
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TONIGHT 

Joachim Schnerf 

 (translation sample by Jessica Shapiro) 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 2	

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 In memory of Josué 
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They amputated 

Your thighs off my hips. 

As far as I'm concerned 

They are all surgeons. All of them. 

They dismantle us 

Each from the other. 

As far as I'm concerned 

They are all engineers. All of them. 

A pity. We were such a good 

And loving invention. 

An aeroplane made from a man and wife. 

Wings and everything. 

We hovered a little above the earth. 

We even flew a little. 

 

   YEHUDA AMICHAÏ, A Pity, We Were Such A Good Invention 

Translated by Assia Gutmann  
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My head lifts, I watch the blanket that conceals my body. 

The torso’s here, arms and legs on the wrong side of the bed. 

My mind clears, little by little. I remember rolling around 

trying to fall asleep only to succeed on the left side. On the 

left when you’re lying down, her side. The sheets are cold, my 

eyes are tired. I hold my breath in order to scrutinize every 

detail in the apartment but I don’t hear anything, not even a 

creak. Have the Nazis taken her? 

I lean on my elbows to study the room and watch her hands 

straighten each object. I sense her movements, the first things 

she does in the morning, remembering gives me a self-

confidence that cannot however conceal the anguish that 

followed the funeral. Of forgetting her face.  

So I close my eyes and imagine I’m curled up at the other 

edge of the bed, near Sarah’s burning hot body. Turning my 

back towards the side she preferred and assuming she’s asleep, 

by the dresser that still holds her musk-scented clothes. When 

she was still alive, I wasn’t able to enjoy the coolness on her 

side of the bed; inflexible guardian. At best, I would crawl to 

her pillow when she was taking a shower and lose myself 

there, just for one fleeting breath. 
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Half a century without knowing sleep on her half of the bed 

and then that sleepless night at her bedside, kneeling. It was 

another bed, a ridgeless hospital bed. Sarah died barely two 

months ago and I wake up fearing I’ll forget what she looked 

like. I don’t want a photograph of her in the bedroom, so I 

will go into the living room, like I do every morning, to gaze 

at her smile and her blue eyes. The glass is cold under my 

nails, it cadaverizes her, makes her framed skin shiny and pale. 

Then, without letting go of her picture, I will walk to the 

kitchen to fix myself some breakfast. 

There will be no bread, this morning. I’ve gotten rid of the 

food forbidden during Pesach, the last crumbs have 

disappeared last night by candlelight. Paschal questions fill 

my mind as the Seder approaches, they overwhelm me: Why 

is this night different from all other nights, from the previous 

and the next ones, from springs past and Passovers to come? 

The chorus whirs in my head like it did when I was a child, 

automatically at first then with the consciousness of duty. 

Performing around the table, in front of everyone, singing 

those thousand-year-old Jewish interrogations, mistreating 

them, brooding over them. Up to the congregation to complete 

the questions in unison, in rhythm and in Hebrew, if possible, 

with a crooked grin and without neglecting the appropriate 

plaintive expression. Up to the sardonic grown-ups to 
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accompany the youngest, keeping time with their fists, as they 

ask, throughout the world:  

On all other nights, we eat either leavened bread or 

unleavened bread, then why on this night do we only eat 

matzah? 

On all other nights, we eat all kinds of herbs, then why on 

this night do we only eat bitter herbs? 

On all other nights, we don’t dip our food even once, then 

why on this night do we dip it twice? 

On all other nights, we eat sitting or reclining, then why on 

this night do we all eat reclining? 

The four verses of the Ma Nishtana, sung by the youngest 

in the family at the beginning of the Seder, four questions that 

actually merge into one single essential question: why is this 

night different from all the others? With a feigned naivety we 

wonder, every year, during two Passover evenings. One Seder 

followed by another, two exceptional nights in their own way. 

