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Introduction 
 
 

Ukrainian Literature has survived! It has a new home and a fresh injection 
of financial support. A little more than three years ago, when I was writing 
the introduction to the previous issue (Volume 4), the situation was different 
and not as hopeful. Our original publisher, the Shevchenko Scientific 
Society in the USA, had abandoned our journal, even though one of its 
former presidents had been an initiator of this enterprise. The Society 
declined to produce a print version of Volume 3, which had already 
appeared online, and withdrew support for honoraria and production costs. 
In those circumstances, Volume 4 appeared as an unsponsored publication 
in an online form only. Authors and translators who agreed to the 
publication of their works in that issue had to forego the usual honoraria. 
And so the future of the journal depended on finding a publisher and a 
source of financial support. 

They have been found! Following a vote at its annual meeting, in June 
of 2017, the Shevchenko Scientific Society of Canada agreed to become the 
publisher of Ukrainian Literature. For this, I am very grateful to the 
Society’s members, its executive board, and particularly to its president, 
Daria Darewych, for the trust they expressed in accepting the journal. There 
is, of course, considerable irony in the fact that a journal created by the US 
branch of the Shevchenko Society was rescued by the Canadian branch. The 
irony grows when the relative financial strength of these two institutions is 
compared. The Shevchenko Scientific Society in the USA has far greater 
financial resources than its Canadian counterpart. Thus, in accepting 
responsibility as publisher of Ukrainian Literature the Shevchenko 
Scientific Society of Canada could not assume the responsibility of funding 
the journal from its own resources. As editor, I promised the Society that if 
it took on the role of publisher, I would find funds elsewhere, outside the 
Society, to support the journal. 

The required funds were found at the Canadian Institute of Ukrainian 
Studies (CIUS) of the University of Alberta, specifically at the Danylo 
Husar Struk Programme in Ukrainian Literature. This unique program was 
founded after the sudden and premature death of my colleague Danylo 
Struk, who was a literary scholar at the Department of Slavic Languages 
and Literatures of the University of Toronto. The program was funded by 
Danylo’s family and friends and is dedicated to popularizing Ukrainian 
literature in the English-speaking world. A substantial grant to the journal 
was approved by the director of CIUS from the funds of the Struk 
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Programme. The grant allows the journal to resume normal operations with 
this issue: the usual modest honoraria will be paid to the authors and 
translators, and in addition to the online publication, a print version of this 
issue, as well as of Volumes 3 and 4, will be produced. 

While the journal’s expenses are small and the Struk Programme’s 
grant has generously funded its immediate needs, the future of the journal 
depends on additional financial contributions. The journal will be turning to 
various philanthropic organizations and individuals who value culture and 
literature for further support. One such individual, Marta Tarnawsky, who is 
also a co-founder of the journal, has already made a sizable donation. I am 
confident that many of the journal’s readers will also help support our 
ongoing efforts with individual contributions in smaller amounts. What 
better way to show appreciation for the fine literary translations on our 
pages than to contribute $20 or $25 to the journal’s publication fund? The 
Shevchenko Scientific Society of Canada is a registered charitable 
organization, and contributors will receive Canadian tax receipts for their 
donations. Look to our website, UkrainianLiterature.org, for details on how 
to contribute and also on how to purchase a print copy of the journal. 

 
* * * 

 
The excitement I feel regarding the institutional and financial rescue of 

the journal is considerable, but I am no less excited by the contents of this 
issue. It’s quite a lineup! The most remarkable item is Part 1 of Stalinka by 
the late Oles Ulianenko, one of contemporary Ukraine’s most noteworthy 
authors. Ulianenko died suddenly in 2010, a few days after his 48th birthday. 
By then he had stirred up a great deal of both praise and controversy in 
Ukraine’s literary world. In 2009 his novel Zhinka ioho mrii (The Woman 
of His Dreams) was deemed to be pornographic and barred from 
publication. But a dozen years earlier, Stalinka, the work published here, 
had been awarded the Shevchenko State prize, Ukraine’s highest public 
literary award. Evidently, Ulianenko’s writing evoked very strong and very 
different reactions among different readers! And that’s hardly surprising—
his writing is a very complex mix of diverse elements. It includes all the 
usual tropes of popular Hollywood crime stories: sex, drugs, corruption, and 
chainsaws used as surgical instruments. Yet, at the same time, his text 
overflows with literary and philosophical allusions of an unmistakable 
religious flavor. And then there’s his language! Nothing like it exists in 
Ukrainian literature. It’s hard, gritty, difficult, and full of energy. It’s also 
focused on the lower rungs of a social and psychological pathology with 
which, fortunately, neither the translator, Olha Rudakevych, nor the editors 
have any real familiarity. Nevertheless, Olha has done a superb job 
conveying this very difficult text in English, and I hope the journal’s readers 
will appreciate this rare gem of contemporary Ukrainian writing. Part 2 will 
appear in Volume 6 of the journal. 
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Volume 5 also contains a large dose of classic Ukrainian literature. 
Yuri Andrukhovych’s “Samiilo, or the Beautiful Brigand” and Mykola 
Riabchuk’s “Heron’s Birthday” are well-known stories from the early years 
of Ukrainian independence. The Ukrainian originals of both have recently 
been re-released in a new format, underscoring their status as readers’ 
favorites. There are also two canonical classics from the turbulent and 
culturally very fruitful 1920s, a decade usually called the Rozstriliane 
vidrodzhennia (The Executed Renaissance). Mykola Kulish’s The People’s 
Prophet (best known under the name of its protagonist, Malakhii) and 
Valerian Pidmohylny’s The City are genuine monuments of Ukrainian 
literature and jewels in the literary curricula of schools and universities in 
Ukraine today. These are not only brilliantly entertaining works of literature 
but also valuable sources of historical information about the period when 
they were written. 

Works that depict a historical reality give translators—and their 
editors—numerous problems and temptations. The most obvious problem 
boils down to footnotes. How much should the translator explain? Kulish’s 
play is saturated with a Soviet reality that is no longer present in Ukrainian 
society: acronyms, government agencies, and topical references occur on 
every page. Perhaps a greater surprise is the religious detail found in the 
play. In his work on translating it, George Mihaychuk carefully identified 
all these references and allusions with great precision. But in the final text 
of the translation, such information is limited to what is necessary to 
understand the play. Readers who can’t identify the precise hymns 
mentioned by the religious peasants in the play are welcome to write to 
Professor Mihaychuk and ask for the details. Much the same is true of the 
topical and geographical allusions in Pidmohylny’s The City. Stepan’s 
wanderings around Kyiv, for example, can be traced very accurately on a 
map of the city, but these details are not explained in the translation. Nor is 
the name of the poet who coined the phrase “catarrhal stomach of history.” 
That was Oleksa Slisarenko. 

Another dilemma for the translator is the key term “kum” that Kulish 
uses as a character’s name in The People’s Prophet. Baptismal kinship is a 
well-established social relationship in Ukrainian (and not only Ukrainian) 
society, but Kulish does not use the term for anthropological reasons. In 
fact, he uses it for comic effect and with satiric purpose. The village 
bumpkins who use the term and respect the kinship ties it entails are, of 
course in Kulish’s view, provincial boobs locked into ancient ideas and 
rituals that keep them from entering the modern world. At the same time, 
however, that ancient, provincial world turns out to be no less ridiculous 
than the sophisticated modern world of urban Soviet social norms that 
Kulish is satirizing throughout his play. No translation of the word could 
carry all that meaning, so it is simply “kum.” 
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A whole new set of translation issues arises in the short story and the 
play by Volodymyr Dibrova, translated in this issue by Lidia and 
Volodymyr Dibrova. If translators are at their best when they capture 
authorial intentions, then who could be a better translator than the author 
himself? Yet when authors translate their own works, they often introduce 
small changes and new elements that were not present in the original. Of 
course, these changes are meant to clarify, sharpen, or otherwise enhance an 
effect in the target language that the author/translator deems inadequately 
conveyed by a more literal translation. What’s an editor to do in such cases?  

Translations are interesting to study, but the purpose of this journal is 
not to initiate a forum for translation studies. Our purpose is to give readers 
the pleasure of experiencing fine works of Ukrainian literature in English. 
With the commitment of our new publisher and a fresh infusion of funding, 
as well as confidence that further funding will be found, I am very happy to 
offer readers the pleasure of discovering the works in this issue and in those 
issues to come. 

 
 

 
Maxim Tarnawsky 

Toronto, January 10, 2018 
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Samiilo, or the Beautiful Brigand 
 

Yuri Andrukhovych 
 

Samiilo (Samuel) Nemyrych, this inappropriately forgotten and 
prematurely extinguished shoot of the tree of our national banditry, attracts 
attention first and foremost for stylistic reasons. The style of his crimes is 
based on absolute freedom. Even the most frightening of the murders and 
robberies he committed can be boldly described as executed with 
outstanding aesthetic sensibility and imparting an impression of free, 
inspired creativity. 

The life of this Podilian petty nobleman, largely wasted in the 1610s in 
Lviv, has to this very day been largely ignored by our historiographers, 
despite their occasional executions. Indeed, what we encounter in 
Władysław Łoziński’s Prawem i lewem—or, to render it in Ukrainian, By 
Sword and Epistle—is written tendentiously: the author finds Nemyrych 
unpleasant merely for not being Catholic and Polish. Besides, he hailed 
from the same Nemyrych clan as Yurko Nemyrych, the future colonel of the 
Cossack Army, pitiless hero of the 1648–49 campaign, poet, philosopher, 
and heretic. (In general, the Nemyrychs often fairly willingly went over to 
Arianism—a trait characteristic not only of them but also of such age-old 
Ukrainian families as the Potockis, the Wiśniowieckis, and the Tatomyrs). 

As for the poem allegedly written about Samiilo Nemyrych in his 
voice and published in the book Exotic Birds and Plants by Yuri 
Andrukhovych, one should note that the author did not burden himself with 
any significant effort to plumb the depths of ages past and draw a historical 
type that would be somehow multi-dimensional and edifying. The core of 
this poem is, in effect, the so-called “potato pancake incident”—abnormally 
emphasized, torn from its biographical context, and hypertrophied; while it 
did take place in the biography of our hero, it was, one should note, entirely 
accidental and uncharacteristic.  

We now believe it necessary to relate the full truth about this 
outstanding personality, so little known to modern-day descendants of that 
heroic time, and thereby liquidate yet another blank spot in the ocean of 
national history and struggle for liberation. 

Samiilo Nemyrych settled in Lviv beyond the Cracow gates in 1610. 
The precise date of his birth remains unknown, but we are certain that by 
this time he was slightly over twenty years old. Brilliant in fencing and 
horseback riding, impeccably dressed, he takes to buying expensive fabrics 
from Venetian and Genoese merchants, and he’s fond of sherry, Malvasia, 
good music, and Madeira. His house soon becomes a haven for eccentric 
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exiles from all corners of the Old World—foremost among them, well-
known men of ill repute, perverts, circus clowns, serial killers, philosophers, 
occultists, celebrated alchemists, sodomites, Protestants, fire-worshippers, 
Lilliputians, and robbers. Leisure time is spent in banquets, blasphemous 
singing, and religious disputes. Almost every day Nemyrych, accompanied 
by his cohort, journeys through the noblest of the city’s taverns, where with 
great gusto and enthusiasm he makes merry: he shoots musket balls at the 
bottles and hourglasses, nails visitors’ beards to counters, breaks their arms 
and legs, shakes gold and silver coins out of their weighty pockets, shows 
them his bare behind, smashes windows and mirrors, drowns the police 
magistrate Szczepiurski in a vat of freshly brewed coffee and the judge 
Gołąbek in the toilet, punches out the eyes of the most insolent, breaks their 
ribs, pisses in their beer, forces them to eat their own excrement, while 
loudly singing, dancing, and otherwise amusing himself. 

A contemporary reader might fail to understand—or, perhaps, even 
condemn—such expressions of Nemyrych’s vital force and healthy spiritual 
energy; therefore, it is necessary to say a few words here about the customs 
of that era.  

Murder or violence in general, according to the Constitution of 1577 
then in force, was not considered something unusual or illegal. Judges in 
that era treated the crimes they examined in a philosophical fashion rather 
than from a legal standpoint, and added a significant degree of humor, 
irony, and Christian mercy towards the violators. Terms of imprisonment 
were surprisingly short and often conditional. Thus, for the murder by a 
nobleman of a fellow nobleman (and, at the time, the nobility constituted a 
good three-fourths of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth’s population), 
one had to spend a year and three weeks in the castle tower and pay two 
thousand gold pieces to the treasury. The same murder, but with the 
murderer caught in ricenti (that is, red-handed), was given a doubled 
punishment: two years and six weeks in the tower and the monetary 
payment of four thousand gold pieces. (For some reason, being caught 
red-handed was considered an aggravating circumstance—as if to say, 
don’t get caught, you fool, but be smart about your killing, so that no one 
sees.)  

Moreover, no trial of a murder could take place if the family of the 
victim could not drag his dead body to the courthouse (this was a special 
legal procedure known as “presentation of the corpse”). Therefore, the main 
goal for any gentleman who thought of murdering someone was to hide, 
reliably and in a timely manner, the body of the one done in: to dispatch it 
with a stone to the bottom of the Poltva, burn it in an oven, bury it deep in 
the darkest corner of a forest, chop it into small pieces, etc. By the way, in 
the case of Judge Gołąbek, whom Nemyrych, as it was mentioned above, 
drowned in excrement, the body of the judge was never found and therefore 
the case was closed, owing to the absence of a corpus delicti, that is, of the 
judge’s corpse. 
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Murdering came easy, torturing was carefree—in secret and in ricenti, 
in front of society—for even if a trial did take place eventually and a verdict 
was issued, the convict did not necessarily have to go obediently to the 
tower; most often he went home or out with his friends to drink wine. The 
fact is that although there was a strict division between the judicial and 
executive branches of power, the executive could not, in the end, execute 
anything, for it was catastrophically short of executors—more precisely, 
policemen—while each defendant arrived in the company of buddies, 
relatives, and servants, armed to the teeth with sabers, swords, chains, cues, 
brass knuckles, halberds, and scimitars; hence only someone insanely 
zealous for justice or someone with clear suicidal tendencies would try to 
take the defendant to jail by force. Such an attempt undoubtedly would have 
yielded rather sad consequences for the justice system and its defenders. 

Thus, in July 1612, some good friends ran into Nemyrych in 
Makolondra’s tavern in Zamarstyniv. He was in a good mood, with a glass 
of sherry in one hand and a corpulent wench in nothing but Turkish 
pantaloons by his side, and to their question as to what he was doing there 
he responded, “Ha-ha, I am doing my time in the tower, gentlemen! I killed 
old Isakovych and got my three weeks and a year. And do it I must, 
gentlemen, and that can’t be helped.” 

(Isakovych, a baptized Karaite, traded in counterfeit Lviv rugs, which 
he would pass off as Persian, since you truly could not tell them apart in any 
way from Persian ones. One day Nemyrych, together with his closest 
desperado buddies—Yatsko the Wart, Genyk Schulerman, and the 
Portuguese Moor Joelinho—caught Isakovych’s son Zachariah at the Four 
Tits bordello, where the young Karaite was squandering his daddy’s fortune. 
They forcibly pried him away from the bordello employee Susanna 
Waligóra and dragged him to the Vynnyky forest, where they deposited 
him, bound and gagged, in a cave, leaving behind the half-blind Lilliputian 
Ptuszek as a lookout. In the meantime, they telephoned old Isakovych, 
demanding five thousand Austrian gold sequins from him, threatening 
otherwise to chop young Zach into eleven pieces and later mail the old guy 
his (his son’s, that is) head, stomach, and genitals. Old Isakovych, having 
grabbed his prized coffret with sequins, hurriedly set off in the direction of 
Devil’s Rock, where the meeting with Nemyrych and his team was to take 
place. In the meantime, young Isakovych managed to free himself from the 
ropes (he had seen this trick performed many times by wandering magicians 
and thus executed it with ease), stunned—that is, killed—the sleeping 
Lilliputian with a stone, and set out on foot, crossing the forest and the 
Halych-side suburbs, back to the Four Tits bordello, since he felt he had not 
yet partied to his heart’s content. Angered by his escape, Nemyrych & Co. 
riddled old Isakovych with bullets, spending all of eight magazines on him. 
To top it all, in the coffret they found not gold sequins but silver thalers, 
worth much less on the hard currency market of the day, which the old man 
had in the dark, no doubt, mistaken for sequins. The ending of this story is 
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already familiar to the reader: the city courthouse and Nemyrych’s banquet 
with friends at Makolondra’s tavern in Zamarstyniv.) 

Between the killing of old Isakovych and the robbing of a Wallachian 
diplomatic mission headed by the boyar Gheorghița, which in the fall of 
1615, was en route to the encampment of the king of Sweden, carrying 
valuable papers pertaining to the Transylvanian succession, Samiiilo 
Nemyrych dedicated himself to science and the arts. In 1614 he published in 
Dresden a treatise in verse titled De Papavere Curatione et Natura 
Cannabis (On the Medicinal Use of Poppies and the Nature of Hemp), 
which was highly praised by his contemporaries but, sadly, was irrevocably 
lost. He played musical instruments a lot, traveled around the environs of 
Lviv on a proto-bicycle he had invented, hunted game on occasion, and 
wrote polemical epistles denouncing the Uniate bishop Ipatii Potii, unaware 
that the latter had left the realm of the living more than a year earlier. 

The robbing of the Wallachian envoys turned out to be the most 
notorious of Nemyrych’s transgressions, excepting, of course, the story of 
the lady with the potato pancakes mentioned by Łoziński—the story that led 
to Nemyrych’s arrest and imprisonment in the tower. In our days of 
unrestrained political correctness and the triumph of the Internet hashtag 
#MeToo, even a cursory mention of that episode is far too risky. Therefore 
let us move away from it and back to safer ones. 

Having sprung a trap in the notoriously thick Black Forest, which in 
those days began near Halych and Kalush in the east and, with a few gaps, 
stretched all the way to Munich in the west, Nemyrych & Co. lay in wait for 
the Wallachian mission and, having met them with a wall of tear gas, 
managed to leave the boyar, the other envoys, and their guards lying face-
down in the muddy autumnal road, paralyzed either by the tear gas or by 
fear. Having filled their sacks with Wallachian ducats, topazes, and 
amethysts, as well as the secret papers sealed in an ebony box inlaid with 
ivory and mother-of-pearl, having ripped the hats and furs off the envoys, 
Nemyrych and his friends disappeared into the depths of the Black Forest. 
Joelinho the Portuguese Moor also grabbed a nine-year-old muleteer to 
whom he had taken a great fancy, but the latter soon died from abuse. 
Nemyrych adroitly returned the diplomatic papers to the Transylvanian 
court, demanding twenty thousand Swiss franks for doing so; but Prince 
Rákóczy did not express much enthusiasm for such an arrangement, so they 
had to settle for eight and a half thousand. 

By then the king and the Diet of the Commonwealth had already thrice 
declared Nemyrych infamis (that is, deprived of political rights and the 
status of a nobleman) and twice declared him an outlaw (that is, deprived of 
all rights and protection by the state and society). This meant that anyone at 
any moment could rub him out without facing any responsibility in the eyes 
of the law and even earning His Majesty’s gratitude. However, those eager 
for such gratitude were, for some reason, hard to find, and Nemyrych 
wandered insolently about Market Square in a gold-embroidered kontusz in 
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the company of the valiant cutthroats Schulerman and Joelinho and the 
former theology student Innocent Sylvester Kotsky, dismissed from college 
for masturbation and freethinking. (Yatsko the Wart was by then already at 
the Zaporozhian Sich, where he would soon become hetman by deposing 
Sahaidachny. Eventually, however, he would lose his head near Khotyn, 
having brought the famed Zaporozhian Cossack army to the edge of 
collapse.) 

The last in the series of banishments received by Nemyrych was 
announced in connection with the so-called “case of the menagerie,” a story 
reeking with colorful exoticism. In 1616, around May or June, Pohulianka 
Park witnessed the arrival of a travelling bestiary owned by a certain 
Michelagnolo Romano (this was an alias used by the well-known 
counterfeiter and poison-maker Gustav Suppe, originally from Thuringia, to 
hide from the Inquisition). It included fourteen cages with various kinds of 
Indian beasts, namely, lions, panthers, lemurs, rhinoceroses, unicorns, 
giraffes, antelopes, hippopotamuses, baboons, zebras, echidnas, vampires, 
incubuses, etc. Daily and especially on Sundays, the most refined specimens 
of Lviv society gathered in Pohulianka Park, where for a fairly high fee they 
could look at all this exotic fauna, which, truth be told, also stank a great 
deal.  

One Sunday, Nemyrych and his friends, descending like a whirlwind 
on the bestiary, opened all the cages and set free all the unfed animals. 
Joelinho the Portuguese Moor unfortunately perished during this operation: 
the old lecher and zoophile was trampled to death by a female rhinoceros 
that he had very imprudently tried to seduce, having just let it out. The 
frightened residents of “Leopolis, the most faithful among the Crown’s 
cities,” ran for their lives in all directions, while the released animals, 
having torn a few of them to shreds and satisfied their hunger, streamed 
down Lenin Street (today’s Lychakivska) towards the town center and soon 
occupied the abandoned city, amusing themselves in flower beds, fountains, 
and monastery gardens and snacking on the occasional passerby. The 
menagerie’s owner, Michelagnolo a.k.a. Gustav Suppe, was beside himself 
with grief, and so Nemyrych asked for a thousand Sicilian ducats to put all 
the animals back in their cages. Suppe gladly agreed and placed an advance 
of three hundred ducats on top of a barrel (the conversation took place at the 
Headless Fish Brew Pub). The following day, the beasts were indeed all 
returned to their cages. Using curare poison from Brazil, which they had 
purchased earlier in van der Vanden’s pharmacy at Hetman’s Ramparts, 
Nemyrych and his band sedated all the monsters with well-aimed arrows 
and brought them, still sleeping, to Pohulianka Park. This was one version, 
but there was another one, according to which the animals obediently 
returned to their cages, yielding peacefully and quietly to the tune 
Nemyrych played on an end-blown flute. Whatever the case, Suppe did pay 
the remaining ducats to Nemyrych and the same day left Lviv in a hurry, 
together with his entire caravan. The ducats turned out to be counterfeit, 
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each and every one, and so, on the night of June 22, Nemyrych and his boys 
caught up with the swindler on the Great Silkworm Road, where they 
chopped everyone to pieces and transferred the animals together with their 
cages to the Vagabundo Circus: Nemyrych and its director were linked by 
some dubious schemes. 

The aforementioned pharmacist, van der Vanden, was likewise quite 
closely connected to Nemyrych, since he prepared for the latter various 
narcotic potions and pills. Being the main supplier of opium to the court of 
the Turkish padishah and of cocaine to the caliph of Baghdad, the clever 
Dutchman was a connoisseur of forbidden substances of every kind. 
Following his advice, Nemyrych started shooting up and remained a junkie 
for several long years, chasing away all his pals and girlfriends and 
spending his time in melancholy solitude. He did not rise from his bed for 
days, lost a lot of weight, and seemed to waste away, but never missed a 
vein when injecting. He watched endless mysterious, colorful visions and 
kept rereading the latest work of the famous Saxon theologian Abraham von 
Aschenbach, The Divine Egg, or the Instrument of Sinful Tortures, which he 
had preordered from the Sorbonne. His notes in the margins of this quarto 
evidence his profound mastery of the subject and possible intention of 
composing a polemical response. 

But the true reason for his generally melancholy—indeed, depressed—
state was his love for thirteen-year-old Amalka, daughter of the city 
executioner, Stefan Neboraka. Nemyrych saw her for the first time from 
behind bars when he was doing time in the tower for—let us mention it for 
the third and last time—the notorious “potato pancake incident.” The girl 
took daily walks to her daddy’s workplace, which was located close to the 
tower: she brought him hot lunches in pots wrapped in woolen kerchiefs. 
Once, while on her way, she squatted to pee in the bushes next to the tower. 
This was when Nemyrych noticed her and immediately fell in love more 
completely than he had ever fallen in love with anyone before. The walls of 
his cell were soon covered with Amalka’s name; additionally, he used a 
chip of a brick to draw countless hearts pierced with arrows, female lips, 
other body parts, etc. 

The tragedy of this affair lay in the fact that young Miss Amalia 
scorned his love. On leaving prison, Nemyrych confessed his love to her in 
writing, offering to take her hand in marriage. He added to the letter his 
acrostic sonnet, “Amalia Neboraka.” Alas, the girl replied in a rather cutting 
way that she would never think of marrying such a delinquent and 
debauchee; moreover, she was from an esteemed, respectable family whose 
dignity would suffer from such a shameful union; and, besides, she had long 
been in love with her fiancé Piotrus, the butcher’s son, whom she loved for 
his curly hair, cheerful disposition, and incomparable skill at turning animal 
guts into blood-and-buckwheat sausage. The following evening, Samiilo 
Nemyrych met Piotrus the butcher’s son in Kulparkiv and disemboweled 
him, but this was of no help: to the end of her days—and she lived to be 
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ninety-three—Amalia was in mourning, remaining faithful to her fiancé and 
keeping her virginity intact. 

Gradually coming to the conclusion that all efforts and attempts at 
changing something for the better in this absurd world were futile, Samiilo 
Nemyrych turned passive and withdrawn. It seemed that he had finally 
understood several simple but depressing things. Back when he punished 
the rich and took possession of their wealth, he only redistributed it, but this 
did not save the needy from need and the hungry from hunger. Women 
offered themselves to him willingly and often, but not because they 
appreciated his mind or his heart, but because he could satisfy them. His 
contemporaries generally did not understand his scholarly and artistic 
efforts, and more often than not his writings were burned, on the orders of 
the Inquisition or the tsar of Muscovy. His brilliantly executed, artistic 
crimes produced in response only denunciations, a failure to understand, yet 
another suspension of rights or banishment, yet another court verdict and 
jail term, but never became a subject of the dignified aesthetic interpretation 
and thoroughgoing moral analysis for which poor Samiilo so desperately 
longed. He had to drink to the bottom that bitter cup of tragedy that all great 
men share: incongruity with the time into which they were thrown by 
Providence. 

But the bitterness of Nemyrych’s cup is of a double nature: one not 
only of time but also of place. Samiilo Nemyrych had the misfortune of 
being a Ukrainian and living in a Ukraine devoid of its own statehood, 
jurisprudence, its own history, and, finally, of its own criminal world. In 
America, he could have become a president; in Rome, a pope or, at least, a 
cardinal; in England, he could have been Robin Hood; in Germany, 
Bismarck or even Goebbels. But in Ukraine he could only be a bandit and a 
pogromist. There was indeed a ring of truth to the Polish saying from that 
era: “Sow Jesuits in Ruthenia, and you will still reap thieves!” 

Samiilo Nemyrych was tonsured as a monk on 18 October 1619, and 
under the name of Brother Theodosius he quietly spent the rest of his years 
in a cell at the Pochaiv Lavra. After his death in January 1632, from an 
unknown nocturnal illness, documented minute-by-minute by a hidden 
camera, with the intention of a future upload to YouTube, his body did not 
decay, and on the fifth day, retaining its resilience and warmth, it began to 
smell of hollyhocks. He was not, however, canonized, despite the 
expressiveness of this unambiguous anomaly. Allegedly the reason was that 
his birth certificate was nowhere to be found. Gradually people stopped 
believing in the very fact of his existence. 

 
Translated by Vitaly Chernetsky 

 
 

Original publication: Iurii Andrukhovych, “Samiilo z Nemyrova, prekrasnyi 
rozbyshaka” [Samiilo of Nemyriv, the Beautiful Brigand], in Bu-ba-bu: 
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T.v.o. /…  / ry, Lviv: Kameniar, 1995, pp. 29–38. A revised version, under 
the title “Samiilo, abo prekrasnyi rozbyshaka” became the opening chapter 
of Andrukhovych’s novel Kokhantsi iustytsii [Darlings of Justice], 
Chernivtsi: Meridian Czernowitz, 2018, pp. 7–24. The translation above 
reflects this revised version. 
The translator expresses his thanks to the author and to Robert Romanchuk 
for their helpful suggestions and comments on this translation. 



Ukrainian Literature. Volume 5, 2018 

 
 
 

Savchuk 
 

Volodymyr Dibrova 
 
A month ago I was introduced to a man named Alex Savchuk. I 

assumed that this was a Ukrainian name and felt compelled to inform him 
that the correct way of pronouncing it in Ukrainian would be “Oleksiy 
Səvchook.” Alex was in his late forties, like me. He was a managing 
director of a mid-sized company specializing in computer software 
development. He was born in Minnesota, went to school in New York and 
had lived for quite some time in California. 

When he heard where I was from, he surprised me by saying “hello” 
and “how are you” in Ukrainian. All without the slightest accent. Later I 
learned that both of his parents were from Ukraine, they met in America 
after the war and got married here. They must have lived a pretty isolated 
life, because up to the age of five Alex spoke only Russian. Then, of course, 
everything changed once he started going to school. He admits that by now 
his knowledge of either Ukrainian or Russian is reduced to a couple of basic 
phrases. However, when he invited me to his place I noticed Russian and 
Ukrainian dictionaries in his study. Alex’s wife was one of those Americans 
who, as they say, arrived on the Mayflower. Their two teenage sons 
apparently showed very little interest in their ethnic background.  

I explained to him that his family name derives from the name Sava, 
rather than from the word “sova” (owl), as he thought. I also told him that a 
lot of people used to name their sons Sava. 

“Really?” 
For some reason my remark delighted Alex as if he had gotten a 

promotion, and he went on to tell me his father’s story. 
I was surprised to learn that Volodymyr Savchuk was born and grew 

up in a village that is now part of Odessa, and not  in Western Ukraine, as 
his name suggested. At that time the village was called Dry Bottom or 
Soggy Bottom, I forget which. 

In 1941, when the war broke out, Volodymyr was eighteen. He 
volunteered and was assigned to an artillery unit. 

In the summer of 1943 he was at Stalingrad. On August 22 the 
Germans surrounded his unit and took everyone prisoner. Everything 
happened so quickly that nobody had a chance to resist.  

Then he endured the concentration camps. More than a million Soviet 
soldiers were rounded up and thrown behind barbed wire without food or 
shelter. The Red Army was quick to condemn them as traitors and left them 
at the mercy of the Germans, who had no intention of feeding a foreign 
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army. Soldiers were reduced to eating grass and dying slowly in front of 
their comrades. Stalin knew that hunger was a very effective weapon and 
Hitler was only too eager to learn the lesson from him. Without wasting any 
ammunition, the Germans succeeded in wiping out whole divisions and 
crippling the morale of their enemy. And there was no way to measure the 
trauma this experience inflicted on all those who managed to survive. 

For some, survival meant joining the ROA, Vlasov’s Russian 
Liberation Army, which fought on the German side against the Soviets. And 
that’s exactly what Savchuk did. 

In the spring of 1945, Savchuk was in Poland with the Germans when 
he decided to tear off his uniform and go back home. Better to be among his 
own people, even if it meant Siberia. The Soviet leaflets that were regularly 
dropped on them promised amnesty for everyone who would disarm and 
repent. Some of his buddies warned it was a trap and that the Soviets would 
execute anyone who dared to come back. After all, the war wasn’t over yet. 
Volodymyr did not know whom to believe. Using the sun to navigate, he 
headed east. 

Before long he stumbled on a unit of the NKVD secret police stationed 
in a forest—he recognized their insignia. Exactly what he was looking for! 
But then, just in the nick of time, some basic instinct saved him. He turned 
back and ran. He didn’t stop running until he reached Germany’s southern 
border. 

The Americans kept him in a displaced persons camp for several years 
before allowing him to enter the United States. 

The immigration official could not pronounce his name and was 
determined to register him as “Micky.” Volodymyr would not give in but 
finally settled for Walter. 

Alex’s mother was a daughter of an “enemy of the people” from Kyiv. 
In 1937, during the purges, her father was arrested and disappeared into the 
bowels of the Gulag. Her brother died in the war. In the fall of 1943, after 
her mother died in her arms, she left everything behind and headed west 
across a borderless Europe. 

At the end of the ’40s a ship brought her to the new world. She was 
never tempted to venture outside its borders.   

A couple of weeks went by before I decided to make some notes about 
what Alex had told me. By that time, some of the details had faded, so I 
decided to ask Alex to tell me more of his father’s story. I even bought a 
tape-recorder. 

 The next time I saw Alex, I asked him if I could stop by to continue 
our conversation about his father. 

“What else do you expect me to tell you?” he said. 
“Well, stuff you left out before, stuff you didn’t think was important. 

Any information that could throw more light on the hardships of the war as 
seen through your father’s eyes.” 
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“What do you need that for?” 
“To preserve a memory of your father’s experiences. As a memorial to 

those times.” 
“Let me think about it.” 
Although his voice sounded upbeat I detected a hint of annoyance. 
“Give me a call when you feel up for it.” I did not intend to give up 

just yet. 
“Sure,” he said. I waited ten days but Alex didn’t call. Meanwhile the 

day of my flight back to Ukraine was fast approaching. I was in Boston on a 
three-month grant from IREX to study computer science and had a return 
ticket for the end of November. 

So I called Alex and asked when he could see me. 
Alex said he was busy. 
I told him it was my last chance to get more information about his 

father.   
”What do you want it for?” he asked. 
“To fill in the gaps. The gaps in our history,” I said.   
“Are you a historian or something? You’re not a writer?” 
I thought I knew what might have scared him, so, using the best 

English I could muster, I assured him I wasn’t a spy. I also told him that 
members of the ROA were no longer persecuted. On the contrary, they’re 
now treated as anti-Communist fighters. Although, I added, they’re still not 
eligible for military pensions. 

“But,” he persisted, “my father was neither a hero nor a historical 
figure.” 

I felt that we were not communicating, so I decided to try to explain to 
him that, in fact, it’s the so-called “ordinary people” who turn the wheels of 
history. And that their lives are the only genuine reality we can hold on to. 
The problem is that nobody gives a damn about them. They never get a 
choice. They’re always ordered about. They always find themselves 
between a rock and a hard place. (I had looked up that expression in 
anticipation of this turn in our conversation.)  

I told him that I was interested because our history had always been 
falsified. We were fed sugarcoated half-truths and, sometimes, downright 
lies. Of course, now that the Soviet Union has disappeared, we have 
inherited the mess!  

As an example, I tried to tell him the story of Pavlik Morozov, a 
peasant boy who during the years of Soviet collectivization snitched on his 
parents, then was murdered by his relatives, and subsequently canonized by 
the Communists as a young hero. Generations of children were brought up 
with him as their shining model. Only now we find out that the boy did not 
betray anybody, but rather that he was butchered by the local secret police 
in order to create the first juvenile martyr.  

But my explanation grew so cumbersome that I finally gave up. 
Instead I just summed it up for Alex: we, as a nation, have been left with 
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nothing to be proud of. Just look back at our recent history. You will see 
that all the Communist leaders are criminals. How, then, did three 
generations of my people ever manage to get through the nightmare of 
revolution, famine, purges, and wars? I want to know, did they have their 
moments of happiness? Did they have anything to celebrate? In other words, 
what was their life made of? I want to be able to feel its fabric! 

