local marechaussee unit was expected to strictly keep the order among Dutch civilians. “That’s alright with me. I’ve got my own superiors to answer to,” he reminded Heusden.

A shadow of annoyance appeared on Heusden’s face for just a second and disappeared again as quickly while the man continued explaining. 

“As you can imagine, a German army official will supervise also your superiors. That will be Herr Hans Rauter, SS-Obergruppenführer, commander of the Security Services, SD for short. He also heads the Security Police, Sipo for short, and the Secret State Police, also known as the Gestapo, and of the Schützstaffel, the SS. As you can see, Rauter is an important leader. His direct superior is SS commander Heinrich Himmler.”

“Hitler’s right-hand man,” Jacob gasped.

“Indeed,” Heusden said, nodding in approval of the quick learner across from him.

Aware that hierarchy, rank, and status in the military were most important to Germans, Jacob stashed the names away in his memory. He knew he ought to get it right in his future dealings with the Nazis. Feeling his neck hairs rise in fear, he still found his courage and spoke up.

“My commander instructed me to collaborate, but I am not allowed to take direct orders from any German commander. And by the way, I do know about the SS and what they did in Poland.” The words rolled off his tongue before his brain could evaluate them. His heart immediately protested and returned to an after-sprint rhythm. He knew that was the adrenaline preparing him to take off in flight, but he couldn’t flee.

Heusden stared at Jacob. “Pardon? What?”

Jacob took a deep breath and blurted out what he had on his mind. 

“Well, to be blunt, you know as well as I do that the SS was responsible for the deportation of the Polish Jews, who your leaders call enemies of the German state for no good reason. To be clear, the enemies of das Reich are not the enemies of the Dutch. If I receive an order to arrest a Dutch citizen without a criminal offence committed or suspected, I cannot in good conscience, follow through with it.”

As soon as Jacob had started speaking, Commander Heusden shot up from his chair. 

While speaking, Jacob stood up as well, standing straight as a ramrod, mirroring the German’s body language as he finished his sentence. Only after Heusden sat down, Jacob followed his example. 

Heusden visibly swallowed a couple of times before replying in an icy and controlled voice, his brown eyes not so friendly anymore. 

“I won’t deny the truth of your accusation, but I want to make it clear to you we have won the war, and you’d better settle for cooperation with us.” He rubbed his hand over his face, then continued speaking. “Von Norden, I would really like to collaborate with the local authorities and keep Obergruppenführer Rauter and his SS out of our mutual affairs.”

Jacob nodded as the German spoke, then replied. “I also have no desire to get your Commander Rauter involved with anything.” With his legs and feet vibrating underneath him, he kept his gaze steadfast on Heusden’s face.

The German officer continued in a much softer tone of voice:

“I want to remind you that technically, I’m in charge of Overdam, but not to be concerned. For you and the villagers, life will go on as before, as long as you, Dutchmen, are cooperative. You are now under the protection of das Reich.”

Protection? Jacob wanted to argue with a whole slew of objections, but his lack of language skills and his capacity to only speak like a half-wit in German positioned him at a disadvantage. For something to do, just to keep his wits about him, he eyed the man across from him and studied his appearance. 

Heusden was wearing a too-tight tunic of that drab Wehrmacht color with five buttons at the front — all tightly closed, even the top one — with a two-inch-wide belt over the waist, visible over the desk’s rim. With the looks of a six months’ pregnancy, Heusden’s pewter buckle held his protruding belly in check. The clip sported an eagle in relief, grasping the ancient Asian symbol for good luck — a swastika. And, of course, a big Gluck gun rested on the German’s hip. The man must be hot, dressed like that on this balmy spring day. 

Jacob startled when Heusden barked at him.

“Verstehen Sie [Do you understand], Group Commander Von Norden?” 

Jacob barked back: “In ordnung, [agreed]!” Only then did he look Heusden again in the eye, and noticed the man across from him with beads of moisture collecting on his brow, also eager to end it. 

“Could you come back to discuss the future tasks? I have more.”

Calm and seemingly confident — his legs still now — Jacob replied: “Certainly if I have time. When?” 

After it was all arranged, they parted ways. 

Jacob ignored Heusden’s extended hand, then each stepped back and saluted in their own way. Jacob felt strange doing it, stripped from his military rank a few days earlier, foremost on his mind since the bastard had so clearly rubbed it in. He’d like to pull his gun and put a bullet in his enemy’s head, to get it really over with, once and for all. If he had the guts, he would punch the man comatose right this minute when Heusden didn’t expect it. The moment passed. 

On his way back to the brigade with nausea tugging inside his stomach, Jacob assessed his opponent as a man who likes his conveniences — his food and drink — and pushed into a leading position. As he calmed down somewhat, he assessed the German as lacking ambition or intelligence and not the SS-officer type. He might just be workable for his own purposes, might even be a half-decent man, his rank and life similar to Jacob’s, besides having enlisted in the Kraut army under Hitler, of course. 

But why for the devil had the commander treated him as one of his subordinates? Of course, aggrandizing themselves was a typically-German trait. It shouldn’t be a surprise to him. Good thing the German had restrained himself. Jacob would have been pleased to balance any soreness in his left hand with a hard, right punch on the Nazi’s face. 

 




Chapter 14

A few days after the capitulation, Margaret and Jacob listened to the eight o’clock news. Instead of Margaret washing dishes or doing some other chore, she now spent evenings listening to the radio with him, seated across from each other at the dining room table. Margaret usually had some knitting in her lap or was busy repairing socks. This was becoming a new ritual.

“I said before I wanted our government to go to war before the invasion, and you asked me if I had lost my mind, remember that, love?” Jacob said. “I now know that PM De Geer was right in not wanting to go to battle. We just don’t have the military capacity. How stupid of me to think a war is the answer. I wanted our men to win so badly, but I was in dreamland.”

She nodded. “Yes, dear man. I knew you’d come to your senses.” She put her knitting down and reached for his hand to pat it.

Jacob held her hand for a few seconds and pressed a kiss on her palm before he let go. “We could have kept up a decent army over the last decade, and then we’d have a chance against the Germans, but we didn’t. The pacifists were wrong, Germany didn’t want peace.” 
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