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How shall I describe him? A giant of a man, huge bulk, broad shoulders, but not
stout. Indeed he was gaunt. His countenance dark, sunburmned, with high cheek-
bones and black eyes. His hair was completely gray, yet made him seem youthful—
thick, shaggy, slightly curly. A child’s smile on his lips contrasted with an old
man’s tiny wrinkles around his eyes.

Then I saw his wide forehead. It was marked with a sharply cut brown cross,
a shallow wound—two knife cuts, crossing each other.

We met on the roof of a railroad car racing along on the East Coast of the
United States. Since the two of us were tramping across the country, we decided
to team up until we got fed up with each other's company. I knew he was a
Russian Jew, like myself; I asked no further questions. No passports are necessary
for the kind of life we lead.

That summer we saw almost every state in the Union. During the day we usually
walked, cutting across forests, bathing in rivers we found on the way. We got food
from the farmers. Some we were given and some we stole—chickens, geese, ducks,
whlcl#wemaswdovcraampﬂrelnafomoronmeprajne.nutsormdayswc
had no choice; we had to make do with gooseberries we picked in the woods.

We slept wherever we happened to be at nightfall—out in the open fields or
under a tree in a grove. On.dark nights we sometimes “hopped” a train, climbing
on top of a railroad car to hitch a ride. As the train sped along, a stiff wind blasted
into our faces, carrying smoke from the locomotive, fumes and puffs dappled with
great sparks. The prairie glided and rambled around us, breathing deeply, speak-
ingly softly and quickly, with sundry sounds in many tongues. Distant galaxies
sparkled over our heads, and thoughts drifted across our minds—such strange
thoughts, as wild and free as the voices of the prairie. They seemed disconnected,
and yet they seemed intertwined, linked and chained together. In the cars beneath
us people were sitting or lying, many people whose paths were marked out and

whose thoughts were closed off. They knew where they were coming from and
where they were going: they told these things to one another, yawned and went
to bed, unaware that two untrammeled “‘birds”* were perched above them, resting

briefly from their travels. Travels from where to where? At dawn we jumped to
the ground, stole a chicken or fished with makeshift poles.

One day in late August I was lying naked on the sandy bank of a deep, narrow
river, drying myself in the sun. My friend was still in the water, as noisy as a gang
of school boys. Then he climbed up the bank, fresh and glistening from head to
foot; the brown cross on his forehead stood out sharply. For a while we lay
wordlessly on the sand side by side. I wanted yet did not want to ask him about
that mark on his forehead. Still I finally asked that question.

He lifted his head from the sand, eyed me curiously and a bit derisively.

“You won't be frightened. . . ? I've been an outsider for years now.” -

“Tell me,” I said.

o
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My father died when I was only a few months old. From the things I heard about
him 1 gathered he was someone special, a man from a different world. I carry his

.. image—a fantasy image—in my mind because, as I've said, he was someone special.

But that’s not what I want to talk about.

My mother was a tall, thin woman with broad shoulders, with a cold and
gloomy nature. She ran a store. She fed me, paid my school fees and often beat
me because I didn’t turn out the way she wanted.

What did she want? I'm not quite sure. She probably wasn't quite sure either.
She had fought with my father all the time. When he died she was only thirty-
two, but she refused all marriage offers.

*/No, after him there’s no other. I don’t need anyone—and how can I take a
stepfather for my child?”

She never remarried. I had to be my father’s replacement, but without his faults.
He had been completely impractical; she said he was too hot-headed. In any case,
she used to beat me relentlessly. Once when I was about twelve she hit me with
the iron rod she used to bar her store shutter on the inside. I was so furious that
I hit her back. She froze, her face blanched; she gaped at me. She never beat me
again.

The atmosphere in our home became even colder and tenser than before. Six
months later I went out into the world.

It would take me too long to tell you everything, and it wouldn’t be all that
interesting, so let me get to the main point. Fifteen years later I was living in a
large city in southern Russia. I was a medical student and survived by giving private
lessons. I had brought my mother there, but she was not dependent on me. She
lived with me but supported herself by peddling old clothes in the marketplace.
She wasn’t ashamed of her work, but she was contemptuous of the other junk
dealers::Who were they.compared to her?