Where we ask the same endless questions. Where we swallow 

the same dishes. Where we recite the story of the Jewish 

people in exile with formal nuances and variations, holy 

nuances to spice up all of the Exoduses from Egypt. Then 

these nights, without Sarah. 

 

Now I hear a noise. The floorboards just creaked, I didn’t 

make it up. Have they come back? Another creak. I tell 
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myself over and over again that there are no more raids, 

nowadays, but the thump of boots searching the cellar blends 

with reality. They won’t come back, it was almost seventy 

years ago. And yet, I can’t seem to separate the sound layers, 

to silence the buzzing of death. My aged body is here, I see it 

outlined right in front of me with its weaknesses and 

helplessness, it lies under the too-big blanket that used to 

cover us when Sarah stretched out next to me. 

Let them take me if they want to, but let them grant me a 

few more days. I can’t leave my two daughters orphaned 

tonight, I promised Michelle and Denise I’d supervise the 

evening, sanctify the wine, lead the songs, hand out each dish 

as described in the Haggadah. A book of prayer and lament, a 

tale of struggle, of exodus, of questions and hope. To 

withstand oblivion. Everything in there is meticulously 

recorded, even the simplest movement. Before I start reading 

the Exodus from Egypt, I will grab the silver platter from the 

center of the table and enumerate the six foods placed upon it, 

just like every Pesach. 

Tania and Samuel, Michelle and Patrick’s children, will 

listen carefully to their grandfather giving explanations they 

already know by heart. Because that’s how it goes, we dwell 

on tastes and melodies, on anecdotes from family memory. I 

will take the thin pieces of celery and expertly dip them in salt 
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water, stringy sticks dripping with tears, tears of the enslaved 

Hebrews. The whole family will chew, faces puckered. 

 

“Stop that, you pig!” Michelle, my youngest. Last year, she 

hadn’t been able to hold back very long. Tania and Samuel 

were trying to mimic their uncle Pinhas by stuffing as much 

celery in their mouths as they possibly could, and Michelle 

always has trouble keeping calm when her brother-in-law 

drags the children into his idiotic games. “Dad, start over. 

Samuel! That’s enough! You know we don’t play with food, 

your uncle is a lunatic. Hey! You think it’s funny, Tania?” 

Denise, my eldest, looked down without trying to defend her 

husband. As for Patrick, he ran to the bathroom and locked 

himself in, hands clutching his stomach. My poor Sarah 

watched him go, saddened by how this Seder had begun. 

Michelle will arrive late in the morning to help me prepare 

dinner. It must be seven A.M. and I’m already thinking about 

her husband’s notorious bouts of diarrhea. All the Jews in 

Strasburg remember Patrick’s bar mitzvah, which will remain 

one of the most memorable events in our community. He was 

thirteen and stood facing the congregation, ready to sing. 

Suddenly, an abdominal shriek had reverberated near the 

Torah scroll. The Rabbi had pretended not to notice, but the 

noise had sounded again when Patrick started reciting the 

opening words of the verse. Knees contorted, thighs squeezed 
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to prevent the inevitable. The young bar mitzvah had bolted, 

buttocks tightened, as soon as he could. 

Young Patrick had almost made it to the bathroom when his 

body had humiliated him once and for all. He had then locked 

himself in, crying, cursing adulthood and its Jewish theatrics, 

all the while trying to undress, one-handed. In the other hand, 

he still held the Yad, the silver hand with its extended index 

finger that helps point to the text while reading the sacred 

scrolls. He had managed to pull down his pants, wedge his 

underpants at the knees and clean up what he could using five 

flesh fingers and some sheets of toilet paper. When, at last, he 

had been able to return to the synagogue benches, his pants 

damp and his fingers gripping the silver hand, everyone had 

started laughing, laughing so hard that their guffaws were 

heard as far as the nearby Parc des Contades. I was present for 

my future son-in-law’s first diarrhea, his first of many 

twistings of the stomach, apparently inseparable from his 

Jewishness. 