My rant was too overwhelming for Alex, and he began to cave in. 
“Why don’t you talk to your own parents about this?” 
“I wish I could. But they are dead.” 
“I’m sorry.” 
“It’s all right.” 
“I didn’t mean to—.” 
“Now, of course, it’s different. But when they were still around, I 

didn’t care much about any of this. Not that they ever encouraged me to ask. 
People didn’t talk much about these things, you know.” 

“I know!” 
Actually, that’s not exactly true. My parents did talk about their 

wartime experiences, but only when they argued. And they did that at full 
volume, complete with yelling, sobbing and trashing the kitchen. 

My father blamed my mother for leaving her sister and mother behind 
and fleeing to Poland in advance of the German retreat. She fled with her 
lover. When they reached Katowice, he met somebody else and dumped her. 
Brokenhearted, she walked all the way back home. 

My mother blamed my father for dodging the draft (he was eighteen at 
the start of the war) under the pretext that he had to take care of his sick 
mother. 

He worked at a factory during the war and then for forty more years 
after it ended. Eventually, he worked his way up to production manager. 
And had it not been for his blemished war record (for a Soviet citizen to 
live, let alone work, under the German occupation was a stigma, if not a 
crime), he would have made it to managing director. 

My father was extremely gifted in mechanics and engineering. But he 
was always self-conscious about the pockmarks all over his face, which he 
got after contracting smallpox as a child.  

My mother never contracted smallpox. She was so beautiful. But she 
was also extremely insecure and afraid of everything. She had just turned 
twelve when, in the middle of the night, men in uniform carrying revolvers 
burst into the family apartment and arrested her father. 

As a boy, I often wondered about all the handsome men that might 
have lined up to get my mother’s attention, if only more of them had come 
back from the war. 

Every time my parents were having a fight in the kitchen, I would lie 
awake in my bed imagining a different life for me and my mother—if, 
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instead of returning home, she had chosen to go to Paris, or London, or San-
Francisco. 

Alex told me that his parents were coming over for Thanksgiving and 
that I could talk to his father then. 

“And when do you celebrate this Thanksgiving?” 
“Next Thursday,” he said. 
“Very well. Because next Friday, I’m leaving.” 
“Just don’t bring the tape-recorder with you, okay?” 
“Sure. Just let me know what time is good for you.” 
“I’ll give you a call.” 
Alex didn’t call. I guess he figured that would put me off. On 

Thanksgiving day I stayed glued to the telephone until late afternoon. Then 
I grabbed my last bottle of Ukrainian pepper vodka and hurried to Alex’s 
place. I pictured them all sitting nicely around the holiday table. I didn’t 
care much what they would think of me. It’s not like I had anything to lose. 
They would still have to let me in, wouldn’t they? 

Alex’s wife opened the door and gave me a forced hug. I wish I had 
her nerve.  

When I stepped in, it looked as if they were done giving their thanks. 
In the center of the table I saw what was left of their traditional pumpkin 
pie. The aroma of freshly brewed coffee permeated everything. Guests were 
spread all over the house, enjoying their food, drinks, and conversations. A 
small crowd spilled over into what remained of Alex’s backyard—most of it 
was occupied by a huge swimming pool that was covered with a tarp for the 
season. Brightly colored mums lined the fence.   

Alex introduced me to pretty much everybody, but I could not really 
make out who was family and who was just a friend. Volodymyr Savchuk, 
Alex’s father, was not there. Alex’s mother was outside, surrounded by a 
bunch of young people. She was smoking a cigarette and telling a joke. Her 
audience welcomed each of her one-liners with guffaws. I knew it was her 
because of her thick accent and the wrinkles all over her face and neck. 

“Is your father here?” I asked Alex. 
He told me his father was upstairs and asked me not to bother the old 

man with too many questions. Two months ago he had open-heart surgery. 
According to his doctors it went very well, but he seemed  unable to 
overcome the effects of general anesthesia. As a result, he now had vivid 
memories of things and events that took place fifty years ago but could not 
remember what he had for breakfast. 

I poured myself some wine and went upstairs. From what I had seen 
(and I’d been invited to quite a few homes during my stay), Alex’s house 
looked like a typical American home. There was nothing fancy about it. Of 
course, it was not as small as my studio apartment in Ukraine, but still, his 
place looked too modest for somebody who was the manager of a small but 
successful business and who probably made at least a hundred grand a year, 
if not more. I might as well ask him. 
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Somebody called out to me. I turned around and saw Volodymyr 
Savchuk. Alex introduced us and went downstairs to join his guests. 

The old man did not look his age. He had a healthy complexion, sharp 
eyes, and a gentleman’s posture—proud and dignified. Looking at him, I 
thought to myself that if he had stayed in the old country, he would not be  
in such great shape, if he had survived at all, that is.  

When he heard where I was from he addressed me in Ukrainian, then 
in the course of our conversation he occasionally threw in Russian words 
and phrases, until finally he switched entirely to Russian. But when I, trying 
to please the old man, did the same, he slid back into Ukrainian without 
noticing it. 

I complemented him on his command of the mother tongue and asked 
where he had a chance to practice it. “Probably with members of the 
Ukrainian diaspora?” 

Savchuk replied that in the early ’50s he had made a few attempts to 
approach local Ukrainians, but as soon as they heard that he had served in 
the Russian Liberation Army, they stayed away from him. 

I saw an opportunity to jump in with my questions. So I told him that I 
had heard from Alex about his war experience and would like to hear the 
particulars of his story. 

“What do you want to know?” 
“Little things. Stuff you won’t find in books. The way it really was.” 
“Why?” 
“No reason.” 
“There is always a reason,” he said, starting to walk toward the stairs. 
I rushed to explain that in my opinion, each individual life is precious. 

And that unless we know our history, we are lost in total darkness. And 
besides, there is a tragedy behind every human life. It is those tragedies that 
they tried to conceal from us. So it is actually our responsibility to unearth 
how it really was.  

“What for?” 
“To know.” 
“What do you need to know for?” 
“To take pride in the facts!” 
“To take pride in what? That we were captured? Or that I fled?” 
“But you had no choice! And that’s precisely what is so tragic about it! 

The fate of the common man. Who is always a victim. Who always finds 
himself between a rock and a hard place.  And that means—.” 

“There’s always a choice,” he said, talking more to himself than to me.  
I kept quiet, trying not to put his memories to flight and hoping that he 

would now reveal to me the things my folks would never dare talk about. 
Instead, he just stood there, miles and years away from me.  
“You were talking,” I prompted him, “about a choice.” 
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“I was standing less than a stone’s throw from the two of them,” he 
said. “I could hear every word they were saying. But they couldn’t see me. 
’Cause I was in the shade, sheltered by a tree. And the moment they stopped 
talking, I ran. I had no idea I was making a choice. I just ran for my life. 
And now I’m here.” 

He became quiet again as I waited for him to continue. 
“And that made all the difference,” he said, and at that very moment 

we heard Alex’s wife calling us to come downstairs.  
I finished my wine and let myself out without saying good-bye. They 

wouldn’t miss me. My plane was taking off the next day at 7 a.m.  
“Hold on!”  
I turned around and saw Alex’s father standing on the front porch. 
I walked up to him. 
“What’s your name again? I think you told me, but my memory isn’t 

what it used to be ...” 
“Alex. Oleksii.” 
“And your last name?” 
“Savchuk. And, by the way, my father’s name was Volodymyr.” 
The old man bowed his head as if staring into a deep well. A good 

minute must have passed before he saw something there. 
“Ah, I see, of course,” he sighed, then stepped inside the house and 

closed the door. 
 
 

  Translated by Lidia and Volodymyr Dibrova 
 
 

Original publication: Volodymyr Dibrova, “Savchenko,” in his Chaini 
zamal'ovky [Teatime Sketches], Kyiv: Pulsary, 2012, pp. 106–10.  
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The People’s Prophet 
(Tragical) 

 
Mykola Kulish 

 
 

ACT I, SCENE 1 
 

Madam Stakanchykha Tarasovna has cried and grown sad  
at her home (on 37 Philistine St.). 

“Oh, who will say, who will tell me—you, my daughter, or 
you, my little bird, or you, Holy Virgin—where he’s running off 
to and who’s going to look after poor me?” 

The canary in its cage hangs its head. The icon of the Virgin Mary grows 
sad. They are silent. Only Middle daughter attends to her mother. 

“Oh Mama!” 
“Don’t interrupt!” 
“Drink this, Mother dear.” 
“What is it?” 
“Valerian drops.” 
“Go away! Leave me alone! Do you think valerian drops can 

put an end to such a drama of the heart... Give me poison!” 
“It would be better if you moved away from the window, or 

else—” 
“Or else what?” 
“Well, people are passing by the window.” 
“Give me ground glass! I’ll poison myself!” 
“The neighbors can see you and hear you.” 
“Let them see me! Let them hear me! If they’re friends, may 

they have pity on me, and if they’re enemies—may they rejoice 
that there’s such a drama in our house, that my lawful husband is 
running awa-a-a-y ...” 

 
ACT I, SCENE 2 

 
Oldest daughter enters. Middle daughter addresses her. 

“Did you call our godfather?” 
“He’s coming.” 

Tarasovna 
(stirring suddenly) 

“Where is he—is he far?” 
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“He’ll be here in a minute.”  
“Where? I’m asking.” 
“I told you, Mama—he’ll be here in a minute. He had to 

make a quick stop, because his stomach was bothering him.” 
Tarasovna 

(wipes her eyes) 
“Oh God, you could have said so right away. Is everything 

cleaned up in there?” 
Oldest daughter  

“I cleaned up yesterday.” 
Middle daughter 

(to oldest daughter) 
“Did you tell Godfather that Papa already went to get a 

passport?” 
“What do you think?” 
“And what did he say?” 
“He said he already knew that.” 

Tarasovna 
“Did you call the basses from the church?” 
“Liubunia went to get them.” 
“And the vodka for the basses?” 
“She’ll buy the vodka, too.” 
“Go, my dear, and chop up some onion very fine and some 

radishes, and brush them with oil, as a snack for people.” 
Oldest daughter 

(bursts out angrily) 
”Me, it’s always me! Go get your godfather, and go call the 

basses, and go chop the onions. While that one stands there, with 
her arms folded.” 

Middle daughter 
“And who watered the flowers, if not me? And who goes 

around with the valerian drops, if not me? What, are you blind?” 
(They pinch each other, but so that their mother doesn’t see.) 

“Ouch!” 
“Ow! Ouch!” 

Tarasovna 
“Oh, I will die! I’ll die twice, with such daughters. It’s not 

enough that my eyes have grown dim and that the sun has turned 
black—no, they have to go and add more grief. Give me the 
cards! I’ll try one more reading. One more, and that’s it.” (She 
lays out the cards. Looks. Clutches her heart.) 

“Oh no, the road again!” 
Both daughters 
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“Oh Mama, can it be—can it really be?” 
“Are you, blind? Can’t you see the red six?” 

Tarasovna’s eyes show a deep, mystical horror:  
“I read his fortune again and again, and always this card... 

And then there’s the dream... a road in a field, and a jagged moon 
that’s so sad, and so pale... As if trying to flee, it rolls behind the 
earth. And I’m standing along the road, like a lonely shadow... 
My soul feels that moon—that’s our father! He’ll run away, he’ll 
ro-o-oll off, he’ll die on the ro-o-oad...” 

Both daughters 
“Mama, please, be quiet! 
“The neighbors are coming.” 

Tarasovna 
“Enough of this silence. I’ve been silent long enough! And 

enough of this pretense! Let everyone know the drama happening 
in this house and in my heart...” 

 
ACT I, SCENE 3 

 
Neighbors enter quietly and solemnly as befits such an occasion. They stop. 

The two daughters turn like swallows to their mother:  
“Maybe you’d like a compress, Mama?” 
“Maybe you should lie down and rest, Mama?” 

Neighbors 
(They sigh. They nod their heads. And, as befits such an occasion, they say 

philosophically) 
“We won’t have any rest until we get to the Communists’ 

dachas—the ones at the cemetery.” 
“We’ll get all the sleep we want there.” 
“Greetings, Tarasovna!” 

Tarasovna 
(Barely managing to raise herself, she greets them.) 

“Sit down, dear neighbors. Even though I’m ill, even though 
there’s such a drama in the house, I ask you, nonetheless, 
please—be seated. (Gives Middle daughter a handkerchief). Get 
me another handkerchief!” 

Middle daughter 
“It’s soaking wet... How can you cry so much, Mama?” 

Neighbors  
(Smiling at such a question, they answer) 

“Hm... And why not?” 
“Silly question.” 
“Like they say—young and green.” 
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Tarasovna 
“I’m not as sorry for myself as I am for them, for my dear 

children. The first one can’t sleep—Mama, she says, I can’t; the 
second one can’t sleep—she’s quietly crying in her pillow; the 
third one, Liubunia, stays up with me through the entire night, 
like a shadow... And their father doesn’t care: he’s running a-wa-
a-ay...” 

Neighbors 
“You mean that at his age, Malakhii Mynovych is considering 

such a thing? It’s hard to believe.” 
Tarasovna 

“He’s all set already. Look—a staff and a sack with dry 
crackers.” 

Oldest daughter 
“He even dried them himself.” 

Tarasovna 
“And in secret... Now he’s run down to the ExecCommittee1 

to get a Soviet passport... He’s running away today.” 
Neighbors 

“But where to? At the risk of jinxing him by asking, where is 
he going, Tarasovna?” 

“Don’t ask!” 
Oldest daughter 

“He won’t say.” 
Tarasovna 

“He won’t say, dear neighbors. Even Kum2 asked him. I even 
paid for prayers in church. We even got him drunk. He won’t 
say.” 

Neighbors 
(even more amazed) 

“Hm... Sure enough—it’s a staff. And a sack. It’s what you’d 
take on a pilgrimage... Maybe he’s preparing for a pilgrimage, to 
some icon, or something like that?” 

Tarasovna 
“What does he care about icons, when—of all things—he 

forbade me to bake Easter bread.” 
Neighbors 

“Why, that’s unbelievable!” 
Tarasovna 

“To the pigs! I colored a basket of Easter eggs and he gave 
them to the pi-i-i-gs... Seven years it’s been like this—there’s no 
happiness in the house, no peace; the seventh year is drawing to a 
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close, and on top of that he’s running a-w-a-a-y...” (begins to 
wail loudly) 

Daughters 
“Oh no, oh no, Mama—oh no!” 

Neighbors 
“What’s the matter with you, Tarasovna! Get a hold of 

yourself! You’d think someone had just died. Is that any way to 
carry on, really?” 

Tarasovna 
“I can’t get a hold of myself, dear neighbors. It would be 

better if he’d die. Then I could send him off to the next world, 
instead of having him run off to who-knows-where... At least you 
can go to the dead for counsel: you can lean against the cross and 
pour out all your grief. But if he runs off, where will I go? Where 
will I look for him? In what world, along what roads... He’ll be 
neither dead nor a-li-i-ive...” 

Neighbors 
(Even they are touched. They blow their noses  

into handkerchiefs and aprons.) 
“What a drama! Who needs to go to the movies?! (After a 

pause) At least tell us when this all happened to him—why, and 
how?” 

Daughters 
(bursting forth impatiently) 

“It started when the soldiers burned down our fence.” 
“Not true! It was when the bullet struck the doorway.” 
“I’ll tell you!” 
“I will!” 

Tarasovna 
(cuts them short) 

“No one can talk about a husband better than his lawful 
wife—that’s me!... Like a swallow, like a swallow, dear 
neighbors, I’ll tell you about it quickly because today is a 
workday... Back when the Revolution began, when it began, back 
then...” 

Daughters 
“The soldiers...” 
“Don’t interrupt, stupid!” 
“...burned down our fence.” 

Neighbors 
“That’s when the red-headed Commies butchered our pigs.” 

Tarasovna and daughters 
(vying with one another) 
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“That’s when it all began, dear neighbors. At first, Malasyk 
began drinking water secretly...” 

“Papa’s teeth even chattered.” 
“Don’t interrupt, ’cause I was the only one who saw it. Three 

daughters, three grown girls in the house, but no one ’cept me 
saw how my Malasyk drank water and how his teeth chattered...” 

“Mine chattered too, Mama.” 
“You’re lying! You slept through the whole Revolution. 

Liubunia was the one who clenched her little teeth, poor thing, so 
that she wouldn’t cry because of the Revolution...” 

“We all clenched our teeth.” 
“Shut up! And at night, before daybreak, dear neighbors, 

when even the Revolution was dozing off, we all huddled 
together and cried and cried and cried...” 

Neighbors 
(disquieted) 

“The Revolution hit hard, it hit absolutely everyone.” 
Tarasovna 

“But it hit me hardest, and why me? What for?” 
Daughters 

(one after the other) 
“It was then that...” 
“Don’t interrupt.” 
“ ... the postmaster was killed.” 

Tarasovna 
“Shut up! It was when the postmaster was killed that Malasyk 

started shaking and trembling and walled himself up in the 
storeroom.” 

Neighbors 
“Huh? What?” 

Daughters 
“Papa...” 
“Walled himself up...” 
“And we plastered over the door.” 

Tarasovna 
“He sat it out for two years.” 

Neighbors 
(standing up in surprise) 

“You don’t say!” 
“Two years in the storeroom?!” 

Tarasovna 
“Just imagine what torture it was to keep quiet. I kept quiet 

and they kept quiet, as if their mouths were full of water.” 
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Neighbors 
(looking around at each other) 

“So, Malakhii Mynovych didn’t really go to his brother’s 
place, out to the village, like you said?” 

“No, no... Only now can I finally admit it, dear neighbors—
only now can I finally tell you the whole truth.” 

“And he didn’t work there?” 
“No, and again no! Only God knew that Malasyk was sitting 

here, walled up—only God, and me, and the girls, and Kum...” 
Neighbors 

(annoyed that they didn’t know about this) 
“Well, who would’ve believed it! How do you like that! At 

night we thought we heard... Well, where did he—excuse the 
expression—go to relieve himself?” 

Middle daughter 
“Through the little window.” 

Tarasovna 
“Shush! Through the secret window, into a little pot.” 

Neighbors 
“You mean the one that’s chipped?” 

Tarasovna 
“In that very one. I bought it when I was pregnant with 

Liubunia.” 
Neighbors 

(shrugging their shoulders) 
“Hm... Every morning you’d see it: a pot by the fence... But 

you’d never guess that Malakhii Mynovych was sitting there in 
the storeroom ... walled up.” 

Tarasovna 
“Once the NEP began—you remember, neighbors—they 

allowed Kum to deal in icons?” 
Neighbors 

“Of course! For the first time since the Revolution we could 
buy incense.” 

Middle daughter 
“Only then did Papa come out.” 

Tarasovna 
“Shush!... And it would’ve been better if he had stayed walled 

up forever, instead of reading all those Bolshevik books—and 
now running a-wa-a-ay...” 

 
ACT I, SCENE 4 
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Liubunia, the youngest daughter, runs in. She drops a basket  

and folds her hands over her heart. 
“Here you are crying, here you are grieving, and you don’t 

even know that Papa’s left the ExecCommittee. (Tarasovna cries 
out). He kissed me, and was glad and happy.” 

Tarasovna 
“Did he get the passport?” 

Liubunia 
“I don’t know. He went to the Head of the District Police. 

And I ran over to the church, Mama, fell to my knees and prayed. 
‘Dear God,’ I said, ‘Dear God—don’t send me good fortune, just 
make Papa stay home!’ I kissed the floor (cries as she goes 
through the motions). Did I do the right thing, Mama?” 

Tarasovna 
“You did right, dear. And the basses? The basses?” 

Liubunia 
“They’ll be here right away.” 

Neighbors 
“Did you order a prayer service?” 

Liubunia 
“No, Godfather said to call the bass and the tenor from the 

church choir to stop Papa with singing. Oh, I forgot! Mama! 
Mokii Iakovych said that most of all, Papa loves not ‘A Mercy of 
Peace,’ but ‘Why Hast Thou Forsaken Me.’”3  

Tarasovna 
(bustles about) 

“Your godfather must be told about this right away... (to the 
Oldest daughter) Go call him!” 

Oldest daughter 
“But you can’t call him now! He had to make a stop in a 

certain place!” 
 

ACT I, SCENE 5 
 

The Oldest daughter bites her tongue as Kum solemnly enters.  
He’s exhausted. 

Tarasovna 
(as if to God) 

“How could you take so long ...when there’s such grief—such 
grief, Kum!” 
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Kum 
(keeping his hands on his stomach) 

“Easy there! I would’ve flown on wings, Kuma, but—do you 
hear this? (he pauses while the others listen and then adds) Do you 
hear how it’s churning. Phew! ... So, you say he’s running away?” 

Tarasovna 
“He’s already left the ExecCommittee.” 

Kum 
(authoritatively) 

“I know.” 
Liubunia 

“He kissed me and was glad and happy.” 
Kum 

(more authoritatively) 
“I know that too.” 

Tarasovna 
“He’s gone to the Head of the District Police.” 

Kum 
(with insurmountable authoritativeness) 

“And this, too, is no secret to me.” 
Tarasovna 

“Why do I have to go through such a drama, Kum? Why?” 
Kum 

(solemnly points upward) 
“Only That One knows.” 

Neighbors 
(murmuring) 

“It’s true, it’s true! Only That One knows why.” 
Kum 

(to the Neighbors) 
“Good health to you, neighbors!” 

Neighbors 
“And good day to you!” 

Kum 
“What troubles we’ve got! Malasyk is running away from 

us—and where to, he himself probably doesn’t know.” 
Tarasovna 

“The cards always show the same thing—the road.” 
Kum 

“I know that, and I say: may the road lead him to the 
cemetery, so long as it doesn’t lead to ...” 
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Tarasovna 
“My God, to where?” 

Daughters 
“Where, Godfather?” 

Neighbors 
“Where?” 

Kum 
(Turns to the birdcage. Mournfully shakes his head) 

“Good day, little birdy! Are you sad too, that your master is 
running away? (Turns to the Neighbors). No wonder the song 
goes, ‘The canary sings so mournfully.’4 (Becoming completely 
dramatic, proclaims) Listen, Tarasovna, and you, my 
goddaughters, and you, neighbors! I found out that the 
ExecCommittee doesn’t have the power to forbid our Malakhii to 
run away.” 

Tarasovna 
(sways; then to Kum, to everyone) 

“It’s ringing... in my ears... a high-pitched ringing...” 
Kum 

(seeing that Liubunia is staring strangely and not moving, he turns to her) 
“Are you managing all right, my godchild?” 

Liubunia 
“During the Revolution, Godfather, everyone drank water and 

their teeth chattered. I was the only one who stood like this, and 
through the whole Revolution I stood as if for the Stations of the 
Cross. It only hurt here (points to her jaw). But now it hurts here 
(points to her jaw), and it hurts here (clutches her heart), and my 
knees hurt, they hurt...” 

Kum 
“The Head of the District Police himself told me, you know. 

The Soviet government, he says, has no law that forbids running 
away from home. All the more so since, he says, your Malakhii’s 
no minor.” 

Tarasovna 
“Kum! What shall we do now?” 

Daughters 
“Godfather, help us!” 

Neighbors 
“Such a drama, such a drama!” 

Kum 
“Easy now! Do you understand now, about my stomach, my 

nerves, and everything?... All because of Malakhii. Did you call 
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the basses?” 
Liubunia 

“They said they’d be here right away.” 
Kum 

“Listen once again! Easy now, that means no crying, and, more 
important, no fainting—until I say so. That’s the first thing.” 

Neighbors 
“Listen! Listen!” 

Kum 
“Bring the canary here! Closer to the table!... Like this. Light 

the icon lamp!” 
Tarasovna 

“He’ll break it, Kum!” 
Daughters 

“Papa doesn’t believe in icon lamps anymore.” 
Kum 

“And I say—light it!... Do you have any incense?” 
Tarasovna 

“Yes. Get it, dear, it’s over there, over there on the icon 
shelf.” 

Kum 
“Smoke up the room, so that it overpowers him. It doesn’t 

mean a thing that he’s now turned against religion. For twenty-
seven years a person loved canaries, enjoyed the scent of incense, 
and adored church singing, and now all that disappears without a 
trace? That’s the second thing.” 

Neighbors 
(nodding their heads) 

“That’s right! That’s for sure!” 
Kum 

“Another thing—which of the chickens did Malakhii like 
best?” 

Tarasovna 
“The yellowish one with the golden crown.” 

Kum 
“Kill it!” 

Tarasovna 
“What’s the matter with you, Kum? Such a fine chicken!” 

Kum 
“Kill it, I say. Let one of the girls run in. Let’s see here—you, 

Liubunia! No, you’re going to be playing the harmonica. You, 
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Verunia. Run in with the chicken, screaming that neighbor 
Tukhlia hit it over the head with a stick and killed it.” 

Tarasovna 
“That’s a priceless chicken, Kum!” 

Kum 
“That’s the whole point! Belt it so hard its eyes pop out, so 

that Malakhii gets all fired up. With any luck, God grant it, he’ll 
bring legal charges, like he did three years ago over the rooster.” 

Neighbors 
“Actually, that’s a good idea. One of you—go, run along.” 

Tarasovna 
“Verunia, run!” 

All together to Verunia, and Verunia to herself  
‘Run, run!” (she runs off). 

Kum 
“That’s only three things. As for number four—easy now. 

There I was walking along, looking at nature... And you know 
what I noticed (pauses). I noticed that nature is not the same as it 
was during the old regime (pauses). And why?.. Because the 
Communists have spoiled even nature... I’ll spin a web of 
questions around Malakhii—he won’t escape... Not long ago, at 
the District Village Building, a speaker from town gave a talk, 
and I kept piling up more and more questions on him, as if they 
were rocks... Here come the basses.” 

 
ACT 1, SCENE 6 

 
No sooner do the Choristers walk in the door than everyone makes  

way for them. The Tenor, stuttering, greets everyone. 
“I he-he-heard that...” 

Fortunately, the Bass finishes for him 
“Malakhii Mynovych is running away?” 

Kum 
“It wouldn’t be so bad if he’d die voluntarily, even today. 

Forty-seven years old, think of it, a family, where all is as it 
should be, and all of a sudden—he’s running away.” 

Tenor and Bass 
(surprised) 

“And to-to-to...“ 
“To where, I’d like to know?” 

Kum 
“‘I’m going, Kum,’ he says. ‘Where to?’ I ask. ‘Later,’ he 

says, ‘I’ll reveal everything.’” 
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Tenor and Bass 
“Mo-mo-mo-st…” 
“Strange!” 

Kum 
“My heart throbbed as if he’d struck me with nettles. All our 

lives we were friends. You could even say there were no secrets 
between us, and then, how do you like that?! He locked himself 
up, fell silent, immersed himself in dark thoughts, and how do 
you like that?! He’s running away, and how do you like that! 
He’s running away today.” 

Tenor 
“Wou-wou-wouldn’t this have a better effect on him? ‘O Lo- 

Lo- (sings) O Lord, Thou hast been pleased in one single moment 
to grant Paradise unto the well-disposed thief’5...” 

Kum 
“No, no! Sing Dekhtiarov’s ‘A Mercy of Peace.’ He liked that 

most of all. We’d be fishing and he’d be quietly singing ‘A 
Mercy of Peace.’ He himself would say, ‘I feel weak; I see divine 
visions,’ he’d say, ‘when I hear this hymn...’” 

 
ACT I, SCENE 7 

 
Oldest daughter 
(in the doorway) 

“Papa!.. Papa’s coming!” 
The tension increases. Everyone stirs and bustles about. 

Tarasovna 
“Is he far off?” 

Oldest daughter 
“He’s coming up to the yard.” 

Tarasovna 
“Kum! What do we do now?” 

Bass 
“Maybe we should start?” 

Tenor 
“Do-sol-mi-do!” 

They all turn to Kum. He stands with his hand raised like a scepter. 
Kum 

“Easy now. I’ll give a sign. Kill the chicken! Bring out the 
incense!” 
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ACT I, SCENE 8 
 

Malakhii enters. Stops in the doorway. Silence.  
Only the rustling of eyes is heard. 

Kum 
“Why stop in the doorway, Kum? Don’t you recognize us? 

These are your friends, who have gathered after they heard you 
were running away today.” 

Malakhii 
(entering the room dreamy-eyed) 

“I’m not running away; I’m setting out.” 
Kum 

“It’s all the same. You’re running away.” 
Malakhii 

“Oh, we don’t understand, we don’t even see yet—the rights, 
the civic rights the Revolution gave a person! Truly, we need 
new eyes to see them.” 

Kum 
“What’s this all about, Kum, even though I already know?” 

Malakhii 
“He wanted to stop me from setting out on my journey... And 

he’s the Head of the District Police, no less! Just like you, Kum, 
he can’t understand that the Revolution granted me the right to 
make a great journey.” 

Kum 
“So, that means you’re going?” 

Malakhii 
“I’m going, Kum! I’m going, my friends!” 

Kum 
“Where?” 

Malakhii 
“Where?... Into the sky-blue distance.” 

Neighbors 
(like reeds in the wind—sh-sh-sh) 

“Where, did he say? Where? What?” 
Kum 

(glances sharply at Malakhii) 
“All joking aside, tell me—where?” 

Tarasovna 
“People have come to see you off, at least tell them. Where?” 

Malakhii  
(a dreamy look in his eyes) 
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“Oh, Kum, and you, friends! If you only knew. It’s as if I 
hear music and actually see the sky-blue distance. What ecstasy! 
I’m going ... By the way, put out the icon lamp!” 

Kum 
“You mean the icon lamp is interfering with your running 

away?” 
Malakhii 

“Not with me—with you! It’s interfering with your escape 
from the prison of religion. Put it out! It’ll soon be a month since 
it’s become useless. We have electricity! And here you are with 
an icon lamp.” 

Kum 
“A question!” 

Malakhii 
“And it smells of incense. How dare you burn incense! Open 

the window!” 
 

Tarasovna is about to move, but Kum stops her with his gaze. Malakhii 
notices this and opens the window himself. Puts out the icon lamp. 

Kum 
“Easy now! I have a question.” 

Malakhii 
“Be my guest.” 

Kum 
“But take it easy! Kum, are you for socialism?” 

Malakhii 
“Yes.” 

Kum 
“And even for cooperatives?” 

Malakhii 
“And are you for the icon lamp?” 

Kum 
“Easy now! Since I’m doing the asking, please do the 

answering.” 
Malakhii 

“Go ahead, ask!” 
Kum 

“How can you be for socialism, to say nothing of 
cooperatives, when it’s all lies, down to the last dot?” 

Malakhii 
“In other words?” 
 



Mykola Kulish. The People’s Prophet 

 — www.UkrainianLiterature.org —  

40 

Kum 
“Easy now! So why is it that when I bought some Soviet cloth 

at the Co-op, and wore it for less than a month, it began to fade 
and to come apart? And that’s a fact, like two times two.” 

Neighbors 
“It’s true! You get some blue cloth for a ribbon, or, say, a 

flag, and pffft—it fades and goes white.” 
Malakhii 
(smiling) 

“Go on!” 
Kum 

“Why, when my wife bought a Soviet-made comb—of the 
best quality, no less—which wasn’t even for herself, but for... 
(turns to the others as if they were witnesses.) Ninonka, an 
innocent child whose hair is like flax (the others nod their heads 
as if to say, ‘We know’) … Why, I ask you, did as many as three 
teeth immediately fall out—and that, too, is a fact!” 

Malakhii 
“Three teeth. Go on! 

Kum 
“Why is the thread rotten, and why do socks rip after three 

days? Why aren’t the public baths as clean now as they used to 
be? And why can’t you get a doctor, even if you were to die three 
times over?” 

Malakhii 
“Socks and public baths. Go on!” 

Kum  
(in a loud voice, like a tribune) 

“And why, for the third year in a row, is there no spring but 
always some kind of misunderstanding in nature: it’s cold, it 
even snows, and suddenly—boom, it’s as hot as the highest seat 
in a bathhouse?!.. And you mean to tell me that that’s not a fact?” 

Bass 
“That’s a fact!” 

Tenor 
“That’s a fact!” 

Neighbors 
“It sure is a fact! It’s a fact, all right!” 

Malakhii 
“Is that all?” 

Kum 
“Let’s say it is, even though I’ve got a million more questions.” 



Mykola Kulish. The People’s Prophet 

 — www.UkrainianLiterature.org —  

41 

Malakhii  
(a dreamy look in his eyes) 

“Tell me, why it is that before the Revolution, you, Kum, and 
I, and all of us were afraid to think, and now I think about 
everything, about everything?” 

Kum 
(goes over to the canary) 

“Go on!” 
Malakhii 

“Tell me, why was I afraid to dream, even though I was 
tempted to grab a sack and staff and set out, to set out into the 
distance. I drove away such dreams, but now—I freely take my 
staff in hand, put some crackers in my sack, and set out.” 

Kum 
(sarcastically) 

“So you’re running away. Go on!” 
Malakhii 

“Tell me, why did I tremble before the higher-ups, why did I 
tiptoe around at work and at home? Like this, like this 
(demonstrates by tiptoeing.)... I used to give flies the right of 
way. But now (looks at everyone somewhat strangely) I write 
letters to the Council of People’s Commissars of Ukraine, and 
I’ve received a reply. (Pulls out a letter and solemnly raises his 
voice) Please stand! (Reads) ‘USRR, the Administrative Council 
of the People’s Commisars, Kharkiv, date, number. In answer to 
your questions, the office of the Council of the People’s 
Commisars wishes to inform you that your projects and letters 
have been received and forwarded to the People’s Commissariat 
of Education and the People’s Commissariat of Health.’ What 
rapture! The Council of the People’s Commisars of Ukraine, the 
Olympus of proletarian wisdom and power, informs me, a former 
mailman, that my projects have been received. (A little 
majestically) My projects! That’s where I’m going. And there are 
answers in my projects to all your questions, Kum. As soon as 
they’ve been examined and approved, then you, Kum, and all of 
you—all of you—will immediately receive all your answers. 
Immediately, I say! And I’m setting out right now. Liubunia! Get 
me a shirt and some underwear for the road!” 

Kum 
“Kum! Don’t go!” 

Malakhii 
“Don’t you understand? The projects have been forwarded for 

preliminary assessment. I must set out immediately, toot de 
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sweet! I’m afraid that the People’s Commisars won’t understand 
something in the projects and explanations will be needed. A 
shirt and underwear!” (Exits to another room) 

Everyone falls silent.  
Tarasovna  

(mumbles with numb lips) 
“Oh Mother of God! Kum! Neighbors! Save me! I beg you—

save me!... Don’t let him go, I beseech you!... 
Kum 

“Easy now!... He’s shown his hand... So that’s what it’s all 
about! For a whole year he’s been writing something at night, 
and borrowing money from me for stamps...” 

Liubunia  
(clutches her mother) 

“Oh, Mama! Godfather! I’m afraid! Today in church, when I 
was praying, it felt … like a cold spirit passed over me. I 
looked—there was sorrow in God’s eyes and the shadow of the 
inevitable. The shadow of the inevitable.” 

