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About the Book

My enemy – I shall refer to him as B. – entered my life about twenty years ago. At that time I had only a very vague idea of what it meant to be someone’s enemy; still less did I realise what it was to have an enemy. One has to mature gradually towards one’s enemy as towards one’s best friend.


1930s Germany; the shadow of Nazism looms. Pictures of the new dictator, ‘B.’, fill magazines and newspapers. Our hero is ten when his world begins to change dramatically. Suddenly, the other children won‘t let him join in their games. Later, he is refused a job on a shop-floor. Later still, he hears youths boasting of an attack on a Jewish cemetery. Both hypnotised and horrified by his enemy, our hero chronicles the fear, anger and defiance of everyday life under tyranny.


Written while Hans Keilson was in hiding during World War II, this novel is a powerful account of what he outlived. Painful, trenchant and streaked with dark humour The Death of the Adversary is a rediscovered masterpiece.



About the Author

Born in Germany in 1909, Hans Keilson published his first novel in 1933. During World War II he joined the Dutch resistance. Later, as a psychotherapist, he pioneered the treatment of war trauma in children. In 2008 he received the Die Welt Literature Prize.



ALSO BY HANS KEILSON

Comedy in a Minor Key


Praise

‘I’ll say this as quickly and clearly as possible: The Death of the Adversary is a masterpiece, and Hans Keilson is a genius’

New York Times Book Review

‘Hans Keilson’s novel subtly and eloquently probes the ambivalent relation of victim with aggressor … Keilson traces the growth of hatred in his leading character as other writers trace love or self-knowledge’

Time

‘[Keilson is] a consummate artist, a wonderful writer’

Globe and Mail

‘The story is amazing: Hans Keilson, born in 1909, is a German Jew who, during World War II, became a member of the Dutch resistance, then a novelist and psychiatrist specializing in the war trauma of children, and is still living, at almost 101, near Amsterdam. Half a lifetime ago, he gave up fiction for his practice … Then, this year, he is rediscovered … It’s as if, one morning, we were to learn that not only had Anne Frank survived the secret annex but was also still among us’

Los Angeles Times


HANS KEILSON

The Death of the
Adversary

TRANSLATED BY
Ivo Jarosy
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THE PAPERS PUBLISHED in this volume were given to me some time after the war by a Dutch lawyer in Amsterdam. He himself, as he explained to me, had been handed them about two and a half years after the outbreak of war by one of his clients—a man in his early thirties, who had sometimes come to him for professional advice in harmless business matters, the kind of thing lawyers are consulted about every day. They had never been on particularly intimate terms, such as would explain why the man should have handed his legal adviser a bundle of notes before disappearing from the scene for a time, for reasons of personal safety. He had, however, explained that these papers did not contain anything that could endanger their new owner, and could be stored anywhere. The lawyer, on the other hand, had thought it advisable to bury them, together with his own and some other clients’ belongings, beneath his house, where they survived the war. Most of the buried documents were later reclaimed by their owners; these papers, however, remained in his writing-desk.

“There,” he said, and handed me the bundle of papers. They were creased and stained, and some of the writing had been almost washed away. They looked as though they had been in the water for some time.

“They are written in German,” I said with some surprise.

“Read them,” he replied curtly.

“So the author was not a Dutchman?” I said.

“No. Read them and tell me what you think of them.”

I started to ask him about the author, but he evaded my questions. I knew that he spoke excellent German and began to wonder whether he had written them himself. I put a few careful questions. He merely laughed and said, “Read them, if you are interested.”

“And then?” I continued to question him.

“I don’t know. Perhaps you will be able to think of something”

“It’s not a mystification?”

“No, no,” he replied hastily, “examine them yourself. The notes contained in these papers undoubtedly represent an attempt on the part of their author to come to terms with some very personal problems of his life. But read them first. We can talk about them afterwards. He was a victim of persecution.”

“So were we all.”

“Be sure to return them.”

He closed the drawer from which he had taken the papers. I looked at him and felt like asking some more questions. But I could see he was getting impatient and thought better of it.

I merely asked, “Is there any hurry?”