She was as cold to me as ever, at least outwardly, and I was just as cold to her.
I think I even hated her a little. Beyond that she didn’t concern me. I lived in an
entirely separate world.

3
It was a trivial matter: we had to remake the world—first Russia, then the rest of
the world. Meanwhile, we were still working on Russia.

All of Russia was feverish with agitation. Group after group, the masses were

being sucked into the torrent; over their heads mdwmmm
blaze with the burning red fire of rockets. One person afier andther, of high birth
and low, fell in the struggle. The old order responded;- it responded well—with
such things as pogroms. The pogroms made no special impact on me. We had a
. term: counterrevolution; it explained everything very precisely. Of course, 1 had
never experienced a pogrom, but our city would have its turn.
I was on the local committee of a political party, but that was too little for me.
A thought as sharp as a knife was cutting deep into my brain, slowly but surely.
What it was I didn’t really know. I didn’t want to know. But I felt as if my muscles
were getting stiff, more cramped. Then one day—I didn’t knew why—my grip
broke the arm of a chair in the home I was tutoring in. 1 froze, bewildered. Another
time one of my pupils asked me in astonishment, “Who's Minna?”".and I realized
I had inadvertently said her name, Minna. I also realized that even though it was
a random thought, Minna was a girl I knew, her image constantly in my thoughts.
Iwouldhcarthcsoundofhﬂmnx,Mbma,fedemf g .
that was always in the air when Minna was prcsc!i}vvf‘a)weﬁ‘:@
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There were four other men and one girl in our committee. I didn’t remember
the eyes of the men, but Minna'’s eyes were blue, light blue. Yet at certain moments
they would darken, get darker, until they were black and deep as an abyss. Her
hair was black, her figure average, lovely; and there was something slow and
serious in her movements.

She seldom joined in the debates at our meetings. In two or three terse phrases
she would make a suggestion or state an opinion. She would then remain silent
and attentive, narrowing her myopic eyes. Very often, after heatedly debaung an
issue, cleansing it, ridding it of all misunderstandings, we were amazed to see that
we had reached the same conclusion that Minna had already formulated in her
two or three terse phrases.

All we knew about her was: that she was the daughter of a Russian official of
high position. Once we passed through the door of our underground cell each of
us shed his personal life, like an overcoat in the vestibule.
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Now the cloud of a pogrom was looming over our city. Strange sounds were
audible, soft, sharp sounds, like the hissing of a snake. People went about with
their ears atuned, with swift, sidelong glances. They twitched their noses as if
sensing a suspicious smell, quietly, grimly.

One hot afternoon our committee had an emergency session in Minna's apart-
ment, which was the meeting place of our underground cell. It wasn't a long
meeting: just brief discussions, no debates, and a resolution. We were to organize
some kind of self-defense as fast as possible. Several times during the meeting 1
caught Minna gazing at me and, when the other members began filing out one by
one, she signaled to me to stay.

1 stopped in my tracks, my hat on my head, my back and my hands leaning
against a table. Minna, with her head lowered and her arms on her chest, was
pacing up and down. We both remained silent.-Then-she raised her head, paused
and looked right at me. She was pale, very pale, but her eyes were deep black, as
only Minna’s eyes could be.

I felt cold. All at once, as if illuminated by a strong, sudden burst of fire, I saw

the light. I had to be one of the ““rockets” that llghl up lhc path of the revolution—
and pay the price.

Minna was the first to understand. She had seen it on my face even before it
became clear to me. How had she known? « - = -

“Have you madeé your dedsion?” she asked after a while, her voice choked.

“Yes,” I replied, calmly and firmly, feeling as if I had made my decision that
very instant. '

"She gazed at me for a while, then began pacing up and down again. In a few
minutes she was as calm and serious as ever.

““We’Te sure to meet again,” she said, shaking my hand.

walking back to my home, to my mother, I felt my whole body vibrating. I
thought how strange a person’s destiny was, his path in life probably very short,
going from a woman he almost hated to a woman he was starting to love.

