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THE KEEPER OF THE LAUGH

DANNY FROMCHENKO


Prologue

Max sat looking in the mirror, just as he had thousands of times over the previous years, seeing-not-seeing the eyes that stared back at him. The cheers of the merry audience, the thunder of the drums, the blare of the trumpets, and the low oompah of the tubas - none of it penetrated the wall insulating his senses.

At that moment, his entire world was focused on the one repetitive action he executed once, sometimes twice a day, day after day, week after week, year after year. Using a tiny key, he wound the spring in the back of the tin clown in front of him. When he finished, he put the clown down on the table and it began to beat a tin drum slung from its belt.

Max pulled a bald wig encircled with a snarl of pink cotton over his head. He carefully spread a thick layer of white paint on his face. With a thin brush, he painted two high semi-circles, black as coal, for eyebrows, added black liner around his eyes, a large mouth, wide and smiling, and a big beauty mark on his right cheek.

He put down the brush and looked in the mirror. Staring-not-staring at him was a white figure with a smile of surprise or wonder. It was impossible to know whether Max and the character he faced were pleased or displeased with the sight before them.

Exactly like the wind-up clown, beating his little tin drum with his right hand and then his left, Max continued his work automatically. Without glancing at the tin clown, who at that moment had exhausted his energy, Max began to paint his eyelids a glittering blue. Finally, it was time for the red, a color a clown clearly cannot do without. He painted wide, red lines around his lips, drawing them far from the edges of his mouth.

In precise concert with the moment he put down the red brush, the excited call of the ring master could be heard in the background, “Please welcome the funniest clown in the world, the man who has made more children laugh than anyone else in history. No one knows from where he came or to where he is going… Here’ s… Anonymous!”

Max thrust his hand out at the tin clown and knocked him onto his face, covered his own nose with a red rubber ball, stood up, and strode towards the circus ring. The roar of the crowd, the cheers of the children, and the sounds of the noisy circus orchestra reached his ears. But through it all, in the background, from some undefined direction, he also heard the sound that accompanied him day and night, through wakefulness and dreams, the sound that never let up: pealing wails of crazy laughter like only a hyena in heat could make - deep in her throat, in the dark of night.

With every step that brought him closer to the ring, Max grew lighter, more flexible. He moved like a dancer, or more like a shark, in perpetual, effortless motion, while his cold, dead eyes focused on his prey.

From the moment Anonymous burst into the rollicking circus ring – nothing was left of Max – even the crazy laugh was nearly silenced. Except for the dead eyes that ceaselessly scanned the crowd as if searching for something lost, there was barely anything that connected Max to Anonymous the Clown, who elicited howls of laughter and tears of joy with the skill of an artist.

And that is exactly what made Anonymous the very best of clowns. He knew how to listen to the crowd while moving, to feel what would awaken something in them and open them to laughing out loud – and what would shut them down and lead to cynical chuckles. And, therefore, Anonymous was unlike any other clown falling face-down in the circus tent.

But why should this come as a surprise to any of you, dear readers? No other clown, before or after, knew with such complete certainty that life and death were dependent on his ability to make someone laugh.


July 1945, Munich

About a month after the Germans surrendered to American armed forces, a black Mercedes came to a stop next to the entrance of the American command in Munich. A tall, light-haired woman emerged from the passenger side door. She wore a light grey button-down linen shirt that emphasized her shoulders, a knee-length skirt, and a string of large pearls around her neck. Her long legs and black pumps both added to her look and to the authority she radiated.

Despite her height, she was dwarfed by the man who got out of the driver’s side door. He wore a beige perfectly tailored suit and a red tie and towered over her by more than a head. When he stood beside her, his broad back and shoulders looked like a frame wrapped around her thin body. He presented an invitation and his ID to the guard at the gate, where the woman was also required to identify herself.

The guard opened the gate and directed them where to go in carefully enunciated and absurdly slow English. Alexandra and Iron were used to Americans speaking that way to everyone who wasn’t American, even when they were addressed in English.

Their destination was the “Department for Locating Family Members from Concentration Camps in Areas Under American Control.” A polite, young officer sat behind a desk and, without any extraneous preamble said, “I understand, Mrs. Brecholdt that you’re looking for the Jewish theater actor who was held at Camp A32, as we refer to it, in Kaufering, Bavaria, from an unknown date until liberation.”

“I don’t know if he’s still alive, but I do know that about two months ago he was alive and well.”