Tarasovna 
“My heart’s contracted! I, too, feel that he’s setting out on a 

fatal journey.” 
Kum 

“Easy now! He’s certainly climbing high, all the way to the 
All-Ukrainian Central Executive Committee, and to the Council 
of the People’s Commisars. He’s all puffed up with pride, while 
we—mere serfs—are supposed to be dumb. And this is our Kum! 
No! I won’t let him go! I swear to God, may I die if I don’t turn 
him back! I’ll bring him back even if he’s already on the road. 
I’ll break through to the All-Ukrainian Central Executive 
Committee myself! Here’s what we’ll do. As soon as he comes 
out, I’ll give a speech, and you, Mokii Iakovych, begin ‘A Mercy 
of Peace.’” 

Tenor 
(immediately stirs) 

“Do-do-do, sol-sol, mi, do-do-do. Liuba Malakhievna! Na-na-
na-du-dunia! Join in with the harmonica.” 

Kum 
(again raises his hand like a scepter) 

“Easy now! Not all at once, I say! In this order: first, I give a 
speech, then the canary, ‘A Mercy of Peace,’ tears, and the 
chicken. Just be sure you don’t mess up! I’ll give the signal.” 

Everyone repeats to themselves: 
“Speech, canary, ‘A Mercy of Peace,’ tears, and the chicken.” 
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ACT I, SCENE 9 
 

Malakhii enters, ready to set out. Kum blocks his way. 
Kum 

“Are you really going, Kum?” 
Malakhii 

“I’m going, Kum.” 
Kum 

(Looks at everyone. In a quiet voice) 
“The speech. (In a loud voice) Listen, Malakhii—not only 

you, but all who are present in this house! It seemed to us that 
you’d live out your years without any cares, and that you’d pass 
away here, in the arms of your friends, and we’d follow behind 
your coffin, singing: ‘O Holy God, Holy Immortal One, have 
mercy on us.’ ... Give me some water! (Drinks and sighs 
heavily.) Easy now! It seemed that I’d be speaking these words 
over your coffin, or you’d be speaking them over mine, since it’s 
all the same. But it turned out differently. You chose a different 
path for yourself and betrayed religion, the law, your wife and 
children, and us, your friends and your Kums. And where are you 
going, anyway—just think! Drink some water, Tarasovna!” 

Tarasovna 
(drinks the water. Barely able to speak) 

“I won’t make it on my own. I’ll die, Malasyk.” 
One of the neighbors also wants a drink but Kum  

sternly glares at him and stoppers the water bottle. 
Kum 

“I just don’t believe it! I don’t believe that you’ll set out on 
this dark path. For who if not you was the most faithful Christian 
and sang in the church choir for twenty-seven years? And as for 
the Holy Scriptures, you know them down to the last letter! Don’t 
go! The parishioners beg you! They want to elect you head of the 
parish—and that’s a fact.” 

Bass, Tenor, Neighbors 
“Actually, that’s true! The elections are this Sunday!” 

Kum 
“If you’re going, take a good look around you—look how 

your wife is grieving, how crestfallen your daughters are, 
bending like willows over a pond in the steppe. Look, even the 
canary’s grown sad.” 

Malakhii  
(walks up to the canary cage. Stands lost in thought.  

They all hold their breath. Malakhii takes down the cage.) 
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“That’s how I used to sit, like that, losing the best years of my 
life in a cage. (Walks over to the window and releases the 
canary) May you, too, fly away into the sky-blue horizon, little 
bird. (Turns to everyone) Farewell!” 

Kum 
(gives the signal to the Tenor, then turns to Malakhii) 

“Malakhii, don’t go or you’ll die!” 
Malakhii 

“So I’ll die!” 
 “For what, Kum?” 
 “For the sake of a higher goal.” 

 

Liubunia begins playing the harmonica, the tenor waves his arms like 
wings, and the singing begins: ‘Mercy of peace, a sacrifice of praise.’ (by 

Dekhtiarov). Malakhii hesitates, wants to say something, but Bass does not 
let him; he drowns out all the other voices and the harmonica; the veins in 

his neck swelling, he draws out ‘We lift them up unto the Lord.’ 6 
Malakhii 

(smiling painfully, he addresses Kum) 
“Here I’ve swept out the cobwebs of religion from my soul, 

yet I don’t know why this singing stirs me so wondrously.” 
 

 The Choir continues singing “It is right and just to worship the Father, and 
Son, and the Holy Spirit, the Trinity, one in Essence and Undivided.” 

Malakhii 
“I remember in my childhood hearing this sung during 

Pentecost. It seemed to me as if God Himself had descended to 
earth right there, on the outskirts of our village, and was walking 
across a field swinging a censer. Just a little old man dressed in 
white, with sad eyes, censing the wheat, the flowers, and all 
Ukraine. (To the Neighbors and to Kum) Do you hear the ringing 
of the bells on the censer and the singing of the larks?” 

Kum 
“Why, Malakhii, they’re going to be singing ‘A Mercy of 

Peace’ in church this Sunday, just like that! Stay with us!” 
 

Kum takes Malakhii by the hand and is about  
to take the sack off his shoulder. 

Malakhii 
(suddenly coming to) 

“Let go! Stop this poisonous singing! Quiet!” 
 

Kum 
(gestures with his hand) 

“Sing!” 
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Malakhii 
“So-o-o! You purposely called the choir together, to poison 

me again with this singing and incense! Well, you won’t 
succeed! Because, look: someone in red—you can’t see his 
face—is coming up to little old God and throws a hand grenade!” 
(The Choir thunders: “Holy, Holy, Holy, Lord of Heavenly Hosts;  

heaven and earth are full of Thy glory”7) 
“Do you hear the thunder? Fire and thunder above the 

flowering Ukrainian steppes! It’s crumbling—look, the shattered 
sky is falling; there go forty martyrs, head first. Christ and 
Mohammed, Adam and the Apocalypse, are all falling, head over 
heels. And the constellations of Cancer and Capricorn are going 
up in smoke. (Sings out with all his might) ‘Do you hear, the 
trumpets have sounded’... I hear the trumpets of the Revolution. I 
see the horizon of a sky-blue socialism. I’m going! (To his wife) 
Farewell, and good health to you, old woman!” 

Tarasovna 
(sobbing) 

“Don’t go, Malasyk, or I’ll die here!.. It’ll come, 
hunchbacked grief will come at night and sit at the head of the 
bed... It’ll wither me up, it’ll crush me to death!” 

 
ACT I, SCENE 10 

 
Suddenly Oldest daughter runs in with a dead chicken. 

 “Mama! Papa! Our chicken’s been killed!” (Silence hangs 
over the room) 

Kum 
“Which one?” 
“The yellowish one—here, the one with the golden crown.” 

Malakhii  
(Takes the chicken and examines it) 

“Who killed it?” 
Oldest daughter 

“Vasyl Ivanovych Tukhlia. He whacked it on the head with a 
cudgel.” 

Kum 
“Well, Malakhii! You haven’t even walked out of the yard 

yet, and here your enemies have already reared up. If I were you, 
I wouldn’t let Tukhlia get away with this. I’d immediately call 
the police, take him to court, and ...” 

Neighbors 
“That’s right—you should take him to court!” 
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Tarasovna 
“Why, that’s no chicken—it’s pure gold. You remember, 

Malasyk, how you used to feed it wheat mash when it was just a 
little chick, and how it would hop up on your shoulder when it 
finished?” 

Kum 
(sees that Malakhii is lost in thought) 

“Call the police! I’ll act as witness. Good people—look, what 
barbarity! An innocent chicken’s been killed, and for what?” 

Malakhii 
“Yes. This is barbarity.” 

Kum 
“Then call the police and write out a complaint!” 

Malakhii 
“No, there’s no need. You can’t destroy evil and you can’t 

build socialism by writing out complaints. This crime convinces 
me all the more that I must immediately hurry to the Council of 
Peoples’ Commissars to speed up the implementation of my 
projects. Because the main thing now is the reform of man—and 
that’s exactly what my projects are about. I’m going!” 

Kum 
(now even he’s lost) 

“Kum, don’t go! Remember when we were schoolboys and 
ate Easter eggs on Good Friday?” 

(Malakhii puts on his cap) 
“Don’t go—or I’ll belt you!” 

Liubunia falls to her knees before her father,  
imploring him with her eyes alone. 

Malakhii 
“You’ve moved me, you’ve raised doubts in me… But I 

can’t, child—I can’t stay, Kum—because I’ve been moved and 
shaken a hundred times more deeply by the Revolution.” 

 
ACT I, SCENE 11 

 
Tarasovna 

(rushes in from the kitchen with a freshly baked sweet bread) 
“Malasyk! Here I’ve baked your favorite sweet bread for you. 

Don’t go, Malasyk! It turned out so light and fragrant... And 
look, on top I put a five-pointed star out of raisins.” 

After hesitating three more times, Malakhii sets out, forcing himself to take 
each step, as if he were pulling himself out of mud. As he crosses the 
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threshold his steps become freer. The sweet bread falls to the floor. 
Tarasovna’s legs give way, and she falls on the shattered plate. 

Neighbors 
“And the plate shattered.” 

Tarasovna 
“It’s not the plate, dear neighbors—it’s my life that has 

shattered.” 
She weeps quietly and deeply. The daughters swoon. Liubunia stands frozen 
like a statue. Kum opens the door and watches Malakhii. Neighbors, like 

reeds in the evening, whisper: 
“There’s a drama for you! Now you can finally cry all you 

like!” 
 

* * * 
 
 

ACT II, SCENE 1 
 

The telephones are ringing at the Council of People’s Commissars of the 
USRR—Officers are complaining that Malakhii Stakanchyk is giving them 

trouble. 
 “Is this the officer on duty at the Council of People’s 

Commissars? This is the district commandant’s office calling. 
We request a directive, Comrade. What are we to do with 
Malakhii Stakanchyk? You know, the crazy one who keeps 
writing up projects. He’s been coming here for three weeks now, 
day in and day out. It wouldn’t be so bad if he came just by 
himself, but he’s been dragging in others. Who? Well, for 
example, some guy had a fight with his wife, so he brought him 
in; someone else cussed somebody out, and he dragged them 
both in; some drunk was getting soused in an alley, and he even 
managed to convince him to come. He demanded their immediate 
reform. At your command, Sir! Yes—Yes—Yes—. And if he 
doesn’t obey, then what? (slams the receiver down) There’s a 
directive for you!” 

Second officer 
“What did he say?” 

First officer 
“‘Tactfully and considerately,’ he says, ‘advise the old man to 

go back home. A letter’s been written to the Regional Executive 
Committee to secure him a post.’ A bone won’t keep a mad dog 
away.” 

Second officer 
“Do you think he’s—crazy?” 
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First officer 
“If he’s not crazy, then either you or I are crazy. There’s no 

other option.” 
Second officer 

“He’s ... just odd!” 
First officer 

“And his projects?” 
Second officer 

“Insanity is too strong a word for it. I heard that at the 
Council of People’s Commissars they’re saying that all the old 
man did was simply serve up a hodge-podge of cabbage and 
cake, mixing the Bible with Marx, akathists with Anti-Dühring.” 

First officer 
“Well, if it’s so simple, please—tactfully and considerately—

advise him to return home. Here he comes.” 
Second officer 

“Alone?” 
First officer 

“Of course not. Now he’s going to serve you up some 
cabbage and cake, and you’ll have to tactfully and considerately 
swallow it.” 

Malakhii’s voice is heard 
“O people, people!...” 

First officer 
(clutching his head) 

“You hear that?.. Here we go!” 
 

ACT II, SCENE 2 
 
Malakhii enters with a staff. Behind him, a group of people come stumbling 
in, lost and even frightened: an Old man draped in a loose cloak, with an 

umbrella; a former soldier in Riding breeches; a Madam, on in years, 
wearing an elegant straw hat with a quivering pink feather in it; a made-up 

Young miss; a Pale girl; a Bachelor past his prime; an old Peasant 
woman. 

Malakhii 
(letting them through) 

“‘O, people, people,’ said the great Taras.8 (To the Officers) 
And this in the capital, no less, I’d like to add.” 

Second officer  
(taking up Malakhii’s tone of voice) 

“Tell us, what happened? 
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Malakhii 
“What happened? First—pass on my greetings to the 

proletarian Olympus. More precisely: to the People’s 
Commissars and the Chairman. Most respected socialist fathers! 
While waiting for the approval of my projects (for the third week 
now), I congratulate you on this, my saint’s day. What will you 
console me with on this fated and holy day? I ask with what, 
because the shadow of Ukrainian sorrow has fallen upon my 
shoulders as well; the moon has disappeared, the wheat has 
burned dry, the landlady has thrown me out of the apartment ...” 

A commotion breaks out. 
“What happened to the wheat?” 
“What landlady?” 
“What does this have to do with us?” 
“Why us?” 
(Someone interrupts) “Why?—“ 
(Two together) “—were we brought in?” 

Malakhii 
“Haven’t I untangled and solved enough questions and 

problems? Note: problems are the seals that lock the doors into 
the future. 1) Concerning the immediate reform of man and 
primarily those of Ukrainian descent, because otherwise as 
peasants and translators we’ll still be busting sod in the next 
world, 2) concerning the reform of the Ukrainian language in 
keeping with socialist principles, and not like the telegraph 
office, where they charge you for two words, ‘to’ and ‘night,’ 
when you write ‘tonight’ 3) supplement: a plan for the rebuilding 
of Ukraine with its center in Kyiv, because Kharkiv looks like an 
office to me. Socialist fathers! Once more I remind you: hurry up 
with my projects, especially with the one concerning the 
immediate reform of man. Here is living proof of the urgent need 
for such reform (points his finger at all the people he brought 
with him) One, two, three, four, five, six, seven!” 

“Yesterday there were five, the day before yesterday there 
were three…” 

First officer  
(speaking to all of them) 

“What happened? What did he bring you in for?” 
An even noisier commotion breaks out. 

“We don’t even know!” 
 “We were standing near a church, talking about this and that, 

when suddenly ...” (begins the Old man, fidgeting) 
 “Par-don! This girl began to feel faint in church, so I quickly 

stepped in and brought her out for some fresh air. You all know 
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what a pungent smell there is in church during Pentecost: birch 
leaves, grass, flowers... (Says the Woman with the pink feather, 
trembling) I brought her out into the shade, and suddenly he 
comes up (indicates Malakhii) ‘I’m taking you to the Council of 
People’s Commissars.’ ‘Me?’ ‘You’ ‘Excuse me, I wouldn’t 
budge from this spot by the church,’ I said, ‘but if it’s to the 
Council of People’s Commissars, well, that’s another matter!’” 

“I was just standing there. Along comes this old bag ... this 
citizen. She asked me about something. And suddenly: ‘Go to the 
Council of People’s Commissars!’ ‘I beg your pardon—I am a 
member of several groups: children, Aviachem, and the house 
coop and so, why should I go to the Council of People’s 
Commissars? (Shouts the Man in riding breeches as if he were 
barking). What for?” 

Malakhii 
“What for?... O, peo-ple! It was written in the ancient books 

of the Rig-Veda: do not strike a woman, even with a flower—and 
what did you do? (To Old man and Riding breeches) On the eve 
of socialism, you pushed aside a woman by striking her with an 
insulting word.” 

Riding breeches 
“Me? I struck her?” 

Malakhii 
“You (turning to Madam and Bachelor) did something even 

worse—you stalked a girl near church (points to the Pale girl). O 
people!” 

Madam Apolinara 
“Me? Why, on the contrary, I’m a woman myself!” 

Riding breeches (anxiously) 
“Excuse me, Messur! I struck someone? Whom?” 

Malakhii 
“Whom? (Turns to the Old woman-pilgrim) What did you 

want to ask them, citizen? I see you’ve come from the village.” 
Ahapiia 

“Uh-huh... I’ve had a rough go of it, dearie. People said the 
road to Jerusalem’s open now...” 

Malakhii 
“Excuse me for interrupting: What did you ask them about?” 

Ahapiia 
“If they knew whether the road to Jerusalem was open.” 

Malakhii  
(turns to Old man and Riding breeches) 
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“And you. What did you tell her?” 
Old man 

“We?” 
Riding breeches 

“You mean—me?” 
Malakhii 

“Yes! You! Did you tell her that now, instead of going to that 
grave of a Jerusalem, we should be going to Lenin’s mausoleum, 
to the new Jerusalem, also the new Mecca—to Moscow?! No! 
Instead you said: ‘Go on, Granny, go ahead.’ How insulting, how 
disgusting! And to whom, I ask? To a woman, to a peasant 
woman!” 

Riding breeches 
“Not a single insulting word! On the contrary, I’ve been in 

the military from childhood. Politeness is my element! My 
ideal!” 

Malakhii  
(to Old man) 

“And you. Instead of confirming and convincing her of all 
that I’ve said, that soon, soon, soon the time will come when the 
entire world will sing unto Moscow—‘O shine, shine, shine so 
brightly, O New Jerusalem, shine, glory, the Revolution’s glory 
over thee has risen’—you said: ‘Get out of here! Go to the labor 
exchange!’” 

Old man 
“I didn’t know that you’re supposed to direct such people to 

Moscow.” 
Malakhii 

(with greater feeling) 
“Aha! He didn’t know! Living proof, I say—and I continue 

with my case. (To Pale girl) Tell me please—and excuse me for 
the expression—what did they entice you with, into what 
profession did they tempt you (Points to Madam and Young 
miss) today by the church?” 

(Pale girl remains silent) 
“Didn’t they say: Thirty karbovantsi a month, good food, 

including sweets, linen, and clothing?” 
Madam Apolinara  

(her pink feather quivering) 
“Par-don, you ought to be ashamed of yourself! (To Pale girl) 

Tell him, child. (To Young miss) You tell him, Matilda dear, what I 
said, what I talked about, when we led this poor thing out of church. 
‘My dear child!’ I said. Matilda dear, tell him, how I said it.” 
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Matilda 
“‘My dear child,’ you said, Madam Apolinara ... (lights up a 

cigarette, inhaling deeply) ‘My dear child! Are you one of those 
typists, by any chance?’” 

Madam Apolinara  
(to the Pale girl) 

“And what did you say, dear... Well? Well? (Sees that the girl 
is not going to speak and answers for her, changing to a young, 
sorrowful voice) ‘No, I’m a medical assistant,’ said my dear 
child. I sighed deeply and heavily and asked... Matilda, what did 
I ask about?” 

Matilda 
“‘At what hospital? How much do you make?’ you asked.” 

Madam Apolinara  
(answering for the girl) 

“‘At the Saburovka asylum,9 18 a month,’ said the child. 
Matilda even cried out. (To Matilda) Show us how you cried 
out!” 

Matilda 
“Oh! Why, you can go crazy working there.” 

Madam Apolinara 
“Matilda cried out and then I added: ‘Oh, my dear child! 

Once I too was a poor orphan, a pale little girl who worked and 
worked and cried and cried, until ... my fate changed for the 
better.’ (To Malakhii) Well, wasn’t that what I said? Wasn’t that 
what our conversation was about? Excuse me, if you please! I 
know what I said, and what I still intend to say.” 

Malakhii 
(having listened to every word she said, abruptly stops her with his hand) 

“More precisely: ‘I worked and worked and cried and cried, 
until I finally spit on all of it like this, “pfuui,” and went to one of 
those madams,’ you said. ‘And Matilda here, she did the same, 
and take a look—you and she, she and you,’ you said, and you 
even showed her—oh, woman!” 

Madam Apolinara 
“Me?” 

Malakhii 
“And you enticed her and cleverly tempted her, telling her 

that you could offer food and drink, fine clothing, fragrant soap, 
hygiene, even chocolate.” 

Madam Apolinara 
“Matilda dear, tell everyone—did I say such things, darling?” 
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Matilda 
“On the contrary, and nothing of the kind!” 

Bachelor 
“I was there when it happened. Madam citizen said nothing of 

the kind. On the contrary, even though I don’t know their social 
origins, I can say, nonetheless, that their behavior with Olia was 
as correct as you’d expect on International Woman’s Day.” 

Malakhii 
“The experts proclaim and write that there is nothing beyond 

class identity, but, I say—here you have it. Here you have a 
solidarity of evildoers that goes beyond class. (To the Bachelor) 
Who, if not you, first approached her with oranges, tempting her 
like a snake under the tree near the church, to forget about 
Kyriushyk and to love you. And who if not Olia, crying bitterly, 
scattered your oranges about and ran into the church to forget 
everything?” 

Bachelor 
“So it turns out that I made her enter the church? Ha, ha, ha! 

Why, I know all the anti-religious propaganda by heart, and, on 
the contrary, I continuously agitated that she dump everything 
and not be afraid of God.” 

Madam Apolinara 
“And I led her out of church.” 

First officer 
(comes up to Olia and inquires seriously and considerately) 
“Please tell us, Comrade, did they really try to persuade 

you—to coax you—to give up Soviet labor and go ... well ... go 
into another line of work, or something?” 

Olia 
(after a pause) 

“No.” 
Second officer 

(knitting his brow) 
“No?... Then perhaps someone was a nuisance, or insulted 

you, or behaved impolitely? Tell us openly, don’t be afraid. I 
assure you, no one will cause you any unpleasantness.” 

Olia 
“I’m not at all afraid. I said—no! (her voice becomes tinged 

with anger) And if you really want to know, I was bothered most 
by him (looks at Malakhii). All morning long he shadowed me. 
Just like a phantom. (To Malakhii, angrily) Tell me, why did you 
follow me? What for?” 
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Malakhii 
“I wasn’t shadowing you. I was protecting you from those 

who really were stalking you. 
Olia 

(with anger and mockery in her voice) 
“Have you ever been in an insane asylum, by any chance?” 

Malakhii 
“For twenty-seven years.” 

Commotion. Everyone becomes agitated. 
Olia 

(takes two steps toward Malakhii) 
“What? And where was this?” 

Malakhii 
“In the midst of my family.” 

Olia 
“And I thought—maybe for real.” 

Malakhii 
“It was for real, Olia, because the contemporary family is an 

insane asylum. The first stage of an insane asylum. An insane 
asylum nook: abbreviated—InsaNook.” 

Olia 
“What about love?” 

Malakhii 
“That’s an illusion! A sky-blue illusion—in other words, a 

dream. Wasn’t it love, unfulfilled, that brought you to church 
today? (Olia looks down at the floor. Malakhii takes two steps 
toward her) And wasn’t it they (indicates Bachelor and Madam 
Apolinara) who, taking advantage of your condition, sought to 
tempt you and lure you onto the false path, to play on the strings 
of universal love?” 

Olia 
(raises her head) 

“No!” (turns sharply and leaves) 
Bachelor  

(to Malakhii) 
“Well?” 

Madam Apolinara 
(starts after Olia) 

“My child! Olia! (Olia gives her a look that immediately 
silences her. She then turns to Malakhii) Now, please—you 
guide her! If you please! I have an income... (To the Officers) 
And finally, I request protection from such and similar innuendos 
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and, of all places, in the Coun-cil of Peo-ple’s Com-mis-sars! 
Matilda!” (demonstratively steps aside) 

Matilda 
“Me too!” (moves away) 

Bachelor 
“This is slander! A provocation!” (moves away) 

Old man 
“Well, um...” (hobbles off to the side) 

Riding breeches 
“And why?” (moves away) 

 
ACT II, SCENE 3 

 
Unshaven and grim, Kum walks into the office. Behind him comes 

Liubunia, stepping warily and carrying a small bundle. 
Kum 

“Easy now! He’s here!” (Without hurrying, he silently walks 
up to Malakhii, stops, looks at him, walks on past him, turns, and 
walks up to him again.) 

First officer 
“What’s your business here, Comrade? Whom do you wish to 

see?” 
Kum 

(Glances grimly at Officer, moves away from Malakhii, stands around a bit 
waiting to see whether he’ll say something, whether he’ll smile, then comes 

up to him for the third time.) 
“At least you could say hello, Kum, but if you’re not going to 

speak to me, then I’m not going to speak to you either. (To 
Officers and to everyone) Huh? We nearly got run over by a car, 
and this is the kind of reception we get!” 

Liubunia 
(fearfully draws near to Malakhii) 

“Papa! Mama ...” (her lips quiver and she can say no more) 
Kum 

“Easy now! Well, Kum! Your wife—my Kuma—greets you.” 
Liubunia 

(overcoming her quivering) 
“She said ‘A curse upon you, Liubunia, if you come home 

without Papa.’” 
Kum 

“Easy now! She kept imploring, sobbing, and said that she 
has three daughters: Faith, Hope, and Love,10 (to everyone) my 
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godchildren. (To Malakhii) She’s keeping Faith and Hope at 
home and has sent Love to bring you back.” 

Malakhii 
“Ye shadows of the past, be away from my sight! Away from 

my sight!” 
Liubunia 

“Papa!” (She wants to say something more, but Kum cuts her 
off by giving her a glass of water) 

Kum 
“Drink, Liubunia! Drink, my godchild, for though the water is 

cold, it’s warmer than your own father’s heart and blood. (To 
Madam Apolinara) Would you believe that he’s actually her 
father?” 

Madam Apolinara 
(quietly) 

“I sympathize... Tell me, what position does he hold? What’s 
his rank?” 

Kum 
“Him? He doesn’t hold any position! On the contrary, even 

though he’s a grown man, he behaves like a juvenile delinquent. 
It’s been three weeks since he ran away from home.” 

Madam Apolinara 
“Aha-a! So that’s who he is! (to her friends) He’s a nobody—

you understand?” 
Riding breeches 

“How’s that?” 
Madam Apolinara 

“He ran away from home, and his daughter is looking ...” 
Bachelor 

“Aha-a!... With a mistress?” 
Madam Apolinara 

“What else! He took the money, cleaned them out, and the 
daughter here just caught up with him, you understand? He has 
no authority to drag us around to Councils of People’s 
Commissars, not to mention interrogate us! No authority—and 
I’m not staying here a minute longer. Matilda! Allons, we’re 
going home! (To the Officer) Au revoir!” (She leaves) 

Matilda 
“Me, too!” (She leaves) 

Bachelor 
“I was ready a long time ago!” (He leaves) 
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Old Man 
“He-he... Me, too.” (Hobbles off) 

Riding breeches 
“And why?” (And he leaves) 

Malakhii 
“All of this—plus what occurred before, plus the fact that 

they escaped—convinces me all the more of the immediate need 
for the reform of man, according to my projects. (To the 
Officers) Where are my projects? For a year and a half I carried 
them around in my head, then I spent another half-year writing 
and rewriting them calligraphically—where are they?” 

Second officer 
“I told you already....” 

Malakhii 
“Send them immediately to the Council of People’s 

Commissars for consideration! See that you send them today! Do 
you hear? No—send them off now! Right now! What are you 
standing around for? How can one stand around, when you 
yourselves have just seen and heard the things that are being 
done to people—it doesn’t matter at all that radios are playing, 
trolley cars grazing, cars romping around!” 

Second officer 
“Now look here, my good man! You spent two years writing two 

wonderful—and let me add—unusually serious projects, right?” 
Malakhii 

“Yes.” 
 “And you expect such projects to be reviewed and studied—

and they must be seriously and thoroughly studied—in some two 
weeks?” 

 “What are you trying to say?” 
 “You see, more time is needed. The State Planning 

Committee, for instance, has to study your projects. So I advise 
you to find any old job—by the way, there is a directive to the 
Regional Executive Committee to give you a job—and wait for 
an evaluation of your projects. And, in the meantime, you could, 
perhaps, write a few more new ones.” 

Malakhii 
(thinks it over and quietly smiles to himself) 

“All right! I agree.” 
Officers 
(happily) 

“Really?” 
 “That’s wonderful! And look, your daughter’s come for you.” 
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Kum 
“Not only my godchild—I, his Kum, have come, too.” 

Second officer 
“And your Kum. Now you can all return home to your 

district...” 
Kum 

“And when we get back, Kum, I will congratulate you on 
your saint’s day! (To the Officers) He just turned 47 today. (To 
Liubunia) And just think how the folks back home must feel—
his saint’s day has come and the man himself is not even there!” 

Malakhii 
“I agree—on one condition: give me a position here, in the 

capital, at the Council of People’s Commissars. Even as a 
doorman, but here.” 

Second officer 
“How do you like that! What’s the matter with you, my good 

man! All the positions at the Council of People’s Commissars are 
filled, including the doorman’s. To fire someone just to put you 
in—you know yourself, it won’t do: after all actual people are 
sitting in these positions.” 

Malakhii 
“I’ll stand. If everyone else is sitting, give me a job standing. 

Otherwise I’ll turn into Simon the Pole-sitter, right here, and 
won’t budge until the Council of People’s Commissars reviews 
my projects. Besides that, I ask that you stop smoking!” 

Second officer 
“Excuse me!” 

Malakhii 
“I feel bad for this placard—it cries out, practically yelling—

and no one listens to it. And this is the Council of People’s 
Commissars after all.” 

First officer 
“Just don’t you start yelling!” 

Kum 
“Easy now!” 

Malakhii 
“Millions look with entreaty upon this, their highest 

institution, upon this mountain, this transfiguration of Ukraine, 
upon the new Mount Tabor, and here you are walking around 
beneath this placard and breaking the first, most important 
commandment of socialism: No smoking! No, once again I’m 
convinced that without my immediate reform of man, all placards 
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are only patches on old clothing. Where are my projects? I’ll go 
right now and hand them over to the Head of the Council of 
People’s Commissars personally. He’ll understand, because he 
sees and hears how the Revolution is being harmed by people, 
people, and people.” 

Kum 
“You, Kum, are a prime example. Who, if not you, came here 

to interfere in the work of these comrades, who are special 
people, who’ve gained experience during the Revolution?” 

Malakhii 
(paying no attention to that) 

“Reform is urgently needed—most urgently, I say. You see 
what’s happening to people, don’t you? (Points to the Old 
peasant woman-pilgrim who has fallen asleep on a stool and is 
quietly snoring) You see? Do you hear? She just walked into her 
own Council of People’s Commissars—and she’s already fallen 
asleep! Here—before your very eyes—is the reason for the 
urgency of reform. Call the Chairman of the Council of People’s 
Commissars over! And hurry, please! This will be an interesting 
and instructive scene: the best son of the people, the head of the 
Council of People’s Commissars, will wake up the darkest 
element of the same people, right here in his own office, in the 
presence of a reformer from those very same people. Oh, friends! 
Call the Chairman right away! By the way, call a photographer, 
too.... (dreamily) The Chairman’ll come in, touch her—by the 
way, tell him not to forget a scepter, because a Chairman requires 
a scepter. He’ll come in, touch her with the scepter and ask: 
‘Who are you, Citizen, who has come and fallen asleep?’” 

Ahapiia 
(awakens) 

“I’m Ahapiia Savchykha! I got tired, dearie—I’m goin’ to 
Jerusalem.” 

“‘Where?’ the Chairman will ask.” 
“To Jerusalem, or to Mount Athos.” 
“‘Dark is your path, Citizen, and unprogressive!’ the 

Chairman will say.” 
“It’s a dark one all right, dearie. So dark that as you go, you 

can’t even tell if there’s a path leading there or not—and nobody 
knows. In our village folks were saying that the Soviet 
government made a deal with the Turks for Christ’s Tomb, and 
that they opened the road for pilgrims, but is that really true?” 

“‘Oh, people, people!’ the Chairman will say, and then 
politely add, ‘Today you no longer need go to Jerusalem but to a 
new destination.’” 
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“To which one, dearie?” 
“To which one? To the great one mentioned above, no. 

66600-6003—to the sky-blue destination. Then, Citizen, you’ll 
return home to your village, and along the way you’ll preach a 
sermon both new and beautiful.” 

Ahapiia 
“No, I vowed to go to Jerusalem. I sold the house and 

everything in it, just so I could get there, or to Mount Athos—I 
saw a painting of it with the Holy Virgin sitting on little clouds 
flooded with divine light. Do you think I’d come back after 
that?” 

Malakhii 
(a little dreamily) 

“‘Oh, come back, Citizen,’ the Chairman will say.” 
Ahapiia 

“Oh no, I won’t go back.” 
Malakhii 

“Oh, go back—I’ll add from myself.” 
Ahapiia 

“Oh no!” 
Malakhii 
(angrily) 

“Go back!” 
Ahapiia 

(also with feeling) 
“No!” 

Malakhii 
(irritably) 

“You serf!” 
Ahapiia 
(joyfully) 

“That’s what the monks once called me at the Caves 
Monastery—‘the servant of God Ahapiia.’” 

Malakhii 
(moving away) 

“My, what serfs we still are! With the same fear as when 
stealing plums at night—that’s how she looks at this socialism. 
Too bad I don’t have a scepter.” 

Kum 
“A question! (Malakhii turns toward him) This time, not for 

you, Kum. (To the Officers) A question! I’ll give it to you 
straight!” 
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Second officer 
“Go ahead! Give it to me straight!” 

Kum 
“You mean to tell me that the Council of People’s 

Commissars does not have the power to force him home—under 
police escort, if it comes to that?” 

Second officer 
(shrugs his shoulders) 

“There are no grounds.” 
Kum 

“What do you mean, there are no grounds? Why, the man ran 
away from home, his wife’s (my Kuma’s) heart has suffered one 
blow after another, his daughters are out of their minds. (To 
Liubunia) I’m beginning to wonder, my Godchild, if the chickens 
haven’t all died, because who’s going to look after them now—
for example, today, when it’s so hot and uncomfortable. (Wipes 
his face with a handkerchief and turns to the Officers) Besides 
that, all the neighbors, the entire population of the town, are 
talking, walking around, and asking themselves: ‘What kind of a 
government is this, if parents can run away from home?’” 

Second officer 
“File a suit in court.” 

Kum 
“With regard to your bureaucratic words, allow me to state 

that I am dissatisfied with the Soviet government.” 
Second officer 

“Well, what can you do—” 
Kum 

“Easy now!.. I’m dissatisfied, and I have a legal right to feel 
dissatisfied. But, be that as it may, that’s not what I came to the 
Council of People’s Commissars to say.” 

Second officer 
“Well, what then?” 

Kum 
“Here is a petition. Please read it aloud in his presence, in 

mine and my godchild’s.” 
 

Second officer begins reading quietly so the  
First officer comes up and continues loudly 

First officer 
“... on the basis of the Communist Party programs that offer 

free government medical care, on the one hand, and on the basis 
of the apparent mental sickness of our father and Kum, on the 
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other hand, my godchild and I, collectively, petition the Council 
of People’s Commissars to send our father and Kum to an insane 
asylum for examination; and if he has even a little bit of 
intelligence left, then—” 

Kum 
“In regard to what follows in the petition, the pre-war 

solipsitor advised me that the Council of People’s Commissars 
does not have the right to reject not only my request but that of 
my godchild.” 

Liubunia 
“But we’re not really serious...” 

Kum 
(interrupting) 

“Easy now! 
First officer 

(having finished reading the petition) 
“All right! We’ll think about it.” 

Kum 
“You think about it—just don’t think too long.” 

Malakhii 
(to Kum) 

“You’re sending me to an insane asylum? Me? How dare 
you! I’ve been sent by the people.” 

