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I AWOKE WITHOUT knowing what woke me. It was dark, I was passably warm, and Jane was breathing peacefully. Then I heard it: the sound of an engine trying to start up. It must have been the second attempt, the first having brought me out of my sleep. The second attempt failed too. I got out of bed and went over to the window. It was snowing lightly. The third attempt worked. The jeep jerked forward, the headlights went on, and soon it was moving along the road. But it lurched from side to side, had trouble negotiating the first curve and, while taking the second, careered off the road into a ditch.

Doors on the ground floor tore open. Walton's boys ran out onto the terrace. They reached the jeep just as the driver and his passengers were climbing out.

“It's Greg, Mike, and Phil,” said Jane, who had joined me at the window. The boys were pushing them back to the hotel, and in the lobby they called for us all to come down. Then one of them ran upstairs and tore open door after door.

Once we had gathered, Walton's son took the floor. He was shining a flashlight on Greg, Mike, and Phil. “All for one and one for all, eh? Your friends don't give a fuck about you guys; they're out for themselves.” He laughed. “They were smart enough to jump-start the engine but not to find the four-wheel-drive switch. So which one of you
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THEY TOLD US THE NEXT. They had come to go hunting. At ten it stopped snowing, and they packed some provisions in their backpacks and made a few trial shots on the terrace; at ten thirty the sun came out and off they went. Accompanied by Mark.

“Now's the time,” Pamela said.

“Time for what? They've locked the steering wheel.”

“Then let's lay a trap for them. Saw a hole in the lobby floor. Or has anybody got sleeping pills? We can put some in their food. Or we can hide all the food and make them negotiate with us for it.”

But there was no more food in the kitchen. Besides, the suite was locked, and we had no success breaking the door down or climbing in through the balcony.

“Where did they get the key?”

“Come with me,” Greg said, and we followed him to the jeep. The steering wheel was bolted with an iron clamp, so they had left the doors unlocked. Greg opened the right-hand door and pointed to a leather case lying on the floor. “Isn't that . . . I didn't look into it last night, but doesn't it look familiar?”

Pamela opened it: two books, a sheaf of papers, an engagement calendar. She leafed through it. “It's de Baur's stuff all right.”

“What does it mean?”

“I don't know,” she said, putting the case back on the floor, “but I don't like the looks of it.”

“You don't think . . .” Ronald did not complete his sentence, nor did anyone put into words what we all feared. We moved the stove, sticking the exhaust pipe through a skylight, carried some logs into the library, and made ourselves warm. We heard an occasional shot. Somehow we would manage to break away tomorrow. Today we had to apologize. Who would do it? I walked with the champagne bucket from one person to another, and we drew lots. Katherine was chosen.

“I'll do it, but they may not accept an apology from a woman.”

Pamela looked at me. “You should do it.”

“Look, Katherine's been chosen by lot. She has to try. If it doesn't work, we'll try something else.”

“Why take a risk we can avoid? It makes more sense for you to do it or, even better, all the men together.”

“Why should I do it? What was the point of drawing lots if—”

“You've said it yourself. The reason we drew lots was that we couldn't come up with anything better. We hadn't thought things through. Now we have, and we have come up with something better.”

Pamela was right. I realized it, but still I balked. I did not want to apologize for something I was not guilty of. As I was passing around the lots, I remembered the time a neighbor had complained to my mother that I had called her a “stink flower” in the street, and my mother forced me to apologize. I was a child and had never used the term before; I was not even sure what it meant. I was terribly depressed after apologizing and could not understand why. It took a long time before I realized that what bothered me was not so much that I had sacrificed my dignity to a desire to make peace with my mother as that all rituals of self-criticism with their false accusations and false apologies are meant to sacrifice one's dignity and that one's self-respect comes apart in the process. No, I refused to betray myself. I would not apologize. Katherine should make an attempt, and if it failed we would try something else.

