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NIGHT 'TRAIN

a story by Aharon Appelfeld

Once, many years ago, we rode a night train, Mother and I,
on our way home from a beautiful but little-known resort. The
coach was n:zw, and on one of 1its curved walls there hLung an ade
veortizing placard, a picture of a girl with cherries in her hand.

t was a res-rved car, with substantial seats, their headrests
covired by cmbroidered white clo?hs. The forwsard door was open,
and a2 girl who looksd vérywmnchflikc the one 1in the advertiscrment
aprcared there holding a woo“en trey. She stood in the doorway
for quite some time. Then, =11 at once, as 1if responding to an
ordzr fror outside, she began to s.rve late-ev:ning coffee and
cheosecsalkt o

The blue of the darkness in the closed windows reminded me
of the quiet water by whose shore lother and I had spent the sum-
mer. It was a fori:otten embankment, strewn with abandoned belong-
ings, and the people too seemed deserted in the silent light.
There were a lot of plump little fish there, wvhich peered up
from the bottom in dumb despair. They swam slowly, bitterly,
with a kind of disquiet that infected mn as wecll.

Summ: r vacation was over now. Vie w.re making the long jour-
ney home., It too was tnchanted, filled with 1little touches of
delight. " Like the young woman with the green silk scarf
around hcr neck who, for some reason, I took to be a baroness.
Her face was transparently fair against the white cloth. Only
a short while before, two servants had loaded her baggage on the
train, and a dark gentleman with a foreign majesty about him had

kissed her forehead. Since then, it seemed, she had not moved.




Her gaze was fixed - fastened, as it were - on some far-off point.
she was pertially hidden by a curtain, but I made do with half
her face. The sicht of her forehead inundated me with delight.
But, as it haprened, my happinsss wés alrzady imperfect, was
bound to t. imperiect, for a certaln sadness was gnawing at it
from vithin. The intimetion that, before the long journey had
ended, thiz lovely race would wither darkened my small joy.

Aand so I star 4 211 thEﬂmo?e'in%éntly, fearing to miss a single..
twiteh,

The pur=, vhite, motionless face called to mind the sunny
days ws hcd spent, Mother and I, on the deserted shore. There
was no one thers but us, and those who happened by, I understood
now, w r2 :ither lost or misled, quickly to pass on 1in one orf
the gusts of wind that blecw through the reeds. And w.'d be left
to ourszlv:s once apain alongside the waning, 1mp.rturbable
sum.r wat=rs, The two dinghies apparently belonred to other
times, othir waters. In summ r, the river is low, its banks dry
and shriveled. The cuiet sllenced us completely. And if st
first a f¢w words had fluttered back and forth bs¢tween us, they
wsre soon snutffed out and never came back to liie., Only in the
watzr were w: together,

we hed gotten there by accident, in haste and out of caprice.
Mother detested the luxury hotels and pensions. Fathcr had been
completely taken up with his literary successes, drunkenly shutt-
ling back and forth between Vienna and Prague. His successes
brought us little joy. A certain bitter tension filled the house.
As though we were merely dust to be compacted by the sﬁeamroller

of Fathsr's achievements. He himself was probably not very happy
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either., /nd since he was leaving just then for Prague, Mother de-
clded that w. should gzt away from it all to ths simplicity of
some desolate spot. It wes thus that w: chsnccd upon that par-
ticular cottage, by that particular'stream, whiech was probably
never conslidered wvorthy even of a name, At first she was content
th-r¢, but little by little she withdrew into herself, her move-
ments cr-u more sparing, and a kind of aquict, like that under a
muffled b.1l, progressively enfolded us. N

Only o>n the last day,*when all this pleasgntness had been
Jaid bare - the two beds stripped, the sultcascs packed - did
FKoth:r bwrst into bitter, mute tesrs. Anl I kn 1% down and
dried her tears foolishly. I knew that new wat:rs had flowed
into the river, that wec had been expelled from that place, even
thourh no one had ordered us to leave in so many words. 2nd all
the simple beauty, that had never amounted to anything more than
black bread, fresh milk, apples in an 0ld basket = sll the simple
beauty on tre banks of this rivcr that was herdly worthy of the
name - 2ll this vas suddenly gone, as if it had never existed.
¥other wept, and I was at a loss for words, and foolishly I dried
her tears.

