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An interview with Marga Minco 

 

‘THE AFTERMATH LASTS A LIFETIME’ 

 
by Geke van der Wal (de Volkskrant, 13 December 1997) 

 

 

Marga Minco dislikes being labelled a ‘Jewish writer who writes about the war’. ‘My 

books are not about soldiers, and there are no bombs.’ Her tenth book, Nagelaten 

Dagen (Posthumous Days) is also about the consequences of the persecution of the 

Jews. About human relationships in exceptional circumstances. ‘Time doesn’t heal the 

wounds. And you don’t want them to heal.’ 

 

‘You’re not going to spend the whole time talking about HBK, are you?’ daughter 

Jessica warned over the telephone that morning (HBK is the family’s abbreviation for 

Het Bittere Kruid - Bitter Herbs). Marga Minco: ‘That’s what Bert used to say; don’t 

talk about HBK too much. They know it moves me, that I feel a little upset afterwards.’ 

She is silent for a moment, then says with a half shy, half ironic smile, ‘It’s been such a 

long time, more than fifty years. You should be able to talk about it by now, shouldn’t 

you? 

 Marga Minco is 77. That’s old, she thinks, and not very pleasant. ‘It’s obvious you 

don’t have very many years left. It’s a scary idea, I think.’ Old? When she rushes to the 

kitchen (Oh, the sausage rolls!) her movements are those of a young girl. She is small 

and slender, but certainly not fragile. Friendly and insecure, but also strong, and tough 

when putting up a struggle. She would rather not be interviewed, not talk about HBK, 

about the war or what happened to her. ‘I’m not good at it, my reaction is delayed.’ 

Sometimes she is cautious (‘But you know all that, don’t you?’) or startled at a 

revelation: ‘Are you going to record this?’ Weinreb, is that necessary? ‘I never felt the 

need to take part in the debate. I don’t understand why people were so taken by him, that 

they didn’t see through him. That must have been his strength, he was good at 

persuading people.’ 

 She finds it difficult to talk about what touches her. She would rather read a story. 

She is very good at that; she senses the suspense among the audience, they become very, 

very quiet, as in the synagogue in Breda yesterday. ‘You should have been there. You 

would have had a very different impression of me then.’ 

 Can I still ask some questions? 

 ‘Oh, yes, go ahead, you’re here now.’ 

 

In the Dutch Museum for Literature there is a showcase with Marga Minco: War 

Literature. She finds the need to label people a little annoying, although she dryly admits 

that she may have given cause for it. ‘I’m always put in the corner of ‘Jewish writer who 

writes about the war’. But there are hardly any soldiers in my books, there are no bombs 

and there’s no fighting and no shooting. I write about the consequences of the 

persecution of the Jews. About the aftermath, about human relationships in exceptional 

circumstances.’ 

 The aftermath lasts a lifetime. She never finishes writing about it, every day, 

notebooks full, a drawer full of opening lines, but she doesn’t publish very often. Not 
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even ten books in fifty years. ‘That’s why I’m so successful.’ With a long face: ‘It’s not 

that I don’t want to, a book a year, but I won’t do it, not me!’ 

 She was a romantic girl, the youngest in the family, who read poems and wrote 

stories and verses upstairs in her teenager’s room. She wrote a children’s book when she 

was 17. ‘It was,’ she says, chuckling a little, ‘about frogs ending up in some kind of 

concentration camp.’ At 18 she took a few short stories to the editor in chief of the 

Bredase Courant. He hired her and for two years she worked as an apprentice journalist 

at the local news desk. ‘I loved it; I covered fires, the oldest inhabitant, meetings, wrote 

theatre reviews, columns.’ Later, she knew, she would move to Amsterdam. Her sister 

already lived there. She wanted to work for a large newspaper and become a writer. 

 Because she was Jewish, she was sacked right at the beginning of the occupation. It 

wasn’t the editor in chief or the editorial department she says, but the commissioners 

who wanted to impress the occupier. She contracted TB and was admitted to a hospital 

in Amersfoort. Her parents went to Amersfoort as well and, on German orders, moved 

to the Jewish quarter in Amsterdam in 1942. Her brother David and his wife Lotte were 

in hiding, also in Amsterdam. Her sister Bettie and her husband Hans were safe, they 

thought, on Weinreb’s list. They would be going to Palestine. 

 After the war Marga Minco lost her romanticism. She no longer needed complicated 

words, the subject she wanted to write about was heavy enough. Her first story was 

called ‘Het tuinpoortje’ (The Garden Gate). ‘That word’s the turning point in my 

existence, it was the beginning of a different life, that’s where my life was cut in two.’ 

 It was the early version of Het bittere kruid, and was written in the early fifties. But 

no-one wanted it. She remembers it painfully well. ‘I had offered it to Gerrit Borgers, 

editor of the literary magazine Podium. I sat down next to him at the bar of the artists’ 

society de Kring, and asked what he thought of it. He didn’t like it, he gave it back to 

me.’ 

 For years she was silent about her experiences during the war. She found it difficult, 

and others weren’t interested, it wasn’t a popular subject of conversation. ‘Everyone 

wanted to party and dance, people had been oppressed for five years, they jumped out of 

their houses, it had to be celebrated and it took years. It was a new time, things would be 

great, no more war, people would never fight again, that’s what the people believed. 

 ‘It was a bizarre time too, carefree. We didn’t worry about money, we had fun, met 

lots of people, read a lot, went to the theatre. We were as poor as church mice. I had to 

return the milk bottles, so I could buy a loaf of bread. When Bert wrote a review for De 

Groene Amsterdammer, he’d come home enthusiastic with seven and a half guilders, so 

we could pay another bill. Or drink at de Kring. 