They came back home with a deer. Katherine was designated to butcher it because she was a doctor, and I helped because I felt guilty about forcing her to apologize. I had no idea what the others were doing: supplying the lounge with logs, kindling the fire, taking the beer outside to get cold, setting up the PA system that suddenly sent high-volume pop music throughout the hotel. During the three hours that Katherine and I spent preparing the venison, Walton and his boys presumably had a chance to have a private chat with each of us, Katherine included, but they did not immediately come out with what they had learned.

Katherine made her apology at the beginning of dinner, and we thought it came off well: she talked about the different expectations they had and we had, about the conflicts that had arisen from them, about our different ways of looking at things and doing things; she was sorry we had insulted them after they had helped us in a time of need, and hoped that the meal would serve as a reconciliation of sorts and that they would enjoy the venison.

But after we had eaten for a while in silence, Walton's son turned to him and said, “Is she trying to say we don't know how to talk good? What does she take us for, anyways? A bunch of yokels? Country bumpkins?”

“I don't know what she's trying to say, but they certainly take us for idiots if they think they can get away with apologizing for the small shit and don't say anything about setting traps, sawing holes, and poisoning food.” His voice had been getting louder and louder. “How about some apologizing for that! And this time I don't want to hear no girl neither. Is that clear? You there!” He pointed to me. “Is that clear?”

I nodded, and when that did not suffice I said yes. What is more, I said yes when after dinner Walton and company were sitting in the lounge and we were sitting in the library and I was designated to deliver our apology the next morning. I tried to wriggle out of it by proposing that we draw lots again. Then I could cheat—the way I had cheated the first time around—but no one listened to me. No one was in the mood for talking. Everyone was wondering who had given away Pamela's proposals. Who could trust anyone anymore?

“I think I should come out and tell you,” Jane said to Meg after a long pause. “I have no evidence against you—it's only a gut reaction—but . . .”

Meg shook her head sadly.

When the lights went out at nine, one of the cousins came in and pointed to Pamela. “You there, you little slut! On your feet and follow me.” He sounded tipsy. Pamela looked around. Katherine, Jane, Ronald, Jonathan, and I got up first. But Walton's son and the other cousin were standing in the doorway, as if having expected something of the sort. Walton's son had a holster draped over his shoulder. It was unbuckled, hanging loose. Pamela looked from them to us and from us to them, then stood and followed them out.

We waited. We heard laughter, then an exchange of words—Walton's loud voice, Pamela's soft one. We could not make out what was being said, but we did not dare move close enough to eavesdrop. Things died down for a while. Then we heard a loud scream, and another. Jane ran up to the lounge door. She grabbed the doorknob. The door was locked. She started pounding on it. It opened, and there was Pamela. She was pale. There were red spots on her cheeks and fear in her eyes, but she said, “It's all right, Jane. It's all right.”
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WHY DIDN'T I GET the picture until my moment of defeat? Because after defeat there is nothing more to win or lose? Because defeat destroys one's illusions about others along with one's illusions about oneself ? Because the prime post-defeat question—how could it have happened?—puts everything in a clearer light?

When I got back to my room that evening, I saw that Jane had collected her blankets and sheet. It was Meg she had accused, but she could no longer stand being close to me either. Sitting there on the bed, I realized I was in the same boat: I could not stand any of them any longer—their faces, what they said, the way they moved, their fear. What we were experiencing had not brought us together; it had distanced us from one another. A night without Jane's body and blankets would be terribly cold, and I should have taken my things and gone to the library to lie by the stove, but the thought of hearing the others' deep breathing and smelling their exhalations was so unbearable that I stayed in my room.

I held out until four, when I awoke and the cold became more unbearable than the breathing and exhalations: I went and lay down in the library. At eight they called us into the lobby. Pamela was the last to appear. She came out of the lounge and sat with us but kept her eyes down. They asked what we had to say. When I stood up, they played a game with me. What did I want? To apologize? For the group? Not for myself ? Wouldn't it be better if I began with myself ?

And so I apologized. Then I went to my room and put all my clothes on; then I went to the library, picked up my blanket, and wrapped it around myself; then I went outside. The snow was still too deep for me to make out the road, but I didn't care: I just wanted to get away from the hotel and from the others. I trudged along the lake until I could see the hotel jutting out of the slope on the other side of the great, white expanse.