“Do you have evidence of that?”

“Yes, we were there and we saw him, my partner, Mr. Iron Mensch and I.” Alexandra pointed towards the giant man who nodded lightly. “And what is your relation to Mr. Fischer? Apparently, he is a Jew and in your German identification card, it says…”

“I know what it says in my German identification card,” Alexandra snapped disdainfully. “He was my colleague and mentor at the Shakespearean Theater in Berlin.”

“I’m sorry, ma’am, I’m not sure I can help you. We’re the Department for Locating Family Members, family only.”

“Is he alive? Is he well? Do you know where he is?” Alexandra couldn’t hide the panic and desperation that crept into her voice.

“Sorry,” said the young man, the tone of his voice betraying that the subject was as close to his heart as his hometown of Montgomery, Alabama was to where he sat. “I have to check if the matter is under my authority.”

A knock on the door interrupted their conversation. A young female soldier entered the room and, without a word, handed the officer a note. He glanced at it, pressed a button installed on his desk, and turned to Iron.

“Are you Iron Mensch?”

Iron was surprised by the change of subject and looked into the officer’s eyes. What he saw was a hunter locking onto his prey, and realized that he, himself, was that prey.

“Yes,” he answered calmly.

The door opened and two uniformed soldiers entered with their guns drawn.

“You’re wanted for questioning in connection with your service in the Gestapo,” the officer said. And before Alexandra had a chance to respond, Iron stood up. The soldiers, threatened by his size, rushed to point their weapons at him.

“Relax, I’ll come with you for questioning, I have nothing to hide.” “He was only a driver!” Alexandra yelled.

“It says here that he murdered two people!” The officer waved the note in his hand.

Alexandra looked at Iron in shock. “He has the softest heart of anyone I’ve ever known, what are you talking about?”

Iron smiled at her. “Don’t worry. Everything will be cleared up quickly. Just convince the officer to arrange a meeting for you with Max, and I’ll be back here before you know it.” Although he sounded confident, Iron had no idea what he might be facing. The three exited the room without another word.

“I’m sorry,” said the officer. “We must investigate whatever information we have about SS members. As for Fischer, I’ll check if I have the authority to grant you permission to see him.”

Alexandra was silent a moment. “And if I tell you that I’m the mother of his child?” she asked. The officer flipped quickly through the papers before him. He looked perturbed. “You said you’re the mother of his child, ma’am?” He picked up the receiver of the telephone on his desk and asked the operator to have Dr. David Greenberg come to his office immediately.

Silence reigned. After a few moments, the phone rang. The officer listened, then turned to Alexandra and asked if she could come back the next day, it was important that Dr. Greenberg meet her. Alexandra nodded and asked how she could see Iron.

“He was taken for questioning, which usually ends within the day and without arrest. If you have a telephone at home, I promise to update you personally about his situation.

“I can’t go home without my driver,” she said.

The officer answered that he was unable to help her and asked her to wait outside his office.

With no other option, Alexandra waited outside the room and read through a colorful issue of LIFE magazine with amazement. She was sure Iron would return. And indeed, several hours later, he did so in a good mood.

“Good people, these Americans,” he said cheerfully. “Their behavior is so different from the Germans, and still the animals within them are so similar.”

“Did you murder two people, Iron?! You?!”

“I didn’t exactly murder them, Alexandra. They were SS men who deserved to die. I explained it to the Americans, and I’ll explain it all to you, too, at home. But more importantly, what did I miss here?”

“We’re coming back tomorrow. I’m supposed to meet a doctor named Greenberg.”

“Good news, no?”

“Let’s hope so,” said Alexandra and stood up.

“Did you give Franz’s envelope to the American?” asked Iron.

“No, I saved it as a bargaining chip in case they didn’t give you back to me. Now, I’ll give it to him.”

She knocked on the officer’s door and entered the room quickly. Before he was able to open his mouth, she took the sealed envelope from her bag and placed it on his desk. “I have a gift for you. The personal diary of Franz Schmidt, the Gestapo commander in Bavaria. I won’t tell you how it came into my possession. I assume it will help you catch fatter fish than a little minnow like Iron Mensch.” The officer took the diary and looked at it. “It’s in German.”

“If you didn’t know, the Gestapo wrote in German,” spit Alexandra. “Can you translate something from it for me, please?”