“No,” he replied. “You can always find me here at my office.”

We said good-bye.

A few days later he rang me up and asked me for the address of a mutual acquaintance, who had suddenly turned up again. I gave it to him.

“Well?” he asked.

“I have not yet had time,” I replied.

“There’s no hurry. Will we see each other?”

“I’ll return them in person,” I said.

“Very well,” he replied and laughed.

During the next few days I read the papers.


I

FOR DAYS AND weeks now I have thought of nothing but death. Though I am normally a late riser, I get up early every morning now, calm and uplifted, after a night of dreamless sleep. I feel all my powers strong and ready within me, as they have not been for a long time. I welcome the day which brings me once again the thought of death. With every breath I take, the thought penetrates further into my body, down into its most hidden recesses, and fills it entirely. It is death, death that guides my pen! God alone knows what experience laid these thoughts in my brain, like eggs. But there they lay and matured unnoticed, until one day they suddenly hatched out and introduced themselves to my consciousness. Ah, I thought, when the thought of death emerged into my mind for the first time, so there he is, and I welcomed him as one welcomes some old acquaintance who arrives one train later than one had expected. In fact, however, I had not really been waiting for him so desperately; he was early as far as I was concerned; and took me by surprise. Nor did I wish him upon myself. Previously, when I had heard other people talk about their thoughts of death—and there is nothing people like better to talk about than what they call the Last Things—it used to flash across my mind: And you yourself, what about you and death, tell us, what is your attitude? At the same time I was calmly smoking a cigarette and drinking a cup of sweetened tea; I listened to the others talking and felt a sense of well-being, nothing more. I was, no doubt, what they call a benevolent neutral. Death, whether welcome or not—Good Lord, I did not know what to do with it. I was still healthy, touch wood, I enjoyed my youth, and I merely hoped that I had not been picked for anything special. All this has changed since I started thinking about death. And I do nothing else but sit here thinking about him. I am so entirely taken up with thinking about him that if my head were to be cut off now, my stomach or my right knee-joint would continue the work of thinking about him and would, no doubt, bring it to its proper conclusion.

How can I tell how the thought got into my head, into me? I do not remember, and would rather leave the threads as they have been tied than start unravelling them. It is as though one were to try to answer the doctor’s question, ‘When did you first feel that pain in your arm?’ to the best of one’s ability. I.e. ‘On a Tuesday, I remember it exactly, I was walking across the market place and met an acquaintance. He told me that he occasionally experienced a slight, piercing sensation in his arm, up there, near the joint. I said, rheumatism, perhaps—who could tell what it really was? As I walked on, I too began to feel from time to time a kind of gentle, pulling sensation, up my arm right to the shoulder. There—there it was again, as gentle as a mother’s experience of the child’s first movement in her womb.’ But no, no one can give such an answer, and whoever tells me he can is an idiot, or I a fool were I to believe him.

I cannot tell how it happened that death entered into me, but I can say what it was like to feel him there. It was as though a furious pain were disturbing my sleep at night. Only it was not a pain. It was something utterly different, something far more ecstatic than a pain can ever be, that filled me completely. I nearly passed away.

Here I must add what exactly this thought of death was that overcame me. It was not the thought of my own death, the death that I would one day, soon or in the far distance, have to die, that gripped me. By all I hold dear, such a foolish thought never entered my head, nor will it, I trust, ever weigh upon me in the future. The thought of my own death leaves me quite cold and unmoved at the present time. I do not believe that any serious person will ever occupy himself for any length of time with the thought of his own death. It’s not my affair, he will say, my death is not my affair, and to think about it would mean to diminish the stature of a life, which can be great if one desires it greatly. It would mean circumscribing the limits which one’s life must voluntarily accept. A man like myself—and I know, thank God, that I am not the only one—lives and works and takes up his daily task with the thought that everything will continue the same, unbroken and for ever, in the name of heaven, until the end of time.

