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“Who am I?” I used to think this was a philosophical question, something people asked in books or at conferences, or when they wanted to sound intellectually profound. 

Now I know it is a question you ask only after something breaks. You don’t ask “Who am I?” when life is working. You ask the question when the roles fall apart: when names are no longer enough, or when the mirror shows you a face you recognize but no longer understand or identify with.

I am no longer who I was when I believed answers were permanent.  I am no longer who others needed me to be when they wanted me to be stable, strong, and predictable. 

So, who am I?  I am not a conclusion, a label, or a story with a neatly wrapped-up ending.  I am the space between what I have lost and what I have not yet dared to become.

I died the way all people die.  One moment, I was breathing; the next, I was not.  One moment, my heart was beating; the next, it stopped.  That was it, and that was all there was to it.

Is this the end of the story of a man who lived his entire life in a body? Just like that? 

What if it is otherwise?
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24 January 1945
They called me Adam Vogel. I was five years old when my grandfather sat me beside him in front of the fireplace. 

There, the fire burned low and slow. It was not an intense fire. It did not really warm the room, but it kept the house alive. The wood cracked only from time to time, as if it spoke only when it had something important to say.

My grandfather sat in his old chair. His hands rested on his knees. He stared into the fire, unblinking. 

I sat on the carpet with my back leaning against his leg.  I pushed a small metal toy car back and forth without making a sound.

After a while, he said, “You are old enough now.”

I did not look at him. I kept pushing the car. I did not know what he meant, but I felt something was about to change.

“You are old enough to know who your father was,” he continued. “And who your mother was.”

The fire crackled louder then. Or maybe it was only my imagination.

My grandfather was not a man of many words. When he began a story, he did so slowly, as if each word had to be drawn from a deep place. He never said more than was necessary. He told me my father’s name was Helmut. He said it calmly, without pride or shame, simply naming him. 

“He was a soldier,” Grandfather said. “He fought on the Eastern Front. He saw things he could never forget. When he came back, he was no longer the same man.”

Grandfather fell silent for a moment. I could hear only the fire and his breathing. “Your father was not a good man, but he was not a monster, either. He was a man who had to learn too early in his life how to survive.”

Then he spoke of Auschwitz. He did not describe the camp. He did not mention fences, smoke, or death. He said only this, “It was a place where people were stripped of their names.”

He told me my mother was there and that she was young. That she was thin. That she had learned not to look anyone in the eyes.

Helmut saw her for the first time when he had been sent to carry some crates into a storage shed. She was holding something too heavy for her body. She stopped for a moment, just a moment, when he saw a person, not a prisoner.

“That was all it was,” my grandfather said. “A moment. From that moment on, Helmut began to return. He took her into the storage shed at night or early in the morning, when others were not paying attention. He brought her food. Pieces of bread. Sometimes potatoes. He made her eat slowly. They did not speak much. Sometimes not at all.”

My grandfather paused and looked more closely at the fire. “Then they began to talk,” he said. “Because people who have nothing left begin to talk.” He told me they made love there, on sacks, on the floor; not like in a beautiful story, but like two people who knew they had no time left and could no longer pretend to be anything other than alive.

Helmut told my mother he would get her out, find a way, and not let things end like this. Maybe he believed it. Perhaps he needed to accept it.

Afterward, he would light a cigarette and smoke slowly. The smoke rose toward the shed's ceiling, then disappeared. Then he began telling her stories about Russia. He spoke of marching for days through snow. Of losing men without knowing why. Of learning to lie.  He spoke of how, if you told the right story, people stopped asking questions.

“The SS men listened to him,” my grandfather said. “They liked hearing about death from someone else’s mouth.”

Helmut knew what to say and what to keep silent about. He knew when to laugh and when to lower his head. He knew how to become invisible. That was how he managed to keep them away for a while.

My grandfather told me that when I was born, my mother was already too weak. That Helmut knew he would not be able to save her, not then, not there.

He managed to take me out of the barracks one night. He wrapped me in a dirty blanket, carried me to a place where no one was watching, and then he waited.

The last execution occurred just before the soldiers left. The Allies were closing in. The order was collapsing. Escape had begun. 

My mother entered the gas chamber. My grandfather said nothing more about it.

Helmut fled with me. He walked for days, hid me, and brought me back to them in Germany. “He placed the child in our arms and left,” my grandfather said. “He asked for nothing. He died in Berlin.” 

When my grandfather finished speaking, the fire was almost out. My toy car lay motionless on the carpet. “This is your story,” he said. “I don’t know what you’ll do with it.”

I did not look at him. I looked into the fire, which was no longer burning.  I understood, without knowing why, that some stories do not end when people die.
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I was thirty years old and worked as a mechanical engineer at a factory in Bielefeld, West Germany. The factory produced industrial, solid, and heavy-duty sewing machines built to last for decades, with nothing in return. 

I liked that. The idea of a well-designed mechanism lasting almost a lifetime without complaint was appealing.

I worked a lot, not because it was demanded of me, but because the order of parts, the precision of technical drawings, and the logic of metal gave me a sense of calm. 

The workshop was noisy, but to me it was controlled and predictable. Every sound had a cause, and every defect could be located. There was nothing mysterious about it.

I lived alone in a small two-room apartment on the second floor of an old, well-kept building. I kept the apartment tidy, not out of obsession but out of respect for space. I owned a few things, each with its place. The bed was always made. The dishes were washed immediately. The shoes were aligned.

I was not unhappy; nor was I happy, in the way others speak of happiness. I was whole. I had a few relationships, not many. At first, things always went well. I said little and listened much. I did not lie. 

When the time came to say who I was, where I came from, and what I knew about myself, things changed. I did not need to tell everything, but I told the truth.

When the women learned of my
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