“No. I don’t want to see a single word of what’s written there. It’s explosive material. You ought to get it to your commanders, they’ll know what to do with it.”


1936, Berlin

Franz Schmidt, the Gestapo commander in the central district of Berlin, leaned back in his chair and sighed with satisfaction. He loved solving mysteries and arresting criminals. It was in his blood. He was talented, cultured, and a supporter of the arts. He was not cruel and didn’t even hate Jews. Despite being under the command of the SS, he hated the low-class thugs who ran it. He was afraid of them. While all they could see was the good of the party and their own personal interests, he, on the other hand, was a man of inquiry, a civilian police detective who aspired to discover the truth and catch criminals, whoever they might be.

Franz was drafted into the Gestapo against his will, and he was different from most of the investigators in his approach to questioning suspects. “If I send a suspect to a torture room, he’ll confess to anything, even planning the Führer’s murder, and he’ll be put to death,” he taught his underlings. “Everyone will praise my good work. But the potential assassin, the real one, will still be free. Always remember, a bomb that is not neutralized will explode sooner or later.”

Like most Germans, he also supported Hitler’s rise to power and believed that Hitler “would bring order to the chaos that reigned since the defeat of the Great War.” On the other hand, Franz was repulsed by the party’s positions on Jews. Indeed, it was the ‘good Avram’, his mother said, that saved them from misery after his father abandoned them.

Franz had been a toddler then and they had nothing. The ‘good Avram’ was the one who took care of them, who paid for years of the best kindergartens and elementary schools in Berlin, who bought their clothes and their food. Avram was the one who arranged respectable work for his mother with a Jewish clothes merchant who paid her well. He didn’t get drunk and never raised a hand to her; he treated her like a queen. When his wife died young, he invited the mother and son to live with him in his home.

Avram treated Franz like the son he never had. He taught his mother and him about philosophy, art, music, theater. From his position in the Gestapo, Franz witnessed the party’s reign of terror inflicted primarily on Jews and convinced his mother and Avram to move to America. He quickly regretted not having left with them. Now it was too late.

However, that afternoon, nothing bothered him. On the contrary, he was feeling deeply relieved because he had succeeded in uncovering and destroying a Jewish underground resistance cell. Although it was a small and marginal group, its existence had greatly disturbed the heads of government and therefore, eliminating it had become an essential mission.

Franz was about to draft the whole story into an orderly report, but a knock on the door interrupted the flow of his thoughts. A frightened clerk mumbled something about a bully who killed two SS officers in the street.

“A Jew?”

“No, but one of the murdered is Gerd Miller.”

Franz was suffused with joy. An especially nosy SS officer, a sick sadist, was now out of his way. But it was also clear to him that he would now have to look into who was behind the double murder himself. Indeed, no one in Germany would dare just up and murder a member of the SS, and certainly not a cruel and fearsome thug like Gerd Miller. It must be some network working against the party, he thought.

“Bring him here,” said Franz.

The clerk returned with a huge man by his side. His hands were cuffed and chained to the irons around his ankles. Franz looked at him and surmised it would be hard to get the names of his accomplices out of him. He assumed the giant did not murder the two SS men on his own.

Franz signaled to the policemen who entered after them and they sat the large man down on a metal chair screwed to the floor and locked his leg-irons to a ring below it. The man showed no signs of resistance.

Franz studied him for a long time. He learned a lot by looking at people, simply looking, especially before asking questions and before they got defensive. While teaching a course in investigation, he was in the habit of saying to his students, “When a person, any person, starts to speak, he starts to lie. Only a silent person is not lying. Learn as much as you can from the people you are questioning before they utter a single word. The initial observation is a winning tool in the hands of a smart investigator who knows how to use it properly.”

Franz knew how to use it better than anyone else. He immediately recognized that the man sitting before him had been beaten up and had not resisted arrest. Apparently, they beat him up good. This fact made Franz happy. It’s easier to interrogate someone whose spirit is broken. And still, the giant’s calm bothered him. This one behaved like he was threatened by nothing. Mentally retarded? he asked himself and decided to check the matter.

“Release his hands and leave!” Franz barked. You can also learn a lot from the movement of a person’s hands. The policemen stared at him anxiously.

“Commander, it was hard to cuff him, we don’t know if the commander needs to…”

“It wasn’t hard for you,” said Franz, his tone calm. “He didn’t resist at all, you just laid into him with your billy clubs after you had him restrained.”