® /%
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Before stepping inside my apartment, I glanced around at the city. The sun was
setting, and a translucent golden veil of peace was draping its soft folds over the

. streets and houses. How lovely our city was.

s. .
We were too late. The pogrom erupted that very night, suddenly, like an exploding
mine, and in my own neighborhood.

The first screams came to me confused, in a hazy dream. Then it dawned on
me what was happening. I jumped out of bed, lit a lamp and threw on my clothes.
At that moment my mother sat up in her bed, looking at me strangely. Her look
gave me chills. It was cold and ironic, as if the pogrom were aimed at me and not
her. I stood there for a moment, half dressed, eyeing her in bewilderment, and all
those minutes the house was shaking, as if in the eye of a storm.

Then the windows shattered, one door burst open after another. Like a foaming
wave, with disconnected shrieks and cries, a gang of pogromists crashed into the
house.

I'm a strong man, but before that night, 1 had never had to fight seriously,
angrily. I had never known real anger before that night, anger that intoxicates you
like wine; real anger boiling up deep in your blood, seething through your body,
crashing into your head, sweeping away all thoughts. And when the pogromists—
every variety, young, old, with homemade weapons or none at all—when they
jumped on me, 1 defended myself coldly. Yet I was dazed. I didn’t seem to un-
derstand what they wanted from me. But suddenly something minor happened—
1 think ‘someone smashed -my writing-implements.on the floor..An intense heat
burned through my body; my mind was whirling; my arm flew up, of its own
accord. 1 confronted a short Christian of indeterminate age. His face was gaunt,
bloodless, with a bristly red moustache and small, beady eyes full of icy brutality.
1 think 1 bashed my: fist into that ugly face, and 1 couldn’t help bellowing like a
raging bull. Then everything was spinning, around me and inside me, whirling
fast and hot, as I felt a bizarre pleasure.

I don’t know how long it went on. My fury and my pleasure grew as my
strength encountered resistance and overcame it. At the same time, something
reached me from far away, an annoying, monotonous voice like the buzzing of a
mosquito, and disjointed Russian words: “Don’t ... don't ... tie ... tic ... te.

. Their resistance to me grew swiftly, more swiftly than my strength, on all

sides, over me, under me. Then it suddenly solidified around my body, like a stone
membrane. My pleasure vanished. And fury, sheer infernal fury, burmned my chest
and dried my throat. Little by little my fury cooled, frozen, and remained on my
heart like a sharp, heavy chunk of ice. I came to.

I was lying on the floor, tied up, almost wrapped, in rope, covered with wounds,
bleeding. The short Christian was dancing around me, the one with the piercing
eyes. But his face was horribly bloody and altered. And there was blood on the
faces of the others crowding around me.

They picked me up from the floor like a sack and tied me to the foot of my
mother’s bed.

My mother! This was the first time I had remembered she was there. She had
jumped off the bed, obviously to help me. Now they dragged her back to the bed
1 was tied to.

I almost didn’t recognize her. She was wearing a nightshirt on her broad, gaunt
frame. Her hair was wildly tousled, her eyes flashing. her teeth clenched, and she
was mute. They hurled her into the bed opposite me.
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-Imagine a single gray hair tom from a head. It is nothing, absolutley nothing. Two

hairs? A clump of hair, tom out at one time, many clumps of long, gray hair.
Forget it—nothing, nothing at all.

When you break bones they crack. But when you break twigs, dry wood,
goodness knows what else, it all cracks, a “‘natural phenomenon.”

Imagine two old, shrunken breasts. Flesh, matter consisting of certain elements.
Just ask a chemist. And if they’re your mother’s breasts, two chaste breasts that
once nursed you, that you've never seen bared since childhood. And dirty fingers
rip them to shreds before your eyes.

Tell me, please. What does nature, what does the universe know about filth
and shame? There are no such things in the universe as filth and shame.

Oh, certainly. Never, not ever, has a human body, the fine body of a man or
woman, been spit at like that and humiliated. But what should I care. After all
you can be sure: there are no such things in nature as filth and shame.