 But I couldn’t always join in, I felt uncomfortable. I often withdrew, I distrusted 

people. I joined in, but kept aloof. I had the feeling I didn’t really belong with them. It 

took a long time before I could behave normally, before I could accept my environment, 

accept myself. I had to fight an inner battle to solve the problem. Coming to terms with 

it was impossible, you have to live with it, and find a way to do so.’ 

 

She kept writing, for herself and for magazines. Only in 1957, twelve years after the 

war, was Het bittere kruid published. ‘I’d finished the manuscript long before that, but it 

lay around in the publisher’s drawer for a year. Bert Bakker hesitated, he liked it, had 

encouraged me to write it, but he was worried there wouldn’t be any interest. To be 

honest, I thought so too.’ 
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 But there was. The book was an instant success. It won awards and was reprinted 

three times within a year. Het bittere kruid became a classic (now in its 41st print run), 

and established Marga Minco’s reputation. Even though she thinks she wrote better 

books later, Marga Minco remains the author of Het bittere kruid. 

 In all her work, from Het bittere kruid to Nagelaten dagen, coincidence plays an 

important role. ‘I find this intriguing. Why did I walk through the garden gate at that 

moment, why not a minute earlier or later? Why did I turn left and not right? If I had, I 

probably would have been picked up too. There, at the garden gate, my race with chance 

began, and ever since, I’ve come across it all the time. Perhaps I attract it.’ 

 It wasn’t just coincidence, was it? You took a decision, didn’t you? ‘Yes, I wanted to 

escape, I didn’t want to resign myself. There was an impulse. You decide to leave 

without thinking. It happens in a split second, you turn around and leave the house. But I 

also believe my father gave me a sign, I had to get the coats, while he kept the men who 

were coming to take us away talking by the door. 

 ‘I’d never been afraid. I was before I walked away. But later, when my parents, my 

brother, my sister had all been taken away, the fear stopped and indifference began. I 

thought it obvious that one day I would be picked up too. Not that I was asking for it, I’d 

walked away, I’d done it, and I accepted the consequences; I’ll do my best to stay alive. 

I went into hiding, bleached my hair, arranged a good identity card. But I didn’t stay 

inside, I’ve never been locked up.’ 

 She became pregnant in the last year of the war. It wasn’t quite planned, but she was 

happy. ‘I walked down the Zeedijk heavily pregnant, my hair bright blonde. I didn’t 

have to queue up with my round belly. I was so heavy, everyone said I would give birth 

to a bear.’ 

 Her eldest daughter Bettie (Beer - Bear) was born in primitive circumstances, under 

the light of a small oil lamp, in the hungry winter of 1944.  

 ‘We lived in a large house on the Kloveniersburgwal, full of people in hiding, Jews, 

students. It was a bit of a bohemian group, an artistic group, a kind of commune, we 

shared everything; food, drink. We had a wallposter, which I wrote for, about my 

experiences. Even during my years in hiding I’ve wanted to describe the last evening 

with my parents in the Sarphatistraat, and the round-ups I saw in the Lepelstraat. 

Although it was risky, I’d started putting something on paper. I had to do it covertly, I 

couldn’t name anyone. I even tore my name out of books, I couldn’t allow anything 

personal to lie around.’ 

 

Five years ago she heard from a woman in Jerusalem that a sister of Hans’, Bettie’s 

husband, had survived the war and lived in America. They met. It was the basis of a new 

book, Nagelaten dagen. ‘No,’ says Marga Minco, ‘I couldn’t have invented it. Every 

Jew knows this feverish searching; has anyone survived? But finding anyone? No, I 

wouldn’t have thought of it, I would have thought it incredible.’ 

 In Santa Barbara, while visiting ‘Eva,’ Marga Minco saw family photographs she 

thought were lost - of her grandparents, her sister. And she saw the album she made for 

her sister’s wedding day. ‘An album with little poems, drawings and texts. “Memory 

flashes of our childhood”, I had written on it. I’d totally forgotten that album. That’s 

strange, isn’t it? Why did I forget that? But one memory evoked another, suddenly I 

remembered going to the stationary shop to buy the album, I remember my sister forgot 

to take it and that I cycled after her and gave it to her at the station.’ 
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 Didn’t she have any photos from home herself? Yes, I did. She hesitates and says, 

‘Well, it’s all really tragic, you know.’ It sounds apologetic almost. ‘I had a black leather 

bag which my sister made for me. Somehow I managed to keep it. Apart from the usual 

things, I always kept a small album with family photographs in it. But once, we were at 

de Kring, I left for a moment and when I came back my bag was gone. Stolen. It was 

never found.’ 

 The need for tangible memories remains, as she describes in Nagelaten dagen. But 

there is a certain amount of disengagement too. ‘It wouldn’t upset me much if one night 

everything here would be stolen,’ she says half in jest. ‘Of course, in the past I wanted 

my parents’ things back. I wrote about that. A few years after the war I wanted to know 

what my mother had left with some acquaintances. It’s a classic story, it’s happened to 

so many Jews. I rang the doorbell, but the door was slammed in my face. Later I 

dropped by again. Then the daughter opened the door and let me in. In the hall hung our 

old Chanukah iron, in the living room I saw things from home - it cuts the soul. There 

was a painting belonging to my sister on the wall, that I did get back.’ Smiling, she says 

that when the daughter left the room for a minute, she quickly opened a cupboard and 

saw her grandmother’s box of silver tea spoons. ‘I grabbed it and let it slide into my 

bag.’ 