The policemen nodded and anxiously released the man’s hands. “We’ll wait outside,” one of them said, and they disappeared.

Franz stared long and hard at the man. He was about twenty years old, very tall, maybe just shy of six and a half feet, and broad, his neck as wide as a bull’s, with amazingly muscular arms. But despite his size, there was something soft, almost docile, in his behavior.

Franz was surprised to discover that the man looked straight at him, and immediately understood that he was neither mentally impaired nor docile. In his entire life as an investigator, especially since wearing the black uniform of the Gestapo, he had never met a subject who dared to look him in the eye, and certainly not with such clear intensity. Who, in all hell, is this man? It’s completely clear he’s the leader of some underground. How did I not get any information earlier on a leader of an underground of this size? he thought. Franz made a mental note to admonish his intelligence team for not recognizing a giant like this on the streets of Berlin among the few hundred individuals resistant to the government.

But, before he had a chance to ask him who he was, the man interrupted his thoughts. “You good man, they bad.”

Franz, surprised to discover he was being led, rather than the one leading the conversation, asked, “Who is bad? The policemen who brought you in?”

“No, they just no brain. Two I kill, very bad.” The giant had a small, soft voice and a heavy foreign accent.

“Wait, you admit you killed them?”

“I force to, but not want to kill,” answered the giant, serenely.

Franz stopped, took a deep breath, and took back the reins of the conversation. “Who are you?”

“I Iron Mensch.”

“Huh? I want your name, not your nickname.”

“Iron Mensch. No other name since small like this.” Iron indicated a small space between his thumb and forefinger. “Already then, I strong like iron.”

Franz liked to record every word and expression in the conversations he had. As was his habit, he took out a large notebook and an elegant fountain pen and wrote in small, orderly letters on the cover, “Iron Mensch.” He was blessed with a phenomenal memory that enabled him to easily recreate entire conversations and interrogations, but the pauses inherent in writing helped him to digest what he was hearing and plan the next steps of the questioning. “Where are you from?”

“Hungaria, no mother, Iron too big, come out and she die. Father beat Iron till he thirteen. Then Iron catch father hand and it break. After, he sell Iron to German circus, circus take Iron to Austria, then here.”

Franz was amazed by the flow of words that emerged from Iron’s mouth. In the end, it was his personal curiosity rather than the needs of the investigation that determined his next query. “What did you do in the circus as a boy?”

“First, Iron take care of animals, clean, give food. But Iron know how talk to animals, talk with eyes. So he make shows with animals in circus. No hit animals. Just talk with eyes. And make show of great strength.”

“Give me an example.”

“Iron pull train car with animals inside with teeth, break iron chain, put stage on back with five ladies in pyramid.”

Franz grew even more curious. “You can tear the chain binding you to the chair?”

“Yes.”

“Why don’t you do that and run away? You know what awaits you here?”

Iron shrugged. “Iron kill two bad man. Iron come to police, tell what happen. You good man, why Iron run?”

They hadn’t said he turned himself in, thought Franz. These bastard cops ran to boast about how they caught a man who had murdered two SS officers. “Break it. Let’s see.” Franz pointed at the chain. Iron held two adjacent links in his hands and turned them quickly in opposing directions, back and forth, while pulling. His face reddened but, after a minute, the links separated. He lifted his gaze and looked into Franz’ eyes and smiled. “Iron very strong,” he said.

Franz hid his surprise and returned to the investigation. “Why did you kill them?”

“They take two baby cats, tie tail of one to tail of other with rope and light rope with fire. Iron try to stop fire with hands and they jump on Iron with sticks and beat Iron. Little cats very scared and scream to mama. Iron want to help, Iron catch bad mens by collar and knock one head to other head and then put out fire.”

Iron extended his large hands to display the burns. “After, Iron give baby cats water, find mama cat, and come to station.”

“You killed them both with one blow?” “Yes. Heads no hard like hearts, heads soft.”

Franz was quiet for a long minute. “Why did you say I was a good man?”

“Iron father not let Iron grow with mens, only in yard with pigs and chickens and dogs. Iron learn to talk to animals, not with mouth, with eyes. Iron look in animal eyes and that way talk to them. Also mens, inside they have animal. You can see animal only in eyes. Iron not talk good with mens. They laugh at language. But Iron talk to animal inside mens. If animal good, man good.”

Again, the investigator succumbed to curiosity, “There are good animals and bad animals?”