£nd row the train was seiling aslong, gliding on its cushiony
springs. Strange: it was as though this soft, new void were
connected to the same nameless place we had just left. =svery
lace, every shadow of a face, reminded me of the green water and
the rustic hut where we had been.

The boy who had been broucht into the forward compartment

in a wheelchalr was probably known to us from there too. His

features were very delicate and seemed to float above his stocky




body, which was, apparently, completely paralyred. His gaze
slid over me briefly, and I sensed that he too was al'rald of
the soundless withering, the mysterious decay that was taking
rlece here., ho knew wher~ he was roing? His head, floating
above his stocky btody, silently took in ev.ry rlance, cvery
hand carefully bearing a piece of cake to his mouth. 1 hed no
doubt he was pondering us. iy

lhe feeling that wé were doomsd here to destruction per-
meated m: like a thick liquid., Perhaps it was because of the
imrosing eppcarence of the chief steward, splendid and severe
in his greon uniform, going from table to table and greeting
the passengers with chilly correctness,

"’‘verything is in order," Mother said., Now I understood
Mothsr's weeping. 5She had been afraid of the question, though
it was clear that 1t would be asked in precisely this vay.
Mother lald hor arms on the armrests and spread them apart.

The chief steward, she explained, was merely inquiring after the
passengers! well-being, asking whether they had any special re-
quests or unforeseen problems.. She still thought such explanations
were called for.

The young baroness! eyes 1it up and began roving from side
to side. Che was frightened but did not want to show her fear.
She smiled a secretive smile., The crippled boy did not move.

He seemed placid, as though resigned to his pain and to all that
would befall him. A pity that went beyond himself rose in his
quiet eyes,

"Why did you leave that beautiful riverbank?" the boy seemed
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to ask, sudienly turnine his caze toward us. "It wesn't our
Tault," I tried to tell him, casting the words back into his
faze, "Other vaters, wild wet-rs, came down from the mountains
end confounied everything,"

"Too bade It was such s charmings ploce,"

"Certainly, tut what could w: do?"

"T wo:1d not have left such.a placc,”

And as weariness fféduaily‘ov:rcame my power of imaginatioh,'
the train ground to & halt. At first it s:emed an illusion,
rveryonz knows the .xpress docsn't stop at smell stations, much
l:zss at miror rurel sidings, Taken by surprise, no one moved,

But 1t gquickly becams appesrent that the train hasd, in fact,
come to rest, and there wss nothing to distinguish the place but a
dark old sawmill. A woman's voice broke the silence. "Even the
Express makes a mistake sometimes. It's just lucky we werent't
derailed."” The young baroness' eyes came into focus, and she
surveyed the car with e look of cold puzzlement, as though e
ourselves were the riddle.

"There are mishaps from time to time," came a rather corplacent-
sounding voice from within,

"Ther. seem to be more and more of them lately. You can't
depend on the wuxpress any more,"

No one moved.

It was the young baroness who was the first to get up. She
reached ovsr to the broad window and pulled it up. "Night," she
said to no one in particular. "Can't see a thing."

"ihy don't you go and ask?" a woman said in a cloying, fem-

inine drawl, turning to her husband.
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"What's there to ask? There's beon a mishap."

"Well then, would you like mo to do it?"

The man got up, stood erect, and turned toward the door.
His bearin- surrested thet of a divlomgt. The door opened with
ii.ficulty, cmitting a heavy squecel. "sor your informastion, [
can't see or hear a thing. There's nothing here but an aban-
doned sawntiill. Just what clse gid you expect me to find out?"

".hy we stopped." " E

"teceuse the cnrine stcopped, "

"I won't trouble you any :urther." The woman fixed her
énccr on the cmpty space inside the car.

Othsr passangers, their patience worn thin, climbed down
off the train., They lookesd odd alongside the cars: like tiny
inseectsz, crumpline the straw which stood in their way. Had it
not becen for one oman who burst out laurhing - a bold laugh,
scorched by cigarstte smoke = it might have been awfully
tirecsome to stand there. The voman laughed, and he¢r voice be-
spoke a kind of mad pleasure. As though she had bzen expecting
this very thirg all through the years. The ixpress had never
been late, This time it would be. There's nothing more human
than being late. Her husband and two daughters would have to
valt for her ti11 kingdom come. Nevcr mind, let them wait. The
thought of hur husband and dau-hters waiting on the platform
amused her, and she laughed uncontrollably. And the longer she
carried on, the more gratingcthe sound of it became.