 Reality forms the basis of her writing. However, that doesn’t mean her books 

coincide with reality, or that the main characters coincide with Marga Minco. Some 

readers think that is the case, and send messages of sympathy. ‘I feel for you,’ a reader 

wrote recently. She finds it painful. ‘I lead a normal life, my daily life isn’t influenced 

by the themes I write about. I spent two very inspired years working on my most recent 

novel. It was a wonderful time, I feel sorry it’s finished.’ Writing has never been sad. ‘It 

never made me feel down, I see it purely as work. If it depressed me, I wouldn’t have 

been able to do it, or it would have turned out differently, drenched in tears.’ 

 ‘Time doesn’t heal the wounds. And you don’t want them to heal. You never forget 

what’s happened. I’ve put it in a closet that I open now and then. When I work and use 

certain aspects of that period, the closet needs to be opened, that’s when I think of it.’ 

 

Five years ago her husband, poet and play-translator Bert Voeten, died. She says she has 

been feeling older since. ‘I was already in my seventies when he died, but at the time I 

didn’t notice getting old. That’s what I used to tell everyone, and I did everything that 

I’d done twenty years earlier. Now it’s different.’ 

 She made funny New Year cards that year with the picture of a sunflower which had 

unexpectedly appeared in the garden the previous summer. ‘Bert was writing them on 

the afternoon of the second day of Christmas. I wanted to go out for a bit and went for a 

stroll in the woods with Beer. When we returned, he wasn’t there. We rang friends, the 

bookshop, but no-one had seen him. Rang the police, the ambulance service - nothing. I 

didn’t know what to do, I was beside myself with worry. At half seven in the evening 

two policemen came to the door. I understood immediately. 

 ‘He’d gone to the postoffice to mail the cards. On his way back he’d collapsed near 

the crossing. He didn’t have anything on him, no-one knew who he was, and apparently 

all my calls had been to the wrong places. He had a weak heart. Someone tried to revive 

him, but he’d already died. I don’t think he suffered. 

 I knew him before the war, from Breda. In 1943 he came to Heemstede, where I was 

in hiding. That’s where we restarted our relationship. We’ve had a turbulent life, with 
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difficult times, with ups and downs, but it was inspiring and fun, especially when the 

children were still small. We were a close-knit family.’ 

 Nagelaten dagen is the first book she wrote without him. ‘I always let him read 

everything. He had good judgement, which I really relied on. It was strange writing that 

book without him, I missed his judgement. I feel sad that he hasn’t read it. 

 Everything is sad without him. We’ve had such a long life together, did so many 

things together. When one goes, it’s like part of you is severed. You keep on living, you 

want to, but you’re also abandoned, that’s why I found his death so intolerable. It made 

me mad. 

 Much of what’s here in the house reminds me of him. I’ve changed a few things, to 

make it habitable for myself. His study is still there, but I moved the furniture. We have 

coffee there regularly, it’s a nice, sunny room.’ 

 The house is not empty, her oldest daughter still lives with her. So she has company 

and someone to cook for. But it was mostly her own vitality which made her pick up the 

thread. ‘The second garden gate,’ she says. ‘I had to do it again, I’ve made another 

choice, picked up the thread as best I could. There are partners who stay behind at this 

age and are unable to continue. There are also couples who die at the same time. I find 

that courageous, but I have the will to live, I’ve always had. I just happen to be alive, 

and I want to stay that way for as long as I can.’ 
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Extract from Marga Minco, Nagelaten dagen 
‘The Days They Left Behind’ 
Amsterdam: Bert Bakker, 1997 
  
Translated from the Dutch by Jeannette Ringold 
 
 
Chapter 3 
 
So far no one had come to open the door. Catching my breath after 
racing up the high outside staircase as if I were being pursued, and 
staring at the small window with its faded curtain, it dawned on me that 
what I was doing wasn’t right. What was I getting into? It would be 
better to turn round now. 
 ‘Come right away,’ the voice on the phone had exclaimed. ‘I’ll be 
here for another half hour.’ 
 Without further thought, I had thrown on my coat and driven at 
breakneck speed to Amsterdam South, as if racing to an emergency. For 
the second time within days I circled the small Wedemer Square park. 
 I could still leave. No one opened the door. She must have changed 
her mind. Why should she let a stranger into her house? Let someone she 
doesn’t know look around, perhaps an intruder, coming to rob her? 
 Do come over. Did she believe me just like that? Didn’t she think it 
strange to have someone call concerning something that happened long 
ago, nd of which she would perhaps rather not be reminded? Didn’t it 
frighten her? 
 Nothing could be detected from her voice. It’s in connection with my 
sister who used to live next to you. Next door, same entrance. At the top 
of the same stone staircase which now seems even higher and with more 
steps. It’s in connection with the things which were left with you by 
neighbours who thought they’d come back. 
 Do come. It sounded spontaneous. As if she’d expected me. 
 ‘Go to their house and look around carefully,’ Eva had written, one of 
her first times she mentioned the name Stelerius in her letters. 
 

‘... And now I’d like your opinion. You should know that next 
door to my mother’s apartment, in the same entrance in Wedemer 
Square, lives the Stelerius family. Before my mother was 
deported by the Nazis, she placed her most valuable things in 
safekeeping with them. You know the expression 
‘safekeepers’...’ 