“Of course. There is good lion, good horse, and also bad. Rabbit he can make bad. But mens make the most bad.”

Can he really read men’s souls and detect their truths? If so, I really need someone like him by my side, said Franz to himself. “Can you tell when a man is lying?”

“Mens only lie with mouth, animal inside not lie, never lie. If you talk with animal inside, not with mens, you know if mens lie. Iron also sometimes know what mens think.”

“Give me an example, Herr Mensch, what am I thinking about?” Iron focused his green eyes on Franz’ eyes. “You think Iron good man.” He was silent a moment and then smiled. “You want Iron close to you, Iron to help you.” Again, he was silent, “but Iron not know how help Mr. Policeman,” he added sadly.

Yes, dammit, that’s a treasure in the hands of a good investigator, thought Franz. He recognizes when someone lies to him. So he eliminated two SS members, but everyone’s better off without them. God knows I need a decent guard to protect me from the criminals, and even more from the SS who will, one day, likely discover what I really think of them, and who my adopted father is.

“Do you know how to drive?”

“Yes. Iron drive all truck and car in circus.”

Franz’s head worked quickly. He thought about how to recruit Iron into the organization. He knew he was gambling with his life in the event of failure, but he trusted his gut feeling. Still, he owed himself additional proof. “Look at me again, what do you see?”

“You want something, but afraid.”

Franz decided to leap into the water. “Look into my eyes and tell me, while those two you killed tied the tails of the cats together, did they say anything?”

Iron looked into the eyes of the investigator, as if trying to learn what they meant. “Mr. Policeman want to save Iron, but why Mr. Policeman afraid? Iron not understand.”

“It’s not important that you understand, you said I’m a good man, so trust me, that’s what’s important. Look me in the eyes again and answer. Did any of them say anything about the Führer while burning the cats’ tails?”

Iron looked into the eyes of the Gestapo officer and then smiled. “Yes, the tall one he tell the other come burn the Führer’s tail and the other he laugh.”

“You will remember this answer, Iron?”

“This what is true, sir, this is reason I beat their heads together!

Cats not important to Iron.”

“If someone with abilities like yours looked into your eyes, what would they say?”

“Iron now learn to lie, but no animal, not even animal of Iron know to lie, Mr. Policeman, sir.”

The idea that had sprouted in Franz’s mind now ripened into a decision. He would add a section to the report about catching the Jewish underground operating in Berlin. There, he would write that Iron Mensch heard the two conspirators planning to set fire to the Chancellor’s residence and he killed them, barehanded, out of loyalty and devotion to the Reich and the party. He understood, of course, that tying them to a Jewish underground was outrageous, but that connection would justify the exaggerated importance the SS leadership gave to the underground. In the conclusion of the report, he would ask that Mr. Mensch be granted the rank of Untersharführer in the Gestapo, and that way he could use him as his personal driver and bodyguard.

Franz called in the policemen, who were shocked to see the broken chains. “Release him, send him to take a shower, get him a uniform in his size and bring him back here to me. Send me the personnel officer.”

Franz Schmidt knew he was walking a tightrope. But he believed Iron, and his gut instincts had never been wrong before. He just couldn’t have guessed how quickly those instincts would be tested.


July 1945, Munich

1

Dr. Greenberg’s room was small and crowded. The space was dominated by a large examination table. At the small desk beside it, Iron and Alexandra sat across from Dr. Greenberg.

“He’s a good man, the doctor,” Iron whispered in Alexandra’s ear. Her heart raced.

“You are the mother of Max Fischer’s son?” asked Dr. Greenberg. Alexandra nodded. She realized this fact aroused a small commotion with the Americans. She expected something good but prepared herself for the worst.

Dr. Greenberg looked at her for a moment. “Mrs. Brecholdt, I want to inform you that, according to the documents we have in hand, Max Fischer’s family – his wife, parents, and his son – were murdered in the camps.”

The emphasis on the phrase, “his wife” embarrassed Alexandra. “I…,” for a moment, she stammered, but recovered quickly. “I didn’t say I was his wife. Max and I acted together in the theater. I had a son by him. I assume that sort of thing happens in America as well, no?”

Her directness made the doctor squirm uncomfortably in his seat.

“I got pregnant by him before the war and, since then, our paths diverged. He didn’t know, and apparently doesn’t know, about the birth of his son, Thomas.”