Kum 
“You’re lying, Kum! All the neighbors, all our people, sent 

me here to bring you back home.” 
Malakhii 

“I’ve walked through more than a hundred villages, 
farmsteads, and little towns on my way to Kharkiv, the capital of 
the USRR—even now the dust from the paths through the steppe 
is still upon my feet. I drank water from hundreds of wells and 
springs as I rested, and I chatted with the people. I’m a delegate!” 

Kum 
“You’re lying! You ran away from home!” 

Malakhii 
“I’m an all-Ukrainian delegate, Kum!” 

Kum 
“On the contrary, though all Ukraine may soon become 

delegates, you and I—never! So let’s go home, I say.” 
Malakhii 

(to Officers) 
“I demand, first, you chase him out of here; and second, that 
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you immediately call the Chairman of the Council of People’s 
Commissars and all the People’s Commissars over here. I myself 
intend to show you, right here, using Ahapiia as an example, how 
one must go about the immediate reform of man. Well? What are 
you waiting for?” 

Kum 
“I have demands, too! Not only I, but my godchild here, and 

his wife back there. And I’ve already told you how the neighbors 
and folks are going around, making demands. Send him back 
there immediately!” 

Malakhii 
(insulted, speaks grandly) 

“Send me? A reformer? (Goes over to the telephone) 
Operator? Tell the Chairman of the Council of People’s 
Commissars and all the People’s Commissars to stick their little 
pins in their buttonholes and get over here to this office for a 
meeting—immediately! Did you get that? Today’s agenda: a 
lecture by the reformer Malakhii on the immediate reform of 
man, using Ahapiia as living proof—there’s such a sky-blue 
yonder today, and she’s standing here shelling sunflower seeds. 
Don’t interrupt! Who’s that interrupting me?” 

First officer 
“Comrade Reformer! Order, please!” 

As soon as he leads Malakhii away from the telephone, Kum grabs it. 
Kum 

“Comrades of the Council of People’s Commissars! Don’t 
listen to him! Don’t listen to him, I say, can’t you tell that he’s 
not all there. He’s gone soft in the head... Please stop 
interrupting!” 

First officer 
(takes the phone away from Kum and calls back) 

“Hello... A little tragicomedy has just occurred. These are the 
same people who came from Yesterday... no, no, from the little 
town called Yesterday... No, they’re not drunk... I’ll explain all 
of this a little later...” 

A Messenger enters. 
First officer 

(to Malakhii) 
“They just called from the Council of People’s Commissars, 

and they want you to go see the Deputy Chairman.” 
Malakhii 
(joyfully) 

“How do you like that, Kum!.. (Grandly) Call back and tell 
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him—I’m coming. No, better yet, give me the phone—I’ll call 
him myself. From this day forth, let there be no intermediary 
between me and the government. Enough!” 

First officer 
“He’s not by the phone any more. By the way, they said you 

should come right away. They’re waiting for you at the dacha of 
the Council of People’s Commissars.” 

Malakhii 
“What rapture! I’m going! By the way—come along, 

Ahapiia. I’ll introduce you to the Deputy Chairman of the 
Council of People’s Commissars, as living proof of the need for 
my projects... 

Ahapiia 
“Maybe he can tell me if there is a road to Jerusalem now?” 

First officer 
“They requested strictest confidence. You understand?” 

Malakhii 
“Aha! Well then, for the time being you stay here, Ahapiia. 

I’ll be back soon. And where am I supposed to go? Where?” 
First officer 

(fills out a form and hands it to the Messenger) 
“This comrade here will escort you. (To Messenger) Please 

conduct the Comrade Reformer to the Saburov dacha.” 
Malakhii 

“Thank you!” (makes an insulting gesture to Kum and 
follows Messenger out of the room) 

Kum 
“Where are you sending him?” 

First officer 
“Just as you requested—to the psychiatrists, for 

examination.” 
Ahapiia 

(moving over to the phone, she timidly takes the receiver  
and whispers into it) 

“Comrades! Please tell me—how do I get to Jerusalem?”  
 
 

* * * 
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ACT III, SCENE 1 
 

Cawing, large beaked ravens circle above Malakhii in the garden of the 
Saburov asylum. Patients around him begin to stir and shout. 

First patient 
“Hey, blackies! Shut up!... Why, God hadn’t even finished 

creating the world before they covered the sky and began 
nibbling at the first golden star and turned the sun into a sieve... 
It’s dark and I’m cold! (Shouts sadly at the crows and turns to 
Malakhii) Reform the sun!” 

Malakhii 
(gesturing with a movement of his head and hands) 

“I’m reforming it!” 
Second patient 

(having listened intently to everything the entire time, whispers furtively) 
“Quiet, I beseech you.” 

 
ACT III, SCENE 2 

 
Olia, an attendant, appears, followed by an unmarried  

Male attendant past his prime. 
Male attendant 

“Olia Manoilovna!” 
Olia 

“I’ve already told you...” 
Male attendant 

“Olia!” 
Olia 

“Get away!” 
Male attendant 

“He brought you into disrepute, but I have an entirely 
different love in mind... Come over to my place, or else I’ll come 
over to yours.” 

Olia 
“I’ll tell the city commissar...” (leaves) 

First patient 
(to Malakhii) 

“The professor purposely let them into the garden so that they 
can peck at my head... Here, look what they’ve already done... 
(goes down on his knees). Drive them out!” 

Malakhii 
(with a wave of his hand) 

“I’ll drive them out!” 
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ACT III, SCENE 3 
 

A Third patient comes up. He has been sweeping up 
 something near him the entire time.  

Third patient 
“Sweep up the crumbs! Look—they’ve made a mess...” 

 
ACT III, SCENE 4 

 
A Fourth patient comes running up with a yellow flower. 

Fourth patient 
“Have you seen Olia? She’s enchanting today. She’s 

beautiful. She has such a tender and fragrant sexual gland (smells 
the flower). I’ve never seen one like this before, although I’ve 
made love...” 

First patient 
“They’ll even peck at a gland.” 

Third patient 
“Let ’em peck, just so they don’t stomp around...” 

Second patient 
(in a wavering voice) 

“Quiet!.. They’ll hear you.” 
Fourth patient 

“I made love with girls, women, old bags... I remember where 
it all happened. First in the kitchen, then in the pantry, in the 
cemetery, in the church garden—grass covered with dew and 
bells; the bells are still there, a little white apron, a sharp crescent 
moon on the right...” 

Third patient 
“On crumbs, on bread no less!..” 

Fourth patient 
“Just a minute! Altogether that’s one hundred and seven 

women in fifteen years, fourteen thousand, five hundred thirty... 
thirty...” 

First patient 
“Help chase them away! Oo-ou-ou...” 

Wailing mournfully, he begins to run and hop about. The others join in, 
each with his own gesture, shout, or song. 
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ACT III, SCENE 5 
 

Attendant enters. The Fourth patient comes up to him. 
Fourth patient 

“Did you see Olia?” 
Attendant 

“Go that way! She’s over there...” (points in the direction 
opposite to where Olia is) 

Fourth patient 
“She has a sexual gland beautiful and fragrant as a rose—I 

saw...” 
Attendant 

“Where did you—see?” 
Fourth patient 

“I was sitting over there in the bushes... And she came up...” 
Attendant 

“And?” 
Fourth patient 

“She was picking flowers...” 
Attendant 

“And?” 
Fourth patient 

“She bent over...” 
Attendant 

“Well, go on.” 
Fourth patient 

“And I saw... On her leg, near her knee... And at night she 
came to me, and if it weren’t for the cat...” 

Attendant 
“What cat?” 

Fourth patient 
“Why, the same cat that brought me three kittens this last 

night. Tell me, what right does that cat have to meow to everyone 
that I’m the father...” 

Attendant 
“Now you’ve really lost it. Go on over there and join the rest 

of them.” 
Fourth patient 

(going over) 
“Every time I wake up at night, there she is with the kittens, 

meowing and meowing to everyone: meow-meow-meow...” 
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ACT III, SCENE 6 
 

Olia approaches Fourth patient to calm him down.  
Attendant blocks her way. 

Attendant 
“This little intellectual says that you often visit him at night.” 

Olia 
“Every day he gets worse.” 

Attendant 
“Maybe there’s some truth to what he says?” 

Olia 
“What? My God! Trokhym Ivanovych!” 

Attendant 
“Don’t blame me if you hear even worse gossip about you 

than that.” 
Olia 

“Gossip?” 
Attendant 

“I know about everything, Olia—how and where you romped 
around, and how you fed Kyriushyk ice cream, and how you 
sprinkled the bed sheets with flowers, how you took off your 
white shirt...” 

Olia 
(shudders) 

“It’s not true!” 
Attendant 

“Not true? Why, I know absolutely everything about your 
love, and I can even tell you the date when you drew Kyriukha to 
yourself with your braid and fell asleep that way...” 

Olia 
“How did you ... find out about this! Oh God! Who told you 

about this?” 
Attendant 

“You’re asking me, who?” 
Olia 

“Tell me!” 
Attendant 

“You’re quite pretty right now. This shame really becomes 
you—really. Eyes like two heavenly orbs, and all that...” 

Olia 
(quietly mouthing the word) 

“Who?” 
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Attendant 
“A little birdie told me about the ice cream, because it was 

sitting on a tree and saw absolutely everything. A moth told me 
about the sheets and flowers, and I was told about your braid by a 
fly—ha-ha-ha. Now, now... I’m joking, I mean—what’s a fly 
anyway? A dumb insect, ha-ha-ha ...” 

Olia 
“What should I do now?” 

Attendant 
“There’s nothing else to do but dump Kyriushyk, because, 

like it or not, he’s already chasing after someone else.” 
Olia 

“Can you just forget about your true love?” 
Attendant 

“If you don’t dump him, there’ll be talk.” 
Olia 

“Trokhym Ivanovych! Do you really want to parade me in 
front of the whole world to be mocked, so that my heart dies of 
shame? What did I do to you?” 

Attendant 
“Nothing. But I want you to make love to me, because I’ve 

grown weary without it... Do you hear?.. It’s time to think about 
me, too.” 

Olia 
(wringing her hands) 

“Tell me, how did you find out? Trokhym Ivanovych! Tell 
me!” 

Attendant 
“About what?” 

Olia 
“Well…about the ice cream, the bed, the flowers?” 

Attendant 
“I already told you: a bird, a moth, a fly…” 

Olia 
“Trokhym Ivanovych! Tell me!” 

Attendant 
“Ask me nicely!” 

Olia 
“Trokhym Ivanovych ...” 

Attendant 
“Ask nicely!” 
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Olia 
“Well... Darling! Tell me!” 

Attendant takes her hands and draws her to him. 
Olia 

“Let me go!” 
Attendant 

“Now, now... Don’t be so stubborn!” 
Olia 

“You’re hurting my hands!” 
 

ACT III, SCENE 7 
 

Fifth patient approaches them, bent over double  
and tightly clenching his fists. 

Fifth patient 
“Help me!” 

Attendant 
(to Olia) 

“This one imagines that he’s carrying a huge boa constrictor 
on his shoulders and that its tail is dragging around somewhere in 
the netherworld... But unrequited love is worse than that boa 
constrictor, because it crushes the heart, not the hands. Like this! 
Like this!” 

Olia 
(cries out) 

“Stop torturing me!” 
Fifth patient 

“I can’t. I’m exhausted! I’m going to drop it any minute. Any 
minute now there’s going to be a catastrophe. Help me!” 

Attendant 
“He told me ... Kyriukha.” 

Olia 
“He did!...” 

Fifth patient  
(to Malakhii)  

“I don’t dare drop this reptile... This boa constrictor is 
universal evil. And as soon as I drop it, it’ll crush the whole 
world... Help me!” 

Malakhii  
(motioning with his arm) 

“I’ll help you!” 
Olia 

“You mean, it was him?” 



Mykola Kulish. The People’s Prophet 

 — www.UkrainianLiterature.org —  

71 

Attendant 
“You still don’t believe me? Here (points to her back) you 

have a birthmark. Right? (Points to her breasts) And your left 
one is a little bigger than your right one... Right? And you love 
everything to be ...” (whispers something into her ear). 

Olia 
“And didn’t he tell you that right here and now I’m carrying 

... his child?” 
Attendant 

“That’s nothing! A double abortion—you get Kyriukha out of 
your heart and the kid out of your belly, and the problem’s 
solved.” 

Olia 
“And didn’t he tell you about his disease?” 

Attendant 
“About what disease? You’re joking—right, Olia 

Manoilovna?” 
Olia 

“You want to find out for yourself?” 
Attendant 

“All right, all right... He did this to me on purpose, because of 
the money... What a rat, ugh! Why didn’t you tell me about this 
right away? How can you play with someone like this?!” (He 
leaves) 

Olia collapses and begins sobbing deeply. 
Fifth patient 

“There’s going to be a catastrophe any minute now! I’m 
dropping it! Help!” 

Malakhii, who has been observing Attendant and Olia without being 
noticed, becomes agitated as never before. 

Malakhii 
“Immediately... The reform of man is needed immediately! 

Now, I say, or never! Besides, I’m convinced that no one except 
me will undertake this reform... Right. It’s just that I don’t know 
where to start... A whirlwind of thoughts—sky-blue, green, 
yellow, red... How many there are! A whole snowstorm! The 
sky-blue ones are the most numerous, and I think they will be the 
best and most appropriate for my reforms. I have to catch them. 
Here’s one! Here’s another! Here’s a third. They’re like 
butterflies, and look what they’re turning into!” 

 

In his fevered imagination wondrous projects, reforms, and entire scenes 
blossom. At first from the sky-blue undulations and butterflies some kind of 
sky-blue circles with yellow hot centers run together and entwine. The 
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singing of Dekhtiarov’s “Mercy of Peace” resounds, mixed with “The 
International,” with the metallic clinking of the censer, and with the trilling 
of larks. Then the following appears: Somewhere in a sky-blue Council of 
People’s Commissars, sky-blue People’s Commissars are sitting listening to 
his talk about the immediate reform of man. They applaud, praise him, and 
greet him. He continues to show the People’s Commissars firsthand how the 
reform of man should proceed. One by one the following approach him: the 
elderly man in a loose hanging cloak, the former soldier in riding breeches, 
the lady, Ahapiia, the attendant, the patients. He covers the head of each 
with a sky-blue cloth, he instructs and persuades each, and then makes a 
magic movement with his hand; and then from under the headcover emerges 
a reborn person, terribly polite, unusually good, angel-like. Then these 
people and many others with red poppies and yellow marigolds, and with 
Malakhii at the head, go off into the sky-blue distance. Along the way they 
see Mount Tabor and Olia carrying apples to be blessed. People sing 
“Hossana” to her, but in some new fashion. Then in the sky-blue delirium 
some kind of new Jerusalem glimmers, and beyond are sky-blue valleys, 
sky-blue hills, again valleys, sky-blue rains, downpours and finally a sky-
blue nothingness. 
 

ACT III, SCENE 8 
 
Malakhii comes to. Olia is gone. Patients are wandering about to and fro. 

Malakhii 
“So... On the basis of what I’ve seen (he takes a handful of 

dirt, spits several times, kneads it together, and anoints himself), 
I anoint myself a people’s commissar. (Loudly) It’s come true! 
Listen everyone, everyone, everyone!.. In the name of the sky-
blue revolution, I have anointed myself a People’s Commissar...” 

Second patient 
“Quiet! I saw camel ears growing in the grass.” 

Malakhii 
“Let them grow!” 

Second patient 
“They’re listening.” 

Malakhii 
“Wonderful!” 

Second patient 
“And they pass things on.” 

Malakhii 
“To whom?” 

Second patient 
“To everyone.” 



Mykola Kulish. The People’s Prophet 

 — www.UkrainianLiterature.org —  

73 

Malakhii  
(raises his head) 

“Wonderful! Hey, camel ears! Pass on my first decree to 
everyone, to everyone.” 

Patients 
(among themselves) 

“To everyone, everyone, everyone.” 
Malakhii 

“By the grace of the great mother of our Revolution, I have 
anointed myself a People’s Commissar. My credentials: a staff 
and a bag of crackers; I’ve renounced my family status and have 
covered my entire previous period of service on foot. I drank 
water from 107 wells—a People’s Commissar without portfolio. 
My external emblems and insignias: a red ribbon over the left 
shoulder, a staff and a trumpet, for Ukrainians a straw hat, and, 
on major holidays, a crown made of a sunflower in my hand. The 
People’s Commissar Malakhii. No, that’s not right. The People’s 
Malakhii, and in parentheses, People’s Commissar. Abbreviated 
to Peopmalakh... No. Peopmalakhpeop.” 

Patients 
“The People’s Commissar. The Peopmalakhpeop has 

appeared.” 
Someone 

(drops to his knees) 
“Lead us out of here!” 

Someone 
(agitatedly) 

“He’s a pretender. Don’t believe him!” 
Third patient 

“If you are a big leader, then command them not to crumble 
the Holy Bread. They should pick up the crumbs. They’re the 
ones that cause famines. The idea was to have a wedding, when 
boom—the bride and the matchmaker shriveled up on the vine 
and, instead of melons, children’s heads sprouted up. What 
screaming, what lamentation, they say.” 

Malakhii 
“I will command them! I will lead you out! I take all your 

requests and demands to heart. As a matter of fact, here’s my 
second decree. To everyone, everyone, everyone! Immediately 
get rid of all briefcases and portfolios. When officials ask where 
they are supposed to file demands and complaints, answer: from 
now on, carry all of the people’s complaints, demands, and 
requests 1) in your head, 2) in sacks of sincerity, instead of in 
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briefcases or in portfolios. The People’s Malakhii, People’s 
Commissar. Abbreviated—Peopmalakhpeop. Kharkiv, Villa 
Saburov.” 

Patients 
“Lead us out, Peopmalakhpeop!” 

Malakhii 
“I will lead you out, and I will lead you! I will lead you to 

where the sky is glowing and the earth is sky-bluing, where 
beyond the sky-blue horizon, world-awakening socialist roosters 
sing on golden roosts.” 

Patients 
“They won’t let us go! Don’t believe him! The guards won’t 

let us go! The two heavenly guards and the hen won’t let us go.” 
Malakhii 

“I’ll tell you the word that will allow us to pass. A password 
that will topple the wall... Come closer for the password!” 

Patients 
“The password! The password! The password!” 

Malakhii  
(quietly to each) 

“Sky-blue dreams.” 
Patients 

(repeating the password, they rush to the wall) 
“So lead us out! Lead!” 

Malakhii 
“Climb over!” 

One of the patients 
“But what if they catch us?” 

Malakhii 
“They won’t catch you! The People’s Commissar himself is 

standing guard over you. Climb over, I say!” 
The patients climb up and over the wall. Malakhii waits until the last 

patient is over. Then he spits in his hands. 
Malakhii 

“In the name of the Socialist Mother of our Revolution!” (he 
begins climbing over) 

 
ACT III, SCENE 9 

 
Olia 

(runs up) 
“Stop! Where are you going?” 
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Malakhii 
(from the wall) 

“Don’t jinx me with your ‘where.’ Don’t you understand yet? 
I have to go around to every house, every field boundary, every 
factory, to teach everyone about sky-blue dreams.” 

Olia 
“Aren’t you ashamed of yourself, trying to climb over the 

wall! Get down!” 
Malakhii 

“The People’s Commissar has the right to climb over all 
enclosures in Ukraine, over all walls and fences. That’s my 
prerogative.” 

Olia 
“I’m asking you, imploring you, come down.” 

Malakhii 
“Hm... She’s asking. (Climbs down from the wall) If any poor 

or insulted person asks the People’s Commissar to hang himself, 
then he must do so immediately. You see, Olia, the People’s 
Commissar has honored your request, and now you honor mine. 
Let me go there.” 

Olia 
“Where?” 

Malakhii 
“There, to everyone out there—but first of all, to the 

hegemons.” 
Olia 

“Stay with us a little longer, rest, and then you can go...” 
Malakhii 

“Olia! You mean, you think I’m crazy?” 
Olia 

“Well, just... Why, no one—no one thinks you’re crazy.” 
Malakhii  

(penetratingly) 
“Olia! Your eyes are so clear and pure that I can see even a 

slight shadow of untruth in their depths, and I see, ‘Of course 
he’s crazy.’” 

Olia 
“Not at all! It just seems that way to you.” 

Malakhii 
“I want you to know, Olia—I’m not crazy. As it happens, a 

small mistake was made. Guess what kind?” 
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Olia 
“I don’t know... Tell me!” 

Malakhii 
“A teensy-weensy one. The escort made a mistake. Instead of 

taking me to the villa of the Council of People’s Commissars, he 
took me to the Saburov villa. That’s all. And Olia should 
straighten out this mistake by letting me go.” 

Olia 
“No, no! I can’t! Ask the professor. He’s wise and good, he’ll 

examine you... And anyway, they’re going to let you go soon. I 
heard that they only sent you here for observation. Do you really 
have it so bad here? Look how green it is—what flowers, what 
fresh air!” 

 Malakhii 
“It’s not sky-blue! Oh, Olia! The renewal of man and the 

earth in sky-blue space, like a white swan swimming musically 
and with ease on quiet ponds, now depends entirely on you. 
(Somewhere beyond the orchard a factory whistle sonorously 
sounds. Malakhii comes to.) Do you hear? I have to go there, 
there to the hegemons! And I really will go crazy if I’m too late 
and can’t get them to follow me.” 

Olia 
“Oh, God! The factory whistle—twelve o’clock. It’s 

mealtime now. Where are the others... where are they?” 
Malakhii 

“They’ve already gone.” 
Olia 

“Really? They’ve already gone to eat?” 
Malakhii 

“Yes. They’ve gone to a sky-blue meal.” 
Olia 

“Then let’s go as well. Hurry!” (she leaves) 
Malakhii 

(follows her out, but soon returns—alone.  
Starts to climb over the wall. Hesitates.) 

“No. She asked me.” 
 

ACT III, SCENE 10 
 

Olia 
“People’s Commissar!” 

Malakhii 
“Don’t worry! I have refrained and have honored your 
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request. But I must try to convince you. Olia, I have to nurture 
the sky-blue dreams in you first, all the more so because in your 
eyes they haven’t faded yet—they resound like a whole torrent 
there. I’ll begin with you.” 

Olia 
“And I’ll call the attendant!” 

Malakhii 
“Olia! I’ll fall to my knees, here... I’ll bow at your feet, I 

beseech you—let me go...” 
Olia 

“You have a fever, People’s Commissar. You need to lie 
down.” 

Malakhii 
“Just the opposite—I need to stand up. Olia, just for a 

minute... Just consider what my projects will do for you 
personally. You of all people are always nurturing sky-blue 
dreams. If you don’t let me go, I’ll have to put on a black veil of 
mourning and take them to their graves.” 

Olia 
“They’re calling.” 

Malakhii 
“And if you let me go, he’ll come back.” 

Olia 
“Who?” 

Malakhii 
“Kyriushyk.” 

Olia 
“He won’t come back.” 

Malakhii 
“According to my plans, he will come back. Without fail. At 

night, in the winter.” 
Olia 

“Hm... And why not in the spring?” 
Malakhii 

“In the winter. You, Olia, after lighting the lamp of loneliness, 
will spin the thread of women’s sorrow. And a cradle will quietly 
creak-creak and in the cradle a child will quietly cry-cry. And the 
grieving mother, Olia, will sing a song, the same one that she ... (he 
sings) ‘O sleep child, that has no swaddling clothes. Until mother 
returns from the field and brings three little flowers: one will be 
dreaminess, another will be sleepiness, and the third will be 
happiness...’ (leans toward Olia) Is Olia in tears?” 



Mykola Kulish. The People’s Prophet 

 — www.UkrainianLiterature.org —  

78 

Olia 
(through tears) 

“Well, and then what?” 
Malakhii 

“In the winter, at night. There will be a blizzard over the 
entire steppe, over the entire world: who-who-oo. The horses in 
the steppe clippity-clop—that’s him, coming back from a 
revolutionary campaign...” 

Olia 
“Who?” 

Malakhii 
“According to my projects—Kyriushyk.” 

Olia 
“Really?” 

Malakhii 
“Without fail. He’ll stop at the window, knock quietly: “Open 

the door, O wife Olia, faithful friend”... (to Olia) Olia?” 
Olia 

(quietly) 
“She’ll open the door.” 

Malakhii 
“Covered and blanketed with snow, he’ll stand in the 

doorway: “Hi,” he’ll say. Then Olia in reply (sings from a well-
known soldier’s song, having changed some words), ‘Welcome, 
welcome, my darling—please come into the house.’ Then your 
darling will say: ‘Olia, renewed now after the reform of man, 
having atoned for my sins against you in battles for sky-blue 
dreams, I have come back to you. Forgive me...’ Olia will say...” 

Olia 
(dreamily) 

“I forgive you! I forgive you!” 
Malakhii 

“Then your darling seats his Olia near the cradle... Like this 
(seats Olia on a stump). Then he gazes lovingly at her, at the dear 
child, then he presses her to his heart, then he gazes into her eyes, 
then he kisses her saintly knees that have grown cold... Is Olia 
crying?” 

Olia 
“No... it’s just me, being silly (dreamily). Oh how I have 

sorrowed, waiting for you, my darling!” 
Malakhii 

“This will all take place in accordance with my projects I 
have to hurry, Olia. I’m leaving.” 
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Olia 
(dreamily) 

“Go! Go!” 
Malakhii 

(climbs up on the wall, sits down) 
“Let’s go together, Olia. I’ll present you to the Council of 

People’s Commissars as living proof of the need for my 
immediate reforms...” 

 

Nearby, Attendant’s voice is heard: “Olia Manoilovna!” 
Olia 

“They’re calling!.. Run away!” 
Malakhii 

“I’m not running away—I’m walking away! Olia, I’ll be 
waiting for you at the celebration of the renewal of our Ukrainian 
people, which will take place on the 20th of August according to 
the new style, or, according to the old style, on the Feast of the 
Transfiguration. Details—confetti, paper streamers, and such—
are in my decrees...” (jumps down from the wall and patters off 
somewhere.) 

 
ACT III, SCENE 11 

 
Attendant  
(runs in) 

“Olia Manoilovna, Stakanchyk’s relatives have come for him. 
(Looks around) Well, where is he?” 

Olia 
(blocks the spot where Malakhii climbed over) 

“I don’t know.” 
Attendant 

(suspiciously) 
“What do you mean, you don’t know? I’ll write a report to the 

doctor on duty about how someone’s been jumping in the bushes 
with the patients, and then—I don’t know... (Olia remains silent) 
You lied about Kyriushyk. He says he doesn’t have any disease. 
(Olia remains silent). Where is Stakanchyk? And where are all 
the patients? Did they all run away?” 

Olia 
(comes to) 

“The patients? They’re over there.” 
Attendant 

“Where?” 
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Olia 
“They went to eat, and Stakanchyk too.” 

Attendant 
“What are you talking about? They’re not there.” 

Olia 
“Ah, there they are, don’t you see? They went around the 

corner.” 
Attendant runs off. Somewhere nearby alarmed voices can be heard: 

“Someone let the patients out! The patients have run away!”  
Olia climbs over the wall. 

 
ACT III, SCENE 12 

 
 

Kum and Liubunia are waiting and worrying near the office. 
Liubunia 

“I can hardly believe that Papa is about to come out, that 
we’re about to take him home. God! How we have walked all 
over the place, how we have asked around, and oh, how we have 
had our fill of talk! Isn’t that right, Godfather?” 

Kum 
“Easy now! Even though I’m pretty worried myself. Here, my 

Godchild, put your hand here, on the heart...” 
Liubunia 

“Oh!” 
Kum 

“No, no... on my heart.” 
Liubunia puts her hand on Kum’s heart. 

Kum 
“Well?” 

Liubunia 
“Oh it’s pounding!” 

Kum 
“That’s not a heart, it’s a big grain mortar. Do you hear it? 

Thud-thud-thud-thud. I’m mighty worried. (After a pause) But 
why should I worry, when I can already see it: an old willow near 
Zahnyboh’s dam, the rustling of the rushes... Kum is sitting there 
and I’m sitting there, Kum is fishing and I’m fishing. And we are 
out in nature and nature, itself is so peaceful and serene. When 
suddenly—z-z-z-z... Kum, a mosquito! And Kum says, “Huh?” 
and slaps his forehead...” 

Liubunia 
“Papa’s forehead was always covered with bumps after fishing.” 
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ACT III, SCENE 13 
 

Attendant enters. 
Attendant 

“You’ve come for the patient Stakanchyk, have you?” 
Kum 

“Not only me but his daughter as well.” 
Attendant 

“He’s no longer here.” 
Kum 

“What do you mean, not here?” 
Attendant 

“He’s run away.” 
Kum stands dumbfounded. Liubunia is wracked by spasms. 

Liubunia 
“Oh... oh... oh...” 

Kum 
“Don’t shout, because I can’t hear anything anyway. (To 

Attendant) Tell me, did you just hit me?” 
Attendant 

“Me?... Not at all.” 
Kum 

“Then why is my head ringing?” 
Liubunia 

(again wracked by spasms) 
“He ran away...” 

Kum 
“Don’t!” 

Liubunia 
“He ran away...” 

Kum 
“Don’t say those words!” 

Liubunia 
(crying) 

“He-e ra-an a-wa-ay...” 
Kum 

(to Attendant) 
“A question!” 

Attendant 
“Please.” 
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Kum 
“When did he run away?” 

Attendant 
“Fifteen minutes ago... But don’t worry. We immediately 

called the police, and they’ll soon catch him ...” 
Kum 

“Thanks. They won’t catch him now.” 
Attendant 

“You don’t think so?” 
Kum 

“They won’t catch him: When he took the neighbor to court 
over the rooster, it took three years but he won the case.” 

Attendant 
“What’s a rooster got to do with it?” 

Kum 
“It shows, young man, Kum’s character. Once he’s begun 

running away, he’ll keep running until his death. Understand?” 
Attendant 

“I don’t understand a thing.” 
Kum 

“What do you mean, you don’t understand! He’s running 
away, and you don’t understand! And what if I take you and even 
the members of the Councils of People’s Commissars to court, 
because you didn’t guard him well enough, because he ran away 
and may do devil-only-knows-what... You’d all be bureaucrats 
after that!.. As it is now, we don’t need you, young man... And 
anyway, it would’ve been better if you had shot me right in the 
heart with a twenty-inch cannon than to bring such news. Go—
because I can’t stand the sight of you!” 

Attendant 
“And I tell you, the police will catch him. Stop by tomorrow.” 

(Leaves) 
Kum 

“I’ll sit down now and mourn for a bit... I’ll grieve and worry 
about him. Oh, Kum, Kum! I loved and respected you like my 
own brother. I carried you in my heart, even to the point of 
calluses... (After a pause) And now, having mourned a bit, I 
say—enough! Let’s go home, Liubunia, and right away at that!” 

Liubunia 
“Without Papa?” 

Kum 
“Not only without Papa but without my Kum.” 
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Liubunia 
“Godfather!” 

Kum 
“Home!” 

Liubunia 
“Godfather!” 

Kum 
“Enough!” 

Liubunia 
“Godfather! How will we be able to show ourselves without 

Papa?” 
Kum 

“We’ll arrive at night.” 
Liubunia 

“Why, Mama will curse me... And how will you go to church, 
to the bazaar? Everywhere they’ll ask why you returned without 
your Kum.” 

Kum 
“I won’t go to church. Besides, why should I worry when I’ve 

decided to go home, get sick, and die...” 
Liubunia 

“We can’t go home without Papa.” 
Kum 

“Can or can’t—enough, I say!” 
Liubunia 

“Who are you going to go fishing with now?” 
Kum 

“I’ll go by myself!” 
Liubunia 

“But we can’t—we can’t without Papa. Who’s going to play 
checkers with you? Who’ll talk politics with you?” 

Kum 
“I’ll talk to myself!” 

Liubunia 
“And who are you going to sing ‘Oh, my green orchards’ 

with? And what about Christmas and Easter?” 
Kum 

“I’ll sing by myself! I’ll sing alone—I’ll get sick alone, and 
I’ll die alone! Alone!” 

Liubunia 
“Godfather! Just remember how on your name-day you were 
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taking Papa home, and you got lost on your own street, and if it 
weren’t for our dog, Polkan, you wouldn’t have found the gate.” 

Kum 
“Don’t remind me. Do you think I’m saying that Kum’s a bad 

man? Is that what I’m saying? Am I?” 
Liubunia 

“No.” 
Kum 

“The calluses on my heart are from love and disappointment. 
Who are we, Kum and I? Who? Are we little boys, little pioneers 
running on ahead, or are we approaching the grave?.. (After a 
pause) He’s going to run around to all kinds of People’s 
Commissars of Education, rush to the All-Union Central 
Executive Committee, and I’m going to be selling my last piglets 
to get him to come home?... Enough! Home!” 

Liubunia 
“I won’t go, Godfather.” 

Kum 
“What?” 

Liubunia 
“I’ll search on my own. I’ll find him and bring back 

happiness. And if I don’t...” 
Kum 

“You’ll die!” 
Liubunia 

“If I don’t, then I’ll die... I’ll commit suicide.” 
Kum 

“And what about your dear mother and my Kuma, Godchild, 
who is lying sick and possibly dying... of typhus?” 

Liubunia 
“When Mama blessed me as I set out and kissed my hands, 

watered them with her tears, she asked, beseeched me, 
commanded me not to return home without Papa.” 

Kum 
“And what if your sisters, Verunia and Nadiunia, are also 

lying there, weak from malaria, and no one there to give them 
water, and no one to put a compress to their foreheads?” 

Liubunia 
“I can’t! From the time I ran into the church and prayed, I 

already felt that fate would part us.” 
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Kum 
“And what if all the flowers on the windowsill and in the 

garden are withering?” 
Liubunia 

“Every night the same dream, Godfather: as if I were alone in 
the steppe, weaving a wreath of blue-bottles and marigolds, but 
they’re dry, dry like the ones for laying at the head of the 
deceased... A prophesy of fate—you can’t avoid it, Godfather.” 

Kum 
“The chicks are fading because there’s no water, and the hen 

doesn’t know what to do next, where to find water.” 
Liubunia 

“Godfather!...” 
Kum 

“And after all this, you’re still not coming?” 
Liubunia 

“No!” 
Kum 

“Aha! So you want to show that you have your Papa’s 
character. Then know this, know that I, too, am a somebody, and 
my character is three times tougher than Kum’s and yours. 
Farewell! (Moves away. Angrily) Come to your senses! You’ll 
die! (Liubunia is silent. Kum pulls on his hat.) You’ll die, I tell 
you!” 

 
* * * 

 
 

ACT IV, SCENE 1 
 

The workers at the “Hammer and Sickle” factory are surprised to see an 
old man in a straw hat climbing over the wall to the factory. 

First worker 
“Look! Someone’s climbing over... Hey, Citizen!” 

Second worker 
“Sh-h-h! It’s probably a spy or robber trying to sneak in...” 

First worker 
“Then he has to be arrested!” 

Third worker 
(seriously, calmly) 

“Important people don’t climb over walls to visit us, that’s a 
fact. So don’t get all hot and bothered, fellas... Silence and a pair 
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of eyes are better than a wagging tongue. So let’s find out who it 
is and what he’s all about.” 