A year passed, two, ten, one hundred and two hundred. How is it possible?
Howcanhbe(bat!muldﬂveth-twc.nahumbdnanaﬂyuvemn long?

Mother! Scréam! Scream! Damnyou.wbntdoymnhlnk?‘l‘hatyoumbackln
the days when you used to beat me so brutally, so silently! Just one scream! Just
one scream! Oh, God!

Years upon years . . .

Can you see the bloody face, the first human face I saw when my life began?
A severé, gloomy face, the first face I ever saw in my life. The woman with that
face used to beat me, and I hated her. I still hate her even now, even more than
before, and my hatred chokes me, strangles me. For why, if it wasn’t out of hatred,

4 did 1 gaze so'eagerly as the face changed from minute to minute? Why didn’t I

shut my eyes? Why did they bulge so painfully, with such bumning curiosity? Good,

‘dear people, poke out my eyes! What do you care? One slash with a knife and

they’ll ooze out, bubbles of liquid, these two accursed globes of liquid that I should

not have. Goddamnit! You're laughing! You're happy people, very happy, but poke
them out, what do you care?
Years and years. e g

7 bt i g e
The short Christian said: “The okd blsch sl

It took a while, but then I heard a sound. It
everything at once, andwordslndleshdek.

mnm mm.utmcatheﬂ
.4, groan, a sob, a shrick—

distinct peals of a bell: “Oh, my son!” o ’ |

For the first time in her life.

_The sweat rained from my forehead and filled my eyes. I wrenched my body
with all my strength, and the rope cut deeper into my flesh. God took pity on me
for a while: my head whirled and I blacked out. But I had time to hear laughter
all around me. )

I came to for a moment. Again the short Christian was speaking: “That’s
enough. Let her die slowly, right before his eyes. And I'll make the sign of the

cross on him to save his kikey soul from heill.”

I felt two decpcutsmmyfordread,oneaossingtheotha and again I heard
laughter. A warm, narrow trickle ran from my forehead, down my nose and into
my mouth.

1 blacked out again.
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Total blackness. Total silence. Nothing coming from the outside, no fixed point on
the inside. Only a disquiet, a deep disquiet and a tremendous effort to find some
sort of fixed point.

A word came wandering into this world of chaos “What?” Then three times:
“What? What? What? . .. ” Then twenty times: “What. . . . “ The word grew, it
spread out and mulupllcd. It became: “What is here? What is around? . . . What
is myself, and what is outside myself?"” Suddenly, a sharp brightness and intense
pain in my head. Three words stuck in my brain like a long, thin needle reaching
from one ear to the other: “Oh, my son!”

I recovered my wits.

It was night. The lamp had gone out, or else they had put it out before leaving.
I'was still tied to the bed. I felt a wound on my forehead, burning intensely, making
me forget all the other wounds. All kinds of noise came from the city. The city
was shrieking in the night, a dull shriek with sudden, sharper outbursts from time
to time, like a distant blaze. Near me, on the bed, something was writhing in the
darkness.

“Mother!”

Silence.

“Mother?”

No answer. My voice couldn’t reach that far, reach that world of agony haunted
by her strict, harsh ghost. ““Oh, my son,” she had called to me: Yes, her son. Every
drop of blood she was losing flowed along invisible paths into my veins, igniting

- an,infernal fire..”’Oh, my son!” A heavy hammer went up and down, slow and

incessant, falling on my head each time. Whole worlds collapsed in ruins.

9

“What's that on your forehead?”

“It's supposed to save my soul from the suffering of hell,” I replied.

They shook their heads and began to disperse. 1 became nervous, “Wait,” 1
said. “I'll explain it to you.”

They shook their heads again and vanished.

“I am the Lord God who took you out of Egypt.”

“Thou shalt have no other gods but me.”

“I'am a jealous and vengeful God, and I demand of you: ‘Be something.”

The gusts of the tempest stormed over the shaken masses. The bodies, enslaved,
shook as if being whipped. But the dark, gaunt faces and the feverish black eyes
ignited with the crimson fire that crowned the head of the mountain.

