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  TRANSLATOR’S NOTE


  This story is related by a man, presumably a writer, interviewing a Holocaust survivor, Aron Blank, several years after the war. In the original German, Jurek Becker uses italics only when the interviewer is quoting Aron’s exact words rather than to indicate spoken emphasis. I have maintained this usage throughout the translation.

  In two instances I chose to keep the original German terms because they seemed more effective. The translation of these terms can be found in the footnotes.

  I wish to thank Christina Kiel, who continued to offer me her time and insight in spite of my pestering her with late-night phone calls. Warmest thanks also to my editor, Richard Seaver, a patient and inspiring teacher.


  INTRODUCTION


  by Ruth Franklin

  When Mordeha Bekker was reunited with his son after World War II, he recognized Jurek only by the freckles on his forehead. They had not seen each other since winter 1943-44, when Mordeha was separated from his family in the Lodz Ghetto and deported to Auschwitz. Several months later Jurek and his mother, Chana, were sent to Ravensbrück and then Sachsenhausen, where Chana died. By the time Mordeha found his son—still at Sachsenhausen, part of which had been turned into a hospital for survivors—he was a boy of seven, but in both size and intellectual development he was more like a four-year-old. As Jurek would later describe the scene in The Boxer (1975), he did not even understand the meaning of the word “son.”

  Mordeha responded to the trauma of the war by trying to erase it. He Germanized his own name to Max Becker and his son’s to Georg. On his new East German identity card, he subtracted six years from his age—the six years he had spent in the ghetto and camps—and claimed he had been born in Bavaria. He even stopped speaking Polish to his son so that Jurek would learn German. Jurek later recalled that unfortunately he forgot Polish more quickly than he learned German, so that he felt temporarily suspended between the two languages— as he was also between two names and two countries. Communication would be a source of difficulty between them for the rest of Max’s life. The two almost never talked about their experiences during the war: Jurek always said that he could remember nothing of those years, and Max spoke of them only in a limited, formulaic way.

  Jurek Becker returned to this period in The Boxer, his third novel. By that time he was already well established as a writer of both screenplays and fiction. His stunning first novel, Jacob the Liar (1969), grew from the seed of his father’s personal history. It takes place toward the end of the war, in an unnamed Polish ghetto. Called into the Gestapo office for a minor infraction, Jacob happens to overhear a report on the radio that the Russians are only about two hundred miles away. But since few make it out of that office alive, no one will believe the provenance of his news, so Jacob pretends that he heard it from his own contraband radio. (There are differing reports about whether Max actually owned a radio in the ghetto or just listened along with others, but regardless, he does seem to occasionally have had access to one.) Jacob’s lie, naturally, has unintended consequences, as soon all the ghetto inhabitants are constantly pestering him for news. He goes to increasingly greater lengths in order to sustain the fiction because he comes to believe it is necessary to maintain morale. “Hope must not be allowed to fade away, otherwise they won’t survive.”

  The book was celebrated by critics in both East and West Germany. Becker’s biographer, Sander Gilman, has described it as “the most important survivor novel written in German.” But Max Becker—who had wanted Jurek to write a more traditionally heroic story about bravery and resistance in the ghetto—did not speak to his son for a year after it appeared. Knowing this, it is hardly a surprise that Jurek waited to write The Boxer until after his father had died, in April 1972. “What really tormented me were the notebooks full of questions that I had never asked him and could not have asked him,” he said later.

  The Boxer tries to find a way to ask those questions. Like Jacob the Liar, it is written in the form of an interview with its protagonist, conducted by a person who remains unnamed. Here the main character is called Aron Blank, but he is obviously based on Max: the name change (Aron uses the German name Arno), the six years subtracted from his identity card, the troubled romantic relationships and alcoholism that marked Max’s later years. (Becker often called The Boxer the most autobiographical of his novels, and his widow told me that “there is no doubt that the story is not only inspired by Jurek’s father but also pretty much mirrors his life in Berlin after the liberation.”) In conversations that span two years, Aron recounts at length the details of his post-wartime life, from the initial search for his son—here named Mark— through their attempt to settle down in the GDR and become good East German citizens.