Suddenly, a clear voice jolted the speechless void:

"Express Number [j22 begs the passengers! indulgence. Be-
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csuie of the unusual conditions, the Security Services request
that all aliens, as well as Austrian citizens not born Christians,
come forward to registor at the office which has Jjust been set

up in the mill. 'They are r:quested to bring with them their
pessports, thelr identity cards, or any other docurents vhich
mirht serve to identify them."

T“he voice s:nt shock waves throuh the car, but it had no
efl'ect on the laushing Wwoman. jThe laughter welled up out of hér,
as il she had been made todrink grcat quantities of overly
sweet wine. "They mcan me, they mean me!" she laughed. "A
born Jewess!" Hor heavy, urly laughter was now infuriating
in its frivolity.

"Why don't you keep cuiet?" someone said, trying to get rid
of her.

".hat do you care?" she said.

It wes cvident by now that it was a drunken lsughter. The
woman stood up, looked around the car, and turned toward the
exit. She was powerful and heavys:t, and a gold medallion dang-
led from her hefty bosom. Mascara was running from the corners
of her eyes. She snapped her head around, as if to announce that
she alone was responsible for what was happening, that i1t was all
her doing, But then, to everyone's surprise, she turned to those
present and said in a motherly tone, "Come children, let's regi-
ster, You mean to tell me there are no Jews but me in this highe
class coach? Amazing."

"who's stopping you?" said the tall man with the diplomatic

bearing.
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"I need company."

"What 2re you talking to h:r for?" said his wife rancor-
ously.

"Take me," said trhe crippled boy to his companion, an elder-
ly women vith a pious, introspective look about her.

".her: %" the old voman asked, alarmsd.

"To the office." . .

"‘hat's pot into you;’my boy? There's no loading ramp here..
You cen segf§ourself we're in open country. They mean heelthy
p-ople. You, my boy, are exempt fromall those thin s."

"I don't want to ignore orfieial decrees," the boy r-plied,
casting her a piereing glance.

"0f course,"” the old woman said, "but you'll have to agree
with me conditions here don't pcrmit unloading a hcavy carriage
like this one. I'm a2 woman, and I'm not so young any more either,
I could hardly carry such a thing on my shoulders."

"I'11 do it," the laughing woman said. "I the boy wants to
register, why should he be prevented from doing so? He's been
denied encugh in his 1ife."

"I'm certainly prateful to you for intervening," the old
woman sald, containing her anrer.

"Will somcone be good enough to lend a hand?" the laughing
woman asked, addressing the car,

"I will," said the young baroncss, getting upe.

"How remarkable," the laughing woman exclaimed excitedly.

"I would never have believed that you too belonged to his infer-

ior race."
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The young baroness did not react.

The old woman had no choice now but to respond to the help
profferred by the others: to fold up the front armrest, to empty
the storage compartment, and to indicate the proper points at
which to take hold of the chair. She did all this reluctantly,
1unbling the whole while. "Watch out for people's kindness. They're
likely as not to send you to perdition."

The laughing woman took.a firm grip on the chair, and once
she was outside she addreééeﬁ the coach malevolently. "Come out,ﬁ
children, come out and don't be ashamed."

The three women clung to the wheelchair, clearing a path for
it down through the dry brush to the entrance to the mill, which
had been illuminated in the meantime with a dim electric light.

A heavy, cumbersome movement in the ad joining cars had be-
come noticeable. Voices grated in the entranceways, producing
what sounded like arid laughter.

The man with the diplomatic bearing, his patience exhausted,
got up and said, "I'm not going to hide in here like some thief in
the night. If those people aren't ashamed to issue such invid-
ious decrees, I for one have no intention of hiding from them,"

"If you want to go, I won't stop you," his wife said. "Just
keep ir mind that what you are doing is harmful to all of us.

You are aiding and agbetting night-madness, pure and simple." She
spoke with deliberate dryness.