When Patrick came back to the Seder table, the tension was 

even more palpable. In his absence, I just hadn’t been able to 

resist provoking my granddaughter’s pen pal who was visiting 

from Berlin. After having spent a week in Germania, it was 

Tania’s turn to put her up; last year’s Seder was keeping all its 

promises. I had planned on greeting this German girl in my 

own way, but how disappointing… Long black hair, caramel 
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skin, I hadn’t expected this kind of Aryan. “Layla? A Turkish 

mother?” I was forced to hide my irritation and revise my old 

jokes accordingly. When all of a sudden, an illumination: “Do 

you know the difference between a mirador and a minaret?” 

Thankfully for his stomach, Patrick only witnessed the 

silence that followed the punch line. Layla was dumbstruck 

and Tania, usually vindictive and impulsive whenever anyone 

flays the other, was pallid. My son-in-law sat down without 

asking what he’d missed. Not a sound. Then the holy droning 

had seized us without warning and the Hebrews’ misfortune 

was finally able to begin. 
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“Would you be willing to talk about it?” Sarah had 

hesitated several weeks before interrogating me and 

eventually, she’d chosen a modest pronoun rather than 

articulating Auschwitz. Sure, I talked about it all the time, but 

was I willing to tell? Impossible, I could only mention the 

Holocaust through my jokes. A couple of comical allusions 

when she was around and when she wasn’t, a few afternoons 

with old friends, their skeletons plump, once again. Had it 

perhaps been a mistake, never telling her or the girls? 

Infuriated, Sarah only had my concentration-camp humor to 

hold on to. She noticed each pun, each fit of laughter, each 

snicker relating in one way or another to gas chambers. Yet I 

wrapped her up in silence, and here I am now, swaddled in 

our voiceless sheets, without her.  

Zyklon B no longer makes me laugh, I’ve lost my taste for 

excess. As if it were impossible to live through two 

bereavements at once. A sense of humor all dressed in black 

has sustained then abandoned me in the face of this new 

tragedy: the loss of humanity has given way to the loss of love. 
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I remember my first Seder with Sarah, or, to be exact, the 

first two. We weren’t yet married and had met each other’s 

family a few weeks before. Her meager nuclear family, a dad, 

a mom, an autistic brother. My meager decimated family, an 

aunt spared from the roundups and her three children, all of 

them younger than me, born between 1942 and 1945. She had 

chosen to name them after deceased relatives: one of the sons 

was named after my father, who died in deportation; the 

youngest, a daughter, was named after my mother, her sister 

who died in deportation; as for the eldest, he was named after 

me. She had seen fit to honor the memory of her nephew 

who’d gone east, without thinking I would come back safe 

and sound. But how could a Jewish woman have been so 

fertile during the Holocaust? I still don’t get it.  

The second Passover evening took place with Sarah’s 

family, the first, with mine. Shame had replaced terror. 

Sarah’s parents had been kind to me from the day we met, 

they’d welcomed me, an orphan back from the camps. But 

without meaning to, this well-to-do family had immediately 

made me aware of my lack of refinement and education, a 
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weakness that embarrassed me until my in-laws’ deaths. 

Despite Sarah’s repeated reassurances, I wasn’t one of them. 

Making small talk, eating delicately, the basics of middle-

class life had disappeared in the latrines of Auschwitz. From 

the moment I had entered the apartment until we said our 

goodbyes at the end of that Seder, I had remained petrified by 

etiquette, petrified by this imperturbable, silent brother-in-law 

who stared at me with his dreary and inquisitive eyes. I had 

spent the evening soundlessly mouthing the paschal 

complaints and forced my throat to adapt to the unknown 

tunes launched by the head of household. But those vacant 

eyes had scrutinized my face the entire time. The torture had 

worsened when the singing stopped and Sarah’s parents had 

lacerated me with questions, little by little, question mark 

after question mark. Tortured by those who, hungry for the 

past, insist on exploring every detail of the revenants’ lives. 