 
I wrote back that I had some qualms, but she ignored them or acted as if 
she hadn’t read them, and to encourage me, sent me a card by return, 
written in large letters, heavily underlined: ‘Of course they’re still there!’ 
 In the same way that I was still there. In the same way that I had 
turned up for her. There was no doubt, I would find them. At the same 
address. She gave me a description of a number of objects that I should 
look for, among them an old blue Japanese bowl with a lid, the family 
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treasure. She used to be very attached to this bowl and really wanted it 
back. ‘At least get the bowl,’ she wrote, as if assuming that even if I 
indeed found the Stelerius family, I’d be able just to walk in and put the 
bowl in my handbag. I’ll take this. 
 For months I’d done nothing. I harboured no illusions that I would 
succeed in finding a descendant of the Stelerius family, and certainly not 
in Wedemer Square. I explained to Eva how things had been in Holland 
at the time. She must have known how those who’d all too willingly 
taken care of your belongings were almost never willing to part with 
them years later after the war when the owners came to the door, 
showing that they still happened to be around. Hadn’t she experienced 
that herself?  
 ‘Do come in.’ In the doorway stood a slender woman with a pale 
brown complexion and narrow slightly slanted eyes. Around her head 
she wore a tightly wound green scarf. She put out her hand: ‘Attie 
Stelerius. Pay no attention to the mess. I’m cleaning.’ 
 The hall floor was filled with boxes and plastic bags; in front of a 
opened hall cupboard shoes had been thrown in a heap as if someone had 
been hurriedly trying to find a matching pair. 
 ‘I’m emptying the cupboard, you see. There’s a trunk in the back that 
I want to get out, but it won’t be easy. It looks heavy, doesn’t it?’ 
 ‘Maybe I can help?’ I stepped over some boxes and peeped into the 
cupboard. It was deep and I saw fur coats hanging.  
 ‘What do you think, should the fur coats come out first?’ She looked 
at me questioningly as if I had come to give her a decisive answer. 
 ‘It may not be necessary.’ I took off my coat and hung it up on the 
coat rack, right under a wooden deer head. 
 Attie Stelerius pushed away a stack of boxes and shoved the pile of 
shoes to the side. We crawled into the cupboard below the fur coats. 
They ruffled my hair. The strong smell of camphor choked me. It was 
dark in the back there. I groped blindly, I grabbed the trunk, took hold of 
a handle and pulled. 
 ‘Wait a minute,’ her smothered voice called out from behind a fur 
coat. She threw herself headlong over the trunk as if she wanted to 
protect it. Had she changed her mind? Did she think it was better to 
leave it where it was, or had I handled things too briskly?  
 Perhaps it contained valuable things, things belonging to Mrs. 
Ruppin, Eva’s mother. Stored for fifty years. That would be why, after I 
called, she’d quickly started clearing the cupboard to see what was in the 
trunk, for she couldn’t remember anymore. 
 ‘This is better.’ With both hands, Attie Stelerius pushed off against 
the back wall. I followed her example. We both lay in the back of the 
cupboard, half over the trunk, face down our legs outstretched, and with 
all our might pushed off from the wall. The trunk moved suddenly and I 
slid off it with a jolt. I crawled backwards on my knees. After more 
pushing and pulling, during which I skinned my elbow painfully on the 
side wall and my hand almost got caught under the trunk, we managed to 
haul the monster over the threshold into the hall. 
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 It was a green, iron trunk with brass fittings, brass hinges, and locks 
that showed rust spots here and there, the sort of chest that those going 
out to the colonies in the East used to take on board ship with them. 
 ‘I don’t think it’s locked.’ Pensively she considered it, then lifted the 
lid an inch, as if the hinges yielded no further. She seemed to hesitate. 
Perhaps she preferred me not to see the contents. I stepped back 
discreetly. She let the lid fall back, placed her feet together, grasped the 
brass locks, and then resolutely lifted the lid. It groaned. Its inside was 
lined with gray and white striped paper and reminded me of the 
wallpaper of an old office. The smell of camphor hit me again. 
 ‘Look at this,’ Attie Stelerius called out, surprised. ‘What have we got 
here!’ She bent, reached into the trunk, pulled out a dull grey dress and 
let it fall back. ‘It’s full of old clothes.’ Disappointed, she began groping 
about and fished out a fur hat. ‘My sister-in-law saved all her fur hats.’ 
 ‘Your sister-in-law?’ 
 ‘She’s in a home, has been for a long time. You’re lucky that I 
happen to be here today.’ 
 ‘Then you don’t live here?’ 
 ‘I? Here? Of course not. I live somewhere else. I only came to clear 
out a few things.’ With her sleeve she smoothed the brim of the fur hat. 
 ‘And Mr. Stelerius?’ 
 ‘He died about ten years ago.’ She smiled. ‘I never wear fur hats. Do 
you?’ 
 ‘No. Me neither.’ 
 ‘I almost forgot why you came.’ She walked to the door of the room 
and threw it open. ‘Look around. See what’s yours. Pick it out.’ She left 
me alone. 
 The room seemed small because of the furniture, all crowded 
together. Heavy dark plush armchairs, small tables for plants, a 
sideboard with a glass door, a cupboard filled with porcelain and silver 
objects. I hesitated, standing there.  
 I was overcome by a feeling of oppression. I’d experienced this 
before, I’d been in the same situation, found myself in the same kind of 
room. I’d seen objects from my parents’ home again. Objects which had 
lost their familiar glow in strange surroundings. Each time I had had to 
make an effort to obliterate everything that surrounded them in order to 
be able to look at them without suspicion. It seemed as if everything 
repeated itself. If you wait long enough, situations return with a certain 
regularity, like ebb and flow tides. 
 I walked to the window and pushed aside the thin curtain. On the 
grass some children ran round the bronze sculptures; a spotted dog ran 
barking after them. Across the street, on the third floor, a window was 
opened, and someone bent over the window sill; I couldn’t see whether it 
was a woman or a girl. I let the curtain fall and turned round. 
 