  Aron’s primary characteristic is his supreme detachment. He flits from one job to the next; people enter and exit his life without leaving an impression. In the end he will even let go of his son, despite Mark’s yearning for more contact with him. Their most meaningful moment of connection happens when Mark comes home from school one day after being beaten up by his classmates. Aron resolves that Mark must learn to box in order to protect himself. To inspire him, he tells his son a heroic story of how he learned to box as a child after getting into a fight with a bully. The next time the bully came for him, he was prepared: “And from then on peace reigned in the street; the monster didn’t show his face again.”

  The monster, of course, is anti-Semitism. Despite the GDR’s attempts to reinvent itself as a new country with new citizens, the legacy of Nazism could be felt everywhere. When Aron first arrives in East Berlin, he is given an apartment belonging to a former Nazi Party member, in which he is initially so uncomfortable that he sleeps on the floor in the storage room rather than in the luxurious king-size bed. Later, visiting Mark for the first time in the convalescent home to which he has been transferred, he chooses to spend the night in the woods rather than search for a bed in the nearby village: the home is located in a former concentration camp and he fears the locals, who spent the war years in such close proximity to it. In his biography, Gilman tells a poignant story that demonstrates just how inescapable that history was. As an adult, one day Becker stopped on the Kürfurstendamm in West Berlin to buy a newspaper:

  The woman behind the counter recognized him as a celebrity and said that she had known his mother and him in Ravensbrück. She asked him, did he know how his mother had died? She gave the answer herself: from starvation. But do you know why? she continued. His silence was followed by her answer: in order to feed you.

  The government’s attempts to help the survivors overcome their past, such as the reparations and special privileges that Mark and his father receive, only make them feel more like outsiders. More importantly, such protections are no safeguard against the discrimination that continues to raise its ugly head: sometimes, as in the case of the schoolyard bully, only force will bring about justice. “The Boxer was about the failure of the GDR to serve its most vulnerable citizens,” Gilman writes. Not surprisingly, Becker did not remain in East Germany for long after the novel’s publication. In 1977 he left for an extended stay in America. The following year he settled in West Berlin, where he remained until his death, in 1997.

  The focus of The Boxer is on Aron; Mark remains largely a cipher. He surfaces as a distinct person, separate from his father’s story, only at the end, when Aron shows his interviewer a stack of letters from his son and confesses that he never answered them. In reality, it was Jurek Becker who felt tormented by the notebooks full of unasked questions remaining after his father’s death. Those notebooks appear in the prologue to The Boxer, when the interviewer presents Aron with the finished novel and asks him to read it. Aron declines. But if Max could have read this novel, he might have been gratified by his son’s portrayal. He was clearly a distant father and a troubled man; but he was also, in his finest moment, a boxer.
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  THE BOXER


  AFTER GIVING HIM ENOUGH TIME to suggest it on his own, I ask Aron if he wouldn’t at least like to take a quick look at it.

  “No, thank you,” he says.

  To my following, surprised question for his reasons, he answers, he’s simply not interested. I don’t understand. After all, the story is about him. It’s his story. Although I know it’s a waste of time, I bring this fact to his attention. He smiles. He looks at the five green notebooks that lie between us on the table, eyes me skeptically, or with disapproval, or contempt — I am not good at interpreting facial expressions — in any case with no curiosity whatsoever, and says quietly, “I shouldn’t have told you so much.”

  I think, How strange. Or isn’t it strange that he should suddenly pretend to have doubts? Now, after two years during which we spoke of nothing else, or virtually nothing else, but him? The sole purpose of our meetings was to identify Aron Blank, or at least a significant part of him. They were like open interviews, even though I wasn’t working with a tape recorder or a notepad. Nothing happened that wasn’t perfectly clear to Aron, he wasn’t tricked or pressured. On the contrary, he knew the extent to which I depended on him and his readiness to communicate, and he never gave me a particularly hard time.