It was the thought of my enemy’s death which penetrated me and made me shudder as one does on an icy night. The death of my enemy—I think of it with all the joy a thought can have for those to whom a thought is something vital and alive. The death of my enemy—I think and experience it with all the gravity and sublimity which is due to the thought of an enemy who is worthy of one. At every moment of the day, part of my mind is dedicated to this thought. Apart from the evenings and nights, the proudest moments of the day are those when no other thought occupies me. The death of my enemy—blessed be the thought of my enemy’s death. People say that one should approach one’s own death with longing, like a bride approaching the bride-groom. They have always found a strange pleasure in linking the things of death with those of love. One should accustom oneself to death slowly, they say, so as to prove oneself worthy of him. Only he who has learnt to do so can claim to have shaped his life fully. But I have seen many who had slowly and painfully accustomed themselves to their own death, and were then destroyed by the death of a friend.

I have seen few who were equal to the death of their enemy. Since this thought has taken hold of me, my life has soared towards a goal. Never have I searched for this goal, nor thought that it could have been prepared for me. Ah, how contemptibly I lived until I understood what a goal there can be for a man on this earth. What do they amount to, all these other goals that people pick out for themselves in the empty belief that happiness, love, or hatred will lessen the reality of a lifeless body’s empty remains. No lie, however noble, can extinguish the conflagration death lets loose in truly festive minds when the moment of truth has arrived. A rushing in the sky, as when a strong, ancient tree is cut down, an arrow, shot into the glittering blue of winter: my mind is in a festive mood, my enemy is entering the white land of his death.

I wish that he who throughout his life knew that he was my enemy, as I was his, should carry into his hour of death the knowledge that my thought of his death will be worthy of our enmity. I will not relinquish one inch of this enmity. It remains our imperishable possession, even in his last hour on earth. So much do I owe to this enmity which filled our life, even at the hour of death.

It was a long road that led my enemy to his end. It led from victory to victory, it passed through triumphs, like the path of an immortal. It also led through low valleys, through swamps and morasses, alive with hidden lusts, full of the musty odour of sickness and malice: the life of a mortal, like my own. Today he has suffered his greatest triumph: he is entering the white land of his death. But it took a still longer journey before I, free from all those petty motivations which hatred and revenge eagerly fasten on, could encounter him at the end of his road. Even now, a trace of hatred and revenge burns in my thoughts. I wish I could exterminate even that last trace, the voluptuous roots and branchings of fury and malice: it is I who am sitting here, waiting, and he is walking into his death—do you hear, he is walking into his death! One cannot cut the lines of experience out of one’s face, like the rotten bits in an apple; one has to carry them about in one’s face and know that one carries them; one sees them, as in a mirror, every day when one washes oneself, and one cannot cut them out, they belong there. But all the same, it is a festive waiting, full of joy and sorrow and remembrance and good-bye for ever.

I do not desire his death in the way one wishes that some harm would come to another person, or prays for the death of an adversary so as to be rid of him.

How mistaken people are in thinking that death is a kind of punishment. I must confess that I, too, subscribed to this belief for a long time. That merely shows how much I hated him and longed for revenge. Revenge, not only for myself, my own misfortune—which at that time I still regarded as a great and exclusive possession, with which he had burdened me—but also for those among my people who had suffered as I had. Fortunately I realised the absurdity of this idea in time. That I did realise it, that too I owe to my enemy.

My enemy—I shall refer to him as B.—entered my life about twenty years ago. At that time I had only a very vague idea of what it meant to be someone’s enemy; still less did I realise what it was to have an enemy. One has to mature gradually towards one’s enemy as towards one’s best friend.

I frequently heard Father and Mother talk about this subject, mostly in the secretive, whispering voice of grown-ups who do not want the children to hear. A new kind of intimacy informed their words. They were talking in order to hide something. But children quickly learn to divine the secrets and fears of their elders, and to grow up towards them. My father said:

“If B. should ever come to power, may God have mercy on us. Then things will really start to happen.”

My mother replied more quietly, “Who knows, perhaps everything will come out quite differently. He’s not all that important, yet.”

I can still see them sitting there, talking.