 

Workers diligently return to work and pay no special attention to their 
guest. As if to say, ‘Well, if he’s climbing over, let him climb over.’ 

Malakhii 
(from the wall) 

“Greetings to the hegemons! (The Workers silently and 
laconically exchange greetings. Malakhii notices this and 
responds sarcastically) I greet you, and at the same time ask: 
You mean that even hegemons are walled off by walls, and what 
walls at that (points to the walls around the factory). Then, please 
be so kind as to tell me, what distinguishes you from those sitting 
in prisons and insane asylums? There they have walls, and here 
you have walls.” 

Third worker 
“There they limit your rights and here they defend your 

rights, since there are still a lot of enemies around.” 
Malakhii 

“Time to break down the walls, Hegemons, to immediately 
destroy these walls here, because they block the road to you.” 

Third worker 
“For whom?” 

Malakhii 
“For your friends, O Hegemons—I say.” 

Third worker 
(to his pals) 

“For our friends, I’d say we have a front gate and doors.” 
Malakhii 

“They didn’t let me through the gate.” 
Third worker 

“Didn’t recognize you, or what?” 
Malakhii 

“They didn’t recognize me and didn’t acknowledge me 
despite my showing them the emblems and insignias of my 
office, described in my first decree, by which every living person 
in Ukraine should know me (points to his staff and his straw hat, 
looks at the Workers). You mean you don’t recognize me either? 
(Pulls a red ribbon across his left shoulder) And even now you 
don’t recognize me? That’s what happens when you don’t read 
the decrees. Listen once more: by the grace of the great Mother 
of our Revolution, I was anointed the People’s Commissar 
Malakhii...” 
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Second worker 
“So what?” 

First worker 
(to Third worker) 

“He’s drunk.” 
Third worker 

“No, no.” 
First worker 

“What do you mean, ‘No?’ Look... I don’t care if he’s drunk 
himself into a stupor, but he’s drunk himself up to the rank of a 
People’s Commissar.” 

Third worker 
“Listen more carefully!” 

Malakhii  
(has meanwhile climbed down from the wall and walked up to the Workers) 

“What are you making?” 
Third worker 

“Can’t you see? Forms.” 
Malakhii 

“And I’ve come to you to make reforms.” 
Third worker 

“What kind?” 
Malakhii 

“Sky-blue ones. More precisely—the immediate reform of 
man. Because—do you know what things have come to today? 
Newspaper boys are shouting, shouting that two old women were 
raped...” 

First worker 
“Well, someone must have been really hot.” 

Malakhii 
(doesn’t grasp the irony) 

“And this on the eve of socialism, in the country that 
composed the best love song in the world about a green 
periwinkle, the star and the moon, the red guilder-rose, where 
even the People’s Commissar himself guards sky-blue dreams at 
night—two old women were raped, and the people, the 
people!...” 

(Beyond the wall a young man’s cheerful and sonorous voice is heard)  
“R-r-ra-dio! A terrible rape of two unfortunate old women, 

the older of whom is sixty-seven years old.” 
Malakhii 

“Do you hear that?” 
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First worker 
(ironically) 

“The old grannies really got a treat.” 
Malakhii 

“I’m sure that if you were to pass out a questionnaire in the 
evening on the streets with one question, ‘What are people 
thinking about at the moment?’—what do you think, what would 
most people be thinking about?” 

Third worker 
“Can’t say. People think about all kinds of stuff.” 

Malakhii 
“Well, I can.” 

Third worker 
“Let’s hear it.” 

Malakhii 
“They’re thinking and dreaming not about sky-blue reforms 

but about the forms of women’s legs, without paying the least bit 
of attention to the fact that as a consequence of such dreams, love 
is reduced to legs. The eyes are not aglow, the heart does not 
sing—and that’s why two old women were raped... No, I can’t 
wait any longer. It’s time to start (blows reveille into his fist). Ta-
ta-ra-ta-ta-ta-ta, ta-ta-ra-ta-ta-ta-ta, ta-ta-ta, ta-ta-ta, ta-ta-ta-ta-ta-
ta! The sirens are roaring in the factories, the horns are sounding 
and wires humming. Ukraine is singing beyond the graves in the 
valley, and above all is heard the golden bugle of the People’s 
Commissar: The bugle is calling to you, Hegemons, about the 
sky-blue distance and about sky-blue dreams...” 

 
ACT IV, SCENE 2 

 
Other Workers gather 

“Who’s the orator? What organization’s he from? What’s he 
talkin’ about?” 

“He’s come to us from the People’s Commissars.” 
“No, no! He calls himself a People’s Commissar.” 
“In my opinion, a clown has arrived from the circus.” 
“You hit the nail on the head! Just what we need! It’s an actor 

from a Ukrainian troupe.” 
First worker  

(to Third worker) 
“I can see he’s mixed vodka and beer.” 

Third worker 
“Think so?” 
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First worker 
“That’s a fact!” 

Third worker  
(with a smile) 

“Listen more carefully, I tell you.” 
Malakhii 

“I’ve come to you, Hegemons, to undertake the immediate 
reform of man. Listen to me and no one else. (Someone whistles 
derisively) Who’s whistling at the speech of the People’s 
Commissar? Who, I ask, is interfering?” 

Someone 
“And who’s interfering with our work?” 

Malakhii 
“There’s enough whistling in Ukraine. Dry eastern winds are 

whistling, young men are whistling at girls, the police whistle at 
night, people get drunk on the streets, two old women were 
raped... I’ve come to carry out the immediate reform of man and, 
above all, the reform of the Ukrainian people, because as 
peasants and translators...” 

A murmuring passes among the Workers. 
Workers 

“He’s a loony...” 
“He’s pretending.” 
“Take him to the office!” 
“ Let the old man have his say.” 

Third worker 
(calmly) 

“Listen more carefully, Comrades!” 
Malakhii 

“Listen to me, Hegemons, and I will lead you out from these 
smoke-covered walls. Through alleys and byways, past factories 
and plants, over field boundaries and paths, way, way beyond the 
graves into the sky-blue distance will I lead you. Ta-ta, ta-ta! 
Rise up, O People, for I bring you reforms—not forms, but 
reforms! Ta-ta, ta-ta! Come to the new Mount Tabor on the 20th 
of August, on the 6th according to the old style, bring a red 
poppy, marigolds, but most of all bring your little sky-blue 
dreams. There we will become sanctified, sanctified—renewed... 
And while you’re at it, bring the Ukrainian language. By the way, 
do you know why our language stood at the doorway for ages? 
God forgot about it when he was mixing languages at the tower 
of Babel. On top of that, when the Holy Spirit descended upon 
the apostles in all languages, he forgot about our Ukrainian 
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language. The Council of People’s Commissars has already 
turned its attention to this, but without me it’s not likely to get 
anywhere...” 

Third worker  
(loudly, powerfully) 

“Oh, it is, and it will!!! Comrades… (Steps forward toward 
Malakhii) Are you a peasant?” 

Malakhii 
“No.” 

Third worker 
(insistently) 

“And not a worker?” 
Malakhii 

“I’m the People’s Malakhii.” 
Third worker 

“From the alleys and byways, along twisting paths, even over 
these walls, these kinds of Malakhiis come to us. And who are 
they? It wouldn’t be so bad if they were just melancholy 
dreamers. Unfortunately, there are plenty of those even among 
our kind. Their eyes are Jesus-like, in their heads is sky-blue 
smoke, they go around collecting sins and ride them for all its 
worth—it’s all right, I say, if these little jesuses on donkeys—” 

Malakhii 
“Hosanna unto them! They cleanse the world.” 

Third worker 
“If you want to clean up, switch from the donkey—” 

Someone 
(interjects from the side) 

“—to the waste barrel.” (An outburst of laughter) 
Third worker 

“Even to a barrel. It’s better to be a barrel-maker than a little 
jesus like this one here. It’s all right if they’re just little jesuses; 
that’s not so bad. But what if you hear an entirely different kind 
of music in one or two words of their pious little sermons...” 

Malakhii 
“A sky-blue music...” 

Third worker 
“Then, Comrades, we have to say—it’s not the music of our 

class! Behind their sky-blue words hide bourgeois, chauvinistic 
stingers. Behind that sky-blue fog enemies lie in wait for us. 
Their plans and forms are veiled in their sky-blue reforms. So 
beware!” 
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Malakhii 
“I announce the immediate reform of man, Hegemons, and I 

intend to carry it out.” 
Third worker 

(wags his finger) 
“Oh, you’ll carry it out, all right, but as you see it—we know 

you... No, better we carry it out in the image and likeness of the 
proletariat.” 

Malakhii 
“Ta-ta... And will you also carry out the reform of the 

Ukrainian people?.. Far, far away, he sits by a little window in a 
house, making bast shoes and looking out to see if old-man God 
is bringing him rain for his wheat, or if his sons are returning 
from the army, or his daughters from day-laboring. ‘And day 
passes and night passes, no God shows up—and no rain, the 
rapids roar, the moon rises as it always rises, there is no Cossack 
Sich anymore... The rushes ask the Dnipro...’11” 

Voices 
(bursting forth) 

“That’s an old song.” 
Malakhii 

“Where have our children gone, where do they wander?” 
Third worker 

“Tomorrow, over there, where the rapids roar, it won’t be the 
moon that rises. Tomorrow, you might say, electrical suns will 
rise and light up the whole Cossack steppe, our whole Ukraine, 
all the way to the sea...” 

Malakhii 
“Question: to which sea?” 

Third worker 
“Tomorrow over there, where the gulls whimper flying about, 

sirens of sea-going ships will, you might say, sing out. The horns 
of new factories will resound. Today Dniprelstan with its 
dynamo-motors is already shattering that rush-like melancholy 
and that perverse—may it rot in hell—longing for the rapids. I’ve 
already heard it during an excursion...” 

Malakhii 
“Forget your Dniprelstan! Right here they’re shouting—don’t 

you hear—about the rape of two old women. O Hegemons! It 
won’t help!” 

Third worker 
“It will help! That’s where we’re beginning our reform of the 

entire Ukrainian race. There and here and everywhere that you 
find the hand of a worker...” 
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ACT IV, SCENE 3 
 

A Worker comes running up, soaked with sweat. 
“Are the forms ready?” 

The Workers exert themselves. 
“Ready!” 

Sweaty worker 
“We’re pouring out the pig-iron!.. (shouts in the directions 

where bright red fires flare up) All set! Pour!” 
A fiery liquid pours forth into channels and troughs and lights up the entire 

pouring area with a fiery red, hot light. The redness flares up and is 
reflected in the faces and eyes of all present. Workers begin moving about. 
Jumping across the channels, attending to the forms, Workers use shovels 
to direct the fiery lava into the forms. They carry it in ladling pots. They 

shout at Malakhii. 
Workers 

“Get out of the way, old man!” 
“Watch out there, hey!’ 
“Move over—hey, what’s your name!.. Malakhii!..” 
“Someone show him the way out, or else he’s gonna melt.” 

And in the smoke and fiery redness, he wanders helplessly between the fiery 
rivulets, until someone leads him to the door and says: 

“That’s the trouble with these reformers...” 
Coming to, Malakhii glances at the fire, the smoke, and the fiery redness, 

and says: 
“They have their own dreams, red dreams. What a tragedy!” 

Shielding his eyes, he leaves. Behind him the thundering symphony of labor 
continues. 

 
* * * 

 
 

ACT V, SCENE 1 
 

Madam Apolinara worries that the police might close down her 
establishment; she worries most at night. 

“Keep an eye out, Ahapiia—sometimes the police show up. If 
they do, say, ‘These are my granddaughters, Olenka and 
Liubonka, they just arrived... came to prepare for the sacrament, 
or something like that.’” 

Ahapiia 
(agrees to everything) 

“Oh Lordy! Whatever you want, just so you get me a pass to 
Jerusalem somehow.” 



Mykola Kulish. The People’s Prophet 

 — www.UkrainianLiterature.org —  

93 

Madam Apolinara 
“I’ll get it somehow!” 

Ahapiia 
“Soon?” 

Madam Apolinara 
“Just wait!” 

Ahapiia 
“I’ve been waiting a month. (whispers) No money, and no 

Jerusalem.” 
As if to spite Apolinara, tonight disturbing whistles  

are heard somewhere not far off. 
 

ACT V, SCENE 2 
 

A nervous Guest pops out of a little storeroom. 
Guest 

“Whistles!.. Oh, Madam Apolinara, how many times have I 
advised you to rent safer quarters, to get farther—farther from 
Soviet rule...” 

Reproachfully and angrily glances at Madam Apolinara and runs up the 
stairs and out the back door. He has forgotten to button his suspenders. 

Madam Apolinara 
(follows him, wringing her hands) 

“Oh, I know it’s trouble, but what can you do—we’re illegal 
now.” 

 
ACT V, SCENE 3 

 
Liubunia comes out of the same storeroom. 

Liubunia 
“It’s boring... Let the music play.” 

Madam Apolinara 
“No, my dear. Don’t you hear the whistles?” 

Liubunia 
“I’ll run away!” 

Madam Apolinara 
(to the Musician) 

“All right, play! But, please—piano, piano...” 
Liubunia 

(goes up to Ahapiia) 
“And what if Papa’s home?” 
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Ahapiia 
“God only knows...” 

Liubunia 
“As soon as I think about it, my whole world turns black. 

What if Papa’s home and I’m here!.. (to the Musician) Louder!” 

 
ACT V, SCENE 4 

 
Two Girls enter swaying on the stairs with Guests and Matilda. 

“Well... We’re here.” 
First girl 

“Pussy-cats, you won’t regret it.” 
Guest 

“‘No regrets, no summons, no tears. All will pass, like the 
smoke of white apple trees.12’” 

Second girl 
“Bravo!” 

Guest 
“‘Engulfed by the gold of withering.’” 

Madam Apolinara 
(to the Girls) 

“You’ve come, my darling children... And where is Olia?” 
Matilda 

“Some wine! Then we’ll tell you about Olia...” 
Second girl 

(to one of the guests) 
“May I have a pear?” 

Guest 
“Help yourself... ‘I will not be young again.’ Take whatever 

your little heart desires!” 
Girls 

“Oh, what a kind fella!” 
Guest 

(becomes alarmed at his own generosity) 
“But only on one condition.” 

Girls 
“What condition?” 

Guest 
“You have half a minute to choose (takes out his watch). Half 

a minute for whatever you want. Half a minute! One, two!” 
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Girls 
“Chocolate! Wine! Pastry!” 

Guest 
“What kind of chocolate? What kind of wine?” 

Girls 
“Red, sweet, wine! No, white wine!” 

Guest 
“Well, what kind—tell me.” 

Second girl 
“Candy! Turkish delight!” 

Guest 
“Which do you prefer?” 

Second girl 
“Candy!” 

Guest 
“A hundred grams? Two hundred grams? Three hundred 

grams? A half minute has passed.” 
First girl 

“So soon?” 
Guest 

“‘My life, or did I but dream you...’” 
First girl 

“I wanted chocolate.” 
Guest 

“‘Just like spring merrymaking, I galloped through in the 
morning on a rose-colored steed...’ No, enough.” 

(sits down on the table). 
Second girl 

“Just you wait! We’ll tell you the same thing: anything you 
like, but only half a minute... Ha-ha-ha. I can imagine! Half a 
minute...” 

Madam Apolinara 
“Oh, Musia, Musia. How can you joke like that? The guests 

might think you’re really serious—half a minute...” 
She pours the wine. The Guests take to treating the Girls. 

Ahapiia 
(to Liubunia) 

“How nice it would be, sweetie, if you found your Papa, and I 
found the road to Jerusalem. Do you happen to know Vakulykha, 
dearie?” 
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Liubunia 
“No, I don’t. I’m not from your parts, Granny.” 

Ahapiia 
“I forgot that you’re from the steppe somewhere... Out of the 

entire region, Vakulykha was the only one who had been to 
Jerusalem...” 

Liubunia 
“It hurts, Granny—my heart—like I’m going to die...” 

Ahapiia 
“And she died so nicely, did Vakulykha! She returned from 

Jerusalem, and on the third day she died...” 
The Girls spring up from the table. 

Girls 
“Madam Apolinara! Mommy! The guests would like to dance 

some. May we?” 
Madam Apolinara 

“But I beg you, girls—piano! Pianissimo!” 
Musician plays a foxtrot. Shadows run along the walls and the ceiling,  

the Girls and the Guests dance. 
Liubunia 

“Here they are, playing music and dancing, and for some 
reason I see before me the windmills on the outskirts of our little 
town. And what if Papa is already coming up to the windmills, 
and I’m here?” 

Ahapiia 
“She looked like she had fallen asleep. Her face was bright 

and white—God’s truth, I’m not lying. In her coffin they put a 
splinter from the Lord’s grave that she had brought back; they 
put in fragrant herbs and a little cypress cross... God grant you, 
sweetie, and me and everyone to pass on as Vakulykha passed 
on. (Liubunia goes into the small storeroom. Ahapiia continues.) 
Should I write out a request? Comrades, Vakulykha died thus and 
such, and I want the same. You won’t believe me, Comrades, but 
I dream of it already. I go, as if floating on air, past a warm sea, 
and the path is covered with red flowers, and somewhere beyond 
the sea the glow of heaven is visible, like a sunrise in summer... 
You know, Comrades, if it doesn’t work out with Jerusalem, then 
I...” (dozes off). 

 
ACT V, SCENE 5 

 
Olia brings in Malakhii. From the doorway she shouts 

“I have a guest, too, and what a guest!” 
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Girls and Guests greet Olia with applause and shouts of “hurrah.”  
Musician strikes up a fanfare. 

Malakhii  
(standing on the stairs) 

“So here’s where they’ve finally acknowledged me! (Bows 
grandly) We greet our loyal followers!..” 

Madam Apolinara  
(to Olia) 

“I think this is Mira’s—Liubunia’s...” 
Olia 

“Father.” 
Madam Apolinara 

“Why did you do this, Olia?.. To distress the dear child! Why 
the drama?” 

Olia 
“Where is she?” 

Madam Apolinara 
“Sh! Her head hurts. She’s asleep.” 

Olia 
(looks in the little storeroom) 

“Mira, are you asleep? She’s asleep! (Goes up to Malakhii) 
What’s more precious, People’s Commissar—a father or sleep?” 

Malakhii 
“Sleep, if it comes after work.” 

Olia 
(smiles crookedly) 

“Weariness after work. Excuse me, I’ll go change, I’m 
soaked; (to everyone) it’s raining outside.” 

 
ACT V, SCENE 6 

 
In a rush another Guest comes dashing in. 

“Welcome, Counter-Revolution!” 
Madam Apolinara 

(delighted, but also anxious) 
“My God! Girls! Look who’s here...” 

Girls  
(to the new Guest) 

“A-ah! We-ell! Our ‘never’ has arrived.” 
Guest 

(looks at his watch) 
“Oh no! 1:15. The train’s at 2:00. I still have to send a 
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telegram... Right! A bottle of beer for me, two bottles of wine 
and candy for the girls—quick!” 

Madam Apolinara 
“Maybe you’d like to have dinner, darling...” 

Guest 
“No time! No time! Where’s Mira?” 

Girls 
“Mira! Mira! ‘Never’ has come to see you.” 

Madam Apolinara 
(even more anxious) 

“Sh! Piano, girls... (to Guest in a solicitous voice) Maybe you 
could select a different partner today?” 

Guest 
“Never, Counter-revolution! I just dropped in for five minutes.” 

Madam Apolinara 
“She’s sick.” 

Guest 
“What’s she got?” 

Madam Apolinara 
“She has a headache.” 

Guest 
“A trifle!” 

Madam Apolinara 
“Darling, there’s going to be a drama...” 

Guest 
“Never! Mira! May I?” (Goes to the storeroom). 

Malakhii 
(to Apolinara) 

“Who is he, anyway?” 
Madam Apolinara 

“A friend of ours... So gay and oh so kind...” 
Malakhii 

“Who’s he going to?” 
Madam Apolinara 

“I don’t really know... You see, I provide meals for them—
that is, they come to eat, and they rest here, and some even bring 
a guest... How can you know what they’re up to? Trouble, that’s 
what I have with them, trouble… Would you like a little vodka or 
beer after being out in the rain?” 

Malakhii 
“I forbid you to sell love in boxes!” 
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Madam Apolinara 
“What love?” 

Malakhii 
“In boxes, I say! You think I don’t see—you’ve made a 

bunch of boxes for love, as if they were little bathrooms. Where’s 
the moon? Where are the stars, I ask? Where are the flowers? 
(Takes a homemade flute from his pocket and begins to play) A 
decree for everyone, everyone, everyone!. From this day on, we 
forbid the buying and selling of preserved love in wooden—not 
to mention plywood—boxes... No, that’s not it. In order not to 
crush the principles of our econo-politics, we temporarily allow 
the buying and selling of love, but not in boxes, nor preserved: 
only with a moon, with night stars, on the grass, on flowers. 
Should someone get the urge during the day, then primarily over 
there, where the sun resounds in its hurry and golden bees buzz 
like this: bz-z-z... People’s Commissar (thinks a bit) The First.” 

 
ACT V, SCENE 7 

 
Liubunia runs in. Behind her comes the Guest. 

Guest 
“Where are you going? I have no time, Mira!” 

Liubunia 
“It’s Papa’s voice! Let me go!.. My darling Papa—lovely, 

dear, precious Papa!.. (kisses his hands). It was so hard, so hard 
to find you.” 

 
ACT V, SCENE 8 

 
Olia comes rushing in; Girls run up; Guests approach, wobbling. 

Olia 
“I found him for you.” 

Ahapiia 
“And I was dreaming of an angel playing on a golden flute... 

When suddenly, poof—why it’s Liubunia’s daddy.” 
Girls 

“It’s really your father? Mira! Is this your father?” 
Malakhii 

“I’m not a father. I’m the People’s Malakhii. You mean you 
haven’t read the first decree? I renounced my family status...” 

“Never” looks at his watch, waves his hand in disgust, and runs off. 
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Liubunia 
“Dear Papa! Don’t mind that I look like this—that I’m 

dressed this way...” 
Malakhii 

“I’ve renounced my family status, I say!” 
Liubunia 

“Forgive me, dear Papa! This isn’t really me. I did it just to 
find you, to earn a few kopecks...” 

Ahapiia 
“Forgive her for going astray, and God will forgive you even 

greater sins.” 
Olia doesn’t take her eyes off Malakhii. 

Liubunia 
“Vanko will be here in a minute, and we’ll drive down to the 

train station... I’ve got some money, a whole fifty-three rubles. 
I’ll buy reserved-seat tickets, and flavored mineral water and 
oranges for the road. You’ll lie down, Papa—you’ll rest, my dear 
Papa, who’s already turning gray...” 

Malakhii 
(moves away) 

“I tell you, there is no dear Papa!.. And there’s no Kum! 
There’s a People’s Malakhii the People’s Commissar! 
Peopmalakhpeop. The First!” 

Liubunia 
“What am I supposed to do now?” 

Olia 
(to Malakhii) 

“So what’s she going to do now—hey you, People’s 
Misfortune!” 

Malakhii 
“Light the fire of universal love on the streets of your cities, 

warm the weary—in my sky-blue countries they’ll raise 
monuments to you for this...” 

Liubunia 
“What should I do now?” 

Olia 
“We’ll ask him to tell another little sky-blue lie, and you 

know about whom? About the darlings who come back to us on 
winter nights. Ha-ha-ha. So many of the darlings have already 
slept with me that if I have to take them all in and warm them 
from their campaigns, they’ll suffocate me... Musician! A ring 
song!” 
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Liubunia staggers off to the storeroom as though ill.  
The Girls pick up Olia’s call. 

Girls 
“Bravo! Bravo! A song! Olia’s going to sing a ring song!” 

Olia 
(sings, accompanied by music) 

 “I lost my dear ring, 
 I lost my love, 
 because of that ring 
 I cry day and night. 
 My darling, he left me 
 with a child in my arms; 
 when I look at the child 
 my eyes fill with tears. 
 Because of you, my child, 
 I’ll drown myself in the sea.” 

Malakhii 
(ascends the steps) 

“Hello, hello! Pass this on to everyone by radio, to everyone, 
everyone living in Ukraine—to the people, poplars, our willows, 
steppes, and the ravines, and the stars in the sky.” 

Olia 
 “With my blonde braid long 
 On the waves I tossed, 
 With my right hand I waved. 
 Farewell, my darling, farewell!” 

Malakhii 
(forlorn) 

“Pass on that the People’s Malakhii is already sorrowing, that 
a silver tear is running down his gray whiskers and is dripping 
into the sky-blue sea. How tragic this is: he is sorrowing over 
sky-blue dreams...” 

He is surrounded by Girls and Guests. They are laughing and dancing. At 
this very moment Ahapiia shouts 

“Liubunia has hanged herself!” 
Madam Apolinara 

“She hanged herself!” 
Girls 

(look into the storeroom) 
“She hanged herself!” 
“She hanged herself!.. Mirka!.. Oh God!” 

They become alarmed. Guests and Girls run about in confusion.  
All rush to the stairs and the door. 
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Ahapiia 
(to Malakhii) 

“Your daughter hanged herself!” 
Malakhii 

“Don’t worry, faithful one—she didn’t hang herself; she 
drowned in a sea... More precisely, in a sky-blue sea...” 

 
ACT V, SCENE 9 

 
Olia 

(comes out of the storeroom) 
“I took her down... She’s dead... (to Malakhii) Do you hear! 

You’re the one who drove her—to her death!” 
Malakhii 

“You better catch the new moon, for it’s getting wet in the 
sea.” 

Olia 
“He’s gone completely mad... Where to now after sky-blue 

dreams? (She answers herself, with conviction) What more is 
there to think about! Go there!... Go back. To work!” (Ties on a 
kerchief and sets off with determined tread) 

 
ACT V, SCENE 10 

 
Madam Apolinara rushes in with a small trunk, into which she has stuffed 

jewelry, gold rings, pieces of silk, and such. 
Madam Apolinara 

“I may be bad, but I’m not like him ...” (Spits on Malakhii 
and runs off) 

Malakhii 
“They spat upon him and struck him on the cheeks. So he 

took up his golden horn and blew into it... (takes out his flute) 
and played a universal sky-blue symphony (plays upon the flute). 
I am the universal shepherd. I graze my flock. I graze them and 
graze them and play...” 

Ahapiia lights a candle. Malakhii plays. It seems to him that he really is 
creating some kind of a beautiful sky-blue symphony, even though the flute 

resounds with a nasal and wild dissonance. 
 

The End 
 
 

Translated by George Mihaychuk 
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Original publication: Mykola Kulish, “Narodnyi Malakhii” in Mykola 
Kulish: Tvory v dvokh tomakh [Works in Two Volumes]. Kyiv: Dnipro 
Publishers, 1990, vol. 2, pp. 3–83. 

 
                                                 
1 Executive Committee (Vykonavchyi komitet, abbreviated Vykonkom). Executive 
committees were organs of government on the oblast and district levels. 
2 A kum (pronounced “koom“) is someone who is a godparent to one’s child. The 
relationship is mutual, so that the godparent is kum to the parents and the parents are 
kums to the godparent. Kum is male, kuma is female. Thus Kum is the godfater of 
Malakhii’s daughters, and Tarasovna is his Kuma. 
3 “A Mercy of Peace, A Sacrifice of Praise“ is a part of the Ukrainian Orthodox 
Divine Liturgy that follows after the singing of the Symbol of the Orthodox Faith. 
4 “The Canary” is a soldier’s marching song.  
5 The words are from the exapostilarion sung during the service on Holy Thursday.  
6 “We lift them up unto the Lord“ (Imamy ko Hospodu) is a continuation of the 
choir’s response to the priest’s words in the Divine Liturgy. The music sung by Bass 
and Tenor is part of the exchange between priest and choir that follows the singing 
of the Symbol of the Orthodox Faith. 
7 A continuation of the choir’s response to the priest’s words. 
8 “Taras” refers to Taras Shevchenko, the national bard of Ukraine 
9 The Saburov Psychiatric Hospital is located outside of Kharkiv. 
10 Liubunia is a diminutive form of the name Liubov, which means Love. 
11 Lines from Taras Shevchenko. 
12 This and subsequently quoted poetry are from the Russian poet Sergei Esenin 
(Yesenin). 
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Stepan returned from his morning swims in the Dnipro at nine thirty. He 
went out to the river at seven and spent two hours lying on the sand in the soft 
sunlight, which slowly turned his body into that of a brown Atlas. Such were 
the details of the invariable, if unwritten, daily schedule that he had 
developed on the second day after settling in his new apartment and adhered 
to without fail, thus marking the beginning of his new life. 

For the first time in his life he was free of the hardships of inadequate 
means. He was entirely satisfied with his living arrangements, somewhat 
impulsively considering himself a hardy tree, capable of taking root in any 
soil. Following village habits, by summer he had again economized a few 
tens of karbovanets, living frugally, drinking two glasses of milk every 
morning, having lunch in the NarKharch Union of People’s Food Service and 
Dormitory Workers cafeteria, and then in the evening returning there again 
for another modest meal. He did not keep even a slice of bread at home, 
fearful of mice and roaches, and instinctively concluding that using food, as 
well as discarding it, is not appropriate in a room where you work and sleep, 
and that civilization in its unceasing progress had created for these purposes 
specific places of public use whose value was not identically understood for 
both functions, although in practical terms they were of equal value. 

The only indulgence the boy allowed himself was smoking really good 
tobacco. He did not economize on that, since if it was unpleasant to treat a 
friend to inferior cigarettes, it was even worse to smoke them yourself. The 
serious work that he began over the summer, when his affairs at the Institute 
had ended and he had moved to these new quarters, obscured for him all the 
seductive posters about world-renowned films, the most famous singers and 
actors appearing in the theaters, as well as the most raucous entertainments 
and amusements taking place in parks and along the Dnipro. Deliberately and 
willingly he had condemned himself to solitude within these walls, where the 
only decoration was a wilting palm in one corner, a relic of the former 
bourgeois owners that was handed down to each successive tenant, reminding 
them of the unfortunate history of this world. Under its yellowed leaves he 
undertook a systematic labor of transforming his own person. 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

* The first part of this novel appeared in Volume 4 (2014) of Ukrainian Literature. 
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The boy had observed in himself a quality he found most strange and 
even frightening, and whose real causes and natural origins he did not 
understand. Instead of building him up with new knowledge, his first year at 
the Institute, brilliantly accomplished from all perspectives, had, it seems, 
resulted in the destruction of the wisdom that he had brought with him from 
the village. Suddenly he felt that his brain was dressed only in the most 
shameful rags, and this feeling troubled him, since it degraded his dignity. 
Most of all, he was troubled by deficiencies in a field that was not even part of 
his Institute studies at all but a personal and somewhat sensitive 
matter—namely, literature. It had become his closest and most important 
concern, for reasons that he did not really want to analyze in detail, justifying 
his enthusiasm, instead, with the substantial argument that a familiarity with 
literature was the primary characteristic of a cultured person. From his 
voluminous reading back in the village he had remembered a whole host of 
names, titles, and plots, but all this was like a neglected library, where the 
books have not even been put up on the shelves. So he began to arrange them 
in his head, just as he had once done in the library of the Village Hall. 

After his morning bathing, the hours from ten to three were for reading. 
Then, until five, various minor chores—teaching lessons at various offices, 
exchanging books at the library, eating lunch, and resting; then, two hours to 
study languages, alternating between English and French every day; and 
afterwards, until ten, Ukrainian literature. Finally, some free time for a walk 
along the streets or in a park, supper, and then sleep from eleven to seven. 
This was the regimen that he followed, like a supreme law carved by a divine 
hand on stone tablets. At moments when something within him rebelled 
against such a regimented life, he scolded himself and cursed in the foulest 
language, knowing full well that a betrayal in one instance was a betrayal 
forevermore. But in the evening, after a walk and a fitness regimen that 
followed the functional system of Dr. Anokhin, when he lay down to sleep he 
felt that his thoughts were unusually clear, and he experienced the sublime 
pleasure that was the cornerstone of Epicurean teachings. 

In two months he had covered as much material as can be covered by a 
talented young man who is willing to expend all his forces on the capture of 
this single fortress. He experienced almost no fatigue, refreshing his powers 
each morning with water and sunlight and exercising his muscles each 
evening with rhythmic calisthenics. A few weeks after introducing this 
schedule, however, he felt a need for at least a little rest after his work on 
languages, and after careful consideration in a special deliberation, having 
given himself an opportunity to be heard both “for” and “against,” he 
approved the resolution to permit Stepan Radchenko to lie down for ten 
minutes after language study. And these moments became the happiest time 
of the whole day. They came between seven and eight o’clock, when evening 
extends through the window its ephemeral warm hands, reaching down from 
distant heights, rising up from the depths of the earth, and carrying into the 
home the soothing tranquility of immeasurable space, silently joining the soul 
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with the expanse of the universe. Drowning his gaze in a corner of the room, 
the boy observed as objects dissolved in the creeping dusk and walls 
disappeared in a thick bluish glow. Ten minutes of this lethargy, and then he 
suddenly jumps up, turns on the electric light, harshly breaking the magical 
charm. Books open. Silence. Intermittent scratches of pencil on paper. 

Sustained by the saturation of his own mind, he did not feel a need to 
interact with other people, those distant figures whom he occasionally 
encountered. Their lives now seemed to him comically simplistic and 
unworthy of any attention. He was becoming a wild recluse in his room, 
although he ascended the peaks of civilization every day. Having reduced his 
own life to a mechanical process, he wanted to see the same in others, as he 
gained more wisdom than one ought to allow oneself to gain. 

At eleven o’clock on this day, after a morning that had augured nothing 
new, a knock on his door disturbed his concentration. Damn it! Who dares 
disturb him at this sacred time? But it was only a letter, whose arrival 
surprised him even more than an uninvited guest. From whom? Shrugging his 
shoulders, the boy tore open the envelope. It was from the poet Vyhorsky, 
who had taken his stories. He trembled as if in that very moment his future 
life was being determined and the wisdom of his fanatical efforts was being 
judged. An unexpected burning, a sudden confusion forced him to sit down 
and hastily scan the letter, searching for the necessary phrases. Here—here 
they were: “They are wonderful stories, to be sure.” Suddenly, the letter was 
no longer interesting, as if he had instantly ingested all of its contents. 

The boy threw the letter on his bed and began pacing the room in 
agitation, like a person who has awakened in a strange setting. “They are 
wonderful stories, to be sure,” his soul sang out these words, and he realized 
that while he had forgotten about his stories, his entire life revolved only 
around them, in expectation of this unforeseen letter. Swallowing the burning 
sensation of joy, he stretched out and picked up the letter again. Unwittingly 
focusing on the beautiful sentence in the middle, which stood out from the 
entire text as if it were laid out in a diamond mosaic, the boy lit a cigarette 
and, leaning back carelessly in his chair, began reading. 