What had the commune done here? Everywhere I looked I saw trees. There was not enough open land for the members to grow what they needed. Did they manufacture something? How did they get the raw materials and distribute the products?

Nothing made sense. The commune could not have been an experiment in a new, different, better way of living together, as communes are supposed to be. No, it was de Baur's experiment on the people he gathered here, just as this week was an experiment on us, an experiment whose confrontations, threats, and dangers were as artificial as the promise of a better life proffered by the commune.

How do students, future politicians, judges, executives, and other people in authority perfom under extreme conditions? As team players, as individuals? Do they stick to their principles or collaborate? What does it take to make them betray one another, turn against their own? At what degree of cold, hunger, pressure, or fear does the layer of civilization start to peel away?

Of course none of the subjects must freeze to death or starve to death or be seriously injured. There must be just enough blankets and just enough food for the first night, the intruders must bring just enough supplies for everyone, and when they occupy the room with the fireplace there must be a stove that can be set up in another room. If there is violence, it must look bad but not really hurt: Mike fell on the floor, Katherine in the snow, and I was certain Pamela had not been raped, only given a good scare.

But was this really an experiment? What could our week tell de Baur that he did not know after all the retreats he had staged here? No, he did not want to study us. He did not maintain his distance, as a bona fide experimenter should; he took an active part. Those video cameras did not go back to the days of the commune; he had had them installed so he could spy on us, follow how we behaved. Then he could instruct his accomplices about what to do next. Nobody betrayed Pamela: de Baur had heard what she said, seen her saying it. Steve Walton's son let the cat out of the bag when he derided Greg, Mike, and Phil for thinking only of themselves and not “all for one and one for all,” and we should have picked up on it: how could he have known of our pact the night before?

De Baur was not interested in studying us; he was interested in molding us. I suddenly recalled passages from his book and lectures that I had been unable to process at the time: that we had simply repressed things like the joy we find in evil, the pleasure we take in hating, fighting, and killing, the satisfaction that comes from the sinister rituals of fascism and communism; that we did not look evil in the eye, that we turned away from it, but it kept coming back. “Do you think these were the only people who did things like that, this the only time in which they happened?” It had come up more than once in the lecture on atrocities of the past.

The retreat was supposed to teach us to look evil in the eye, the evil in others and ourselves. Each of us had our turn during the week; each of us was meant to experience denying and betraying the principles we professed as good, to experience selling out, doing evil with determination. Anyone who had not fallen yet would fall soon: de Baur would find his weak spot in the videos and give the required nudge.

I had deceived the others when we drew lots, and myself when I apologized. What was that supposed to teach me? That I was capable of evil? That I could turn that ability to my advantage? Was it de Baur's intention to forge the retreat participants into a community that had looked evil in the eye and was now ready to do its bidding, to use it with determination?

I wanted no part in such a community; I wanted nothing to do with it. Nor did I want to wait around until de Baur appeared on the scene to explain and interpret, reconcile and seduce, and send us back into the world convinced that after this very special experience we were very special people. I walked back to the hotel across the lake. In the middle of the great, empty, white expanse I was once more overcome by fear, the fear of the last few days, the fear of falling in and drowning, and a pure, unadulterated fear that needs no object. By the time I reached the shore, however, it was gone.

I went up to my room, stood in front of the video camera, and told de Baur the time had come for him to make his appearance and put an end to it all.
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THE FOUR OF THEM took me back to New York in the jeep. I went up to them when I saw them climbing in and told them point-blank not that I knew they were leaving not just briefly, as they had told us, but for good, and that they were leaving because they had done their job and de Baur was on his way. They shrugged and let me in.

They were actors. The one who played the Steve Walton part had been a member of the commune many years before and, when retreats replaced the commune, took charge of casting actors to play the unexpected visitors: hunters or poker players or Vietnam veterans. “One year we were a band of criminals hiding out from the cops.” He laughed. “It was fun, but one of us hammed it up and it got too much like a movie. By the way, the weather isn't always so cooperative.”

“Where's de Baur?”