Father was sitting on a low stool in the kitchen, a small, slightly corpulent man. His elbow was resting on the edge of the cupboard, which ran along the whole length of the wall. His round head inclined to one side, resting on his fingers. He had just finished speaking, but his inclined head made it look as though he were listening for some message. He was listening, but it must have been a saddening message that he received. Talking and listening, his face bore an expression of sorrow, of affliction, as though deep inside it a black veil had fallen across his face, both obscuring it and forming the background for everything else, all that appeared outwardly, muscles, skin and hair. From time to time a movement, even a smile, crossed the face, but whenever you looked at it, you knew that there, behind it, in the very foundations upon which it had constructed itself, you would find affliction and sorrow.

His wife, my mother, was standing opposite him, leaning against the table. She was bending forward slightly towards him, into the narrow, empty space between them, which a fly filled with its roving buzz. She was looking down upon him, sitting there so small on his stool—smaller than any child, for he was a grown-up. Innumerable times had she thus bent down to all that was smaller and weaker; without her noticing it, her body automatically assumed this bending-down-towards stance, though it still looked young and upright. She knew that he did not hear what her words were trying to communicate, that nothing coming from outside penetrated his curtain, but that her bending-down into empty space reached him. He, who in his work broke time up into little fragments and made all movement solidify into a breathless pause of arrest and stagnation, who yet in this paralysis tried to recapture some of the incessant movement, to revitalise the arrested motion, felt the movement towards him and gathered from it what others gather from spoken words.

Father had come up from his dark-room, where photographic plates lay submerged in big glass dishes. He had gone straight to the kitchen, which he found empty, and had sat down on the lowest stool. His wife heard him come up and enter. She went to him.

The kitchen was the barest spot in the whole house, full of furniture that was painted green and had been rubbed smooth and shining. Above the towel-rail hung a white curtain with blue embroidery, and a strip of white lace ran along the edge of the shelves. Everything was cold and polished. In the centre of the room, a white lampshade hung down low from the ceiling on a brown flex. Behind the man’s back, a long and faded yellow curtain covered up two wooden shelves, packed with shoes, and underneath, on the floor, old newspapers lay in a corner.

At this moment the child, who had heard voices through the closed door, came into the room. The voices expressed something that lay behind the actual words, and the child, his curiosity aroused, was drawn into the kitchen.

For the child, the kitchen was a place of pleasure and delicious surprises, into which he loved to poke his fingers and lick them afterwards; it was not a place for serious conversations.

Apart from the start of their conversation, it is not merely the words that I remember—though, to the best of my knowledge, I there heard for the first time the name which I was never again to forget. But words are unimportant. Even without them, I remember the whole picture of two people in a bare, scrubbed kitchen: one sitting and resting his head upon his extended fingers, the other standing opposite him. Between them was a narrow, empty space into which a woman’s body was leaning forward. And I also remember what both were trying to come to grips with, what inescapably flowed in upon them both—upon the one who was already awaiting it and leaning towards it, as though he were fleeing into it for protection, and the other opposing it, still rebelling against it, still ready to take up the struggle: the inescapable affliction. It was there in the whole picture, but also in every segment, in the folds of the faded curtain, in front of which Father was sitting, in the fly that circled round the light and defined the empty space between them with its buzzing flight. But it was also in the scrubbed, shiny wooden floor and in the closed doors of the cupboards, from which the keys stuck out challengingly, and in the light switch next to the door. The inescapable affliction filled everything, and each detail I remember draws up the next and completes a total impression that remained and still remains deep in my memory. It was not fear, it was something much stronger and more definite than an emerging fear. You could feel it slowly approaching you and pressing upon your shoulders. You could kick out against it, clamp your teeth into it, or push against it. It was as real as the light switch and the fly and the old newspapers in the corner behind the curtain.

All this was the impression of a few seconds, as I entered the room. The conversation between them went on for a few more sentences. At the same time my father looked at me searchingly, as though he were gravely considering me. The darkness in his eyes vanished. Mother leaned back and smiled at me.

“Things have not got to that pass yet,” she said, “and who knows …”

He drew a cable release from his pocket and started to play with it.

“Today I photographed a dog and a cat,” he said.