And sometimes of their present.  

“I understand you run a kitchen, Solomon?” Sarah’s mother 

had wanted to lighten the mood after her husband had asked 

me a dozen questions about selection at the camp gates. “You 

must be a fine cook.” 

“I install kitchens, until something better comes up. I’m 

more comfortable with a hammer than a saucepan!” 

“You install kitchens? How unusual,” she’d felt compelled 

to add. “So you… putter about?” 
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“Oh yes, a real jack-of-all-trades. Don’t ask me to take a 

look at your oven, though. Despite my expertise, it still makes 

me a bit nervous…” 

It had just slipped out, my first concentration-camp joke. A 

“classic” for this first Seder at my future in-laws. Neither 

Sarah nor anyone else had dared respond, the awkwardness of 

the situation had released me. Clearing my throat, I’d asked to 

be excused; I needed a moment alone and hid away in the 

bathroom. A rather strange habit for a son-in-law, apparently. 

The dinner had resumed without any other form of 

interaction between Sarah’s family and me, her parents 

watching me with sheepish pity. I didn’t belong and their 

friendliness only accentuated my unease. As for her brother’s 

eyes, they wouldn’t stop shifting from my face to the 

embroidered tablecloth. My joke hadn’t changed a thing. He 

droned the millennial complaint without venturing to 

articulate; whenever the others let him sing alone, my future 

father-in-law would complete each of his breaths to avoid 

silence, comfort him and possibly emphasize our misfortune: 

“We were slaves to Pharaoh in Egypt, and the Lord, our God, 

took us out from there with a strong hand and with an 

outstretched arm. If the Holy One, blessed be He, had not 

taken our fathers out of Egypt, then we, our children and our 

children’s children would have remained enslaved to 

Pharaoh…” 
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Despite my substandard performance, Sarah’s parents had 

taken a shine to me and kept welcoming me into their home 

with the same benevolence. Unfortunately, they died two and 

three years later, one year apart, time for my mother-in-law to 

grieve then vanish, letting her daughter become an adult 

before becoming a mother. “It’s in the nature of things.” I’d 

had the audacity to whisper this cliché in my wife’s ear after 

the funeral. Forgive me, saintly Sarah. The nature of things, 

but what nature, what nature is there in covering the body of 

the one you love with damp soil? In abandoning her to bad 

weather and worms, fortunate invertebrates who will be 

allowed to contemplate my wife’s last beauties.  

 

The next day, we renewed the experience at my aunt’s 

place for the second Seder, in the company of that stream of 

neurotic cousins. I should have prepared Sarah for the shock. 

She thought I was crazy but soon found out there was 

someone out there more degenerate than a survivor: his 

namesake. 

The first part of the Seder went smoothly. The dinner itself 

was rather jovial, peppered with memories of my parents that 

I knew by heart but that my aunt always saw fit to remember 

at family dinners, which allowed Sarah to assess the 

personalities of her father and mother-in-law, whom she 

would never meet. Fantasized characters, most likely, thriving 
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from the images that crackled in my aunt’s head like pine 

cones thrown into the fire. Sarah behaved with confidence, 

she could please you with a simple nod or a knowing look. 

My mother’s sister had already embraced my future wife and 

would know how to make the most of this careful listener. 

But all of a sudden, while Egypt had already begun to fade 

away, my cousin Solomon interrupted the Passover songs: 

“Have you made love, yet?” he asked Sarah. 

“I’m sorry?” 

“I was wondering if you and my cousin had made love yet. 

Sex.” 

“It’s none of your business, Solomon,” I interceded. 

“But Solomon has a right to ask me anything he wants, 

Solomon! Your cousin and I are in love, and yes, we plan to 

get married someday.” 

“But sex?” 

“After marriage…” 

I nearly choked; we really needed to get out of there. Sarah 

was being much too docile with Solomon. 

“What if you married me?” 