 
Chapter 4 
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When I called Eva that evening to report on my visit to the house in 
Wedemer Square and I named several objects which I thought might 
have belonged to her mother, she exclaimed: ‘Make an inventory!’ 
 I had already made sketches on my notepad, as best I could, of some 
objects from the sideboard that I’d set out on the coffee table. Like an 
appraiser about to estimate the stuff, I’d examined silver marks, fingered 
small copper and wooden boxes, lifted lids of ceramic bowls, picked up 
vases. Once started, I became more reckless, turned keys of sideboard 
doors, moved things round to look behind them, rummaged in drawers as 
if I were searching for something. But for what? I had no connection 
with anything. Undecided, I looked around like a child in a toy shop, 
who is unsure of what he wants. After I’d put everything back into the 
sideboard, I couldn’t resist taking a quick glance in the cupboard. 
Perhaps I hoped to come across ordinary things for daily use, objects for 
which I didn’t need to imagine anything. 
 On the shelf before me stood complete sets of dishes, stacks of plates 
and soup bowls, plates of all kinds, dinnerware to set an elaborate daily 
table for a large family. Above it I saw carafes, displayed as in a shop 
window, graceful bottles of finely cut glass with round and pointed 
stoppers. It was as if the carafes had caught the scrap of light from the 
opened door in their rounded crystal forms, which made it seem as if 
everything behind me darkened, as if someone were standing behind me. 
Hurriedly I closed the cupboard door, turned the key. I’d had it. I 
stopped. It’s depressing to look in other people’s cupboards, especially 
those of people you don’t know. It reminded me of the time when I was 
looking for another house and was viewing premises that were still 
occupied. The more doors of cupboards and rooms flung open by owners 
praising their property, the more discouraged I became by all that people 
surrounded themselves with during their lifetime. I couldn’t see beyond 
them to whether or not they were places I’d like to live. 
 Attie Stelerius still left me alone. From the hall came a dull humming; 
she was clearly vacuuming. Through open doors I wandered into the 
adjoining side room where a seascape behind glass hung above a chest 
of drawers. The chest was dark mahogany and had drawers with sturdy 
brass handles. I took hold of a handle and pulled, just to see if the drawer 
slid easily, because drawers of old chests often don’t. It was a deep 
drawer, crammed with silver cutlery. Out of habit I turned over the 
cutlery to look at the monograms - a quirk that I also can’t control when 
I’m at an auction or an antique fair; I always have to check the back of a 
spoon or a fork; you never know, perhaps someday I’ll find the cutlery 
that was taken by a ‘helpful’ acquaintance of my parents for safe-
keeping; after all silver cutlery doesn’t wear out - and it was while I was 
doing that Attie Stelerius entered. 
 ‘Have you found anything yet? Is there anything that belongs to you?’ 
She bent over the drawer. ‘She has twelve pieces of everything. If not 
more.’ 
 ‘Don’t you know what Mrs. Ruppin brought here during the war?’ 
 ‘No. They never told me and my husband a thing.’ 
 ‘Could you ask your sister-in-law?’ 
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 ‘My sister-in-law? Trudie? She’s ninety-two and completely senile. 
She knows nothing. She won’t be coming back here. That’s why I’ve 
started cleaning things out. I’d actually been planning to do it for a long 
time, but there’s always something. This morning I decided to start. Just 
when I’d decided to stay another half hour, you called.’ 
 ‘I won’t keep you any longer.’ 
 ‘I’m in no hurry.’ She pushed the drawer closed and wiped the top of 
the chest with a duster. ‘I wonder what I’ll do with all this stuff.’ 
 ‘Doesn’t your sister-in-law have any children?’ 
 ‘No.’ 
 ‘And you, do you have children?’ 
 ‘Two. Married, of course.’ 
 ‘Can’t they use anything? Don’t they want anything?’  
 ‘My children? Oh no. They think this is all old junk. They’re 
definitely not interested.’ 
 ‘What’s going to happen to it?’ 
 She shrugged. ‘Just pick out what’s yours.’ 
 ‘I didn’t come here for myself. I’ve already explained that.’ 
 ‘Oh yes. You said something like that on the phone.’ 
 ‘I’m doing it for Eva Ruppin.’ 
 ‘Who used to live next door?’ 
 ‘No, not Eva. Her mother lived next door.’ 
 ‘I never knew them.’ 
 ‘Eva Ruppin would like to know if any of the objects that her mother 
brought here at the time have been saved.’ 
 ‘I can’t help you.’ She shook her head, her shawl moved, a dark 
strand of hair fell over her forehead. 
 ‘She’d like to see one or two family heirlooms again.’ 
 ‘There’s so much here. What sort of things does she want?’ 
 ‘I’ve no idea. I was next door only once, a long time ago ...’ 
 ‘Didn’t the daughter ever want to ask for them herself?’ 
 ‘After the war she came to the door once, when she was in 
Amsterdam for a few days. She lives in California.’ 

 
‘... I had the strong impression that I took Mr. Stelerius by 
surprise. He didn’t want to let me in. But I insisted, and then he 
couldn’t refuse. In the room I saw my mother’s things, but he 
said that everything was 
his ...’ 