“Really?” I replied, delighted. “Did they get on together?”

“No,” he replied with amusement.

“How did you manage to photograph them, then?” I asked.

“I’ll tell you. A woman came to my studio. She had a beautiful, big bulldog on a lead, and in her other hand a basket with a Siamese cat. ‘These are Bützi and Hützi,’ she said. ‘I want to have their photo taken. They are the sweetest animals in the world; they have been living together for a year already. They are our children, only they get on better together than brother and sister. My husband would like to have a photo of them, sitting peacefully together, for his birthday. I want to make him a present of it, you understand, for the sake of remembrance.’

“‘Remembrance of what?’ I interrupted her.

“‘Why, that dogs and cats live together peacefully in our house.’”

“You and your stories,” Mother said laughingly, and raised her finger.

“But it’s a true story,” he defended himself.

“True or not,” she said with amusement.

“But they didn’t get on together,” I suddenly interrupted, “you said so yourself at the beginning.…”

“You didn’t let me finish.” He went on: “The woman lifted the little cat out of the basket and put her on the ground. The dog sat down on his haunches, got up again and started trotting good-naturedly across the studio. The cat slunk under the table and started to lick herself. Meanwhile I was talking to the woman: we discussed the size of the picture and the number of prints she wanted. She ordered so many prints that it looked as though she were going to give one to every member of her family and to all her friends, for the sake of remembrance. We agreed on the fee. I considered what would be the best way of taking the photo. She wanted it as simple as possible. ‘Perhaps with a little table with flowers on it as a background?’ I asked. ‘Yes,’ she replied, and then, the next moment, ‘Oh no, better not, we only want a picture of the two of them, and flowers might be distracting.’ I moved over a low arm-chair and covered it with a yellow cloth; the woman enticed the cat out from under the table and put her on the chair, where she started to purr; the dog came trotting along and, after being talked to, sat down on his haunches again. I moved my lights into position, switched on the ceiling-lights, and shifted two small floodlights round so as to get the right illumination. All that time the woman was talking to the animals. Next, the cat leapt down from the chair, while the dog sat firmly in his place and watched the scene with interest. The woman called out, ‘Come on, Bützi!’ Bützi approached and was put on the chair, where she remained quietly for a moment, stretching her neck. Then she looked up, so that she seemed to balance her moustache on her upper lip, blinked, turned left and right restlessly and jumped down again. The same moment, the woman called out, ‘Oh, I’ve forgotten to put on her little collar,’ and started to dig around in her handbag. ‘I do hope I didn’t forget to bring it,’ she murmured. ‘No, there it is, come on, Bützi, come, we must put on your little collar, you must be beautiful when you have your picture taken.’ The cat was under the table again and came stalking out with tensely hesitating steps. The woman bent down and put on the collar. Then she lifted the cat back on the chair, but the moment her hands left the animal’s little body, it got ready to jump down again. ‘Behave yourself, Bützi!’ the woman called out, a little annoyed; gently pressing the animal down at the same time, she turned and asked me—obviously nervous and uncertain about the success of the whole venture—how long it would still take. ‘I am ready,’ I said, ‘there’s only this one wire—there, that’s all.’ ‘It’s all these lights that make her nervous,’ she finally called out to me.”

He interrupted his story and gave me an ironic look. “Just like a mother,” he said. “They always whitewash their children’s behaviour when they’ve made a public exhibition of themselves, after having been presented as models of virtue.”

His round head was bent sideways and his half-closed eyes looked at us in turn. He fell silent as though expecting to hear applause. It pleased him to come out from time to time with these commonplaces disguised as objectively valid statements of fact, even though we all knew to whom he was actually referring. But my mother had learnt over the years to let such remarks pass without comment. She kept quiet as though she were completely engrossed in his story, only waiting for him to continue.