"You want me to turn a deaf ear to this?"

"I didn't say that."

"Then what is it you want?"
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"I want you to protest. fThe people in chharge must be made
to understand that the Lxpress is not to be toy.d with."

"Now I get it. You want me to make a scere.,"

"Do as you like. I don't care to ariue."

An elderly couple got up from one of the side rows. The
man, wearing spectacles, was evidently blind, and the womal,
vwho n=2xt to him looked short ang,thin, held out both hanis to
him with the tenderness -of warm affection. Mother went ouicke-
ly to holy them; and so we too Joined the exodus.

In the wooden millhouse, all was cormotion. Apparently the
registration instructions had not been clear. A number of prag-
matic types ran sround protesting the delay. On: of the officials
explained to them that no one intended any harm; the purpose was
merely to collect statistics. Two parallel queues were organized
for registering, The crippled boy was already at the desk. The
laughing woman stroked his hcad motheringly, provoking the
ire of the elderly custodian.

Vhen our turn came, Mother presented the documents
ingsnuously. She remembered.every detail and, when it came
to reporting my age, looked straight at me as if to indicate that
she had exaggerated nothing,

The registration came to an end. The three women now dragged
the wheedchelr back alongside the train. The boy seemed pleased
and used his hands to help turn the stubborn wheels. The elderly
couple managed to climb back aboard without our assistance. The
brightly-1it coaches, nestled in the open field, resounded with
galety, as though newly refreshed by some restorative act.

"Someone's gone crazy," a man's volce announced. "I'm lodg=-

o ol
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ing a complaint,”

"To be sure,"

sald a woman who had apparently not intecnded
to say anything at all.

At lest, the doors were locked, and people rcturned to their
seats, The chief steward stood once arain in the doorway, a
sign that the nirht had resumed its normal rhythm. Only the
lauchin~ voman, with her streaggd mascara, did not stop exchang-
ing glances ulth the cfipnléd boy, who now sat erect in his chair,
his hands c¢lasped in front of him.

".hoever didn't rogister can do<o at the next stop," the
women said, taunting the others in the car. "There are still a
few who haven't reristered. No neced to be ashamed. There are
vworse thin' s than being a Jew, you know. The Jcws areé merchants.
So what? ‘uite a few of them are doctors. Quite a few are joure
nalists. I for one am noc ashamed."

"We didn't make this trip in order to listen to your confes=
sions," said the wife of the man who looked like & diplomat,

"shat I'm concerned about is orderly administration," said
the laughing woman, winking atlthe boy.

The young baroness now withdrew into hcr corner on the couch,
fastening her gaze once again on some point in distant space,

The thoucht that she too was one of us flooded me with a sweet
sadness, But the laughing woman would not allow the coach any
rzst. She guzzled continually from a small, elongated bottle,
all the while exchanging glances with the crippled boy, who sat
in his chair drinking lemonade and cutting bits of cake for hime

self in a coldly pedantic fashion.
The train burrowed deep into the night now, its lights all
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ablaze. The forward coaches were noisy with merriment, as though
this were no ordinary ni~sht express but a train out to entertain
itself. Couples stood in the dark entryway embracing shamelessly.
The laughing woman erged them on with frolicsome rrins and cestures,
The crippl<d boy now laurhed without intzrruption.

The stern i'ife of the men who looked like a diplomat stood
up and said, "I simply can't understand whzt's happened here to-
nizht, Tz this the first-glass coach or have we made some sort”™
ol mistake?"

"Jon't you like our company?" asked the laurhin~ woman in
mock innocence,

"To yut it delicately, no."

".ell, that's thes way we are, like it or not,"

"One expects certain manncrs in first class."

"/hat have we done then?"

"This Jewish noisiness is intolsrable."

The laughing woman rose, and in a motion charged with pent-
up ensrzy, sald, "Look who's talxing about Jewish noisiness. 1I'll
have you know that I myself am married to g gentile. I have two
daughters waiting for me at the station; and even so, I haven't
the sli-zhtest wish to deny my origins. I even said as much to
my husbanad,"

"We didn't come here to listecn to confessions. The firste
class coach is not for confessions, If there's to be.any order
here, I can see I'll have to call the chief steward,"

The chief steward appeared in the doorway, and, catching
sight of the quarreling women, raised his right hand and said,

"I am asking for order here,"
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"Ask her then, if you please," said the laurhing woman.