“Oh, he's at the hotel by now. He's real close, in a cottage on the other side of the hill.”

“Watching a wall of monitors.”

“Before video we had to do a lot more improvising. John's current dream is that instead of having to phone him now and then we can each have a receiver in our ear and he can tell us exactly what to do. Though he'll have to find somebody to replace me: I'm an actor, not a robot.”

He was a careful, steady driver. Once we had emerged from the Adirondacks, the road through the darkness grew monotonous and the others fell asleep. It took me a while to get used to a road without snow, a road of speeding cars, and clear my mind of the images of the last few days.

“What was the commune like?”

“The commune?” He thought a while. “I wouldn't want to have been one of the regular members. I was staff. And even that got to be too much at times. It wasn't just that you gave up your privacy, which meant that unless you were ostracized as a punishment you were always with everybody when you ate, when you slept, when you made love, when you went to the bathroom—that wasn't so bad. But John kept changing the rules, and he never told anybody, so you'd get up one morning and what had been right the night before was suddenly wrong. We knew what the new rules were because we were staff and we couldn't enforce them if we didn't. But the only thing the regulars could see was that the old rules no longer applied. Everything was in flux, nothing was permanent, there was no relying on anything. Or on de Baur: he was hot one day, cold the next.”

“What kind of rules are you talking about?”

“What time you got up, who made breakfast, who did the dishes, who did all the things that had to get done and who took it easy, who could make love with whom—there were rules for everything.”

“What was the point of all the changes?”

He laughed. “You're asking me? It had something to do with the truth of the ‘exceptional situation.’ When everything is running like clockwork, we don't really experience who we are: we let ourselves be tricked and trick ourselves. But in ‘exceptional situations' something happens to us . . .” He paused. “I can't remember what it is that happens in exceptional situations, but what happened to the commune members was that they lost their bearings. He never told them anything about exceptional situations and their truth, by the way; they were supposed to experience it.”

“Why did people stay?”

“Only half of them stayed. The other half, the stronger ones, left. One of the ones who stayed cracked up, flipped out. And that was the end of the commune.”

“How many years did it go on?”

“Years? Months, you mean. Nine months. From spring to winter.”

“Why did you do it?”

“John and I had known each other since his days in law school and mine in the theater department. He needed someone; I needed work.”

“Who funded the commune? Who's funding the retreats?”

“Some foundation funded the commune. I don't remember its name. And I don't know if it's the one that's funding the retreats.”

I was having trouble keeping my eyes open, and there were still so many questions I wanted to have answered. What had de Baur been like as a young man? What had he been like as leader of the commune? What had he told Walton about his life in Europe? What was he like with women? And with friends? Did he have any friends? But I didn't get beyond one important question: did the commune members hate him at the end of it all?

“Hate him? No, the ones who stayed revered him.”
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THEY LET ME OFF AT Time Square. It was after midnight, but the streets were full of cars, the sidewalks full of people, and the neon signs changing color and pattern like nobody's business. It was not cold, and instead of taking the subway I walked.

I passed neon nudes beckoning me in to a floor show; I passed grocery stores that had sandwiches, beer, and magazines for sale; I passed people sleeping in doorways or pressed against a shop's rolling shutter. The farther north I got, the less traffic I encountered in the streets and on the sidewalks. At 72nd Street I switched over to Riverside Drive and was suddenly alone. On my left I could see the lights on the other side of the river twinkling through the park's bare trees, on my right, the tall buildings dark against the city-bright sky.

Was the snow thawing in the Adirondacks? Was the ice on the lake cracking? It was certainly not warm enough to do without the fire in the fireplace. Were they sitting up late in the lounge listening docilely to de Baur's explanation of what they had just experienced and what they should learn from it?

I carried on a mental debate with de Baur. There was nothing to learn, I would argue. Yes, we were capable of egoism and ruthlessness, betrayal and deception, and much else that is heinous. But we knew that anyway. Yes, evil had not been done away with by the wars and crimes of the twentieth century; it lived on. But that was nothing new either. What the mini-artificial, exceptional situation he had set up demonstrated didn't matter. The only thing that mattered was how we established normalcy and how, as time goes on, we became better to one another, more friendly, respectful, and fair.