“You see, I’ve already chosen my Solomon…” 

“But what if you changed your mind? Or if you wanted to 

marry us both?” 

“I’m not sure that’s possible, you know.” 

Sarah’s voice was beginning to change. 
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“Marriage for three, sex for three!” 

My aunt was giggling, my parents’ namesakes too, I was 

dripping with sweat. Incest trumped the Holocaust that night, 

hook, line and sinker; I had the feeling only a miracle would 

end that second Seder, perhaps the coming of the Messiah. 

Yes, I’d thought about him, me, a non-believing survivor. Did 

my pervert of a cousin have the power to prove the existence 

of God or what? 
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I wonder where Sarah would be now. Probably walking 

quietly around the room, trying to get ready without waking 

me up. Her feet would skim the noisy wooden boards to keep 

them from creaking, they would flawlessly brush the floor. I 

wonder, but I know Sarah is everywhere. Sarah. I love to 

murmur her name, I love to immure her in my thoughts to 

prevent oblivion from making its rounds. I roll up my wife in 

our rugs, in our drapes, I dismember her image so no Nazi can 

raid her entirely. I replace the lampshades with her bluish 

pupils, the pillow with her welcoming hands. 

And I hear her grumble: “Why the Nazis, still?” She’d had 

enough of this permanent Holocaust, but is it even possible to 

grieve over a memorial wound? Endlessly it gets infected, it 

burgeons with sarcasm. So, on Sunday afternoon, I would flee 

to the café downstairs, where the war of camps raged between 

survivor friends, our Holocaust Café where I could laugh 

freely: “… your Struthof, a spa treatment financed by that 

damn health insurance… and the showers at Bergen-Belsen, a 

luxury compared to the baths in Baden-baden…” Our deepest 

fears would mix with our mocking, necessary tears. 
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Sarah’s hatred for concentration-camp humor had 

intensified after the fish incident, which – she claimed – had 

traumatized both our daughters. Denise was eight, Michelle 

six. I had taken them to the carnival, the day before Bastille 

Day. After a few rides on the merry-go-round, they had 

begged me to play hook-a-duck to win a goldfish. With a 

steady hand, I won twice and my daughters each left with a 

plastic bag full of water, inside which swam a tiny scaled 

creature. In the car, their high-pitched voices argued about 

what to call their new friends, when I reminded them I had 

won the fish, therefore I was the one who should name them. 

Silence in the back seat. Laughter at the wheel. Sarah came 

back late from work to find the two goldfish swimming in a 

large salad bowl. Overexcited, Denise did the honors: 

“Mommy, this is Goebbels and Goering; they’re brothers. 

And their names start the same way! Goebbels is mine and 

Goering is Michelle’s.” Sarah crumpled, then shouted: 

“Solomon!” 

One fish died after forty-eight hours, although we never 

knew which of the two had perished: the master of the skies 

or the master of propaganda. It was Michelle who settled the 

problem by imposing on Denise the death of her fish. 

“Goering survived, and that’s that. You can toss your 

Goebbels down the toilet, I won’t do it for you.” Sarah and I 

witnessed this scene, dumbstruck, and Denise complied with 
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her eyes lowered. Sarah quickly regretted our passivity when 

Denise’s teacher called us in the next day to show us her 

notebook filled with hearts drawn around seven naïve letters: 

G-u-r-b-l-e-s.  

Then she would forgive me, every time. She could never 

stay mad at me more than a few hours, amnesic saint. How 

will I find the strength to sanctify the fruit of the vine tonight, 

with the blessing over the wine that opens the Seder? Sarah’s 

gentleness is eternal, yet it is death that I will see reflected in 

that first cup of wine. At the center of the table stands the 

prophet’s cup, he who might appear at any moment. But 

tonight, this very different night, will hold out no hope for the 

cup, which for me will remain that of the absentee. Her lips 

will not come near the sanctified wine as the five adults’ 

mouths and the two children’s mouths drink the first of the 

four Seder cups. A solemn prayer I shall have to recite, in a 

trembling voice. Adjusting my glasses on my nonetheless 

closed eyelids that I won’t venture to open until it’s time to 

conclude the blessing of the vine. I would rather doze off, sail 

among the tearful memories of slavery, weep while I imagine 

myself beaten by the whip of Egyptian foremen.  