  It also occurs to me that he might be afraid that, since the work, as it were, is done, my sympathy will turn into indifference. There lie the five notebooks; there won’t be a sixth. Perhaps he thinks that my interest in him will fade. No further acts of kindness, because all the previous ones implied an ulterior motive, which no longer exists. And therefore it doesn’t seem altogether impossible that our separation will guide him back to the road he was on when we first began working together. Not to spare me an embarrassing retreat, in other words, not out of generosity. Rather, I suspect, to prevent any possible distress an emotional farewell might involve. Perhaps he wants to erect a barrier before I declare all trust that has grown between us to be nothing more than part of the deal, a lubricant for his memory.

  However, I won’t base my attitude on hypotheses. In the end, none of my conjectures is appropriate. In the end, Aron is simply in a bad mood — among his symptoms is an overwhelming susceptibility to mood swings. I’d sooner ask why he’s not interested.

  “Think about it,” he says.

  I had done that, I say, and, “I still don’t understand.”

  Aron shakes his head, apparently amused, as if he can’t see how someone who professes to be intelligent can overlook such obvious motives. I’ve grown used to that attitude. He is often satisfied with hints that, combined with other gestures or with a certain way of looking at me, he thinks are informative enough. I soon learned that he found my occasional pleas for greater detail aggravating, unworthy, and foolish. So in order not to inhibit his flow of words, I would withhold my questions as often as possible, preferring to accept temporary — or for a longer stretch of time — lack of clarity, and try to fill in the ensuing gaps by deduction. But today things are different. I don’t mind insisting on explanations, we are no longer working. Today my inability to understand is, so to speak, purely personal. Nevertheless, I take pains to proceed cautiously; he mustn’t sense that anything is different than it was. I use his weapons. I tilt my head a little to one side, look at him for a long time, my questioning eyebrows raised, and my hand, which till now has been lying unnoticed on the table, is turned palm up.

  This is a language Aron understands. He says reluctantly, “Why don’t you leave me alone? I’m not interested. Isn’t that enough?”

  “No,” I reply. “How can that be enough? You can’t convince me that you aren’t interested in your own story.”

  Another couple of strokes to his outline: as soon as Aron decides to explain something, he suddenly finds it difficult to begin. He likes to use introductory phrases, tentative approaches to the subject, he often says, “Listen” or “All right, let’s see.” He always wants his listener to understand that the explanation implies a great effort on his part, an effort he considers unnecessary, and that he nonetheless gives in only because his listener is so stubbornly insistent. Sometimes he hints that the sentences that are to follow will require complete concentration from his listener. He might say, “Pay attention.”

  This time, Aron says, “Listen. You claim that you wrote my story, and I claim that you’re mistaken, that it’s not my story. At best, it’s something you think is my story.”

  “What do you mean — at best?” I ask.

  He says, “Don’t look so hurt. I’m not blaming you. I knew it from the very first.”

  This said, he is now someone who has performed an uncomfortable duty. He stands up, his hands in his pockets. He walks to the window and looks at the chestnut tree that has grown so thick it blocks the view and darkens the room. A few seconds later he adds, “There’s no other way.”

  “What did you know from the very first?” I ask.

  “That what I tell you is one thing,” he says, “and what you write is something else. Again, I’m not accusing you of anything. I understand there’s a mechanism from which you can’t defend yourself.”

  “So, you do understand that.”

  “Or had you meant to be perfectly satisfied only with what you heard from me?”