De Baur would laugh. Better? If I was counting on progress, he would retort, I didn't understand a thing. About the presence of evil in the world or its presence in me. If we knew what iniquity we ourselves were capable of, why were we so presumptuous as to condemn it in others? If we knew that evil lived on in the world, why did we live as if we did not need to confront it, as if we did not need to decide what it was and accept the responsibility to act accordingly?

And you, he sneered, you lack the guts to confront even me!You're on your way to your nice warm bed instead of sticking it out in the hotel. You wouldn't be half so overwrought about what I teach if you weren't so overwrought about having a bad father, who didn't find you cute enough to spend his life with you. Get a life!All you do is play with justice as if it were spectator sport and with politics as if it were a picture book of history. If I weren't your father, I'd be as interesting a discovery for you—no, a much more interesting discovery—than whatever you learned back there in East Berlin.

And you, I sneered back, you have the nerve to invoke responsibility! When it came time for you to accept the responsibility for your decisions, what did you do but run away. And don't talk to me about your responsibility to yourself. Responsibility to oneself doesn't hurt. It's worthless. A joke.

A man walking a dog was coming in my direction. He was looking at me curiously, and I realized I was talking out loud to myself. I put a halt to the dialogue. Besides, shouldn't I be confronting him in person rather than in thought? He would take me on. He would enjoy it even. If I took a light, playful approach, it could turn from a father-son confrontation to a father-son encounter. He would enjoy following the road that led me from the Reading Pleasure novel to him, and would tell me the ending of Karl's homecoming—if he remembered it. Then we would open a bottle of red wine and talk about other homecomings: Odysseus’, his, mine . . .

I might actually have gone through with it had he merely been the playful adventurer I had long taken him for. But that playful, adventuresome levity had never been more than a façade for his demons.

I was at home by two. The room was overheated. I opened the window and heard soft music playing. I could tell I would not be able to sleep and wondered what other poor soul was in the same situation, but all the windows were dark. I sat at my desk listening to the jazz, a piano solo, quiet, irresolute, ironic. The combination of the heating, which I could not turn up or down, and the open window made for a comfortable temperature, and I took one of those yellow pads I had grown fond of and laid in generous supplies of and began to write:



THE STORY OF THE YOUTH WHO WENT FORTH
 TO TEACH WHAT FEAR WAS

Like thousands before and after him he left behind wife and child and a dark past and came to America from Europe with a new name and the dream of a bright future.

John de Baur made a brilliant career, which eventually took him to Columbia University, where he now teaches political theory. His past is . . .

I recorded his Swiss origins, his studies in Germany, his relationship to Hanke, their flight from Breslau, his time in Berlin, his pseudonyms; I reported the content of his school composition, his war articles in the Deutsche Allgemeine Zeitung and Das Reich, his postwar articles in the Nacht-Express, his novels. I said nothing about my reading of The Odyssey of Law: anyone aware of his past could plainly see he was using the book to justify it; I did, however, mention what he had done in his commune and January retreats.

I finished as the sun began to rise. I lay down and slept a fitful hour or two, then went to the department to input the text and print it out. I signed it with my own name. I made an appointment with a lawyer I had met at a law school lecture, and he agreed to submit the manuscript to The New York Times with the stipulation that it be published in its entirety or not at all. I could not get a flight out that day but did book a seat on the next flight the day after.
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THE PLANE WAS late taking off. The sun was already going down as it flew north along the coast. The water shimmered and the snow glistened in the evening light. I did not really believe they were the Hudson or the Adirondacks, but I took leave of them as if they were. Then I saw the lights of Halifax. Then it was totally dark.

I did not call Barbara to announce my arrival: I was afraid. What if she told me there had been some changes during my absence and I had better stay with a friend or my mother. That we would have to see how things went. No, no, she wasn't with anybody, nobody permanent, that is, but she'd met somebody. That, no, no, she still liked me, liked me a lot, but she was a bit confused. Yes, of course she wanted to see me, but in the same apartment? Wouldn't it be a bit claustrophobic?