“Maybe you’d like something stronger to drink?” Dr. Greenberg asked, looking for an excuse to have a drink himself so early in the morning. “It’s bourbon, American whisky,” he said and without waiting for a response, he presented a generous serving to both Alexandra and Iron. From his first time entering a concentration camp with the US army, he had turned to the bitter-sweet elixir not infrequently.

Iron politely refused, but Alexandra poured the content of the glass directly down her throat and leaned back in her chair.

“So, you say Max has another son who grew up with you.”

Alexandra nodded, “Yes, his name is Thomas.”

“And, indeed, Max is alive and physically well, relative to the others. This news could greatly assist in his recovery.”

“You said physically well?”

“Yes, you see, he is a strong man. Apparently, he ate better than most of the prisoners I’ve treated. He also received reasonable medical treatment. The commander of the camp made sure to keep him healthy and fit. He’s a very intelligent man, and cynical. Very cynical.”

“When I saw him about two months ago, he was thin, truly gaunt,” said Alexandra.

Dr. Greenberg smiled sadly. “I call that good condition, excellent even. We freed living skeletons from the camps, people who are still having a hard time swallowing solid food.”

“I’m sorry, I understand, but at the moment, I’m interested in only one person - Max Fischer. You said he is physically well, so what’s the problem?”

“Max underwent a terrible trauma, apparently greater than his ability to withstand. How should I put it simply…?”

“Doctor, stop toying with me, I told you, I went there with him, we both were there.” She pointed at herself and Iron. “I know, I saw with my own eyes what happened. Tell me what his problem is today.”

Dr. Greenberg’s pupils dilated, and he again poured himself bourbon and emptied his glass. “He lost his memory.”

“Lost his memory?”

“He remembers nothing.”

“What do you mean nothing? There must be things he knows. Memory cannot be erased as if it were written in chalk on a blackboard.” “Honestly ma’am, that is exactly what happened. I don’t understand the subject well enough but, according to the testimony I received, one morning he woke up and didn’t know where he was or even what his name was. Complete amnesia. It wasn’t a result of an external trauma to the head, so I can only assume that Max, somehow, simply shut down his memory to protect himself from the pain. Aside from that, he also sometimes hears in his head, and in his sleep, loud laughter that bothers him.

“May I see him, please?” Iron interrupted the conversation. “Maybe I’ll discover something.”

The doctor and Alexandra turned to look at him. “Can you let Iron see Max?” Alexandra asked.

“I don’t exactly understand what you want to see,” Dr. Greenberg said to Iron.

Iron hesitated. He avoided requests to demonstrate his abilities. They were always met with skepticism by educated people. But the doctor shrugged his shoulders and waited for a response. Iron explained, briefly, his talent for looking into a person’s eyes and seeing what he called “the animal within.”

“For example, Doctor, you look at ease, but I can read in your eyes that you’re in crisis, you feel exhausted and like you’ve lost your way and the faith you grew up with. You’re looking for a single anchor to hold on to. I have no idea what that might be. Now will you let me try to read Max?”

“Good God!” exclaimed Dr. Greenberg. In one glance at his eyes, the giant had surmised his loss of faith in God, the faith he was suckled on in his father’s house and lost in the death camps when he comprehended the scale of the catastrophe. He was reminded of how he climbed out of the Jeep and fell to his knees with a cry, “Where were you, our Father in heaven! Where are you?” From that moment on, he lost his religion, his faith, and his soul was without refuge.

“Maybe you really should meet Max,” he said. “In any case, I do not have the tools or the knowledge to help him.” He turned to Alexandra. “I’ll invite him here. I don’t think he will remember who you are, please don’t try to force anything on him. And please, don’t talk to him about his past. You too, Iron. Look at him as you wish, but don’t frighten him like you frightened me. We must be careful.” After a short time, they sat across from Max Fischer. Alexandra looked at the man who sat in front of her, and her heart grew heavy. This was not the tall, straight-backed man with the head of thick black hair and sparkling eyes she knew in the theater. Sitting across from her was a man who was stooped, his hair turning white, and his eyes were completely extinguished.

She wiped her damp eyes. He may not have been the man she had been longing for, but she still had to exercise all her restraint not to run to him, to hug and kiss him, to tell him everything. She had so much to tell him. Max looked at her for a long time and was silent. His hands, which she loved so much, rested on his knees. He asked her name.

“Alexandra,” she answered, and he repeated it after her, rolling the ‘r’ in his throat and staring at her with lustful eyes. Clearly, her name and her image were foreign to him.