  A brainteaser that requires no answer, one of his rhetorical questions. My comprehensible no would only annoy him. As a reward for my self-restraint he goes into greater detail: of course I hadn’t meant that, I had meant something completely different. I had wanted to improve him, to make him publishable, to use him as raw material. From the beginning I had had my own ideas about a story, and then I had made choices. I had taken what I found useful and listened politely to the rest. And even what I had chosen had become different, nothing remained as it was. Why? Because we had always been interpreting — incoherently he uses the plural, confusing me. Because we had felt that damned urge to seek a hidden meaning behind everything. Because we had been suspicious of every harmless thing, as if in reality it served as a disguise for God knows what. Yes sir, says Aron, sitting down again and answering the further questions in my eyes, he had known that very well and had participated nonetheless, out of pure egoism. I mustn’t believe that it was only about me. Or did I think he was a Samaritan, who sits down and does a two-year-long favor? Of course, our conversations had been useful for him, too; of course, he had been happy that someone had finally come to listen to everything he had to say. Aron claims that those who only brood and never talk about it will eventually suffocate. He has told me so much about himself, he was amazed he had played a role in so many different situations. Often the question came to mind: Had that really been he? Then, painstakingly, he’d have to explain to himself: Yes, it had been he — who else? — no one else was there. And over time, as the essential was gradually revealed, things became a little easier for him, knowing this should reassure me. In reality, he hadn’t done me a favor, I’d done him one — he had fewer headaches, he hoped I wouldn’t be getting them now.

  “That’s a pretty strong statement,” I say when he stops to catch his breath, “almost outrageous.”

  “What?”

  I knock on the notebooks and say, “You talk about them as if you had read every word. Maybe you’re right about some things, but isn’t it rash to attack me with a thousand hypotheses and act as if they were facts? Don’t you want to make the slight effort, and read?”

  Aron leans back in his chair and repeatedly breaks out into smiles that are not his usual sad or thoughtful ones, but rather cunning and unconditional. One could say that Aron’s whole face lights up. He even twinkles, and I will soon know why. It’s as if he’s worked out a painless method that will finally shut me up.

  Very well, he says, for the fun of it let’s assume what he had said was total nonsense, from start to finish, as I would have it. Let us assume that in writing everything down I had kept to his exact words; my notebooks could just as well be his notebooks. If so, and therein lies his own story, why should he read it? He knows it inside out, and a purely literary interest, as I well know, does not exist.

  I find nothing convincing to refute this, not right now anyway, but for Aron I have not been humbled enough. In these cases he is merciless. He takes the last card he has up his sleeve, and his eyes reveal that he considers it his ace of spades. Or do I want him to read the story so that he can later say how satisfied he is with me? That wouldn’t work for different reasons. First, he isn’t an expert on the written word, more a layman who tends to pass coarse judgments; and, second, he isn’t a controller. Therefore I should think long and hard about exactly what it is I want from him. Evidently I had subconsciously wanted him to authorize my writing, but he warned me away from that — if we should start we would never finish. And that couldn’t possibly be what I wanted.


  1

  IT WAS NOT LONG BEFORE an identity card was required.

  Aron wanted to have one quickly, preferably right away, he says. But that was easier said than done, all sorts of formalities stood in the way. He listened quietly to all the things that had to be provided — the questionnaire with many categories, passport photographs, a birth certificate — and the man at the counter wondered why the applicant left without saying good-bye. After all, he had been friendly enough in explaining things. So, a photograph. Aron didn’t want to ask anyone; he thought that in a city this size it must be child’s play. He started off at random and looked closely at the surrounding houses. All he found were traces of photographers — relics in the form of company plaques that still hung on the facades, testifying that long ago, in that location, there had been a shop like the one he was looking for. The buildings no longer stood behind them, as if, of all shops, the photographers had pointedly been done away with. This had happened to Aron three times when he finally decided not to trust chance any longer and to ask for directions from a local after all. But the street was spitefully empty. He didn’t like the few people he met; they had provocative faces, or at least there was something evocative about their manner. Aron was looking for a photographer, not a fight.