“Well,” he went on, taking up his previous position again, “while the woman was defending her cat, I noticed that she was blushing, and I also noticed that she herself had dressed up as though she were going to appear in the picture as well. ‘Wouldn’t you like to have the cat on your lap?’ I asked. She hesitated and finally replied, ‘Do you think I should? How much would it cost?’ ‘Of course,’ I said, ‘then your husband will have all his loves in one picture, and it won’t cost you a penny more.’ Again she hesitated, stepped away from the chair slowly, thought about it, looked at the animals, looked at me, and said nothing. Bützi, meanwhile, was still on the chair, and I checked my focusing. ‘No, better not,’ she said to me, ‘just the animals, they’re the real thing.’ Suddenly the dog—who all that time had sat there calmly and solidly, watching the cat’s misbehaviour—opened his mouth and yawned, stood up, turned round in a circle a few times and sat down again, but with his back to the camera. Bützi looked surprised. ‘Hützi,’ the woman called out from the sidelines, where she had resignedly taken up her position; she rushed over angrily, grabbed the dog by his collar and jerked him round so that he faced the camera. Her nervousness was such that it spread to the animals. Bützi again jumped under the table and Hützi entangled himself in the folds of a curtain. While Bützi leaped on to a derelict floodlight. Hützi stood in front of the big window, looking down. In vain their mistress tried to re-establish her control by threats and endearments. There was a creeping and trotting, leaping and running all over the studio, a soundless and solemn protest on the part of the animals against having to demonstrate their unnatural domestic concord in public. And between them the excited, helpless woman, sweating with embarrassment, disappointment and the heat of the floodlights, continually breaking the silence with cries of ‘Oh, Hützi,’ ‘Come on, Bützi,’ ‘Oh, no,’ ‘Back to your place,’ ‘Come back to Mummy,’ and protestations that they all lived together so peacefully at home. ‘It must be the lights that upset them, they’re just not used to them. I’ll have to think of another present for my husband, after all.’”

“If you had given the cat some milk,” I said, “you might have managed to photograph them…. What a pity.”

“I did photograph them,” Father said, in an oracular manner.

“Really?” I exclaimed joyfully. “Tell us how you did it.”

“Come along,” he said, “I’ll show you what I did.”

“You can show me later,” Mother said and disappeared.

We walked through the darkened studio, where the arm-chair and his utensils were still in position.

Just as artificial light is different from daylight, so the darkness of a dark-room is different from the darkness of night. A moment ago you walked through a bright room, flooded with light from all sides, and now you stand in a dark-room, but outside it is day. How dark it is, you tell yourself, perhaps partly in order to whistle up some courage in the dark. Who knows what thoughts will come to you in such a dark, insulated room, while at the same time you are always conscious of the fact that outside there is light, brightness, day. At night, when you move from a lighted room into a dark one the feeling is quite different, and you are a different person, too, at night. But now you can return from darkness into daylight whenever you want. But no, you have made your choice freely and you remain. Outside it is day. You have entered, and your eyes are blinded with so much darkness. It penetrates deeply into the pupils of your eyes and hurts. You close your eyes for a moment, until they have adjusted themselves. Both are within you, the darkness and the brightness, they are yours in the depth of your retina, and you can draw them from the same well; which it will be depends on whether you stand in the light or in darkness. When you open your eyes again in the dark-room, they slowly focus on a glowing red point in a corner of the room. You did not notice it at first, in all that darkness, but now you see it. It hangs in the centre of the black space and sends out a small, weak radiance. It is not a radiance that illuminates, it makes the darkness seem still darker, more visibly so; you grasp this darkness with the darkness in your own eyes, and carry it about in your body and hands just as the darkness carries you, reminding you that the great fiat lux may be pronounced at any moment. Silence and darkness and the beating of your heart.

“Come here,” Father said. In the attenuated darkness I could see him fishing a dark plate out of a large vessel. Drops of liquid trickled back into the vessel as he held it up against the red light. I could also see his figure lightly outlined against the dark, so that I could follow his movements while he was rinsing the plate. After a long silence, I heard his voice. It sounded deeper, more resonant than usual. An expectant anxiety always rose up within me, whenever I was alone with him in here, alone in a different way than when I sat with him in a brightly lit room. It is in darkness that each man’s deeds are begotten; you can carry them into the light and back into the dark, but it is in darkness that they are begotten.