“Oh, my son!” she said. Those were her very words, “Oh, my son.”

Daybreak. My head was swollen and empty, like a barrel. I should have fled.
Yes, fled, but—aha—the ropes. You can find some device. There has to be some
device, some . . . kind of . . . device. . ..

I strained to put my thoughts into some kind of order. An iron nail. In the
footboard of the bed I was tied to was a twisted nail with a broad head. What was
what can you do
with the nail?

1 twisted and struggled until I managed to push one of the ropes onto the nail.
Then I started rubbing the rope across the sharp iron head of nail.

Hours dragged by, and my head grew numb. I barely knew what 1 was doing.
But I kept on working, as precise and obstinate as a machine. Eventually the ropes
yiclded slightly. A little more effort and, bit my bit, tom, frayed ropes were lying
at my feet. Shattered fragments of gods were lying at my feet.
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I leaned over the bed. There was definitely something there, feverish, bearing no
resemblance to a human being. The moaning was already so faint that my ear
could, bwymgch ft. I softly murmured, “Mother. . . .” My breath reached the
raw wmmd that had once been a face, and I repeated, “Mother.”

A stirring ruffled over the wound, and something opened. I peered hard; it was
an eye. One eye; the other had run out. The remaining eye was blood-soaked, but
still glowing, like an ember.

Did it recognize me? I don’t know, but I felt it did. I felt it was looking at me
with a question and a severe demand. “Yes, yes, it will be all right,” I said, loud
and earnest, not really knowing what [ was talking about.

Then I looked around the room. Among the pieces of shattered furniture I
spotted a broken table leg, thick, cylindrical, well turned. It would be Jjust ﬂght:

I picked it up. With all my strength 1 swung it down upon the glowing eye.
The bloody something twitched a single time, then remained motionless as a stone.

The glowing eye was gone.

T heard a short sob, followed by a strange bellow that was immediately stifled.

golden orb over this place a thousand years ago. Who says a thousand years are
more than twenty-four hours? I was a thousand years old.

Then came the darkest days of my life, as the city suffered through a state of fever.
Fire, slaughter. Bloody fighting, shooting in lﬂc streets. The Jews had organized a
self-defense under the very blaze of the pogrogm:: g

What did I do? I don‘t kiiow. ¥ fotindd hyself now in'the ranks of the defense
organization, now in the mobs of pogromists. T felt like a leaf wafted by the storm.
The cross bumned on my forehead. The woids “Oh, my son” echoed in my ears.

If I'm not mistaken, I once ran intq'#y. Chititia thekdlnhn*
alone. I felt as if I could grab it ‘and"drop hifn thib my pocket; He tumed pale,
unable to move, but I didn’t grab him. He aroused nothing in me. I simply patted
his back and winked at him cheerfully. I didn’t notice whether it inspired more
courage in him.

Another episode remains in my memory.

An old Jew was running down the street chased by a young Christian, about
sixteen years old, with an ax in his hand. The boy caught up with the old man
and, with one stroke, he split his skull. As the ok man fell, the boy pushed the
split head together with his boot.

Instantly, gun in hand, a young Jew darted up, a pale young man, with a gaunt
face and glasses. They ran, and I ran after them. The young Jew shot, but missed.
The ‘Christian left the broad, open street and ran into a courtyard. My foot got
caught in something, and I fell.

By the time I ran into the courtyard, the Christian was standing in a comner,
his back to a fence. His childlike face was green, his gray eyes gaped and bulged,

« his teeth chattered ina rapid rhythm. The young Jew stood right in front of him,

with the gun in his raised hand, but his face was even paler than before. He stared
at the wild terror of young flesh and blood, stared for some time. Then he put the
gun to his own head, and fired.
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The last light of reason vanished from the Christian’s eyes. He sat down beside
the body twitching at his feet, rose. Then, with an insane shriek, he leaped over
the corpse and ran out of the courtyard.