 
Attie Stelerius sat down in the plush chair by the coffee table and 
pointed to the armchair opposite. ‘It was so long ago. Why come for it 
only now?’ 
 Did I have to spell it out again? Explain perhaps what possessed Eva? 
What moved me? Would it sound as believable this time? Wasn’t I in 
reality the intruder coming to rob the place? What was I doing in this 
house of people I didn’t know, in this room where I didn’t feel 
particularly at ease, which made me feel increasingly depressed just as I 
had been fifteen minutes before, half an hour before, and fifty years ago? 
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 ‘It’s true. It’s too long ago.’ 
 ‘I didn’t go through the war here. I was in the East Indies.’ She stared 
at her hands which she held folded in her lap. 
 ‘Were you in a Japanese camp?’ I thought of my old friend Greta. I 
knew about her camp past, but not in which camp she’d been, I’d never 
dared to ask. She always rubbed the arm where she’d had the number 
removed. Sometimes she scratched it as if she wanted to keep feeling the 
pain. Years later I did ask, just like that, for no apparent reason. ‘Which 
camp were you in, Greta? Bergen Belsen?’ ‘Oh yes,’ she answered 
smiling cheerfully as if I had asked her where she’d been on vacation. 
‘In Bergen Belsen.’ 
 Attie Stelerius nodded and straightened out the runner that had been 
moved by my display. ‘That time she was in Amsterdam, wasn’t she 
able to take anything with her?’ 
 ‘No, nothing.’ I saw that the glass door of the cupboard was still 
open. Had I put everything back in its place? ‘They didn’t want to part 
with anything. That’s how it was. Most Jews experienced that.’ It was as 
if there’d been a tacit agreement: give nothing back to the Jews. 
 ‘Did you yourself ...’ 
 ‘I? Well, I was no exception.’ 
 ‘They never talked about it, ever. Anyway, how did you find out? Did 
Mrs. Ruppin’s daughter just recently mention it to you?’ 
 ‘We didn’t know of each other’s existence. It was only discovered by 
accident, by someone in Jerusalem, a genealogist.’ 
 “... If only we’d known of each other’s existence years ago... But let’s 
look at reality, by a lucky trick of fate we’ve come in contact with each 
other: and there you are healthy and active in California, at the ‘age of 
the strong,’ as they call it here in Holland ...” I wrote back to Eva after 
her first letter. 
 Attie Stelerius sat slowly shaking her head, saying again she’d never 
known anything about it. ‘My husband died two years ago. He was 
Chris’ younger brother. He must’nt have known about it either, or he 
would have discussed it with me.’ 
 ‘May I come back to photograph a few things? That way I can send 
them to Eva Ruppin.’ I wrote my name and address in my pocket diary, 
tore out the page and laid it on the table. She didn’t look at it. I couldn’t 
resist telling her how amazed I’d been at being able to come straight 
round. After all, she didn’t even know me. 
 ‘True. But I happened to be here anyway. Do jot down my telephone 
number so you can call me to find out when I’ll be cleaning here again.’ 
 She walked to the hall with me. Everything had been put away, 
except for the trunk, still standing there with its lid up. A brown garment 
hung over it. As I put on my coat I felt a stinging pain on my elbow. All 
that time I hadn’t noticed the scrape which I’d got in the cupboard; now 
I had difficulty buttoning my coat. Attie Stelerius opened another door. 
‘Here’s the lumber room,’ she said like a landlady showing rooms for 
rent.  
 It was the room to the side. A paper blind hung over the window, 
barely letting through any light. At first all I could distinguish were a 
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wooden ladder and a folded-out ironing board. After a few more steps, 
as if I hadn’t already seen enough stuff, I saw wash tubs, suitcases, and 
more stacks of shoeboxes spread randomly over the floor. 
 I brushed the side wall with my fingers. This must be the wall that 
bordered the side room of the other house. It had a grainy texture. 
 My sister is sitting on the sofa. She is wearing a white dress with a 
red velvet belt tight around her waist. Sunlight falls on her brown hair, 
giving it a reddish glow. She leans back comfortably. One arm reposes 
on the armrest, the other hangs loosely next to her, her narrow hand with 
its long fingers spread out on the sofa throw. This is how I recognized 
her in Le Repos: Berthe Morisot in a white dress on a couch upholstered 
with dark red fabric, captured by Manet in a large painting. 
 ‘Now you see how the house is constructed,’ said Attie Stelerius. ‘All 
the apartments in this block are the same. Did your sister live with Mrs. 
Ruppin?’ 
 ‘For a short time. I’ve already kept you too long. It was kind of you to 
let me in and let me look in the cupboards.’ 
 ‘Oh well. When I came from the East Indies I no longer had anything. 
I’d lost everything.’ Thinking of that episode in her life seemed to make 
her feel melancholy. She looked at the dark blind. 
 ‘You can’t have very pleasant memories of that time.’ 
 ‘I never speak about it, not even to my children. I feel sick and 
miserable when I think back to it. I’ve shut off my past.’ With a thud she 
closed the door of the side room. 
 ‘Can I help you with anything?’ 
 She placed the duster which she’d been holding all this time on the 
hall table and smoothed her dress. ‘You know, I don’t care at all about 
things.’ 
 