“It’s a dog,” I said in a muted voice.

“It’s Hützi,” he said.

“And this?” He held out another plate.

“Bützi!” I cried. “So you did photograph them!”

“Yes, but each one separately.”

“They didn’t get on,” I said. “And now?”

“I’ll get them both on one plate, and from that I’ll make a print. And on that print, Hützi and Bützi will be sitting peacefully together, just as they do at home. That will be the birthday present.”

The two plates were lying once more in the big glass vessel. I looked at him, and it seemed to me to have become lighter in the darkness. I could recognise the features of his fleshy face, which held a vaguely triumphant expression. He was no longer an outline but a solid, three-dimensional figure.

I said, “It’s not really true, because they didn’t sit down together.” At the same time, I felt myself beginning to admire him, though my words seemed to contain only criticism.

“What does that matter?” he said with surprise. “It’s what is called a trick photo.”

“But it isn’t true,” I repeated obstinately. “You do it and think it’s great fun, but it’s really cheating.”

“Rubbish!” He was irritated. “That’s just what makes it a trick. You’re not old enough to understand.” The room was darker again. He had extinguished the red light.

“Come along!”

I felt my shoulders being grasped and was pushed through the darkness, along black-curtained walls and crooked corridors, speckled with little points of light coming from outside. Then a black curtain was pushed aside, the rings sliding gaily on the iron rail, and we stood exposed to the full, clear light of day.

I somehow felt that I had to make amends, and asked in a subdued voice, “Can I watch when you do it?”

He did not look at me. He gazed out of the big studio window into the front garden and said in a bitter voice, “No.”

“May God have mercy on us.” These words of my father’s stayed in my mind for a long time. “May God have mercy on us …” Who was this man, who made it necessary for God to have mercy on us, something of which my father spoke only in a trembling voice?

One day I cornered Father and asked him straight out. This time he listened quite calmly to my question.

“B. is our enemy,” he said and looked at me thoughtfully.

“Our enemy?” I said incredulously.

“What kind of stories are you telling him?” my mother called out from the next room. Her voice was trembling.

“He asked me a question and I answered it,” he called back.

“Don’t forget, he’s still a child.”

“He’ll understand,” he said. “Isn’t it the truth?”

My mother was silent.

“Our enemy?” I repeated unbelievingly.

“Yes, yours and mine, and that of many others as well.” He laughed loudly, and I thought he was laughing at me. The corners of his mouth were pulled down. He seemed to be looking at me with contempt.

“That’s quite enough!” came the voice from the next room.

“Why?”

“You don’t need to answer every question of his. Go and play in the street, child,” she added.

I continued to stare at him.

“My enemy too?” I asked. “I don’t even know him. Does he know me?”

“Certainly he’s your enemy too. I’m afraid we shall get to know him.”

“But why?” I continued my questions. “What harm did we do him?”

“We are …” my father replied.

Silence.

My mother came into the room.

I did not really manage to grasp at that time what his answer had to do with my question, though later I was given a number of profound and reasonable explanations. It seemed to me lunacy more than anything else.

I never questioned my father about God’s mercy. Behind his words I sensed the rage and bitterness with which he tried to minimise a great danger. In vain. Even at that time I understood that B. was a powerful enemy and might grow still more powerful, so that only God and His mercy would finally be able to withstand him. One thing, however, I did not understand. Just as I knew nothing about the man of whom my father spoke as our enemy, so I knew nothing about God, whose mercy my father was invoking. I knew neither of them. But they were both there.

“Things haven’t come to quite that pass yet,” my father added smilingly, in order to calm me down. He had interpreted my silence correctly. To me, however, it seemed that he was actually trying to calm himself down.

This happened when I was ten years old, and from that moment onwards my youth was dogged by a double shadow, invoked by my father’s words. To what extent it would overshadow me I had, of course, no inkling at the time. I only felt the strangeness that had suddenly entered my life, without being able to put it into words. My youthful innocence suffered an injury. It was a slight scratch, which in the course of time grew into a gaping wound that cut deep into my flesh and did not close.
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