A wild laugh erupted from inside my throat. My foot rose, of its own accord,
and kicked the bloody carcass, lying twisted on the ground like a trampled worm.
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It went on for days and nights; I don’t know how long. .

One evening, I stood at a door. knocking in a special way, a sign Ifidicating 1
was a friend. What kind of signal was it? What was its purpose; how did I know
it? 1 didn’t ask myself those questions, just as you don’t ask such questions in a
dream. The door opened, and I saw Minna.

Lightning flashed in my brain; for a moment I was terror-stricken. I realized
now where I was and what I was going to do, and calmed down instantly.

She didn’t recognize me right away. Then she shuddered, grabbed my hand
and pulled me into the room. I let myself down into a chair. She looked at my

head, at my forehead where the cross burned, and she said nothing. Then, in a
hushed voice, she spoke:

Tell me everything.”

_ 1told her..Ltold her willingly and calmly—everything. Told. of my mother’s
agony, with shameful details. Her face tiined from red to yellow. When 1 was
through, 1 bowed to her with a pleasant smile. She barely noticed; she buried her
face in her hands. When she looked up again it was covered with tears, real tears.
I swear it: wet, soft, and—I'd bet anything—warm tears! She knelt before me and
took my hand, as my smile broadened. This time she noticed, quickly stood up,
and began pacing up and down the room, glancing at me nervously. I kept on
sitting and smiling—very pleasantly, I thought.

Finally, she resorted to what she considered an extreme measure. She sat down
on the chair across from me and asked softly: “What about your decision?”’

My decision? What decision? . .. Wait a moment . .. Yes, years ago, many
years ago, I made a decision, a very important one, but—about what? . .. And
suddenly I remembered. :

I burst out laughing. I laughed in her face. But soon I became serious again,
and looked into her eyes. She had turned as white as linen, and she leaped up
from the chair. I stood up slowly and calmly.

I raped her.

She struggled, as my mother had struggled. But what use was her strength
against the man with the cross on his forehead? Her face alternately changed in
fright from blazing redness to corpselike pallor. She didn‘t scream. She bit her
lower lip, chewed it, swallowed the blood. And I did my work, with all the hu-
miliating touches. It took a long time.

Then I strangled her, quickly and tempestuously. I dug my fingers, long, bony
fingers, into her white throat. She turned red, blue, and then black. It was over.

I collapsed on a chair, falling asleep almost that very instant, as if sinking into
deep water—no dreams.
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When I awoke I noticed'that the tallow candle on the table had not grown much
shorter. I probably hadn’t slept for more than fifteen minutes, but I was fresh, alert
and calm. °

That moan, ““Oh, my son!” still haunts me today, but from that day on it became
softer, more maternal. My mother’s soul had found its rest.

Our secret meeting place was furnished comfortably, almost elegantly, to avert
any suspicion. I went into the bathroom and washed my head and my hands. The
mirror showed me that [ was gray. And at last 1 saw the cross that T had felt all
that time. The wound no longer hurt; it merely itched slightly.

At first I wanted to take a knife and cut a swath off my forehead, in order to
erase the cross. Then I changed my mind. Let it stay: “A frontlet between thine
eyes.” Hal Is this the kind of “frontlet” that our dear, old God meant?
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I now owed nothing to anyone, nor did I want to pay anything. I left our dity that

same night. Two days later I crossed the German border and set sail for America.
The ocean embraced me with fts endless vastness, with strong winds, with its

sharp, salty breath. It talked to me about wonderful things. It spoke out loud, it
spoke silently. I listened to it with joy and amazement, and I have no words to
express what it told me.

|

:Soon after I arrived in America I began to wander across the country, and the
prairies began to translate into its language what the ocean had said to me. Oh,
thlé nights and 'days on'the prairie!

‘I've been wandering for three years. And I feel like a newborn child, feel that
I'm strong enough now. Soon I'll return to civilization. And then . ..

. 1 gave him a sidelong glance, but he had stopped speaking. He had clearly
forgotten me.

And 1, an outsider for years, mused: “A generation of iron men will come, and
they will rebuild what we have allowed to be destroyed.”
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