  He went into a bar. To his amazement, or rather to his frustration, he says, the room was full of people who were drinking, though there was nothing to drink, and the air was full of smoke, though there was nothing to smoke. They had stopped talking when he came in, at first only a few, who had noticed him right away, then more and more. Silence rolled over the tables like a wave. At the same time, he knew that before he had come in they had not been speaking of things that an outsider isn’t supposed to hear, because they only talk about unimportant things, from which evil develops as a side effect. The sight of him rendered them speechless. It would take a long time for them to get used to the fact that someone with his looks, someone so unmistakably similar to the pictures on the National Socialist posters, could be walking around freely and look them straight in the eye, and that he hadn’t escaped from a camp but that he had been freed. Aron pulled himself together, went up to the bar, and asked the scrawny barmaid if she knew a photographer in the area.

  It took her a couple of seconds to cope with his appearance, the typical nose for example, but then she called out, “Does anyone here know a photographer?”

  Aron waited, without turning around. Behind him, he heard people start talking again, more quietly than before. In spite of his resolve, when someone touched him, he turned around instantly. A small boy stood in front of him. Ten years old at most — though to be able to estimate a child’s age takes practice, he says. “Come with me,” the boy said and, without hesitating, Aron followed him. But at the door the boy’s courage dissolved. He stopped and, frightened, looked back into the room. A woman nodded encouragingly and said, “Go on.”

  They went a fairly long way. At a certain point, after they had turned left twice, Aron thought, If he goes left again, he’ll be taking me in circles. He could think of nothing to say to him, or of any reason to ask him his name, and he could expect nothing at all from the boy. So they walked along in silence, the boy always a couple of steps ahead of him. In a courtyard they came to a halt. The boy pointed at the building across from them and said, “There. On the third floor.”

  Aron reached into his bag to look for a reward, but the boy had run away as soon as his assignment was over. There was, in fact, a sign next to a door on the third floor and, after repeated knocking, the photographer opened. Many people wear white coats, but by the way in which the light obviously bothered this man, the time it took him to stop squinting — though it wasn’t bright outside — one could immediately guess what his profession was. “Are you a photographer?” Aron asked.

  “What else?”

  “I need four passport photos.”

  The young man moved aside so Aron could step into the narrow corridor. Aron had to allow for a brief but aggravating visual inspection to brush over him.

  “You shouldn’t evaluate me, you should take pictures of me,” he said.

  “Of course. Do you know how many people need photographs these days?”

  “Where’s the stool?” Aron asked.

  “Easy, easy, first we have to talk about the price.” “Why? Don’t you know how much four passport photos cost? I’m sure I have enough money.”

  The young man laughed and said, “You’re funny. What would I do with money, the house is as good as new. Do you have any cigarettes? Coffee?”

  “How much would the pictures normally cost?” Aron asked.

  Something must have impressed the young man, perhaps the seriousness of the question, or the emphasis with which it was posed. Either way, he felt he owed an explanation. “There are no normal prices. I could tell you what the pictures used to cost before the war, four photos for two marks. But what difference does that make today?”

  “Just take my picture,” Aron said. “Somehow or other we’ll work out the price.”

  The photographer hesitated but finally decided to run the risk. When they had finished, Aron said, “Listen, I agree we can’t base ourselves on prewar prices. Let’s assume that in the meantime prices have increased five hundred percent. So I’ll pay ten marks for the photos. When will they be ready?”

  The photographer ground his teeth and felt betrayed — he had exposed his precious film under false premises — but he wasted no more words over the payment. He took out a thick notebook, leafed through the pages, and said, “Six weeks. At the earliest.”

  “That’s unacceptable,” said Aron. “You mustn’t get back at me this way, I haven’t done anything to you. On the contrary, I’m willing to pay an unlawfully high price. I’ll come by to pick up the photographs tomorrow, all right?”

  And the next day they were ready?” I ask.

  “Naturally.”

  “Naturally is good,” I say. “You threatened him.” “Threatened? Are you crazy? What would I have threatened him with? All I said was what you just heard. Where was the threat?”