I had avoided hearing it over the phone, but that was cold comfort. I could just as easily hear it on the stairs, at the door, in the entrance hall, in the living room, from which my furniture had been moved to storage.

For Christmas, Barbara had sent me a teddy bear I received as a child and displayed on the bookshelves of every flat where I lived. “Greetings from Home,” she had written, and it made me happy. But how could I be sure she had meant it as a token of her love? What if she had just shrunk from packing it away in one of the cartons she was using to store my things in?

Surely she would have written to me about it! The reason the men in my stories came home unsuspecting was that there was no postal or telephone service, no contact. Well, not entirely. Agamemnon suspected nothing even though he had established contact with Clytemnestra via a messenger. She disguised herself because she intended to murder him, and murder him she did. Was I crazy? What silly, silly thoughts! My furniture and my things were still in place; of course they were: she would have written otherwise. But that was all she would have written. She would wait with the rest, wait until she could tell me to my face.

I was grateful for the diversion provided by the meals and the movie and the prattle of the woman next to me, who had four children and twelve grandchildren. When the overhead lights went out and the woman's snoring head drooped onto my shoulder, the wheel of fear began turning again. I tried to stop it and look at my options. Should I insist on staying if she wanted me to leave? At first I could not imagine doing something of the sort, but then I started wondering what kind of statement my not staying would make. Would I be doing it for her sake or mine? Did I want to spare her my presence or spare myself the ignominy of it all? No, I would not make the same mistake twice: this time I would stay. I would be a presence, but an undemanding one; I would woo but not push, I would offer myself; I would not repress my feelings; I would show understanding for her, reveal a tad of self-irony. The longer I played with that option, the more I felt it was the right one and the more I saw it was beyond me. Beyond me.

What would I do if she stood in the door with another man's arm around her? Fight? I suddenly understood why men used to duel: when two men love the same woman, the world is too small to contain them both. If they truly love her and cannot have her, they would rather die than live without her. Too bad women now stay out of it and sometimes want the wrong one, the one who dies, or even both. Even if I picked a fight with him, I could not predict Barbara's reaction. Let's say he fought back. Let's say I fell down the stairs and lay sprawled out on the landing. She might run and take my bleeding head in her lap. But what if he were the one who fell? Would she take him for the valiant victim and me for the brute?

I had to put an end to my fear. It was spreading like an ink stain over a sheet of paper. Soon there would be no space for me to write “I love you.”

It was still dark when the plane landed in Frankfurt, still dark when I got out of the train in my hometown. This was where I would normally have changed trains, but there had been some damage to the wires or tracks or somebody had committed suicide, and there would be no train for another two hours. I took a taxi. I could see the sun coming up over the hills, which I took as a good omen, but there was a bad omen as well: I was coming in on the Autobahn like Karl.

At last I was in front of the house. The bare, wintry garden made it look more massive and dark than usual, and my heart sank. I opened the garden gate, went up to the entrance, and rang the bell. After a while I heard the buzz of the door-opener, pushed the door open, and went up the stairs. The door to the apartment was still shut. I waited on the stairs.

I heard the chain being slipped out of the bolt and falling against the door. The door opened. There stood Barbara in her dressing gown, her hair pulled back as it was the first time we met, her glasses down over her nose. She took off the glasses, recognized me, and her face lit up. She leaned against the doorpost, crossed her arms over her chest, and watched me come up the last few stairs, bags in hand. She smiled her crooked, brazen, wonderfully warm smile. “So here you are!”
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IT WAS AS IF I had never left. Barbara had to go to school, and while she showered, put on her makeup, and dressed, I made breakfast. By the time she'd come home from school, I had unpacked, put my things away, and gone through my mail.

The publishing house wanted to hire me back: they had decided not to keep my successor on after his probationary period. If I accepted, I could go ahead with the new series and the new journal. While we ate, I could tell Barbara that we would be leaving for work together as we used to do. The very next morning. The longer I waited the more work would pile up on my desk.