At the same time, Iron studied Max’s eyes but, after only a few minutes, he suddenly dropped his eyes and began to weep.

“Why are you crying, big man?” asked Max. “What, did you have a brother who looked just like me or something?” He turned to the doctor. “Doctor, there are enough cry-babies screaming in my room every night, all night. Why bring me to this crying Hercules?”

“Do you know who Hercules is?” the doctor asked off-hand.

Max shrugged, shook his head no, and asked to return to the yard to continue playing soccer. The doctor nodded. “Before I go,” he added and stood up, “did you find a solution to this laugh in my head? No, right? Bye doctor, good-bye dear friends. Alexandra, you said? I’d love to meet you for lunch - in fact, we eat pretty well with the Americans.” He smiled at her and left the room.

“What happened, Iron?” Alexandra asked in German. “I’ve never seen you like this…”

“I saw the great sadness of the animal, a sorrow that screams at the sky. Never in my life, have I seen this kind of sadness in human eyes. I tried to enter it, to approach the beast, to gain its trust and to speak with it, but it was like there was a barrier of death in the way…” Iron avoided looking the others in the eye.

Alexandra translated his words for Dr. Greenberg.

“Apparently, he remembers - remembers and represses,” he said. “As I already told you, I have no tools to help him. Maybe you can help me understand him better. Tell me what you saw in the camp.”

Alexandra shifted uncomfortably in her chair. “I’d prefer not to talk about it,” she said, her voice trembling.

“Then what can I help you with, Mrs. Brecholdt?” he asked. “According to the notes you have, his family was murdered and he has no living relatives. If that’s so, his closest relation is Thomas, my son… our son. Max has a right to meet his son and to know him. He also has the right to know Thomas’ mother, the woman who loved him and still… it’s his right, Doctor, and mine.”

“I’ll recommend that he is released to your care, but he will have to approve the request. Please come back tomorrow and we’ll take it from there.”

2

Iron and Alexandra drove in silence through the wreckage of buildings and piles of bricks and debris.

It was Alexandra who broke the silence.

“Max lost everything dear to him, he… maybe he’s better off without his memory.”

“It’s true he put a wall up between himself and his suffering, but he is suffering. I have never seen such terrible suffering in a person’s eyes before. He is completely alone, and he can’t share his suffering with anyone. His animal does not know how to speak, but it remembers everything and is hurting. The person, who does know how to speak, remembers nothing and, therefore, cannot speak about it. How long do you think an animal is able to withstand that kind of pain, alone, before it is torn apart? I don’t know what this doctor knows or doesn’t know, but he is a good man who wants to help. Listen to his advice. You love Max, you truly love him. Which is why I think you have only one choice, and you know what it is.”

“I’ve never heard such a long monologue from you before. Thank you. You’ve helped me.” Alexandra kissed his cheek, set a time to meet the next morning, and went up to her apartment where her son was waiting for her.


Berlin, 1918

1

“The wind is carrying the gas back towards us! Run, run! Gas! Run!” The father’s screams woke Alexandra. Nightmares again disturbed his sleep. She covered her head with a pillow, but she still heard her mother rush to him, calm him with her voice, soft like a hug. After several minutes, the yelling turned to weeping, and then quieted. Her father fell asleep. Pretty quickly this time, she thought. Sometimes the process took hours. Sometimes the nightmares turned into outbursts of rage that ended with broken furniture. Less frequently, they also turned violent, and her mother hid the bruises in the morning. No matter how hard she tried, Alexandra could not fall back to sleep.

She missed her father, the father she had before he was drafted into the Great War, before he wore a pressed uniform and held a shiny gun and bayonet. She felt like that chapter was part of another world, in a life that wasn’t hers, but she remembered that day so well, the warm summer day when she traveled with her father and mother to the train. She had been so proud of her father, the soldier, in the way only a six-year-old girl can be.

On the train platform, a large clock displayed the date and hour. August 23, 1916, 09:33. He kissed her, promised he would return from France and bring her lots of presents. She cried and he asked her to stop, to take care of her mother, and read the books he had left for her. “There’s a whole beautiful world in books, remember that” he said. He kissed her mother and boarded the train.

She didn’t cry anymore. She read from the books he left and from the new books that arrived at their home – and waited for him. She waited for two years. Two years, two months, and one day. She added the count to the prayer she recited each night until he returned.
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