"Me?"

"I'11 have you know, steward, that this elepgant woman is
Jzwish throurh and throush. the i1gnored the explicit summons
and did not register in the office. She's ashamed. ‘U“hat's th-re
to be asham:d of? .ren't we the same as othep people?”

st such bluntness, there was ouiet.

The oman drew hersslf ﬁp t5 her full height and said, "It's.
none of your business, As for my administrative transgressions,
I'm pieparcd to sive a full accounting. I still don't consider
riyself in the sam: baskot with you,"

"Ther:'s nothing to nlde, madame. People are people."

"Not in the same basket with you, "

"At least I'm not hiding anything,"

"Silence!" the chief steward shouted. His voice was strong
and decisive, 1like falling metal. And immediately the car wag
silent. From then on, not a vhisper was to be heard. The coach
was givsn sver to the rhythmical bouncing of its springs. People
stayed in their seats and did ﬂot uttefasound. The laughing woman,
as thou;h chastened, laid hcr hcavy head‘on the armrest. A pall
of weary smoke hung in the air. Mother took my hand and éaid,
"Wie have a ong way to go. lhy don't you sleep a bit?"

I was awake, wide awake. The sadness that had lain dormant
inside me since our departure was now revived. Mother's good
hands tried in vain to shicld me. I knew: what had been was gone
forever. =ven the place where we had been was dead.

The young baroness, who was sitting across from us in the

ad joining compartment, took off her scarf, and tears now trickled

:—
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slowly from h:r beautitul, deep blus eyes. Fother sat upricht.
Her face was cold. The nirht wind, passing through, had frozen
her expression, The chief steward no longer stirred from his
post in the entryvay. As though he had ceased oeing a chief
st~ward st all and become a guard instead, appointed to keep
order. The stewardessss stoppesd serving.

"what happened?" I heard a woman's volce whisper.

"Notking. Bureaucratiec inéanity."

"It rave me quite » scare."

"It's nothing. Nothing to be scared about."

One by one, the lirhts went out. A thin, nocturnal chill
penetrated the coach, enfolding its ocrupants in their sleep.

And vhile the coach was embalmed in slecp, the laughing
woman got up, stretched the muscles of her face, drew a packare
of swe=ts from her purse, went over to the crippled boy, and
said, "For you."

"Thanks," said the boy, leaninz forward on his hands as if
trying to stand up.

"«here are you going, my boy?"

"To have another operation."

"My poor boy. I gather you've already had an op:=ration."

"Two so far."

"And this is the third?"

"The third."

"And your parents?"

"My parents have been separated," thé boy said in a clear

voice., "Since then I've been in a sanitarium, the Jewish Sani-

tarium for Paralytics."
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"And now you're about to undergo your third operation.
What courage. What heroism. I'm so glad I met vou. The people
in this coach drive me crazy. I cap't stand cowards. Now
they're asleep. It's 2s thourh nothing had happened. 4nd you,
my boy, ar. abdut to have your third op-ration. Is there hope?
+hat 2id they tell you?"

“They didn't promise anything,"

"And yct you take 1t.§0'cé1mly, with such heroism." -

"To tell you the truth, it's becaus: I've got no choice."

Tre train began slowing down, and the laurhing woman, who
for soms reason now seemz2d very fat, put h:r hands to her head
ani sz214, "vhat can I give this dear boy? I haven't anything.
Herc, take this medellion. It's mine." And without asking him,
she hung the medallion around his neck. The bewildered boy, who
all this time had bzen trying to lean forward on his hanis, now
made a strange, distorted sound in his throat, a sound which,
had hc not been sunk in humiliation, micht have becn taken for a
laugh. At last, he regained ¢ ntrol of his voice and said, "I
don't want such an expensive present., I'd be obliged to you for
the rest of my 1ife."

"Honsense, child. It's just a simple token of my love., If
I had more, I'd give it to you. You're a heroic young man."

Without waiting for an answer, she hurried back to her seat,
picked up a suitcase that seemed too small for the proportions
of her body, bustled toward the door, and said, "I'm getting off
here." The boy was still trying to get out some word of refusal,
but his voice stuck in his throat.