“I stopped for a short layover in Simeiz and remembered that I owe you 
a letter. And what do you think jogged my memory? A couple was walking 
by and ‘he’ was complaining about Ukrainization. The poor fellow brought 
his offended Russian selfishness even here, to this resort town. So here I am 
at the post office, and you must thank that Russian vacationer, because I don’t 
willingly write letters—they’re one of the most foolish things invented by 
mankind. Whenever I see a ‘Post and Telegraph Office’ sign, I think, ‘Here’s 
the enemy of mankind.’ You don’t yet know how pleasant it is to run away as 
far as possible from those who know you, to a place where no one cares about 
you and you don’t care about any of them, and you can be anything you want 
to be and no one is going to demand an accounting from you. And to 
encounter at such a moment the mechanisms of communication! It’s 
barbaric! In any case, to my credit, this is the first letter I’m writing, and I’ve 
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already walked through the Caucasus and now I’m walking along the 
southern coast of Crimea. I’m all alone, but full of enthusiasm. My plan is to 
walk the western coast as well. I’m not tired, and there’s still a great deal to 
do. I’m writing, but not about the sea or the monasteries. About the city! And 
your stories are all rural. They are wonderful stories, to be sure. Their faults 
only point to future accomplishments. I read them back on the train and sent 
them out to journals when I reached Katerynoslav. It would be good if they 
both appeared together. That would be an unpleasant surprise to our literary 
critics, who specialize in the aria about the crisis in literature. I don’t know 
how to finish a letter. Nor how to write one. Vyhorsky.” 

Stepan got up impulsively, lost in thought. He grabbed a shirt and 
rushed out into the street, slowing his movements so as not to attract 
attention. Along the way he stopped in a couple of bookstores, but they did 
not carry periodicals. What do you mean, you don’t carry periodicals? He 
sullenly walked out of the shops. It wasn’t until he reached Volodymyr Street 
that he had any success. Which journal are you looking for? All of the ones 
that had issues last month! The boy greedily surveyed their contents, and with 
a trembling hand set aside two of them. His own name, printed alongside 
those of others, gave him such a start that he did not immediately understand 
what to do with the journals. Eventually, taking himself in hand, he purchased 
them and stepped out of the bookstore. 

Now where? He couldn’t imagine what else was left for him to desire. 
Within him a sharp burst of emotion settled into a sweet, calm, and 
intoxicating fog. He did not want to go anywhere. He stood in front of the 
shop window, forcing himself to look at the books displayed there, but 
feeling only the tension of his fingers on the pages in his hands. Suddenly 
pulling away from the glass, he left quickly, driven by a fervent desire to sit 
somewhere alone and read, over and over, the stories he had written. 

In the park where he had once watched children playing ball, he hid 
himself in a remote corner and opened the publications to the pages where his 
works were printed. Carefully he examined the paper and the style of the 
printed letters and then began slowly to read, like a newly literate reader 
consuming his first book. At first, he did not recognize his lines in their new, 
external appearance, and he felt uneasy. This uneasiness increased even more 
as he connected with his own works. He read, trembling with exhilaration and 
fear, and the works he had created now produced in him a new being, 
allowing him to experience the joy of the complete oneness of his person, 
erasing any duality of the soul between internal and external components. He 
became unified and powerful, and if an unexpected tremor arose in him, it 
was only a response to his own greatness. 

He read for a long time, and sat even longer, weaving indistinct dreams 
that led, time and again, to the indisputable fact that he had become a writer. 
If he had been capable of writing these stories, it was evident that he would be 
able to write many more, and better ones. 

His dreams grew brighter, transforming into thoughts. He was 
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beginning to realize that secretly, without ever admitting it to himself, he had 
been certain that someday this moment would arrive, and this certainty had 
been invisibly guiding his life. Even before reaching the first rung of the 
literary ladder—not yet having seen his works in print—he had begun to 
study literature, in order to strengthen his position on that rung. He was 
fascinated by the secret processes of the soul, which knows more and sees 
further than the poor mind, which often merely sanctions already approved 
resolutions, like those English kings that reign but do not rule. The idea that 
all this might not have happened was something he acknowledged like the 
shadow of an incapacitated threat whose possible effects on his life he could 
not even imagine. But this thought, although disarmed, was too horrible to 
linger on for long. 

After lunch, having decided that today marked the beginning of a new 
era in his life, he decided to start a diary. Having written a few uncertain lines 
in a notebook, he needed to put a date under what he had written. Glancing up 
at the calendar, he was surprised and forgot all about the diary: today was 
exactly one year to the day since he had arrived in the city. How short it had 
been, this year! How strangely and quickly it had flown by. So the boy 
decided to treat this doubly remarkable day as a holiday, and to mark it with 
an appropriate leisure activity. His shoes and trousers, with their slight bulges 
on the knees, were scoured once again, although cleaning them every 
morning was one of the rules of his strict regimen. At six o’clock, he changed 
his collar, put on his jacket, and without a hat, as usual, left his room. 

The street greeted him with a soft evening rustle as he measured its 
surface with strong, energetic strides, as if his legs were fitted with new steel 
springs. The boy walked without hurry, haughtily raising his head as a mark 
of his superiority. His consciousness of this superiority had firmly implanted 
itself in his mind and added sparkle to his eyes and a peaceful dignity to his 
actions. This very process of proud walking, the flawless motion of each gear 
and lever of his own complex machine, gave him such intoxicating 
satisfaction that he didn’t even consider where it was his legs were taking 
him. 

Reaching Khreschatyk, he bought a newspaper, sat down at a table in an 
open-air café, and ordered coffee and a pastry. With incomprehensible and 
unexpected refinement he crossed one leg over the other and lazily stirred the 
aromatic liquid, all the while glancing obliquely at the hundreds of faces 
passing on the sidewalk and taking in the variety of colors and activities on 
the street. Then he opened the newspaper to the events announcements. 

“Another pastry,” he called out to the waitress who was walking past 
him. 

A concert of the symphony orchestra at the Opera won him over, mostly 
because he had never been to such a concert, and hopping on the 
bus—although the Opera was only two blocks away—he reached Volodymyr 
Street. He bought an expensive ticket—it had to be an expensive one—and 
walked around the circular gallery, taking delight in the spectacle of 
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constantly changing faces, figures, and attire. The crowd had a strange effect 
on him. Its motion and sound aggravated his already sensitive nerves, as if he 
were for the first time seeing so many people and feeling his own relation to 
them. He experienced the joy of existing alongside his fellow beings, united 
with them in shared activity. He wanted to laugh when he saw others 
laughing. The diversity of these unknown beings was closer to him than all 
those he had previously known. 

Peering further into the depths of the enchanting crowd, composed, it 
seemed, of the finest specimens of the human race, he found a woman. 
Slowly focusing his gaze, he passed through the transparency of her clothing, 
expanding the naked flesh beyond her arms and shoulders, sensing the 
pleasing firmness of her legs in the thin stockings that disappeared beneath 
the scallops of her dress. The crowd exuded desire like a blossoming tree in 
early spring sends forth its matrimonial scent. It oppressed with the power of 
its sensuality, hidden within these hundreds of beings, who seemed to be the 
refined incarnation of one giant male and one giant female, with passions 
worthy of their giant bodies. 

He listened to the concert inattentively, distracted by impressions of the 
crowd. He, too, was a full member of this crowd, but he could not even speak 
to anyone. He was surprised at the insult he felt at his own alienation. Beyond 
doubt, all these people were cultured individuals who read journals, and 
many of them would consider it an honor to make the acquaintance of a 
talented writer. Yet they were separated by a very unfortunate boundary that 
made him a foreign body that had only accidentally entered into this 
smoothly functioning organism. Oh, if only he had a single acquaintance. But 
now he was like a ghost, perhaps a well-educated one but nevertheless one 
incapable of taking part in the joy of material existence. He was lonely, and 
the months of solitary effort were now turning against him. 

During the intermission Stepan loitered gloomily in the gallery. The 
crowd had so easily taken him down a notch and so thoughtlessly destroyed 
him that he began, in the end, to pity himself, grasping at any sliver of high 
esteem that he could still ascribe to himself. After all, nothing much had 
happened: he had simply become a little too emotional. He was a writer, after 
all, and that was indisputable, and he need not concern himself too much with 
all these mugs around him. There probably wasn’t anyone among them who 
could write a publishable work. 

Seeking any kind of comfort for his alienation, Stepan approached the 
kiosk of an instant lottery that had been set up in all theaters by the 
Committee to Aid Children. Here he had the right to speak, if only for money. 
Since the lottery to aid homeless children was not very popular among the 
spectators, the pretty sales girl greeted the boy very graciously. Would he like 
a lottery ticket? They’re twenty kopecks, please. Stepan glanced at the wine, 
candy, make-up, pen-knives, decorated boxes, and other trivia that was ready 
to belong to anyone who might win it, and, reaching into the box, pulled out a 
ticket, which, on examination, proved to be completely blank. 
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“I’ll take another one,” he said. 
But the purpose of the lottery was to aid children, not to hand out a 

bottle of port to each customer for two coins. 
“One more,” Stepan continued. 
After the fourth blank ticket, the boy was attracting the attention of a 

number of people, drawn in by the lottery girl’s beautiful laugh and the figure 
of an intrepid philanthropist. 

“But they’re probably all blank!” said the budding young writer with 
theatrical despair after the sixth ticket, to the amusement of a sizeable 
audience, whose curious stares he felt on his back with great satisfaction. 

“O no, you’re just unlucky. You’re probably lucky in something else,” 
answered the sales girl coquettishly, pouring out her charm in front of the boy 
for the benefit of the charitable committee. 

With the ninth ticket he turned toward the onlookers with a nervous 
blush on his face and, unfolding the ticket, held it high over his head. A roar 
of satisfied laughter rose from the crowd—this ticket was also blank. 

With a conqueror’s delight, Stepan surveyed the ocean of heads before 
him that was filling the passage, blocking the movement of people who were 
joining the crowd as they learned that this tall fellow was buying his 
twenty-third ticket without any results. Off to the side the shining helmet of a 
firefighter could be seen moving toward the crowd. 

“I’ll buy a ticket!” called out a woman’s voice unexpectedly, and while 
Stepan was rummaging in his pocket a diminutive girl put her hand into the 
perfidious box. She won a lollipop and ceremoniously turned it over to 
Stefan, accompanied by the joyful shouts and applause of the onlookers, who 
were hurrying back to their seats. The intermission was coming to an end. 

The boy paid even less attention to the second half of the symphonic 
concert than he had to the first. Whether from shame or excitement, his face 
was hot. It was foolish to act so silly in front of the crowd. And an even 
greater misery gnawed at his heart: of the five karbovanets with which he had 
left home, he now had only two silver coins. The lollipop gave him the 
greatest misery, and he quietly threw it under his chair. May it be damned! 
And what benefit was there from all this spending? 

After the concert, Stepan walked out of the opera in a dour spirit and 
stopped by the portico to light a cigarette. This doubly remarkable day in his 
life was ending without any uplifting feeling. 

“Can you give me a light?” He heard a familiar voice and saw the girl 
who had participated with him in the lottery. For an unknown reason he was 
overjoyed and flustered. As if he had seen someone he had long expected, 
with whom the brightest hopes were associated. Graciously lighting her 
cigarette with a separate match, he began to walk alongside her. 

“I’ve got the cigarette lit already,” she remarked when he followed her 
as she turned on to Lenin Street. 

“I want to thank you for your present,” said Stepan, after a moment’s 
thought. 
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“You’re welcome. You can enjoy it at your leisure.” 
He glanced at her, surprised by her peevish tone. This skinny little thing, 

hardly up to his armpits and topped off with a flattened hat. The boy was 
dissatisfied with this disparity between them, but, nevertheless, carefully took 
her by the arm when it came time to cross the street. She threw him a 
sideways glance, pulled back her arm, and walked on with her firm, almost 
military, stride. 

“Why are you silent?” she asked, turning into Gimnazia Passage. 
“And what’s your name?” asked Stepan uncertainly. 
“And what’s it to you?” she answered sternly. “My name is Zoska,” she 

added, softening. 
“Zosia, ...” Stepan began. 
“My name is Zoska, you hear—Zoska,” she cut him off impatiently, 

going toward the door. 
The boy followed her, vaguely expecting the staircase to be dark, 

allowing him to steal a kiss there and thus recompense himself for the misery 
at the concert and the money wasted there. But, as if guessing his intentions, 
the girl sprang up the stairs to the first floor hurriedly and pushed her key into 
the lock. 

“Bonjour,” she said, disappearing behind the door. 
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II 
 

Finally, after many corrections and crossings out, the sheet contained 
only a few words, and was evidently completely acceptable: 

“Dear Comrades. In the last issue of your journal you published one of 
my stories. Please write and let me know if you would like any more stories. I 
can send some. My address: Kyiv, Lviv Street 51, Apt. 16. Stefan 
Radchenko.” 

And yet, on further reflection, he felt that the fact that his story had been 
published in the journal was so obvious that mentioning it in his letter would 
be unnecessary, so he crossed out the relevant sentence. Reflecting even 
further, he determined that it was insulting to his own dignity to promote his 
own stories, so after the final redaction his letter was entirely acceptable to 
him: 

“Dear Comrades. My address: Kyiv, Lviv Street 51, Apt. 16. Stefan 
Radchenko.” 

Copying this text in two separate copies, the boy addressed the letters to 
the journals, one in Kyiv, the other in Kharkiv, and felt a deep and liberating 
relief. 

Then he got up and paced around his room. It was near eight o’clock in 
the morning—half of the second floor, which included his room, was only 
just getting up. From the kitchen, past a number of closed doors, he could 
hear the hiss of three gas stoves, corresponding to the number of families that 
were squeezed into the remaining four rooms of this apartment. He didn’t 
really know his neighbors, since he spent most of his time alone in his room 
and did not meet them in the kitchen, the usual site of domestic meetings, 
acquaintances, and arguments. He never even touched this nerve center of 
activity, with its cooking stove, table covered with chopping scars, greasy 
cabinet, and collection of pans, pots, colanders, and ladles along the wall. 
Even to wash up in the morning he walked down to the Dnipro, which 
deprived him of the opportunity to come into contact with his co-habitants 
and to observe them in their natural state. After all, the code of customary 
behavior allows people to enter the kitchen in their housecoat, if they are 
women; without a jacket, if they are men; or sleepy and disheveled, 
regardless of their sex. Sharing the same roof brings people together not so 
much because they can demonstrate their finest qualities to one another but 
rather because they cannot hide the dirtier sides of their lives, which, 
unfortunately, are more significant. Every apartment is a small group of 
conspirators who silently grant mutual exemptions from the decent behavior 
that they would otherwise demand of anyone who did not have the honor of 
living with them. 

Stepan listened to this morning symphony of domesticity all the more 
carefully because he had never actually heard it before, since he was never at 
home in the morning. The ceaseless slamming of the doors, the yelling of the 
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breadwinners who were rushing to their jobs, the angry responses of the 
women, the shrieks of children being sent off to school, and the incessant wail 
of infants bore witness to an income level of between fifty and one hundred 
karbovanets a month, a level associated with the intelligent proletariat, 
otherwise known as city dwellers or the bourgeoisie. These umpteen cubic 
meters of air locked between walls, ceiling, and floor were the unsung home 
of the youthful aspirations, beauty, hope, and rose-colored expectations that 
mattered in this world, and the boy, although he considered himself an 
incomparably higher being than the average person, reflected sadly and with 
a secret fear: “What are they living for, actually? Today, tomorrow, a month 
from now—it’s always the same thing. They’re nuts.” 

At nine o’clock, when the working men had left for their jobs and their 
wives for the bazaars, the apartment sank into a relative silence, which, after 
the earlier clamor, seemed absolute. Sitting down at his table under the 
beneficent branches of the old palm, Stepan pulled a packet of papers written 
in pencil from a corner of the drawer and began to sort them carefully. These 
were the working copies of the stories he had written last winter, three 
completed and one just started. They were longer than the ones that had been 
published, but they shared the same themes—revolution and rebels. In 
addition, they all shared another quality, one which had already been evident 
in his first story, “The Razor,” and had emphatically continued in all of 
Stepan’s further stories, crystallizing his understanding of the civil war as a 
gigantic mass uprising in which individuals were invisible particles leveled in 
the larger whole and mindlessly subordinated to it, and where people were 
depersonalized in a higher will, which had stripped them of their own life and 
along with it of all illusions of independence. Thus, quite naturally, the heroes 
of his stories became things, in which the mighty idea was superficially 
embodied. Indeed, all by themselves, the carriers of the action in his stories 
became a derailed armored train, a burnt-out estate, or a captured station that 
had all stood against the human collective as distinct individuals. There had 
never been such summary executions and corpses had never fallen as meekly 
as they did in the works of Stefan Radchenko, because, as he tuned his ear to 
the groans of the derailed armored train, the author forgot about the cries of 
the living beneath its shattered carcass. 

By evening he had completed the unfinished story, surprised by the 
heaviness of his hand in writing. Pages he had earlier written in an hour now 
cost him half a day of intense concentration, with unfortunate interruptions 
when the pencil refused to write altogether. He ended up crossing out what 
was written, grinding to a sudden stop from full speed after reaching a word 
that didn’t really fit but also wouldn’t allow itself to be replaced. His 
expertise in language turned into an unmitigated enemy. His mind, weighed 
down with the burden of his reading, with the stylistic examples of the 
masters, and with heightened expectations from every turn of phrase, was 
constantly holding back the free flight of his inspiration. His literary taste, 
sharpened by the finest works of literature, revealed countless blemishes in 
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the construction of his story. Twice he had to rebuild the plot of the work, 
abandoning what he had thought up and adding completely unforeseen 
elements. On finishing, he felt an angry satisfaction, like a rider who has 
finally subdued a horse that had repeatedly thrown him to the ground. 

He devoted two days to making a clean copy and superficial corrections, 
leaving his home only to eat and to teach his language classes. He even 
neglected his hygienic bathing in the Dnipro. A day later he received a reply 
from the editorial office of the Kyiv journal, one just as brief as his letter: 
“Please drop in to the editorial office between 11 and 2 o’clock.” The 
“please” was very gratifying, but he did not visit the editorial office. He was 
held back from such a step by a strange combination of modesty and pride. 
Nothing, however, held him back from washing up and tidying his clothes as 
carefully as possible and setting off for Gimnazia Passage, to the building 
where the girl Zoska lived. 

In truth, he did not feel a great desire to meet with her, but solitude had 
become burdensome and the need to have some fun after working on the 
stories led him out to where he might at least hear a living word—and if it 
came from a girl, all the better. Of course, it wasn’t words alone that 
interested him. The physical longing for a woman had not left him since he 
had abandoned Musinka, and the more completely he closed off any practical 
possibilities of satisfying this longing, the more completely it captivated his 
imagination. For a few minutes before falling off to sleep, as a just reward 
after the learned books, he allowed himself to toss around in his imagination a 
few of those things associated with love-making, and these imaginings were 
very gratifying, despite their immodesty. He would drift off to sleep wrapped 
up in invisible embraces that did not release his willing body until morning, 
leaving behind an unquenchable desire to convert them into reality. And his 
dreams were deeply immoral, revealing his goal in stark simplicity, dredging 
up material from his days as a wanderer, when relations with women were not 
adorned with even the most elementary seemliness, since in their very 
essence they were absolutely unseemly. The seductive tormentor of all 
champions of spiritual values, that sleazy devil, ceaselessly stoked the flames 
of the wild fire in Stepan’s blood, and if the boy succeeded in containing it 
within the limits of his imagination, then that itself was a considerable virtue. 

About Zoska herself, however, he had no particular intentions. He even 
thought that through her he might make some further acquaintances and thus 
expand the narrow confines of his solitude and imagination that were 
beginning to suffocate him. With such thoughts in mind he cleared his nose 
and throat and knocked on the door, which was opened by the girl herself. 

“What do you want?” she asked, having opened the door. 
“I wanted to see you,” answered Stepan. 
“I did not give you permission,” she answered sternly. But then, a 

moment later, she added, “Not here. Wait outside, and I’ll be right out.” 
Before the boy could say a word, she closed the door. Stepan went out 

on the street feeling offended, since he considered himself on all 
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counts—mental and physical—deserving of a better reception. What a snob! 
Nevertheless, he strolled along the sidewalk, mindlessly reading the signs on 
the door identifying the inhabitants. Zoska did not make him wait long, and 
soon stepped off the porch in a jacket and hat. 

“Look at what I bought myself,” she said, showing the boy a small 
riding crop. “Nice, isn’t it? A remarkable one.” 

“It’s very nice. Unusual,” said Stepan, examining it. 
“Do you know how to use it?” 
“Just please don’t hit me,” said the boy, seeing her take a swing. 
“It’s for a dog—a Pomeranian, like the one we have. So, where’s the 

lollipop?” 
“I threw it away.” 
“The one I gave you as a present?!” 
She stopped, mortified. 
“No—no,” said Stepan, fearing that she would leave, “I’m joking. I put 

it away in a drawer, at home.” 
“Bring it to me,” said Zoska, “I’ll attach it to the riding crop.” 
I guess I’ll have to buy one. And a lollipop suits her, Stepan thought, 

glancing at her childish features. 
A quarter of an hour later, Stepan was ceremoniously buying tickets for 

front-row seats at the cinema, expecting this expenditure to set a firm 
foundation for their further friendship. He reasoned, quite logically, that 
when a girl gets something from a boy, she begins to owe him something, too. 

With knightly chivalry he let her into the cinema lobby ahead of him 
and graciously strolled around with her examining the posters and film stills. 

“Look at this moron,” said Zoska, pointing with the crop at a young man 
riding a horse in one of the stills. “In movies you should ride in an 
automobile, not on a horse like a policeman.” 

Stepan was puffed up with pride—this was the first time in his life that 
he was with a real girl in a public place. His only regret was that she was 
swinging the crop too much and looking around, instead of paying attention 
to him. Nevertheless, she was sure to have a deep appreciation for the fact 
that it was he who had brought her here. 

When the lights in the theater went out and images began to flicker on 
the screen, Stepan took her small hand and squeezed it. The girl did not 
respond but she also didn’t pull back, so after a few minutes he put her hand 
on his knee and covered it with his palm, having decided, cautiously, to stop 
for the moment at that. After the last scenes, Zoska exclaimed: “What a 
wonderful film! Apollo, buy tickets for the next showing.” 

“My name is Stefan,” said Stepan, offended. “Sit here. I’ll get the 
tickets.” 

He quickly returned with the tickets, secretly fearing that she might run 
away. 

“Oh, you’re just divine,” said Zoska. 
But no sooner had the film begun than she proclaimed wearily, 
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“Phooey, this stinks. I want to go home. It’s stuffy in here.” 
On the corner of her street, she expressed another wish: 
“I want to take a boat ride.” 
“As you please,” answered Stepan. “It’s such a quiet evening, we can go 

somewhere far.” 
“As long as it’s on our street.” 
“But where’s the water?” 
“Create it!” cried the girl plaintively. 
His patience ran out and, discreetly looking about, he kissed her. 
“How boorish!” she cried. 
“I love you,” mumbled Stepan helplessly. 
“I did not give you permission,” she said as sternly as possible, walking 

away. 
“Zoska, when will I see you?” he asked as she was leaving. 
“Never,” she said. 
But the boy only smiled at this word, and he went home filled with a 

variety of pleasant feelings. Zoska’s decisive “never” only cheered him. 
Indeed, it gave him hope for another meeting very soon, perhaps even with 
important consequences, since it was not difficult for him to figure out that 
this girl was a capricious double-dealer who didn’t know what she wanted. 
That gave a great deal of latitude to a person with constant desires. He was 
particularly pleased with her habit of saying that she had not given 
permission after the matter was already accomplished. Such a prohibition 
was, as everyone knows, not much of an obstruction. 

All in all, he liked the girl more than he would have thought only a few 
hours earlier. When he touched her for an instant on the street he felt a restless 
change—experiencing at first hand the truth that a woman’s body, just 
because it is small, does not lose its attractive features. On the contrary, in the 
paucity of its dimensions, he felt some special, sophisticated charms bred by 
the city, since such a body simply could not exist in a village environment. It 
was precisely this urban quality in her that attracted him, inasmuch as 
becoming a true city dweller was the first goal of his ambition. With her he 
could go to all the theaters, cinemas, and performances. With her he would 
achieve familiarity in urban society, where, of course, he would be accepted 
and honored. 

At the Institute, classes had no doubt already begun, and he promised 
himself over and again to show up there. One morning, while dressing, he 
actually decided to make that happen forthwith. Then, suddenly, he asked 
himself: “Why should I go there?” And he did not find a suitable answer. At 
first he was surprised, then gratified, and, embracing his own decisiveness, he 
spent the day feeling himself a conqueror. What do I need the Institute for? 
Stepan Radchenko is a fine fellow even without a diploma. 

Fortune was generous, showering him with gifts from its ancient horn, 
visible on posters in all the bakeries. Within a week he received an answer 
from the editorial office of the Kharkiv journal along with a check for 
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eighty-seven karbovanets. The letter was not unexpected, but the money was 
a complete surprise. Literature, it turned out, was not only a noble pursuit, but 
a lucrative one as well—that is, it was doubly worthwhile. The boy indulged 
himself in writing a long letter of reply about receiving the money. He would 
have been happy to write endlessly, if that had been required by the mail, that 
wonderful achievement of human culture that not only allows people to 
communicate at a distance from each other, and not only delivers journals 
with published stories but also delivers money. 

The letter from the Kharkiv journal was very interesting, indeed. In it 
the virtues of his stories were briefly but clearly noted, and he was invited to 
send more, even several, if possible, so that a collection of between three and 
six printed signatures in size might be assembled. This last line confused him. 
What is a printed signature and, what’s more important, will the stories he 
already has fit into these “three to six printed signatures”? This needed to be 
determined, along with other questions about the printing process that had 
arisen in his mind. That a page is composed of individual letters was well 
known from that place in the history textbook where Gutenberg’s invention is 
described, but on the question of how, for example, books could include 
illustrations and portraits, history was silent. So the young writer decided that 
he would buy the appropriate technical guidebook, and from it he learned 
what a printed signature is and how many characters it contains, and what is 
meant by proofs, cicero, quads, leading, and Linotype. He paid particular 
attention to all things connected with portraits: zincography, half-tones, 
three-color printing, and offset presses. The information about portraits he 
stored in his memory for later use, but the definition of a printed signature 
was immediately applied to his own six stories as a practical exercise, with 
the determination that since they contained 207,194 characters, they fit very 
neatly into the category “from three to six printed signatures.” 

He then assembled them neatly, renumbered the pages, and wrapped 
them in clean paper, inscribing on it in nice large letters: “Stefan Radchenko. 
The Razor: A Collection of Short Stories.” He bound the whole with string, as 
he had once done with his report on the Silbud, and turned the package over 
to that marvel, the Post Office. He did not send any letter, since he considered 
silence the most dignified reply. 
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III 
 

Theater has completed the circle of its development. In constructivist 
stagings with emphatic gestures and intonations from the actors as 
manifestations of the singular, concentrated character trait of the dramatic 
personage, with a preponderance of mass scenes and conventional situations, 
where descriptive signs and the mere skeleton of stage decorations designate 
the setting, allowing it to develop on any number of planes, the contemporary 
theater is at the highest level of its development, in communion with its 
original source, the religious spectacles of antiquity and the middle ages, and 
its future is laid out in a continuous repetition of its past, an accelerated 
replaying of the now familiar stages of development with an admixture of 
innovations but now without the great ferment of progress, which alone can 
give life to the arts. Governed by the all-encompassing, unique, and 
inviolable laws of development, whose presence in the diversity of life’s 
processes the genius of man can discover but not alter, the main trunk of 
theater has sent forth an oblique branch from near its roots whose growth 
resembles the magic of an Indian guru who, within the space of a minute and 
directly in front of his onlookers, can make an entire tree sprout from a seed.  

Twenty years ago, relegated to wooden shacks on the outskirts of 
circuses and bazaars, where it shared in the typical smells of barns and cheap 
commerce and earned the disdain of higher society, the press, and public 
opinion, the cinematic seedling was transplanted to the central streets, to 
sumptuous establishments with sparkling decorations, large lobbies, and 
symphonic orchestras, and, blossoming there into a mature flower, it 
immediately garnered a stunning acceptance. Realizing possibilities of 
illusion that were impossible in the theater and a full range of action for the 
actors, it reduced the stage by one whole dimension but expanded it into 
infinity and threw onto it the full flood of reality, without depriving it of any 
authenticity. Having taken away the action’s voice, it made it comprehensible 
to all nations and tribes, and thus, turning contradictions on their head, like an 
accomplished dialectician, it strengthened and won over to itself the opinion 
and the hearts of mankind. 

The variety of characters, countries, and times thrown on the screen by 
the wand of the silent magician awakened in the young writer Stefan 
Radchenko that tickling sensation of combined happiness and oppression that 
overpowers a person somewhere in the middle of the steppe when the night 
hums with inaudible whispers and bedevils the eyes with deceptions. When 
the lights went out in the auditorium, and the first bars of music were heard, 
the boy was enveloped in just such a mood of observation, and quietly, under 
his breath, he would repeat the title of the movie, as if it foreshadowed the 
plot. Then he would dive into the images on the screen with the enthusiasm of 
an explorer, shuffling his feet when a subtitle he had finished reading 
remained on the screen too long, and sometimes, engrossed by a pithy or 
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tragic scene, he clenched the fingers of his hand, which had its permanent 
place on the knees of his girlfriend, Zoska, who was his constant and 
invariable companion. She whispered in pain: 

“That hurts, divine one.” 
But in these moments, like a true god, he was far from her, united with 

the moving figures made of projected light, who captivated his fervent 
imagination and took it with them in their travels, experiences, and 
adventures, where he smelled the scents of the gardens he was seeing and 
heard the shots as smoke billowed from rifles. Often, on returning home, he 
did not light a lamp but in the dark glow of his window recreated the images 
he had brought home with him of beautiful actresses, clothing their seductive 
shadows in flesh. 

But more often and more sadly, standing in front of that window, he 
thought about the girl Zoska, who called him “divine” as if laughing at the 
powerlessness of his endeavors. In the three weeks of their acquaintance their 
relationship had been stuck on the same level, as if they had bogged down 
after a propitious beginning, and the young man felt powerless to budge them 
toward a higher plateau. His rainbow plans were overturned by nature. An 
unexpected autumn covered the city with a gray and damp covering, 
wrapping the days in damp mists, rains, and ugly fogs. Sharp winds with 
sudden gusts bent the branches of the chestnut trees and tore off their 
still-green leaves. Cobblestones and roofs resounded from the cold teardrops, 
which then flowed down gutters in innocent streams, pouring out into the 
streets along the sidewalks, where the channels in the asphalt formed puddles 
that never dried out, whose surfaces trembled from the raindrops. Drivers hid 
beneath the taut cabs of their carriages, lined up in a black thread on the 
corner, their horses with bowed heads, seemingly forgotten. Street hawkers 
of cigarettes huddled on porches along with newspaper vendors; stores with 
artificial mineral waters, kvas, and fruit soda took down their colorful street 
signs; and the cheerful chatter of the huckstresses peddling Rennet apples and 
Bartlett pears died away. Moisture and tedium saturated the air and the 
people. 

This angry weather abruptly interrupted the sweetly scented season of 
parks and walks along the river into the bosom of nature, where, in the quiet 
and deserted tangle of bushes, love-making can reach its natural culmination. 
Nature closed down its convenient shelters, but no rain was capable of 
dousing the flame that overcomes the human heart without regard not only 
for age but also for time, contrary to the hearts of other animals, who have a 
designated period when they are in the mood for love. 

After some futile attempts to get into Zoska’s room, and a few rejected 
invitations to his own room, Stepan had to acknowledge the cinema as the 
only venue for his meetings with the girl, meetings that were hopeless, since 
his enthusiasm for art could not substitute for the disappointment of his 
desires. And this disappointment only further bolstered these desires, 
becoming for him a difficult trial by endurance. In the evening he now lost the 
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ability to fall asleep quickly, instead tossing and turning with eyes closed, and 
in the morning he awoke exhausted by his difficult dreams, where, it seems, 
his cheek began to swell interminably or his arm grew longer and longer and 
sometimes he was tortured by nightmares in which corpses would gather into 
a single mass and sway before him in the air, like bodies hanging from a 
gallows. He abandoned all his work and books; he continued giving his 
lessons at various enterprises as if they were a penance he could not escape. 
Each day he waited in agitation for the evening, longing for it, preparing for 
it, awakening to live in the evening, only to have it end in perpetual 
expectations and inconsequential dreams. 

There were also, however, some victories. She agreed to call him by the 
informal, second-person pronoun, rather than the formal one, but she drew no 
conclusions from this. Furthermore, she was a smoker, and wore her hair cut 
short, but even these unmistakable—in his estimation—signs did not help 
him in anything. She expertly kept him at a distance, and only when he began 
to mope did she allow him to kiss her, which she never reciprocated. 

“I love you,” he whispered with more passion than sincerity, leading her 
along the familiar path between the cinema and Gimnazia Passage. 

“Ah,” sighed Zoska. “There is no such thing as love. All that is just 
something people invented.” 

“If you don’t love me,” he asked, “why do you go out with me?” 
“Because you’re paying for my ticket!” she replied in astonishment. 
This answer offended him deeply, but he kept silent, since he had to 

acknowledge to himself that he was somewhat scared of her. She was fickle 
and wrapped up in strange, otherworldly whims. In a single evening she 
might want to fly in an airplane or fire a canon, or be a musician, a professor 
(any kind would do), sailor, or shepherd. 

“Ah, I would like to be a shopkeeper,” she would say. “You sit in a 
store. ‘What would you like? Some pepper? Ten grams? One hundred?’ Lots 
of people would come by. And I would give candy to the children. I would 
like to be a child, a handsome curly-haired little boy. That would be so 
wonderful—to sit astride a stick and spur it on, ‘Whoa scout, whoa!’” 

Skipping, she yanked on his hand. These endless whims exhausted her 
and sometimes, moodily silent for the whole evening, not having looked at or 
paid any attention to the boy, she would, on parting, take his hands and speak 
longingly, flustering Stepan with her quiet voice: 

“Ah, divine one, we’re so stupid. We’re all stupid. You don’t 
understand anything.” 

He really did refuse to understand anything at all, except the unfortunate 
fact that this delicate girl had cast a spell over him and tied him to her, 
occupying an indelible place in his life. Every evening at seven he set out 
from his home and stopped by a candy shop, where, after a week, he began to 
be greeted with a friendly smile. He, too, had grown so friendly with the 
shopkeeper that it would have felt uncomfortable not to buy a candy on any 
given day. Paying for his purchase, he would wistfully surmise: 
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“Indeed, why wouldn’t she go out with me? I take her to the cinema and 
buy her candy. I really am stupid. I really am divine, in fact—divinely 
dimwitted.” 

A couple of times he tried to raise his own stature in her eyes, dropping 
hints about his involvement with literature, although he did not yet dare to 
speak openly about this to her. But these hints were so opaque that there was 
probably no way for her to understand them. Besides, she was mostly 
interested in newspapers and was always showing off her familiarity with the 
latest political news. 

“Did you read the British diplomatic note this morning? It’s so long! 
And it begins so strangely: ‘Dear Sir, the Government of His Majesty ...’ 
How wonderful! To write such funny diplomatic correspondence.” 