 
Chapter 5 
 
‘I’ve overstepped my bounds.’ The voice of Attie Stelerius sounded 
hesitant when I called her the next morning to ask when I could come 
back to take photos. 
 ‘Overstepped your bounds?’ 
 ‘That’s what they say.’ 
 ‘Who says?’ 
 ‘Jetta, my daughter. And Dirk says so too.’ 
 ‘Did you discuss it with them?’ 
 ‘I talked with them on the phone last night. I’ve overstepped my 
bounds.’ With some emphasis she repeated the statement which was 
obviously not her own. ‘That’s what Dirk said. That’s how he said it.’ 
 ‘What does he mean?’ 
 ‘He says it’s unlikely that anything belonging to our former 
neighbours is in our house.’ 
 ‘Why’s he so sure?’ 
 ‘I don’t know.’ I heard her sigh. 
 ‘I’m sorry if I got you into trouble. That wasn’t my intention.’ 
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 ‘I shouldn’t have let you in.’ For a moment it was quiet at the other 
end. ‘Frankly, I didn’t realize.’ 
 ‘It was very kind of you.’ I hadn’t given her any time to think about 
it. Within ten minutes I’d been at her door and was inside her house, like 
a door-to-door salesman with a foot in the door, under false pretences, it 
seemed. Had I taken advantage of her naiveté? Look around, see whether 
there’s anything that’s yours. 
 Clearly the son-in-law felt differently, as I could well imagine. She 
shouldn’t just have let someone in, someone she didn’t know. Especially 
not to let them look in cupboards. Dirk must have emphasized to her 
how irresponsibly she had acted. And Jetta? Jetta had been angry. What 
had the woman been looking for in the house? Why had she allowed 
someone to rummage among Aunt Trudie’s beautiful things? And a 
stranger, too. Mother,where were your brains? And did you check 
everything carefully? She must surely have nicked something. 
 Lamely Attie Stelerius must have protested that the woman seemed 
respectable. Hadn’t she left her address? It was in her bag, she hadn’t 
looked at it yet.Anyway, Jetta, she may have added carefully, you 
always thought that Aunt Trudie had such a lot of old junk. Didn’t you 
always say that? What would she have nicked? But Jetta wouldn’t have 
heard those arguments. 
 
‘I would have liked to bring it with me.’ Miriam Weissbach looked in 
her bag. Now she would produce it, show triumphantly that she indeed 
had it with her and then push it under my nose to force me to look at it, 
so that I would have to act as if I were pleasantly surprised. 
 I saw with relief that she was fishing out of her bag not the magazine 
but a packet of tissues. She bent towards me over the table and, holding 
her hand against the side of her mouth as if she was giving away a deep 
secret, she whispered: ‘It burned my fingers. There it lay. Opened. Your 
story.’ 
 

‘... A friend of mine, Edward Glass, came upon a story of yours 
in a magazine at the university. He copied it for me. It’s a story 
about your sister’s wedding day. I’ve also brought the photos that 
I found in my files and I’ve read some letters from my mother 
again ...’ 

 
‘It’s definitely a sign. It has to be. Can you believe it?’ Miriam rubbed 
her neck with a tissue. Yes, I believed her. Gradually, I started assuming 
that everything was possible. I was no longer surprised about anything. 
How often, in the course of the years did I doubt the reliability of 
memory and accept without reservation as true what someone else had 
saved from oblivion. 
 I have the same experience on seeing old photos again, images that 
evoke amazement bordering on disbelief about a period that can no 
longer be retrieved, images which make us all the more aware of the 
elusiveness of time past. 
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 ‘May I make an appointment with you when you’re back in Wedemer 
Square? Or is that no longer possible?’ 
 ‘You’ll have to arrange everything with my son-in-law. I’m no longer 
allowed to discuss it. Do call him. He lives in Sibculo. He’s usually at 
home after seven in the evening.’ Attie Stelerius gave me the phone 
number and the area code of a town somewhere in the province of 
Overijssel. Again I said that I hadn’t meant to cause her any trouble. 
 ‘Oh no, don’t think that you did. But it’s better to arrange it this way.’ 
 ‘Wouldn’t you like to come over some afternoon that suits you and 
have a cup of tea?’ I asked before she hung up. I wanted to hear more 
about her background in the East Indies, casually draw her out about it. 
 ‘I’d like to do that some time.’ It sounded pleasant and I saw before 
me again her face with its pale brown complexion, smiling as she stood 
in the doorway of the house in Wedemer Square, and I remembered that 
generous gesture, like that of a conductor who wants to let the orchestra 
share the applause, as she opened the door to the room. 
 