The train began to chug, as if down a slope, toward the south.
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The boy s»t erect now, somehow petrified, the gold medallion on
his chest. 4s though a title had bez=n bestowed upon him that he
was not entirely sure he wanted,

His custodian, who had kept out of the entire conversation,
now opencd her mouth and spoke. ".uits a find you got yourself,
It's worth a fortune."

"I 32dn't ask for it." r

"I hope you know erough to appreciate such generosity.”

"I don't feel obliged," the boy said angrily.

"Admit it, you didn't want to make the trip in the first placs."

"I'm not afraid. A person who's been throush two operatiocns
is no lonser afraid.”

"Admit it, you refused to make the trip. And now look how
you've been rewarded,"

"that do you want from me?"

"Nothing. I'm just reminding you."

The boy lowered his head, and, for a moment, the reflection
of the medsllion distorted his chin, which was boyish and soft.

The clatter faded to a hush. And had it not been for the
gaze of the chief steward standing guard in the entryway, it
mizht have seemed like just another night on an ordinary late-
sumer traln. All were tired, saturated with sun and water.
Their sole desire was to be left to themselves, to their slumber.

Suddenly, and for no apparent reason, the woman whose hus-
band looked like a diplomat turned quietly to him and said, "You
were wronge."

"About what?"
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"You know perfectly well."

"I don't understand."

"Wait anc see."

"I haven't embezzled anything from the firm. I pay my taxes
on tire. Wwhat's my crime?"

"You're ignoring the main point."

"ily questionable ancestry? I'm not proud of it, but I'm also
not ashamed." . o e

"But ore shouldn't huQe anything to do with the likes of
that fatco."

"My ccnscience is clear."

"I see you're finding it hard to admit."

"I admit it, I admit it," he said contexptuously.

The chief steward cast a sharp glance in their direction,
and for some reason they stopped talking. The morning light began
to glow, and I recalled the other summer vacations, the dim light
that would pierce my sleep and summon me to wakefulness. Some-
thing had happened this year. Perhaps because we had lived without
a father. Or perhaps because of the alien sweetness of that god=-
forsaken spot that had brought me so close to Mother, yet filled
me with a sense that everything was doomed.

The morning light prevailed, and everyone was aroused. Feople
folded up their blankets and exchanged glances, as if after a bad
dream which brings a certain relief in its wake. Mother awoke too,
took the suitcase down off the rack, and absent-mindedly said to
herself, "Vacation is over."

"Will Father come to the station?" I asked.
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"I doubt it," Mother said.

We still) had time to look aroun at each oth:r. The young
baroness couldn't take her eyes off the crippled boy. A fine
wrinkle hed appeared on her cnin. She was still lovely, but now
the soltnecs was gone, The man winc looked like a diplomat, and
his wife, 2lso stood contemplating the boy. And for a moment
there was & kind of peaceful intimacy among us. As though we
had gotten to know eachfﬁther. :

Mother took out a box of chocolates and sald, "Give some to
the bov,"

The boy look:d sharply at me and seid, "I don't need that."

"Take 1t," Mother called from vhere she was stsnding.

"I've had quite enough presznts.”

"But he's hapwy to give it to you," said Mother, coming to
my aid.

"I don't enjoy being pitied,"

"You're being unfair to the boy - that's not what he meant,"
Mothcr said cajolingly.

"I'm not here to arouse people's good intentions,.,"

T stoed Yy, cov red -rith shame,

The train slowed arain, and w: approsched our station,
approsched home. As we stood in the e ntryway, people tried to
alleviate my little disgrace. The young baroness, too, cast a kindly
glance in my direction. No one but us got off at that stop. The
small snack bar was shuttered. The thin morning light did not
conceal the neglect.

"Don't be gngry with the boy, He's very sick," Mother said.
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"He's on his way to have a third operation."

We walked toward the Hapsburg boulevard. There was not a
soul the whole length of the way. Tﬁe city was fast asleep.

"That laughing woman," lMother remembered aloud.

And T still felt in my legs the rhythm of our trek, the
people. As if we were still there in the night mist, covered with
stares. But above all, the starg of the boy, as though riveted to

my hrow,

translated from the Hebrew
by iiichael Swirsky