  “It must’ve been in your voice. Or in your eyes, how should I know?”

  “Young man,” Aron says, “you’re letting your imagination run away with you. But if you mean that he was afraid, that’s something else again. A fear that had nothing to do with me. At the time, almost everyone was afraid.”

  “And you really gave him the measly ten marks?”

  “And a pack of cigarettes to boot,” says Aron. “But why should I have told him beforehand?”

  The questionnaire was a bigger problem, which began with the very first question. Only after a long hesitation did Aron decide to put down his real last name. It appeared, after extensive consideration, neutral, harmless — anyone could be called Blank. Blank didn’t tell them anything. His first name was a different story. It was revealing, gossipy. The name Aron had to go if Aron’s ultimate effort was to rid himself of his past. He knew that not everyone could draw a conclusion from such a name, only those who had been inculcated. But they were the whole issue; only one would have been one too many. He knew from experience that those who were inculcated could not keep their mouths shut. So they were exactly the ones he needed to throw off track. Then there was the problem of his appearance. He would deal with that later, if there was anything that could be changed. Yet it was clear to him that he could use this appearance, should it be necessary, in a deceitful, misleading way. Besides, if a man can look like a horse, he said to himself, and everyone will believe him when he claims he isn’t a horse, then in his case, too, an attempt to put matters straight would not be utterly hopeless. However, this could work only if he had a different first name. With this Aron, people would just smile knowingly and not believe him.

  Aron proceeded in a most unusual manner. He swapped two letters. In the appropriate column he wrote his new name, Arno. In case of a formal inquiry, it could be explained as a spelling mistake that had been ignored out of laziness.

  But why did he falsify his date of birth?

  Why did you make yourself six years younger?”

  “Can’t you figure it out for yourself?”

  I try, and say, “Because you wanted your son to have a younger father?”

  “That too, perhaps,” says Aron. “But why precisely six years?”

  This is his only clue. For several days, I think of what meaning the number six could have. At first a biological reason occurs to me. Six years could lie near a medically significant border — one can’t make oneself randomly younger but only within certain thresholds. Aron would satisfy these conditions with his six years. But he would have told me that.

  Only several days later do I find an illuminating explanation, and the number six appears in a new light. The war lasted for six years. Aron was a prisoner in concentration camps for six years. Is he referring to those six years? If so, he could have canceled out a bad time and tried, with the only means at his disposal, to reattach the stolen piece of his life. But he makes no comment.

  Aron provided the remaining details truthfully, except for trivial issues, like the question of his place of birth. He wavered only one other time, when he had to name his job. For a moment he was tempted by the idea of changing all things past. This had less to do with the plan of erasing tracks, he said, than with decade-old dreams and his appearance. Yet he soon gave up the idea of raising himself to the status of professor or doctor, or some other profession. It was immediately clear to him that such a declaration would require verifiable knowledge. So he wrote: Employee.

  Aron was given the number of a room in which sat a man who wasn’t really a policeman, for his armband didn’t indicate any sort of rank, it showed only that the occupying forces did not consider him particularly suspicious. Aron handed over the documents. The man verified them and said, “The birth certificate is missing.”

  “I don’t have one.”

  “What do you mean you don’t have one?”

  “It’s gone, burned. Like everything else. Is that so unusual?”

  “Please,” said the man, “there must be some sort of proof of who you are. I don’t want to insinuate anything, but I’m sure you’ll understand that these days there are a lot of people who want to cover up their past. We have to be very careful.”

  Aron had expected some such complication, even though he was basically pleased that someone with his face could be taken for a man who wanted to hide his past. He took the certificate of discharge from his last concentration camp out of his bag and simply held it up to the man’s face, very calmly, and ready to take it back — as if its worth could be diminished by excessive looking.