 
Chapter 6 
 
Time was running short. I hadn’t heard from Dirk van Gaffel. In the 
meantime I had booked my trip to Los Angeles. Eva Ruppin was to 
reserve a seat for me in the bus to Santa Barbara; I still had to give her a 
brief description of myself and let her know what I was planning to wear 
so that the bus driver would be able to recognize me from my clothing. 
‘Just wear an eye-catching scarf,’ Eva wrote, as though I’d be the only 
woman wearing something noticeable at the airport exit. 
 After I’d waited for an hour at the Airbus Pick-Up Point of the Los 
Angeles Airport in draught that smelled of exhaust, I became 
increasingly worried and wondered if I were standing at the right stop, 
especially as I was the only person there. Finally a red and white bus 
arrived and stopped in front of me, tyres screeching, as soon as the driver 
noticed me in my light grey jacket and hastily tied bright green scarf. He 
jumped out of the van, called my name, and showed me a docket. I 
verified it; he then loaded my baggage and held the door of the bus open 
for me. No one was in it yet. By the time he had made a quick tour of 
nine or ten stops, all the seats were filled, and he drove onto the highway 
at full speed. I sat in the front and heard him report over the phone that 
the passenger from Holland was on the bus. 
 His voice sounded anything but friendly. 
 ‘What do you really want?’ Dirk van Gaffel had asked testily when 
I’d called him the evening of the day after Attie Stelerius had given me 
his number. Act as quickly as possible. That’s what I wanted. Initially he 
didn’t much feel like cooperating. ‘You have no business in the house in 
Wedemer Square. I don’t understand why you’ve come to bother us.’ 
 ‘I’ve explained that to Mrs. Stelerius.’ 
 ‘That may be, but I find your story unlikely. You could be deceiving 
us. 
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 ‘I’m not.’ Once again, Mr. Van Gaffel, truth seems stranger than 
fiction. 
 ‘Anyone could intrude like that...’ 
 ‘I left my address with Mrs. Stelerius.’ 
 ‘... and claim everything.’ 
 ‘I’m claiming nothing, Mr. Van Gaffel. You misunderstand me. I 
don’t want to have anything. I only want to photograph some things in 
the house. To show Mrs. Ruppin’s daughter.’ 
 ‘Who says that there are things belonging to that family in the 
house?’ His voice sounded like a trumpet. ‘It certainly can’t be proved.’ 
 ‘Some things don’t show their age.’ 
 ‘Anyway,’ he shouted, annoyed. ‘I don’t even know who you are.’ I 
heard a bang. He clearly hit something with his fist or in his anger let the 
telephone fall out of his hands. 
 ‘I’ve told you my name.’ 
I’m aware that I sometimes speak indistinctly, partly swallowing my 
name, even though it’s short. Possibly because I’ve changed names 
several times. First as a child, out of dissatisfaction with my first name, 
later out of necessity, hhen I had to take another identity for several 
years for self-preservation. It’s become a habit just to mumble when 
someone wants to know who I am. For the sake of convenience I take on 
the qualities of the people whom I think may fit the borrowed names. 
 But to Dirk van Gaffel I clearly enunciated my name once again. I 
heard nothing at the other end of the line, maybe he was through with the 
matter and had forgotten to hang up. 
 ‘Hello,’ I shouted, ‘are you still there?’ 
 ‘Yes, sure.’ He was still there. He cleared his throat. ‘What I wanted 
to say... There’s no longer anything in the house in Wedemer Square ...’ 
His voice sounded less gruff. 
 ‘Yes there is. There’s all sorts of stuff. I was there the day before 
yesterday.’ 
 ‘I took everything away today.’ 
 ‘You took everything away? Is someone else moving in?’ 
 ‘I packed up what was in the cupboards and stored it.’ 
 ‘Where did you store it?’ 
 ‘In a safe place.’ 
 ‘May I go there?’ 
 ‘I’ll arrange something with you.’ He paused and I heard a sound of a 
pencil tapping. ‘I tell you what,’ he exclaimed with a sigh of relief, ‘just 
write me a note in which you explain exactly what you want. And then 
I’ll let you know as soon as possible.’ 
 ‘I’m leaving for California in three weeks.’ 
 ‘You’ll at any rate hear from me before then.’ 
 
Dirk van Gaffel did not react to my letter. 
 Months later I ran into Attie Stelerius in a shopping centre carpark. I 
was crossing the square when someone honked several times and waved 
at me from behind the wheel. It wasn’t until she stepped out of her car 
that I recognized her. She looked different in a winter coat with a large 
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fur collar turned up - partly hiding her face. She seemed to have 
undergone a metamorphosis since my visit that morning to the house in 
Wedemer Square - within ten minutes I stop before the house, run up the 
high stone staircase, stand in the entrance, the same entrance but this 
time before another door -, that’s how different she looked then with a 
scarf tied around her head. But her smile was still the same. 
 ‘I’m glad to see you,’ she said, ‘I’ve been meaning to call you for 
some time now.’ 
 ‘Oh really?’ I had thought I would never hear from her or her son-in-
law again. 
 She nodded. She obviously wanted to say something. She put her 
hand on my arm, and then asked about my trip to America. Had I had a 
pleasant stay? A cold wind blew, her narrow brown eyes were watering 
slightly, a few strands of her dark hair streaked with grey blew about 
above her collar. ‘Jetta and Dirk were in America too.’ 
 ‘Jetta and Dirk also?’ I asked, as though we were talking about 
common friends. 
 ‘In New York, for the first time.’ 
  ‘For the first time in New York? That must have been an 
extraordinary experience for them.’ 
 From Madison Avenue I walk along 45th Street, turn the corner at 
Fifth Avenue and encounter a crowd of pedestrians coming towards me 
across the width of the sidewalk. Young women in tight jackets and 
equally tight short skirts, briefcases pressed under their arms, their eyes 
still businesslike. Men in smart suits carrying attaché-cases. Hurrying as 
if they are being rushed, they pour out of banks and office buildings. It 
seems as if they’re all looking at the same spot, straight ahead and above 
my head, which is why I can observe them inconspicuously. 
 A series of images flashes past me in dazzling montage: the wreath of 
frizzy hair of the proud woman with her head tilted back; the strong face 
of the man with the gentle eyes, a grey scarf wrapped loosely around his 
neck; the boy with wavy hair; the girl in the white dress and brown curls. 
My eyes are diverted by girls holding aloft hangers full of clothes in 
plastic bags as if they were shields. Before I have time to consider 
whether it would be better to turn around or cross the street, I have 
nowhere left to go. 
 Should I let myself be carried along to the inevitable subway entrance 
where they are heading? Without noticing me, they have included me in 
their group. But I slip away. 
 My first day in New York I have withstood the trial by fire. I cross 
the street and continue walking alone on the broad Fifth Avenue 
sidewalk. 