But Sarah won’t be there and that first cup will remain 

empty. Why this night without her? How can I survive this 

too identical night? In fifty years, I’ve never celebrated 

Pesach without my wife. In forty years, give or take, Michelle 
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and Denise have never eaten matzah without their mother. 

The sons-in-law would rather not count and the grandchildren 

lose track of time. This family that Sarah cherished so. Denise 

and her Pinhas, that Mediterranean pathological liar whom 

she never had kids with. Then Michelle and Patrick who 

brought two adorable demons into the world. Tania, the eldest, 

the rebel. And Samuel, twelve now, with the face of a baby 

doll, smooth, pure, each recess of which Sarah loved to skim 

with her wrinkled hands whenever he sat down next to her at 

family dinners. He always sat between the two of us during 

the Seder. So he could listen to the Exodus from Egypt, ready 

to question me at the first opportunity. For that’s how it goes: 

Passover evening is the night of transmitting to the young 

ones, the night of questioning. The night of discovering 

bereavement.  

The book of Haggadah enumerates four types of children 

adults may deal with on that night: the Wise One, the Wicked 

One, the Simple One and the One who does not know how to 

ask a question. Right on cue, our two monsters, Samuel and 

Tania, used to squabble under their grandmother’s tender gaze. 

And tonight, just like last year, Tania will raise her voice to 

read the first part like a model child: “The Wise son, what 

does he say?” Samuel will want to tell the story of the second 

son but his sister’s nails will dig into his thigh to silence him. 

Then the show will go on, as always. She will move on to the 
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second son, the Wicked one, and to the next ones, all the 

while staring at Samuel with a broad grin. At last, to utterly 

infuriate everyone at the table, she will play around with the 

ends of the keffiyeh wrapped around her neck. Tania flaunts it 

at every meal to irritate us, but mostly, she claims, so we 

don’t forget the weak who suffer around the world. Tania is 

almost fifteen and she wears her commitment.  

Last year, Tania’s pen pal witnessed the scene without 

daring to move. Layla’s smile seemed torn between the 

growing tension of the guests and the pleasure of sharing the 

traditions of this ephemeral host family. Several weeks after 

the Seder, my granddaughter had even told me her pen pal 

had in fact never celebrated holidays with her family. After 

dinner, when they’d returned to Tania’s bedroom, they had 

talked. 

Layla had never met her father and had grown up alone 

with her mother in the little Berlin apartment where Tania had 

stayed. When she was younger, she had begged for brothers 

and sisters, she had tried to convince her mother to reconnect 

with her cousins still living in Turkey. But there was nothing 

to be done, and loneliness had spread over the years. She’d 

been content to dine in front of the television, next to her 

mother, both slumped on the couch. Then she’d met other 

children and had discovered different ways of ending the day. 

Sharing stories, looking at each other. 
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She’d been reluctant to invite anyone into her home, until 

that mandatory exchange with a French girl her own age. The 

first friend she’d ever had, she got to know in a foreign 

language, amidst her eccentric Jewish relatives, while she’d 

never been able to look her own mother in the eye for more 

than a moment. Whenever they spent time together, they were 

side by side, not face to face. Layla had learned to decipher 

her mother’s profile, to unearth her mood at the corners of her 

eyelids, by her temples. Sadness, for example. She’d heard 

but never seen her mother cry. Layla knew she was 

preoccupied from the greying roots that devoured her 

beautiful black mane, a mane in which she liked to take 

refuge. But she didn’t know the details of her mother’s 

features, the shape of her lips. No kisses, only a neck and long 

hair where one could vanish. 

 