What did she really want, anyway? In vain he sought an answer to this 
question, stealing glances at her face, adorned with blonde curls under her 
flattened hat. It was strangely animated, every twitch of her soul immediately 
visible on it. It brightened and faded from unknown clouds that floated in her 
eyes, and in these eternal changes of mood he sensed first hope, when his 
eyes caught her affectionate glance—and then despair, when she became 
dour and descended into ill-omened silence. The boy would attempt to chase 
away her unprovoked gloom, telling her stories about his youthful adventures 
as a soldier and rebel, but she would get excited by something for a moment 
and then fall immediately back into her gloom, mumbling: 

“Ah, all this is so boring. Wars are unnecessary. They were invented by 
people. Are you trying to tell me you were a hero? That’s nonsense.” 

In moments like these he, too, was overcome with gloom, and the two of 
them walked together along the slippery streets, infinitely distant from each 
other but bound together by necessity, shuffling along in silence under the 
cloudy autumn sky. Once, in a fit of boredom, she threw her riding crop over 
a fence into someone’s yard, saying: 

“I’ve grown weary of that—I hate it.” 
Ten minutes later, she began to pine for it, and Stepan, angered by her 

fickleness, had to go into that yard and crawl in the mud searching with lit 
matches for her crop, waking all the dogs and disturbing the residents. Of 
course, he didn’t find it, and as he left the yard he felt such hatred for his 
torturess that he might have struck her with his fists. 

That night he experienced a slave’s revolt. Turning on the electric 
lights, he saw, for the first time in a month, the terrible mess in his apartment. 
His meager furniture was covered in dust, and on the unswept floor there 
were revolting clumps of trash. Damp, cold air from outdoors was entering 
through an unsealed window, and gusts of wind rattled the window pane 
where the putty was loose and crumbling. In the corner, above the palm with 
its bent and yellowed leaves, a dark and moist spot was ominously widening. 
A heavy sadness overcame him, because this dilapidation was a visual 
reminder of the absurdity of his own life. The devastation in his heart had left 
its mark on his home as well. Sitting down at his table, where open books and 
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pieces of paper were randomly scattered, he recalled with the sorrow of a 
convict the vibrant days when he had enjoyed complete serenity in his work 
and his mind had greedily devoured an enormous meal of ideas. Where were 
those mornings, full of fresh and irrepressible energy? Where were those 
quiet evenings, when he fell asleep softly and sweetly, cradled by a feeling of 
harmony in his soul? They were gone and the paths to them were grown over. 
But why? He opened a few of his notebooks and examined some notes from 
his reading like a bankrupt man looking over his former accounts. He felt an 
autumn within himself, a cold rain and fog. 

And what did he now have instead? Nothing but pain and humiliation. 
What had he become, except a woman’s lackey, a plaything in the hands of a 
crazy girl. If, at least, he had gotten something for it. If he had at least gotten 
that real treasure, for which it is worth sacrificing oneself for a woman! And 
how ridiculous were all these candies and visits together to the cinema. 
Nothing but bourgeois philistinism, the nonsense of the intellectual class. 

What’s more, he had become poor. The honorarium for the story he had 
received from the Kharkiv journal had been frittered away a long time 
ago—the money disappeared without even leaving a trace approximately 
commensurate with its origins. His excessive expenditures mercilessly 
devoured his earnings from the language lessons, leaving only kopecks for 
his lunch and nothing at all for his dinner. His clothes were looking worse and 
worse, his socks were worn through, his underwear lacked buttons, and he 
was a month behind in his rent. Yes, this girl, completely useless and 
inconsequential, had ruined him not only spiritually, but materially as well, 
which was just as regrettable. Enough was enough. That’s it. He’s not going 
out with her again. Period. It’s over. 

He knew all too well that the best medicine for any anxiety was work, 
the pinnacle of human achievement. He felt its happiness with his entire 
being. He was ready to abandon himself completely to productive effort, but 
the problem was that some external concern was often tearing him away from 
this healthful activity. Most concerning was that this distraction would 
happen entirely unnoticed, as if he were, to his own shame, being blinded by 
trivial matters that were not only unworthy of his attention but entirely 
unworthy of even a fleeting thought. But there is wisdom in the saying that it 
is life’s experiences that teach a person the wisdom to govern a lifetime of 
choices. Furthermore, it’s important truly to learn from the experiences of 
others, particularly of the great ones who serve as examples of the true path 
and whose names have been inscribed in the honor roll of progress. Of 
course, you can’t adopt their example uncritically. Schopenhauer, for 
example, liked to have women kiss his hands when they met him on the path 
to pessimism; Buddha, it is said, died from extreme caution; the moralist 
Rousseau, who wrote about children’s upbringing, had an exaggerated 
interest in that part of his body on which his educators inflicted punishment; 
the wise Socrates expressed an unusual sympathy for his students, 
particularly for those who were handsome and well-built. Many other famous 
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persons, the heroes of their own nations and of mankind, had various and 
peculiar faults unworthy of themselves or of their high philosophy, but when 
this dirt—entirely unrelated to their genius, of course—was brushed off their 
persons, the remaining image offered a perfect example for unqualified 
emulation. 

No idea occurs suddenly, the most trivial thought has such a complex 
pre-history in the backstage of consciousness that it requires a very patient 
researcher to analyze accurately the process of its development. Every 
thought is like a culinary dish served to us by our consciousness after being 
fried, one which we consume without knowing the cooks who prepared it, or 
the miners who dug out the coal on which it was cooked, or the shepherds 
who cared for the meat-giving animals, or the sowers who tossed into the 
earth the living seeds of the plants. And only because we know nothing more 
than fragments, pleasant surprises are indeed possible. One such surprise was 
Stepan’s intention to write a screenplay, which arose in his head one 
morning, as he awoke and opened his eyes. 

With the enthusiasm that was his characteristic trait, he contemplated 
this new project for a while and, getting up, was ready to bring it to fruition. 
Clearing his table of the books that had languished there for more than a 
month, he set off for the library, where, having escaped the late fine with a 
very sincere declaration about his grave illness, he collected the books on 
cinema that he needed. Two days were sufficient to gain a sure command of 
all the principles of constructing a film script—not necessarily a very 
complicated task. His practical experience of the cinema offered all the 
appropriate illustrations, and he happily assured himself that nothing in the 
world passes without some utility—even an infatuation with a girl could 
produce a variety of by-products, just as the coking of coal results in 
naphthalene, phenol, benzene, ethanol, ammonia, and various kinds of paint. 

Then he carefully constructed an outline for a dramatic film epic about 
the civil war. It was in six acts with a prologue, and everything was handled 
appropriately: 1) Social conflict; 2) A love story between the worker/hero and 
a woman from the enemy side; 3) A beautiful woman from the proletarian 
camp who saves the hero from sudden death and wins over his tender 
feelings; 4) Fire and smoke; 5) Victory for the honorable ones—and, of 
course, a number of smaller matters that do not obscure the significance of 
the preceding ones. There were comic elements in the drama, too: for 
example, the character of the kurkul, that slouch of a rich farmer, who 
experienced one difficulty after another in the screenplay and whose failures 
made the author laugh. He worked on the screenplay for a week, putting all 
his talents into this simple scheme, giving it a tragic coloring and twisting up 
the story line to make it interesting. He read over his creation several times, 
marveling at the compactness of his own construction, and after making a 
final clean copy, sent it off to the All-Ukrainian Film Administration, 
VUFKU. 

After this he immediately freshened up his suit, polished his shoes, 
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cleaned his galoshes, threw on his overcoat, and set off for Gimnazia Passage. 
When Zoska appeared before him, he passionately squeezed her hand and 
said: 

“Zoska, I love you so much!” 
“Where have you been, divine one? I missed you,” she answered, 

pulling back her hand. 
“Work, Zoska—it’s that damn work.” 
He had a brilliant plan. As he was finishing work on his screenplay, he 

came to the realization that the issue in their relationship was a matter of 
location. Indeed, as she herself said, she lived in a single room with her 
parents, and it would be sufficient for just one of them to be present to 
completely spoil that room. The second point was his conviction that no 
self-respecting girl would ever go to a boy’s apartment on her own: that 
wasn’t proper. The third point was the wet autumn weather. There was a 
fourth point and, fortunately, he remembered this one precisely from all those 
novels he had read. Damn it, the solution would be found in the European 
approach. 

“Zoska, I’m hungry. Let’s go for dinner,” he said. 
“I’m hungry too,” she admitted. “But we never go out for dinner.” 
He lowered his voice. 
“Shall we dine in a private room?” 
She clapped her hands in joy: 
“How lovely, a private room!” 
They turned into the first dive they found where one sign, among others, 

announced “family rooms,” which, as Stepan immediately deduced, did not 
differ in any significant aspect from what he had in mind. They climbed down 
a narrow staircase into the basement. She was laughing at the adventure, 
curious and excited. He was self-conscious, anxious about the potential 
consequences and secretly embarrassed by every step he was taking. When 
they reached the landing at the bottom they could see through an open curtain 
the entrance to a general dining room where music was playing and, directly 
ahead, a dark door. When a figure appeared before them with a napkin over 
his arm and an expressionless, blank face, Stepan felt a wave of such 
embarrassment that before he could put together his thoughts and words 
Zoska spoke up, calmly and naturally, like someone who had often visited 
such premises:  

“A private room, if you please.” 
The figure silently bowed and led the pair through the dark door down a 

low corridor whose moisture and mold reminded the boy of the near and far 
caves of the Lavra monastery. He shuddered from the oppressively stale air, a 
strangely common feature of alcoves of worship and debauchery. Letting go 
of Zoska’s hand, he kept to the center of the corridor and lowered his head to 
avoid accidentally touching the ceiling or the walls, which, he thought, were 
covered with layers of slime and mold. But the figure soon stopped and, 
turning a switch in an opening on the right, illuminated the space and 
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welcomed them: 
“Here you are!” 
Stepan now noticed four doors opening onto this corridor, as well as a 

small grated window, without glass, that likely faced the wall of the adjacent 
building, since it was as black as a missing eye and no air could be felt 
coming through it. The corridor curved in a horseshoe shape, which 
explained why the music made its way down here in a whisper, like a distant 
sound echoing into the deep cavern of an abandoned, humid mine shaft.  

Zoska had already entered the chamber when Stepan warily crossed the 
threshold. The first thing he noticed were the walls, once covered with 
wallpaper that had now separated from the wall and hung in clumps with 
patches where it was completely torn off, revealing the gray plaster 
underneath. The design on the wallpaper had long since disappeared beneath 
the dust and grime, untouched and now uncleanable, which itself had formed 
strange splotchy patterns, darkening in the corners from the moisture and 
cobwebs. There were no windows. On the right by the wall stood a wide 
canvas sofa, mildewed and faded, sagging and lumpy, all wrinkled and 
uneven, covered in the muck of human sweat and secretions as markers of its 
prolonged and diligent use. Above this principal object in the room, the focal 
point of the desires of the souls who came here, hung an oil painting depicting 
a group of transported convicts feeding pigeons through the grates of their 
railcar. A second painting, in a similarly cracked gilded frame, which hung 
across from the door and above the table, cheered the eye with a depiction of 
a girl with a kitten on a verandah adorned with roses. Everything here stank of 
cigarette butts, stale vomit, spilled wine, and sweat. The odors had nowhere 
to escape, and hung in the air of the chamber and the corridor, penetrating the 
stone and brick of the walls, settling in smudges of dust-covered moisture. 

Stepan sat down at the table without removing his coat. Revulsion was 
brewing within him, and the beautiful plan to solve the problem of location 
no longer appealed to him. Zoska, on the other hand, was enchanted. To her, 
everything seemed unusual and magical. She examined the paintings, tried 
the sofa with her foot to see if it was soft, peered out into the corridor, 
extinguished and turned on the light, and came to a conclusion: 

“It’s very pleasant here.” 
“What’s the matter with you, Zoska?” the boy uttered in surprise. 
“I would love to live here forever.” 
The figure appeared again with the menu. Dinner was ordered and the 

guests took off their coats. From the corridor there suddenly came the sound 
of the eager footsteps of several pairs of legs, and the adjacent chamber filled 
with the cries and laughter of a rowdy company of bass and soprano voices. 
Zoska threw her cigarette to the floor. 

“They’re having fun,” she said. 
“We’ll have fun too,” answered Stepan. 
Indeed, the first glass of wine immediately improved his spirits. An 

unfamiliar tipsiness sweetly clouded the mind, he felt a warmth in his chest 
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and a lethargy in his shoulders. What was there to be ashamed of? He had, 
after all, written a collection of very fine stories and a screenplay in six acts 
with a prologue. 

“Zoska,” he asked, “who am I?” 
“A bum,” she answered. 
He laughed loudly and turned to the breaded cutlet, which was in no 

way inferior to a fried shoe sole. 
Now his eyes explored the room with the gaze of a merciful judge who 

understands human weaknesses and knows how to forgive them. The fact that 
he was sitting here drinking wine and chewing a cutlet made him feel happy, 
and in this he saw great progress, which excited him. 

Suddenly, above the yells and guffaws from the adjoining room, they 
heard the raspy sounds of an old piano. 

“A waltz,” cried the girl. “Do you dance?” 
“No,” he answered, pouring wine for the girl and for himself. 
“You must learn.” 
He sat down beside her with a glass in his hands. 
“Zoska, let’s drink to our love.” 
She laughed giddily. 
“To love, divine one.” 
A moment later, they were seated on that sofa and the boy was 

embracing her and whispering: 
“Zoska, be mine! My love, my sweetheart, be mine.” 
“What do you mean—yours?” she asked. 
He was momentarily nonplused, then murmured: 
“I’ll show you.” 
“Show me,” she agreed. 
Befuddled by her consent, by the wine, and by the howl of the cracked 

piano behind the wall, choking on the prospect of the coming fulfillment of 
what had gnawed at him and angered him, the boy resolutely took her in his 
arms. But the girl instantly squirmed out of his grasp and curled up in a corner 
of the sofa. 

“It’s filthy here!” she cried. 
The cry brought him up short and he bent over in an uncomfortable 

pose, leaning with his arms on the canvas cushion. Wilting in shame and 
weakness, he slid to the floor on his knees and fell with his head at her feet. 

“Forgive me, Zoska—forgive me,” he rambled, lacking the courage to 
raise his head. 

She wrapped her thin arms around his neck and, leaning over, silently 
kissed him on the lips. 

“More, more,” he whispered, swooning, blinded by the meeting of their 
lips, by the touch of her curls on his face, and from the joyful loss of sensation 
that swept over him with every kiss. 

Later, they sat down side by side, cuddling and holding hands. 
“You’re nice,” said Zoska. 



Valerian Pidmohylny. The City 
 

 — www.UkrainianLiterature.org —  

128 

“You’re outstanding,” he said. 
In an outburst of unstoppable love, he covered her neck, her hands, her 

fingers with passionate kisses. He gazed meekly into her eyes, he gratefully 
put his head on her breast, and he stroked her curly hair, animated by his 
newfound happiness. 

“I look just like that girl,” said Zoska, pointing to the painting. “I’d love 
to have a kitten and a porch covered with roses.” 

And they laughed like children on a sunny day. 
Since Stepan was not yet so cultured as to summon the waiter by 

tapping a knife against a glass, he stepped out into the corridor to call him. 
While there, he glanced into the open door of the adjacent chamber, where 
there was so much laughing and music. 

He was surprised to see a familiar male face there, smiling senselessly 
and drunk. He taxed his memory and recalled what he would rather have 
forgotten for all time: the kitchen, a shameful conversation, a fight, and then 
his flight from the house. It was Maksym, Tamara Vasylivna Hnida’s son. 
The son of his former lover, Musinka. He had grown a moustache, which 
made it difficult to recognize him right away. On his knees he was rocking a 
very fat woman whose skirt was pulled up, while he himself was barely 
visible behind her wide shoulders. The boy instinctively drew back and 
pressed himself against the wall to avoid being seen. He was overcome by a 
terrible disgust over this event from the past, which he had forgotten but it 
hung over him nevertheless—it was his, it would be with him forever. At that 
moment it seemed to the boy that the heartless past, all his sins and errors, the 
slings and arrows of bygone times, would remain in his soul forever like a 
worm that gnaws at the roots of all other longings. He now felt the 
overbearing, eternal immutability and irremediality of his past actions, even 
thoughts and desires that lay the foundations of the future, hiding within 
themselves potential earthquakes. 

In the narrow passage before him other men and women were circling 
about, and one of them, stumbling along, closed the door. 

Having paid the bill, Stepan grabbed Zoska by the hand and whispered 
in terror: 

“Let’s get out of here!” 
She pressed against him and said wistfully: 
“But I really like it here.” 
Nevertheless he quickly led her out onto the street, where the autumn 

gloom was deepened by a sharp wind and cold drops of mist. 
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IV 
 

The money problem was growing ever more serious. From his cap to his 
galoshes, he was facing bankruptcy in his entire wardrobe, which, having 
served him for half a year, was showing signs of a catastrophic, although 
quite natural, decline that could no longer be disguised with meticulous 
cleaning. The ritual of getting dressed, once so pleasant for him, now became 
a source of suffering, since morning, more than any other time of the day, 
clearly revealed the ruinous state of his underwear, the complete 
disintegration of his shoes, and the ugly shine of the elbows of his jacket, a 
sure sign of an imminent tear. 

The first months of Kyiv’s sloppy winter had begun, and it was very 
uncomfortable to leave the room unheated, even though he had sealed the 
window very carefully and precisely, not passing over even the smallest of 
gaps. The cold air, it seemed, came directly through the walls, and the boy 
woke up early most mornings shivering, even though he had put everything 
he had on top of his well-used military blanket, even his pillow, which he put 
over his feet, resting his head on a couple of statistics textbooks that he 
covered with leafy twigs. The poverty of his dwelling and possessions wore 
him down and sapped his energy. On those evenings when he wasn’t going to 
the cinema with Zoska, he would lie down on his bed in an attempt to 
preserve some warmth and comfort himself with the hope that he would come 
up with an idea for a story. In fact, however, he just lay there, tired and 
miserable, often nodding off in his clothes, only to awake suddenly at night 
with a gnawing at his heart. 

One morning, having downed a cup of hot tea and half a pound of coarse 
wheat bread at the communal cafeteria, the boy sat down at his table, found a 
pencil among the papers, sharpened it, and began to consider the various 
ways he might improve his financial status—which is to say, his physical and 
moral condition—since, quite understandably, he blamed his psychic ennui, 
at least in part, on the decline of his cash resources. The first step was to 
assess his needs, the expense side of his budget ledger. First there was Zoska. 
Considering all the circumstances, the boy determined that allocating less 
than ten karbovanets per week for her was simply impossible. Repressing his 
feelings and secretly regretting that he had started off with 
cinema—undeniably an expensive place to take her and, by its very nature, 
not significantly better than other places—he nevertheless acknowledged to 
himself that changing the routine would be shameful, as would be any 
interruption in the candies he still bought her. He was powerless in this 
regard, conceding with disappointment that after the incident with the private 
room and the sudden burst of intimacy, he was bound to this girl ever more 
firmly. Abandoning her now was far more complicated than it would have 
been back when their relationship did not go beyond simple acquaintance. 

He himself understood that a new feeling had emerged within him, 
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something deeper and more poisonous than desire, something with an 
aftertaste of obligation and significance. On the other hand, his stubborn 
pride would not allow him to abandon an unfinished enterprise, and a costly 
one at that, not only in terms of financial losses, which had their own value, of 
course, but in psychic losses as well—the devastation in the soul, which 
would have surely frightened him if he had felt any weaker and had a better 
understanding of the value of human energy, whose wasteful expenditure is 
one of the unique privileges of the young. In any case, he had invested too 
much capital into this enterprise to renounce the legitimate earnings. 
Sometimes sullen, sometimes happy, he went on making his visits to 
Gimnazia Passage, which had become the focal point of his life, his thoughts, 
and his displeasure. In the kisses he had begun to receive he could sometimes 
sense the strange warmth of the first one that had blossomed in the filth of the 
tavern, the secret meeting of lips that expands the limits of a being in the 
highest and most profound self-realization, and with its powerful magic 
pushes that being to search for further intoxication in creativity, in work, in 
learning, and in struggle. 

Often he told himself that he loved her very powerfully, as he had never 
loved before, and he took joy in uncovering this strong feeling within 
himself. At other times he was annoyed that this feeling was turning him 
away from the single goal whose distant echo filled his dreams. What 
surprised him most was that the desire to overpower Zoska had somehow 
faded, and he saw a certain danger in this. But for the most part he took a 
tolerant view of the girl’s presence in his heart, somehow convinced that it 
was perfectly natural and inescapable for a young man to be in love. 

So, considering that his usual income from the lessons was 18 
karbovanets a week, that left 8 karbovanets to cover food and rent. It was 
senseless to think that any part of that could be spared for firewood or 
clothing. Calculating what it would take to fix up his external appearance, the 
boy arrived at a figure of 85 karbovanets at a minimum, which is to say that 
he drew up a budget with a deficit of at least 100 karbovanets. 

Thus, he decided to visit the offices of the Kyiv journal that had printed 
his stories, since, he figured, they owed him a royalty payment. Why hadn’t 
he gone before—only out of embarrassment. He was ashamed to appear 
anywhere where people would recognize him as an author, let alone where 
they might see him collecting money. The inspiration that he had put into his 
stories was entirely incompatible and unrelated to anything connected with 
money. It was one thing to get money in the mail—that felt like a 
present—but it was entirely different to get them in person as a payment for 
work. However, his actual needs—as is their wont—proved stronger than his 
benevolent meditations: they helped throw his cap on his head and his coat on 
his shoulders, pushing him out the door to the editorial offices located in a 
wing of the State Publishing House of Ukraine. 

What a surprise! The editorial office of the journal was located in the 
same office that he had run through in his field jacket and boots, chasing his 
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fortune just after his arrival in the city. He recognized it immediately—the 
same bookcase, the same black typewriter, the wooden sofa, and on it a 
couple of young fellows whom he charitably took to be his potential 
colleagues. They were smoking, chatting, and laughing, not very loud so as to 
avoid disturbing the work of this institution. He felt ashamed of his earlier 
self, for his incredible naiveté and self-effacement, and a thousand small 
recollections, like an album of old photographs, entered his consciousness 
and fostered a feeling of embarrassed but nevertheless sweet-tasting pride. 

He approached the desk and spoke softly, with humility. He was asked 
to sit down. Yes, he is owed a payment: 70 karbovanets and change. But why 
hadn’t he shown up for so long? Stepan blurted out the first lie he could think 
of—he’d been sick. And what disease did he have? And so he had to answer 
this and answer that and answer something else—and what was he doing 
now? and how was he managing? and when had he started writing? He spoke 
very vaguely, lying at every step and blushing at every word. 

“And I hope you’ve brought us a few more stories,” continued the 
secretary with a friendly smile. 

“No, I don’t have any, I haven’t finished yet,” answered Stepan. He had 
not anticipated such an inquisition and was enduring it as if it were a form of 
torture. But he couldn’t very well just push the money into his pocket and 
take off. That wouldn’t be polite. 

Then the secretary introduced him to the young fellows on the sofa. It 
turned out they were, indeed, all writers, except for one, who was only a 
courier but whose appearance did not distinguish him from them in any way. 
Stepan even knew some of them from their writing—these frightened him the 
most. But from the interest his name elicited among them, Stepan realized his 
stories had not passed by unnoticed. In the mockingly friendly looks he 
received from his new acquaintances he observed something like the glint of 
envy, or a challenge to a duel, which in the literary arena is far more brutal 
than French wrestling or English boxing. 

Here he was subjected to a new round of questions. Would he be 
submitting a volume of collected stories? No, are you kidding, that’s not in 
the works! So what was he writing? Stories! Stories about what? He couldn’t 
answer this right away, since he wasn’t writing anything and wasn’t even 
thinking about writing. But he couldn’t admit to being completely idle—that 
would be shameful. And then someone threw in a sarcastic comment: 

“Don’t worry, we won’t steal your ideas!” 
Then Stepan announced: 
“I’m writing a story about ... people.” 
Everyone laughed but he was satisfied with his answer, which didn’t 

commit him to anything in particular. 
The secretary asked Stepan to come again and to submit more stories. 

Since he did not strike the others as a particularly strong personality, 
everyone liked him. A little rough around the edges, but on the whole a 
decent fellow. Maybe he’ll even turn into something someday, since his 
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stories, though certainly in need of a little more polish, with many technical 
errors, some even quite glaring, and also quite mannered—still raw, drawn 
out, unfocused, confused, completely terrible in some places, weak in 
imagery, poor in imagination, and uncertain in their lyric tonality—were 
nevertheless quite original and fresh, offering promise of something better in 
the future. 

That’s how the other writers evaluated his work. Then an argument 
emerged over the question of whose influence he was writing under and 
whom he was imitating, since otherwise he would have been original and that 
was simply unacceptable. Among Ukrainians, Kotsiubynsky and his “Vin 
ide” (He’s coming) was mentioned, as well as Franko and his Boa 
constrictor. Then came the tests on familiarity with foreign literatures, and 
soon there was a whole bouquet of names of various scents. Someone even 
made a pitch for Selma Lagerlöf, whose stories he had read just yesterday. 

No doubt the boy would have been pleased to hear how many previous 
authors he was judged to be following—and certainly would have been 
frightened by the number he was deemed to be imitating—if he had not 
already left the building, carrying in his pocket the money that he regarded as 
the profit of a brazen fraud. How exactly had he earned this money? Could he 
really imagine that he might become a writer, like those fellows sitting on the 
sofa? Could he ever achieve such a level of careless ease, naturalness, 
self-confidence, and eloquence? No, that was plainly impossible. No, he was 
not a suitable candidate to become an author. 

“I simply will not write,” he thought, but secretly he felt that this 
renunciation was merely an attempt to appear even grander in his own eyes, 
since he would, after all, continue writing, writing well, much better than all 
these coxcombs. 

The payment was immediately converted into a broadcloth suit, though 
not of the highest quality, into which Stepan changed before delivering his 
next lesson. On his way home after dinner he bought 5 poods of firewood. 
While a grimy worker in ragged clothes hauled the wood on a dolly to his 
apartment, Stepan decided he would spend this evening in a fully heated 
home mending his wardrobe. This perfectly suited the mood of quiet 
contemplation that had washed over him after his visit to the journal’s 
editorial office. 

Gathering the articles of his wardrobe that needed attention, preparing a 
needle, thread, and some buttons, ripping his most tattered shirt into strips for 
patches, he laid out all these materials in front of the stove and set about 
lighting the fire. Anticipating the warmth that every particle of his skin 
longed for, he gazed with excitement as the flames spread, their tongues 
embraced, and the smoke swirled. Evening was falling, predictably moist and 
fluffy with clouds, gray, blustery. The boy didn’t light the lamp, and in the 
room’s twilight the erupting flames made his shadow lengthen and narrow 
like the bone of a giant hand. 

Spreading a blanket on the floor, he sat down and began to sew. But the 
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languor from the warmth inflaming his face and chest soon poured into his 
fingers, and the needle fell to the floor. He didn’t trouble himself to pick it up 
but stretched out face down in deep fatigue with his elbows on the floor, and 
put his head in his hands. The fire was now directly before him, vibrant, 
unsettled, magical. It danced before his eyes with that flaming, sinuous 
beauty that still conveys the power of the first and unsurpassed god. Fire! He 
knew it well, because it had marked entire eras of his life. Was it not these 
flames that had warmed him while grazing the herd on the fields as a child, 
when the nighttime shadows were dense with ghosts and goblins? Was it not 
into a fire that he directed his eyes as a young rebel resting after bloody events 
at the forest’s edge, where the tree trunks seemed to be a party of enemy 
scouts? And now, in new battles, he was observing this flowing warmth on an 
autumn night in this city, still unknown, unconquered, where perhaps lay 
hidden even greater dangers than those of a child’s imagination or an armed 
enemy. But, in answer to them, an internal fire burned within him, an 
indomitable life force that could not be extinguished until the last breath was 
drawn, the magic lantern of human aspiration that fills the screen with 
dramatic heights and leaves the swampy lowlands in the shadows, its 
prophetic voice appealing for ever more and more quests to find the golden, 
albeit ovine, fleece. 

At that moment, caressed by his memories and the warmth of the fire, he 
felt the profound unity of his life experiences, happily recognizing himself in 
childhood, youth, adolescence, and as a young man. This recognition 
awakened in his soul a numb and forgotten organ, an abandoned space where 
life had already gathered its harvest, and this organ, this space, was spreading 
far beyond its bounds, further than memory could reach, reaching with its 
blind fingers into the infinite space of eternity. These reaching fingers set off 
a trembling in him—he saw before him all the more clearly another eternity, 
the sister of the one from which he had emerged: the one he, eventually, must 
enter. In this magical state of excitement and longing, refusing to think or 
know, forgetting yesterday and tomorrow, the boy drifted off into a boundless 
dreamscape, where nothing was accomplished or even possible, where 
images dissolved in the fading glow of the dying embers. 

Abandoning the sewing by the stove, he wearily fell into his bed, full of 
sorrow and thirst. 

The next day Stepan decided to visit the Bureau of Instructors to see if 
he could get another group in some institution, since the money he had gotten 
for his stories was simply not sufficient for the plan he had developed. After 
all, he still had some leisure time in his schedule, which could best be devoted 
to the cause of coupling the city and the village both on the national and the 
personal levels. Oh, this coupling! He often thought about it, considering the 
difficulties of its attainment, even for himself. He saw the city as a powerful 
center of gravity, around which orbited villages, like tiny planets, its eternal 
satellites. The pieces of these satellites that fell into the fiery atmosphere of 
this sun must adapt to the new conditions of pressure and climate. He 
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experienced this painful process almost subconsciously, absorbed by a blind 
desire to rise higher and excited like a person who has breathed in oxygen, 
like a drunk who stops noticing dirt and the lesions on his skin. For the speed 
and noise of a city affect a person far more than the gentleness of scenic views 
in the bosom of nature and an uncontrolled interplay of natural 
forces—forces summoned here to build a new nature, artificial and therefore 
more refined. 

Stepan was confident he would be given another group, since he had 
acquired a reputation as a very good instructor, following the exemplary 
results of an official state evaluation of his teaching. Indeed, the administrator 
of the Bureau of Instructors greeted him very graciously and expressed his 
deep satisfaction at his elegant attire. 

“You understand,” he said, “that until Ukrainians learn how to dress 
properly, they will never constitute a true nation. And that requires good 
taste.” 

“And money,” added Stepan. 
“A person with good taste never lacks money,” noted the administrator. 
As for assignments, the only available openings were evening classes 

for upper-level employees of the Leatherworkers’ Collective. Although 
upper-level employees, of course, have linguistic preferences that are as firm 
as their salaries, Stepan didn’t hesitate and accepted the task of teaching 
them. 

On the appointed day, fully armed with knowledge and experience, 
Stepan Radchenko appeared in the grand waiting room of the 
Leatherworkers’ Collective, which had been converted into a classroom. He 
organized his introductory lecture on a broad outline, beginning with a 
discussion of language in general, the factors that led to its appearance and 
development, the basic division of languages into agglutinative, analytic, and 
inflectional, the fate of Indo-European languages, particularly proto-Slavic, 
its varieties, and the foundations for these distinctions. He confidently and 
clearly led his listeners along, like Virgil leading Dante down through the 
concentric circles of Hell, each narrower than the previous, ever pointing 
toward the very center, where sat Beelzebub himself—the Ukrainian 
language. 

Happily observing that he had caught the attention of his listeners, and 
sensing during his pauses their expectant anticipation of the next phrase— 
that anxious silence which is better than applause as a stimulus to 
eloquence—he turned his eyes to the auditorium, hoping to uncover in the 
faces of those present the future course of his efforts with this group. 
Suddenly, in the corner, he encountered a pair of eyes that were following 
him with scorn and derision, eyes whose gaze he found unpleasant, almost 
frightening. How could he have forgotten that Maksym was an accountant at 
the Leatherworkers’ Collective! Surely he would have turned down this 
assignment! And why did he have to run into him? This was a happenstance, 
of course, but a mysterious, unfortunate happenstance, like an intentional 
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attack, since his cheeks had suddenly turned red, as if they were again 
revealing a concealed but unexpunged insult. 

While continuing his lecture, Stepan rehearsed the unpleasant memories 
which he could not repudiate. However repugnant they might be, they were 
still snippets of his life, deeply painful and deeply, particularly, his own. Why 
is it impossible to clean up one’s past? Perhaps because the future, too, can’t 
be fixed. This pessimistic thought kept weighing on him, while he 
energetically continued the lesson, but the moment he finished he felt 
fatigued from the lengthy strain on his voice and the secret tribulation. For a 
while longer he had to answer inquiries about textbooks, readers, notebooks, 
assignments, and all the doubly childish questions that came from these 
adults who had again become schoolchildren, so that when he finally left he 
was sorry that he would have to return. Oh, that Zoska! If it weren’t for her, 
he wouldn’t need so much money and thus would not have had to encounter 
the fellow who had slapped him. Indeed, that girl was just ruining his nerves! 
Walking along the deserted streets in the autumnal hush of the city, broken by 
the dull clatter of streetcars, the boy thought alternately about love and about 
insults to his honor, and although he considered both of these to be 
superstitions, he had to admit, nonetheless, that they were both exceptionally 
compelling. 

While he was thus preoccupied, someone caught up with him and took 
him by the arm. In the feeble light of the streetlamps he recognized Maksym. 

“Excuse me, honored teacher,” he said, with an exaggerated bow, “I 
wanted to express my gratitude for your instruction.” 

“I haven’t taught you anything yet,” answered Stepan. 
Maksym laughed. 
“Precisely. I learned on my own, thanks to you.” 
They walked on for a while in silence, and suddenly Stepan detected the 

clear scent of alcohol from his companion. 
“Are you drunk?” he asked. 
“Are you sober?” 
“Absolutely!” 
“What a shame! As the Kyivan Chronicle tells us, ‘The Rus' are happy 

in their cups!’” 
And without further introduction, he slapped the boy on the back and 

told him, with the sincerity of a street urchin, how he drinks a great deal and 
often, that drinking was fun, that ladies prefer drunkards, expecting a higher 
payment—but, of course, they’re wrong about that. 

“And you say you haven’t yet taught me anything!” 
He said these words while pretending to be offended, but Stepan found 

such jokes distasteful. 
“I am not the cause of that,” he said gruffly. 
“No? You don’t say! I had a stamp collection. I gave presents to my 

mother.” 
Maksym laughed and added with conviction: 
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“Don’t believe the Josephs, who run away from women, sit behind their 
books, and love their mothers, but ... but their right hands are not clean.” 