  But I mustn’t believe, Aron says, that he was particularly restless. On the contrary, he had been overcome by an astonishing coolness. He knew exactly what he was letting himself in for, he says, and his nerves had, fortunately, held up very well. The man, even if one presumes that he was one of the well-meaning ones, could easily have noticed the discrepancies between Aron’s declarations and the entries on the discharge certificate. After all, in these situations, it should not be entirely insignificant if some one is called Aron Blank and was born in Riga in 1900 or Arno Blank, born in Leipzig in 1906.

  “Why did you think of Leipzig, of all places?”

  “My late brother was born in Leipzig.”

  Aron had been fully prepared, he says, to distract the man somehow — with a heart attack or an emotional outburst — if he had suddenly become interested in the details on the discharge certificate. But, to his relief, that turned out to be unnecessary.

  The man just glanced at it and said, “All right, all right, thank you.”

  Thus it was clear that people who possessed such an ID had, in his eyes, an inexhaustible source of credibility. In an instant he had forgotten his suspicions. Yet this penetrating compassion in his eyes, a sort of participation — Aron found it revolting from the very beginning, but he now bore it for practical reasons. He quickly stuffed the certificate back into his bag, and a couple of hours later he had his papers.

  For the first few days, the apartment that was assigned to Aron felt far too luxurious, considering the widespread poverty of the time. It consisted of two spacious rooms with parquet flooring, a kitchen, a bathroom with green tiles, and a long corridor, at the end of which was a large storage space, almost a third room. There was plenty of furniture, carpets, linens, and kitchenware. When Aron first stepped into the bathroom, he found perfumed soap in a container and eleven bottles of bath oils. The whole inventory became his as soon as he moved in, without a receipt or any kind of formal transaction; not a word was said about it.

  The decor wasn’t to Aron’s taste but, at first glance, he says, he had been completely satisfied. Yet it was hard for him to get used to the fact that all these objects belonged to him, that he could sell them, use them, or throw them away as he saw fit. At first he reduced his contacts with the apartment to an absolute minimum. There was a luxurious king-size bed in the bedroom, painted white, with soft blankets. When he went to bed the first night, he sighed with pleasure — at last, a decent bed. But the anticipated pleasure proved to be fleeting; a bed does not necessarily mean sleep. Aron lay awake and found no protection from the past. His thoughts rummaged in it, in death and suffering, his two starving children lay beside him, his wife was repeatedly dragged from the room crying. The nauseating smell that his bedmates in the concentration camp exhaled — to which he must also have contributed — would not leave him. He took the oils from the bath and sprayed them around the room. Hours later, he figured that the bed was too wide. He took a blanket, searched the apartment for another place to sleep, and settled in the storage room, which was separated from the corridor only by a curtain. He lay down on the floor, immediately felt the improvement, but nonetheless had to wait until he collapsed from exhaustion.

  Now and then, through the curtain and the door to the apartment, he heard steps on the stairs. Time and again he would get up and sneak over to the peephole. Thus he got to know his neighbors, who were still up and about at night. Then that wasn’t enough, and he observed them during the daytime as well. He pushed a table up against the door and put several pillows on it, so that he could sit comfortably while he watched. He noticed six different men, sixteen women, and seven children; then he kept seeing the same people over and over again. His apartment was on the third floor, so Aron never saw the people on the first and second floors unless they were visiting someone upstairs. That was definitely a disadvantage. Then one day Aron saw himself sitting like that, on the table, on three pillows, his legs crossed like a tailor, hiding behind his door, in the dark corridor, in the middle of the day. He was shocked, he says, he thought, My God, who in his right mind ever behaves like this? A madman behaves like this, a cretin. How lucky you are that no one sees you like this. But the restlessness didn’t last long. He simply left his observation post and resorted to the window. Many people look out the window.

  He was terribly startled when the doorbell rang for the first time. Through the peephole he recognized the short man with an amputated leg who had given him the key to the apartment — the superintendent. Before he opened the door, Aron let him ring again.

  “Thank God,” said the superintendent.
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