None of what I so feared had come about: there was no other man in Barbara's life and she did not hold my long absence against me. She was glad to have me back. And yet I could not completely set aside my fear. Would Barbara eventually tire of the routine of love that was so important to me? To keep her from noticing it, I would make off-the-wall proposals she would laughingly go along with. But what if she saw through me one day? Or did she see through me even now?

My piece on John de Baur never appeared. The New York Times wanted to have a reporter run through all the facts with me and find out more about my stake in the story, and that I was unwilling to do. I had no desire to stir up the relationship between John de Baur and me.

A few years later the story did come out. It made all the papers, American and European. I assume the reporter on whose desk the piece landed had gone and done the research himself. That he did not acknowledge me as a source was fine by me. I would not have enjoyed joining in the media hype.

Most of the articles focused on de Baur's biography, the various names he took and parts he played, what he got involved in or let himself in for, his egoism or opportunism or arrogance or whatever the author had decided to call the key to de Baur's character. On television they interviewed the journalist who had broken the story rather than de Baur himself, but he did go on the radio, where he was his suave, charming self, giving a treatment of his youthful desire for adventure and susceptibility to be led astray that was simultaneously bemused and concerned, voicing his understanding of the media campaign and moving quickly on to his pride in what he had accomplished in America and his pride in America for having given him the opportunity to accomplish it. He was so modest, so sincere, so likable that it was impossible to dig into him afterward. I heard excerpts of the program in Germany. He was truly impressive.

The scholarly debate centered on his intellectual integrity and whether he was using deconstructionist legal theory to evade responsibility or had intended to formulate a genuine new way of looking at the law—or both. De Baur's friends held a conference in which these issues were aired, and after his American colleagues had had their say about the difficult or terrible or blind or cryptic or recalcitrant wartime texts and a French colleague had seen in them “embers under flickering flames,” de Baur took the floor and deconstructed them with such finesse that it was impossible to censure him for them or even censure him for refusing to take responsibility for them. That too was a brilliant performance.

One paper triggered a minor debate of its own. The author's thesis was that de Baur's attempt to justify his past and integrate it into the present was more intelligent than the traditional attempts by theoreticians and practitioners of the law to talk their way out of such binds: the law is the law, an order is an order, obedience is obedience. It also called the conception behind them something that had long seemed inconceivable: a present-day intellectual fascism. But here too de Baur managed to come out on top.

Not only did he come out on top of the brouhaha, I imagine he enjoyed it. Things quieted down around him once it had passed—in Europe, at any rate—and I did not run across his name again until the turn of the new century, on the occasion of which he wrote a widely read essay full of presentiment and foreboding. After 9/11 he developed a theory of terrorism. I saw announcements of the book and reviews but had no desire to read them. On his eightieth birthday there was a late-night interview with him on television. I watched and listened for a while, then turned off the sound and finally the picture.

A few minutes later my mother phoned. “Did you see him on television?”

“Yes.”

“Do you still want to know how his novel ends?”

“You told me years ago.”

She gave a spiteful laugh. “You came up with it on your own.” She paused for a reaction, but I said nothing. “He was a student here before he left for Silesia. He had a girlfriend. He looked her up after the war. She was married and had two children.”

“Was one of them his?”

“He would have told me. He never spared me. He based the end of the novel on the meeting he had with her and the arrangement he made with me.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

“Maybe you'll finally get your life together. You still don't know if you want to stay Peter Debauer or be Peter Graf or Peter Bindinger. You're not married. It's too late for you to have your own children, but you could still—”

“You want to be a grandmother?”

“I don't want a thing,” she said, and hung up.

It's true. She doesn't want anything from me, which makes things easy and makes me sad. I'm glad I'm still important to Max beyond movies and pizza, beyond school and books. I would like to want more from him than I do now. I will have to work on it.

Sometimes I feel a longing for the Odysseus who learned the tricks and lies of the confidence man from Wenzel Strapinski, set out restless into the world, sought adventure and came out on top, won over my mother with his charm, and made up novels with great gusto and theories with playful levity. But I know it is not Johann Debauer or John de Baur I long for; it is the image I have made of my father and hung in my heart.
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