When he said this, a terrible revulsion to his presence overcame Stepan. 
This was the same feeling of visceral aversion that he had felt back when he 
saw him in the adjacent room of the tavern, but now enlarged and sharpened 
by the twilight, which compounded the strength of the reaction. Forgetting 
about the man beside him, Stepan thought about himself. Who needed this 
meeting? Sure, it was a natural event now, an accidental encounter following 
a previous acquaintance, but can’t the past be forgotten? Is every misfortune 
in life recorded in an indelible stain, a permanent brand, that can again and 
again renew the same pain that accompanied its flaming origin? Everything 
can be forgotten, he assured himself. But this forgetting was fickle, only 
surface deep, because even now, with his thoughts turning gloomy, he was 
experiencing a flood of memories about the harm he had caused others 
through his life. There were enough of these incidents, but they were always 
somehow unintentional, and he could not in any case accept any guilt for 
them. Why were they so unpleasant? 

“Are you listening?” asked Maksym. 
“I’m listening,” replied Stepan. 
And the accountant resumed his story, or, more precisely, his rambling, 

which seemed completely otherworldly to the boy, since he had missed its 
beginning. Maksym was eagerly describing the comforts of his lifestyle, the 
frequent parties with girls whose attractions he was painting with drunken 
colorfulness. Abruptly, he cut short his recitation as if he suddenly 
remembered something and, changing his voice from that of a scoundrel to 
that of a secretive friend, he whispered to Stepan: 

“Let’s go to the Lotto hall. A wonderful experience, you’ll see.” 
“I’m on my way home,” said Stepan. 
“Don’t worry, you’ll get there. It won’t run away. Come on, do this for 

me.” 
And he sharply pulled the boy aside beneath an archway, where flashing 

letters blinked on and off one after another in a half circle, spelling out 
“Electronic LOTTO.” At the door of this establishment of urban amusements, 
Stepan was overcome with a dire premonition of the kind that arises suddenly 
and without cause, the weight of fear obstructing any efforts to clear the mind 
and think. After all, he really didn’t need to go in there with Maksym. Indeed, 
he needn’t go anywhere with him, but an insatiable curiosity overcame his 
revulsion and led him on. 

Passing through a quiet corridor and past a silver-haired footman, they 
entered a large hall, flooded with light, where preoccupied men and women 
sat hunched over rows of tables, while ushers moved through the narrow 
alleys between the rows of seats, silently exchanging cards for the next round. 
Above this silence of intense expectation, like an oracle making sacred 
proclamations, like a chief justice delivering a verdict before a crowd of 
supplicants, maintaining regular pauses, emphasizing with metallic clarity 
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the monotonously similar words, which raised a quiet whisper of hope and 
disappointment, the barker sharply and without any emotion called out: 

“Forty-one. Twenty. Thirty-four.” 
And with every pronouncement the appropriate number lit up on a giant 

board along the back wall, weaving a chaotic pattern of illuminated dots. 
Maksym stopped at the threshold beside a table where money was 

exchanged for chips, and Stepan looked at him questioningly, certain that the 
accountant wanted to try his luck, perhaps even at Stepan’s expense. But 
Maksym whispered: 

“Over there, in the corner, on the right.” 
The boy raised his eyes in the direction and saw by the table a swollen 

and drowsy woman, in a familiar blue dress that could barely hold back her 
bulging flesh. With lowered head, she was intently looking at her cards so he 
could not see her face, but from her posture and the hopeless and insensible 
concentration he understood that this table had become her only friend and 
family, that she had brought into this hall all the remnants of her desire. 

“Is that her? It is!” he thought, sickened by the wreckage before him. 
Suddenly, after another number was called, the bloated shadow that had 

once been Musinka jumped up and in a muffled voice, as if holding a fowl 
between her teeth, called out: 

“I’ve got it! I win.” 
“Twelve. A winner,” the barker announced without emotion. 
And everywhere there was a buzz and commotion, as if the characters 

frozen in a fable had been awakened from their enchanted sleep by a magic 
word. The winning card was being verified. 

“She always wins,” Maksym blurted out angrily. 
Her thick and greedy voice, so different from the tender words spoken 

in the past, animated Stepan’s soul, as it had the audience in the hall. But 
there too, tranquility quickly returned, emotion subsided, as if all his 
recollections were again flooded by a magical dream. He felt himself free, 
distant, and superior. He turned and left the hall. Maksym didn’t catch up 
until they reached the entrance. 

“I expect that you will allow me not to attend your lessons,” he said 
when they were out on the street. 

His sober and sharp voice echoed with the hatred from the past. 
“As you wish,” answered Stepan. 
They bowed studiously to each other. Maksym left first, disappearing 

into the twilight just as he had appeared. For the boy, everything that had just 
happened immediately took on the quality of an illusion, a painful trick of the 
imagination. Forcing himself to understand what he had seen as reality and to 
give it careful consideration, he was frustrated by his inability to do so and 
angrily jumped on a streetcar, where he gloomily stared at the dark slabs of 
buildings which seemed to sail past the windows very close to the tram. 

At home he realized he hadn’t had supper, but he did not want to go out 
again. Knowing that he wouldn’t find anything edible, he lazily searched his 
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drawers, then lit a cigarette and began thumbing through his notebooks. One 
page unexpectedly caught his attention. He opened it fully and read: 

“Today I decided to start a diary. There are moments that need to be 
recorded. My stories have been published! I feel like yelling: ‘Published!’ 
And I see an open road ahead of me. I walk—no, I fly, I glide! I’m free, I’m 
warm, I’m happy. I kiss this day.” 

He discarded his cigarette and was about to tear out the page, but then he 
took a pencil and scrawled one word in big black letters across the lines on the 
page: ‘Imbecile.’ 
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V 
 

Stepan Radchenko was growing ever more concerned about the fate of 
his stories. Enough time had passed for him to have received a positive 
response, but he had not heard anything at all from the editorial office. In his 
eyes, the stereotypical notice on the inside cover of every journal that the 
editors do not conduct correspondence concerning rejected manuscripts now 
acquired a disheartening significance. In these words he heard the funereal 
dirge of his pretentious hopes, which had suddenly seized him and cast him 
into a dark torrent, a strong current that crushed him and threatened to wash 
him up onto a deserted shore. Slowly, first as a bitter taste in his 
consciousness but then relentlessly gaining clarity every day, doubt crept into 
his heart. 

Still unaware of the true cause of his despair, he already felt the bitter 
disappointment, the sour mood that pushes aside the true cause and grabs 
hold of anything at hand and highlights the trivial, thus justifying its own 
presence. He fell into a state of helplessness, and the secret forces of the soul, 
the true guardian angels of man, divinely blind and naive, quietly used any 
means to divert his attention away from the actual danger to substitute for it 
some other danger, be it even a multiple one, so long as it was less important, 
thus protecting him from a possible catastrophe. The instinct for 
self-preservation, so crude and brutal on the outside, ceaselessly conducted 
its devious work within, insistently demonstrating that he was troubled only 
by the minor discomforts of his unsettled situation, which was temporary and 
would soon pass. 

He got the notion that the food in the People’s Food Service cafeteria 
wasn’t nutritious enough for him, so he switched over to a private dining hall. 
It seemed he didn’t spend enough time outdoors, so he started taking walks 
between one and two in the afternoon, regardless of fog or precipitation. 
Having caught a cold with mild bronchitis, he became terribly alarmed about 
his health and carefully examined the mucus on his wet handkerchief, 
searching for signs of tubercular blood. Although he never found a single 
drop, nevertheless he felt a deep anxiety about his physical state, which he 
felt had been compromised. Feeling his biceps, he noticed a diminution in 
their former tone, accompanied by weakness and lethargy. And indeed, in the 
course of this painstaking research guided by a fervent desire to find signs of 
physical decay, his body softened and wilted, dutifully offering the desired 
evidence of a loss of energy. Then he was overtaken by sadness and an 
unspecified dissatisfaction. 

He made a direct association between this state of exhaustion and his 
diminished emotional desire for Zoska. And indeed, the moments of sensual 
dreaming in the morning, when the entire body fills with a wild desire and 
yearns for all the women in the world, when arms stretch out to embrace 
them, when lips radiate a welcoming smile out to them and ears seem to hear 
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from them a heartfelt response, these moments of a morning’s rebirth of 
energy, when the entire world rises in a passionate web of lovemaking—these 
moments of soundless communication between the sexes no longer visited 
him, no longer coursed through his veins in currents of excited blood. That’s 
what he had come to! The horror! The shame! And if the list of possible 
diseases only frightened the boy, then the weakening of those bodily 
functions that he considered important stripped him of his self-respect and 
left a deep gash in his honor. 

And so one day, while constructing the outline of his next lesson, he 
began to leaf though Fata morgana, selecting a passage he would work 
through with his students. Scanning the pages with pedagogical indifference, 
he unconsciously began to take interest and started examining various lines 
with greater attention. The mournful harmony of the images intrigued him. 
The words, illuminated by apprehension, uncovered for him the boundless 
panorama of the secret of their interconnections. Suddenly, like a swarm of 
active lighting bugs, they began to move on the page, leftwards toward the 
white margins, where they went out. He sat, mesmerized by the 
phosphorescent pages, whose sharp rays burned a painful mark on his 
downturned chest. 

He had never read with such passion or experienced such deep 
immersion in his reading. In this book, not new to him, he found a new, 
intoxicating enchantment with the majesty of creativity, the power of its 
chisel, and the thickness of the paint distilled from its impulse. His eyelids 
trembled and his fingers fidgeted on the table. After finishing, he felt tired, 
the weariness of the thirsty who drink only to find their thirst grow, and the 
massive construction of the work, built in front of his eyes brick by brick, 
now toppled onto him. Bowing his head into his hands, he listened to the echo 
of the lines growing softer, dying out like the sound of a distant song. And 
from there, from that distant place, from the emptiness formed by the silence, 
a deathly chill blew into his soul. 

“I can never, ever write anything like that,” he whispered. 
Now he recognized the absurdity of his ambitions. A writer indeed! 

Who was the sly one who had suggested this word to him? Where did he 
acquire that insane confidence that had tempted him for so long? Now he 
couldn’t see any reason for confidence. Anyone can dream big, but only an 
idiot chases those dreams. A cossack riding a broomstick rather than a horse! 
A dope, a hopeless dope! And to trade an education and the Institute for this 
illusion, to cast aside years of hard work, carefully formulated plans, and 
obligations? Obligations to whom? To himself, at the very least! 

Failing to understand how all of this could have happened, the boy 
anxiously reviewed all the missteps in his descent. Vyhorsky—there’s who 
had led him astray, that’s who sent his stories to the journals. And who asked 
him, after all? Damned seducer! A flim-flam man! And along with this anger 
there arose in him a warm gratitude to the severe critic who had chased him 
from his home without even hearing him out. 
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But, on the other hand, his stories had proven no worse than the stories 
of other writers. Some had already been published, though that didn’t mean 
much. Anyone could write something good by accident, somehow once and 
not again. There was no shortage of such accidental names on magazine 
pages, appearing just once and never again. And maybe he would be one of 
those writers, maybe even a prolific one, whose works are forgotten right 
after they are read, whose works disappear without a trace, forming the 
immovable foundation on which true masters develop and grow. To become 
one of them you need to believe, to feel your creative strength, just as you do 
your physical strength. They don’t fall into despair! But he was not going to 
serve as background for someone else’s shining glory, no way! He recoiled 
from the thought that he might be the ladder on which others climbed to 
success. 

Then he felt tired and pitied himself. Poor fellow! Why was he beating 
himself up? So he had made a mistake! OK—enthusiasm had gotten the 
better of him, but he was still young. That’s so natural. And now it’s over. 
What should he do now? Stepan got up and enlivened his benumbed hands. 
How long had he been sitting? An hour? Two? Slowly, he put on his coat and 
went out on the street. 

November. Autumn was entering the period of age-related shortening, 
its days were numbered, its tears already shed in the face of the inevitable 
end. It became quiet and cold, tense but calm in the face of a snowy end, and 
the city’s stony echoes seemed muffled in the emptiness of extermination. 
Feeling relief in the fresh air, happy to escape his room, where the walls 
smelled of his poisonous thoughts, Stepan pulled his hat down on his 
forehead and found himself walking to the Sinnyi Bazaar. He passed by it and 
walked out on to Velyka Pidvalna Street, stopping by the gates of Golden 
Gate Square, where the silent fountain towered over a pool of green 
rainwater. The walkways, covered with yellowed chestnut leaves, were lined 
with rows of lonely benches. No one was about. He yearned to go in and walk 
along the paths, to rustle the leaves with his footsteps. Over there, in the 
corner, he had once torn up his short story, but his memory of that was now 
tender and precious. 

He trudged on in peaceful melancholy, desiring to go to sleep. But as he 
approached the Volodymyr Cathedral, a strange unrest awoke in him. The 
Institute was just down the street—should he stop in? What for? A moment 
later this sudden urge had turned into an unquenchable need. With passionate 
curiosity, as if he were about to peek at something forbidden, he approached 
the wide doors of the Institute. The doors were on strong springs and hard to 
open, and the effort he made to open them reminded him of the countless 
times each day he had done so in the past. 

In contrast to the outdoors, the long corridors seemed dark and stale, 
with a gray mass of people and the hum of their voices coursing back and 
forth and up and down the stairs, like living blood coursing through the veins 
of the building. Stepan felt the peace and chill of alienation. He pulled his hat 
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down even further to avoid recognition and walked up to the glass doors of 
the auditorium. A class was in session. He looked around the benches, 
densely packed with students, and at the lecturer, whom he knew well. He 
observed familiar gestures of attention, indifference, incomprehension. But 
there was no anxiety or torment, and the regret that had troubled him just a 
moment earlier withered from the sense of estrangement he now felt from this 
setting he had once found so appealing. Surprised, the boy stepped back and 
looked around with the eye of a wanderer who has returned after a long trip to 
find that nothing of what he had left remained there, everything had changed 
and was so different from what he remembered that this deformed reality was 
not even worthy of regret. Having come in contact with what had been 
abandoned, he understood that there was no way back to it, that he was 
forevermore estranged from these walls and that these sounds would never 
call out to him, never reawaken his interest. 

He walked out with the same dreary anxiety that he had felt when he 
first set foot in the city. The square seemed narrower, the buildings heavier 
and more severe, the low autumn sky an endless bowed stretch of 
cobblestones. Suddenly he realized that beyond the first row of buildings 
were countless others on the hills and in the valleys, countless glum 
settlements scattered in a giant ring, with each one hiding a surprise and a 
threat. He discerned the tangled web of streets where you can wander for 
hours and days through the same crisscrossed paths, wander until you fall in 
exhaustion and with tears in your eyes on the naked stones that define the 
horizon with their jagged teeth. He felt those invisible walls that had arisen 
for him at the edge of the steppe, and he bowed his defeated gaze, begging for 
peace. He was tired. 

In the evening, when Zoska came out to him, he grabbed her by the hand 
and began to silently kiss her. She was astounded. 

“What’s the matter with you, divine one?”  
“Zoska,” he said. “You’re my one and only, there’s no one else.” 
She sighed. 
“You’re such a liar!” 
“There’s no one else,” he continued. “No family, no friends. I’m alone 

in the whole world. And today I feel as if this were my first day here. It’s so 
difficult.” 

“It’s difficult for him,” she mused gently. 
“Don’t laugh,” he replied worriedly. “You don’t know what I’m 

thinking or how I’m suffering.” 
“He’s suffering!” 
The boy stopped and whispered in despair: 
“I can’t go on like this anymore! What’s the point? Is this love? I’m sick 

of the cinema. The films make me sick. I want to be with you. The two of us, 
alone. Don’t worry, I won’t do anything to you,” he added bitterly. “I don’t 
need that. I love you anyway. You don’t understand me, you don’t know me 
at all. This is silly, this way we are. It would be better for me if we were 
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together, just for an hour, just you and me. I want to sit down beside you and 
tell you everything.” 

“And what’s that to me?” she cried out. 
“Don’t say that—that’s not how you think,” he pleaded. “I can’t joke 

around right now. This is serious. Do you understand? Serious! Zoska, think 
of something, because I can’t think at all. Think quickly.” 

Zoska thought for a moment and then cried, “I’ve got it!” 
“Let’s hear it.” 
She briefly laid out her cunning plan. She had a girlfriend who worked 

in the SoRobKop, the Union of Workers’ and Peasants’ Cooperatives. Her 
room was unused until four o’clock! You understand? Let’s assume that 
Zoska would like to take the university entrance exams but there’s no room in 
her apartment to study with a tutor. 

“Zoska,” he cried exuberantly. “You’re extraordinary. I’d like to kiss 
you.” 

“Really?” 
Then she added secretively: 
“Let’s go to Shevchenko park—it’s dark there, we can kiss.” 
He returned home completely calm. He was thrilled with Zoska’s plan. 

The notion of daylight meetings with a girl so dear to his heart, meetings that 
would have a secretive character, in someone else’s apartment, struck him as 
a very urban romanticism. The mere thought of such trysts boosted his 
self-respect and floated above all his other concerns like a sweet song. 

In such moments of psychic comfort he often felt the need to clean up at 
home, take out the trash that usually accumulated in the corner, attend to his 
linens, like any respectable homeowner. When neatness was on his mind, the 
slightest disorder in his surroundings irritated him. When he had finished 
tidying up, he felt great joy. He arranged the books in neat piles, wiped down 
the inkwell, covered the table with a clean white sheet of paper, where, after 
his commendable efforts, he sat down to rest. 

He figured thus: the young are characteristically ambitious, they dream 
of extraordinary accomplishments and fame, although only one among 
thousands ever achieves that. But if you revealed to such a young person his 
eventual fate, he would stop trying, throw everything to the dogs, and settle 
into the life of a bum. So, it turns out, deceptions are necessary. But it is 
sufficient to understand their nature—as, for example, he does—for them to 
stop being troublesome. 

He felt the wisdom of his thoughts and was satisfied. He must live just 
as others do. A simple, normal life—develop friends and visit them, go out 
for entertainment, read newspapers and translated novels. What else does he 
need? All in all, compared to others, he was pretty well situated. His lessons 
gave him a decent income without too much effort. Ukrainization would 
continue for, say, three more years—then he’d go get a job. No, wait! He 
would certainly find a job as a teacher here, in the city—that would be the 
simplest. He just needed to expand and deepen his knowledge of the 
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language, to become a real expert. He was smoking now and in the clouds of 
smoke he could readily see his future. What could be simpler! 

Two days later, at noon, Stepan had his first urban meeting with Zoska. 
Entering the small room, filled with the arousing scents of a woman’s 
apartment—powder and perfume—he felt uneasy. Then, after a few breaths 
of this intoxicating air, he felt light and exceptionally ardent. Surveying the 
place he also saw Zoska, whose face and figure were entirely hidden by the 
newspaper she was reading, as if she had not heard him enter. Only two legs 
dressed in fine stockings from the knees down hung motionless, sticking out 
from under the hem of a dark dress. 

“Miss Zoska,” he began jokingly in a serious bass. “Let’s start the 
lesson.” 

She was silent. Stepan came forward as if sneaking up to her and tore 
the newspaper out of her hands. 

“Careful!” she cried out. 
He stopped for a moment, having long not seen her undressed—that is, 

in just a dress, without a coat and hat. 
“What are you gawking at?” she asked. “Where are the books?” 
He suddenly bent down and embraced her knees. 
“Zoska, is it you?” he whispered. “Are you mine, Zoska?” 
Later, Zoska forlornly said:  
“You taught me very quickly, divine one.” 
He was delighted to have discovered that his fears about the 

performance of the organism were unfounded. He wanted to joke around. 
“What’s there to study here?” 
“You have spoiled me,” she said. “Now I’m spoiled.” 
“It’s your own fault,” he said. “What was the point of covering yourself 

up with the newspaper?” 
Zoska waved her hand. 
“In any case, you wanted to tell me something.” 
“Did I?” 
“You said that you wanted to sit down beside me and tell me 

something.” 
He remembered. 
“That was nothing. If you want, I’ll tell you.” 
He sat down and started talking. 
“It’s silly. Last year I was a student.” 
“I know,” said Zoska. 
“I guess I told you. And I foolishly began to write stories.” 
“I know.” 
“How do you know that?” Stepan asked, surprised. 
“Because you read one at the Institute, at the stage event.” 
“Were you actually there?” 
“I even threw you a flower, but you didn’t pick it up.” 
“That was you? My love!” 
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He embraced her and drowned the rest of his story in kisses. 
In parting with Zoska that day he thought, “Fate itself brought us 

together. That is wonderful.” 
Their lessons were strictly arranged: twice a week, on Wednesdays and 

Fridays. In addition, by separate agreement, they were to go to the cinema, to 
shows, and to the theater. 

Returning home from their meeting, he found an unusual looking 
envelope waiting for him. Inside he read that his collection of stories was 
accepted for publication, had passed Glavlit approval, and that an honorarium 
of 350 karbovanets was being offered. A contract requiring signature was 
also included. 

Stepan read it over and threw it on the table. He had decided to rid 
himself of this business of being a writer, but it would not let him go. 

“This nuisance again,” he thought. 
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VI 
 

Literary life begins when the quantity of people with the talent to talk 
continually about literature reaches a minimum sufficiency. Actually, these 
endless conversations are not even about literature as a product of the human 
desire for understanding: they don’t discuss its finest examples, and they 
don’t express the reader’s satisfaction or admiration. Instead, they are about 
trivial details, the mechanics of creativity, its professional side, which, like all 
things professional, is boring and monotonous. 

Literature consists of creativity, and literary life consists of the 
conversations of literary figures. And through their words, every fact from 
the life of a writer magically becomes a literary fact, any anecdote about him 
becomes a literary anecdote; his galoshes become literary galoshes, since, of 
course, all the parts of his body have the magical quality of endowing 
anything they touch with literary value. Legends about nearly-divine singers 
who through their songs earned the favor of despots and princesses, as well as 
treasure—in short, a nice honorarium—are nowhere more prevalent than in 
the subconsciousness of writers who would, without any remorse, scorch the 
hearts of all humanity with their words. And it doesn’t matter that through the 
functioning of libraries, these hearts become more fire-resistant all the time; 
writers secretly and stubbornly wallow in the prospect of their own 
exceptionality, the uniqueness of their talent, the originality of their works, 
nourishing with past experience the roots of their creative desire. And no 
matter how boring and nauseating this literary life may be, this unwinding of 
the ribbon of literary news—who is writing what, who is thinking of writing 
what, who said what about whom, who is about to praise or attack whom, 
who is going where for the holidays, and who makes how much—it is 
precisely from this blather that there arises the inherent spirit of authentic, 
non-commercial literature, the spirit of hidden competition. And within the 
perimeter laid out by the unrolling of this ribbon lies the place where literary 
soldiers gather to smoke the peace pipe before the next assault. 

The young writer Stepan Radchenko began to take part in this literary 
life, visiting almost daily the editorial offices of the journal, where at twelve 
o’clock the bench and chairs were full of well-known, somewhat-known, and 
not-at-all-known literary figures. After spending an hour or two in their 
company, he would depart completely satisfied, although he had kept silent 
throughout, since he did not have the necessary store of trivial knowledge and 
was too much of a novice to have the right to speak. It’s a well-known truth 
that non-authoritative ideas, no matter how insightful, evoke suspicion, while 
from the lips of the famous, even foolish utterances earn praise. So here, as 
everywhere else, the right to command attention was earned by the quality of 
one’s work or, at least, by persistent attendance. And Stepan was happy to 
serve out his literary apprenticeship. 

After all, he figured, if it turns out that I am fated to be a writer, if I have 
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instinctively already made so many steps in that direction that it would be 
shameful to stop, then I may as well keep going, and make connections with 
those others with whom I am destined to act—to show myself among them, 
remind them of my existence, to weave myself into the circle of literary 
friendships like a regular writer. At first he felt annoyed and uncomfortable in 
this new circle of acquaintances, because no one paid any attention to him, 
because there weren’t enough chairs for him to have one. He was frightened 
by his inability to follow the conversations he overheard. But as his 
attendance continued, he quickly became familiar with the personal 
accomplishments of the people he met there, accomplishments often quite 
small and disproportionate to the pretentiousness of their behavior, and so he 
happily recognized that he was certainly no lesser a literary figure than they 
were. Now he waited impatiently for the publication of his collection, since 
only a book could give him a true literary passport, rather than the temporary 
identity card offered by stories in journals. 

At first he was merely tolerated, then he was seen as one of the usual 
crowd, and later he even earned some sympathy by his reserved behavior and 
so might even hear a friendly word upon entering. 

“Oh, and here’s Radchenko.” 
This pleased him enormously. Say what you will, but he had, it turns 

out, won for himself at least a little corner of the literary landscape, a seat that 
might accommodate at least a portion of his person. One day, in the course of 
a dispute, in a moment of silence, he even found sufficient courage to blurt 
out with a blush: 

“I think so too.” 
It wasn’t quite clear what exactly he also thought nor which side this 

remark was intended to support, but he had expressed an opinion, and he was 
proud of himself for the whole day. He had taken part in a literary 
conversation! 

His greatest interest, of course, was in the literary groups. Each of them 
had their own name and logo, and he imagined them as something akin to a 
marketing collective for the distribution of the members’ works. He was 
particularly thrilled that the members of each team defended, promoted, and 
supported each other without qualification, while mercilessly excoriating 
their opponents. He, too, needed a firm foundation beneath him. Studying the 
members and listening to their ideas, he rejected those organizations that did 
not suit his ideas and style, but he was in no hurry to choose from among 
those others that were more or less acceptable. He was waiting for an 
organization to hold a general meeting, so that he would not be signing up 
unnoticed. This was all the more important a decision since by his choice he 
risked losing, in the opinion of the others, not only his sympathetic qualities 
but his abilities as a writer. That was true everywhere: your choice of friends 
determined your enemies. But it was not so easy to become acquainted with 
the internal life of the groups, to see what the situation would be like for you 
after you joined, because in the atmosphere of continual intergroup warfare 
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their meetings were closed. Naturally, for tactical reasons, no group would 
allow strangers to attend a meeting where the enemy’s troop strength was 
discussed and various attack plans were proposed. 

Along with the first snows the poet Vyhorsky returned to the city. They 
met in the street like old friends. 

“Let’s go,” said the poet. 
“Where?” 
“For a beer.” 
They went into a dimly lit establishment with plenty of free seats and 

tables in the center and along the walls. It smelled of stale beer and the dirty 
rag with which the floor had been washed. 

“This is my favorite beer hall,” said the poet. “A couple of beers, 
please!” 

“It’s spooky in here,” commented Stepan as he sat down. 
He had not been in a beer hall before and looked around with curiosity 

at the buffet with its variety of snacks, the portly proprietor who wore a suit 
and tie with boots, the brewers’ advertising posters on the walls, and the juicy 
illustration of a fresh crab right in front of him. 

“I like this beer hall in the daytime,” the poet began. “I like the stale air 
that carries the scent of thousands of people. I like this dampness of spilled 
drinks. And the quiet. A magical mood comes over me. I see better. If you 
want to know, I think through my poems here.” 

He took a sip of beer. 
“I missed this place while I was away. I missed Kyiv. In the train I stood 

by the window and looked out—the city was spread out wide, like a giant 
crab. The buildings looked like cardboard boxes on hills. It’s gigantic. And 
fantastic. When I got off the train, when I felt its ground beneath my feet, 
when I saw myself in it again, I trembled. It’s silly, of course, but where else 
will you find such an expanse, such a mighty web of streets? And at each step 
you find memories, you walk in the footsteps of your ancestors. Yesterday I 
walked around examining everything, even the familiar porches. And I saw 
that everything was as it had been, as if it had been waiting for me. It seems to 
me that you can’t even fall in love with a person as much as you can with a 
lifeless thing. How many of us have loved dozens of women and have gone 
through even more friends; but we love veal cutlets all our lives. I visited the 
Lavra, even went down into the caves. What a difference from 1922 and 23. 
Back then, it was just old ladies from the villages. Yesterday, there were even 
women from the intelligentsia. Even a few men! I thought to myself: ‘They 
know the sweetness of prayer, the deep satisfaction of communicating with 
their god. What about us?’ When push comes to shove, all our airplanes, 
radios, and poison gases are mere rubbish against the lost hope of paradise. 
Tell the truth, I envied them. Listen, have you ever thought about the terrible 
paradox of mankind; conscious of the absurdity of its fleeting existence but 
incapable of immortalizing it? I’m afraid we may be standing at the brink of a 
rebirth of faith.” 
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“Well—no,” Stepan spoke up. “I’ll have you know that back in the 
village, young people are not at all religious.” 

“Maybe so. I’m not going to argue about it. All I know is that the big 
issues have lost their attraction. We’re tired of big issues—being or 
consciousness, form or substance. You just want to say it’s all the same and 
makes no difference. Life does not break down into systems. Each one of us 
starts life from the beginning, and to each new person life seems new.” 

“But science and learning are making advances,” said Stepan. 
“Science and learning have been making advances for a thousand years. 

You must understand that the accumulated experience of past ages is just the 
background against which everyone demonstrates his tricks. Another couple 
of beers, please.” 

When he unbuttoned his coat, the boy saw on him the same satin shirt 
with the same tie that the poet had been wearing last spring when they first 
met in the offices of the Housing Administration. Vyhorsky’s elongated face 
had become nervous and it trembled, as if all the muscles beneath his skin 
were in a heightened state of activity. And Stepan, himself somewhat excited 
after a bottle of beer, was following his words with interest and attention. 

“Drink up,” said the poet. “Nothing stimulates our ability to think like 
beer. Science and learning are nothing. Absolute zero. For a thousand years 
it’s been spreading and it still can’t teach people how to live. What benefit do 
they offer? You’ll say, the revolution. Yes, I agree. Humanity sheds its skin, 
like a snake. But it sheds its spiritual skin with much more difficulty than a 
snake sheds its physical skin. Mankind oozes blood while it is shedding. But 
don’t forget—the new skin will eventually shed too. Progress? Well, that’s 
child’s play. I agree, there is progress—but there’s no reason in it. The worst 
mistake is to consider the inevitable as success. Man eats the very same meat, 
but fried and with a fork. Progress does not increase the sum of all happiness, 
that’s the important thing. The person condemned to death on the rack three 
centuries ago did not suffer any more than someone being executed by firing 
squad today. And perhaps I experience my dirty fingernails more acutely than 
a so-called savage would a whole filthy arm?” 

He slowly finished his glass and drifted off in a reverie. 
“That’s why I always said that teaching people is just cheating them. 

There’s nothing more shameful than inspiring illusions. And what’s even 
worse—spreading ideals.” 

“Ideals?” 
“Yes, exactly. Mankind, like a woman, likes to listen to compliments in 

the form of ideals. There are as many curses in the world as there are idealists. 
Who would follow them, if they didn’t scold? But these ideals are like 
food—while they’re on the tongue, they have a variety of tastes, but the 
stomach makes them all equal. The catarrhal stomach of history, as one poet 
with excellent digestion put it.” 

He fell silent and bent over his glass. Stepan lit a cigarette and enjoyed 
sending smoke into the half-light of the room. Indeed, it was quiet and 
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peaceful here. 
“He’s pretty smart,” thought the boy about the poet. 
“Two more beers, please!” yelled the latter. 
“That’s all for me,” Stepan said and lit a cigarette. 
“Nonsense! A healthy young fellow like you and you can’t handle three 

bottles of beer? Here you are. And then there are the ones devoted to their 
ideas. That’s always been popular and admired. But what do we do with those 
people who live exclusively according to their ideas? Those for whom the 
whole world dissolves into their idea? We lock them up in the Kyrylivka 
asylum. So where’s the logic?” 

“You mean the insane?” 
“That’s what they’re called.” 
“You know, I remember an incident,” said Stepan. “There was this girl 

in the village—what a beauty she was. And she went insane. They said this 
one boy was to blame.” 

“No one owes anyone anything in this world. But there is blame, 
because there has to be some kind of responsibility. Notice that animals are 
never insane—they’re rabid. Insanity is the exclusive privilege of humans. A 
marker on the road that humanity is traveling. An image of its future.” 

The clock struck two. The poet flinched. 
“The universe will die from the dissipation of thermal energy,” he said. 

“It will spread out evenly. Everything will be equalized and wiped out. 
Everything will cease. This will be a beautiful sight that no one will see.” 

After the third bottle, Stepan felt a sadness in his soul, as if the universe 
were going to die within a few days. But the clock reminded him of his 
lessons at the Leatherworkers’ Collective. 

“Maybe we should be going?” 
“Sure, let’s go. Who’s paying? You? Actually, I’m a little short at the 

moment.” 
But for Stepan money was not a problem. A week earlier he had gotten 

an advance from his publisher for 50% of his honorarium for the collection of 
stories, already at the printer’s. He immediately acquired a felt hat and 
ordered a stunning suit, for which he was waiting so as to impress Zoska. He 
was now all the more inclined to treat clothing as an artistic arrangement of 
his body. Since he liked his body and appreciated its strength and symmetry, 
he could not but take an interest in clothes intended to display that body in a 
favorable image, since displaying it in the nude was prohibited. Clothing 
became for him a formal consideration, a question of taste and even 
influence, since he fully understood the different impressions made by a 
person with a torn shirt and one in a stylish suit. This was, of course, entirely 
a matter of convention, but it takes an extraordinary degree of spiritual charm 
to overcome the effects of carelessness in clothing. 

When the suit was ready, the boy felt a wish to give Zoska a present too. 
His feelings for her had taken root in his being and sometimes, quite 
unexpectedly, at home or during a lesson, her smiling image would flit airily 
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before him. Zoska! What a beautiful name! It was a pleasure just to 
pronounce it, because the sound of it carried the echo of her playfulness, the 
sensuous cadence of her kisses that evaporated on his lips, his eyes, and his 
chest. Beyond that, he felt toward her that peculiarly masculine gratitude with 
which the experience of secret assignations augments romance. And she, too, 
approaching with him the dark wellsprings of existence, consuming with him 
the eternally fresh fruit of the tree of knowledge, had become more judicious 
and friendlier towards him. She lost the capriciousness of her earlier desires; 
what remained was only some kind of nervousness that manifested itself in 
sudden bouts of longing. 

Then she would gaze at him with a look that made him anxious, as if her 
glance penetrated his soul and agitated its most secret chambers. She would 
lie, then, with her hands under her head, distant, pensive, alien, and silent. 
Later, she would come to life again. 

“Is it bad for you at home?” he asked. 
“Yes, it’s bad. But there’s nothing that can be done.” 
Her father, a minor bureaucrat, earned too small a salary for their 

domestic life to be attractive. And she herself had no luck finding a job. 
Stepan tried hard to cheer her as best he knew how. He bought her chocolates, 
candy, flowers, and illustrated magazines that they looked at together. And 
now he wanted to make her a present. But what should he get her? Having 
considered a large number of possibilities, he settled on a fragrance, because 
he liked scents but was ashamed to use them himself. 

At the perfume shop he asked for a fine scent. 
“Would you like Coty?” 
“The very best!” 
“Paris? L’Origan? Chipre?” 
“L’Origan!” he said, because that name pleased him more than the 

others. 
He paid fifteen karbovanets for the bottle, but he was satisfied. It must 

be a very fine scent if there’s so little of it for so much money. 
On Friday, dressed in his new suit, he appeared at their meeting in good 

spirits. 
“Zoska,” he said. “Look what I bought you.” 
“Coty!” she cried, like a child receiving an unexpected but 

long-dreamt-of delight. 
“This is the most expensive perfume,” he said. “I’m glad you like it. 

And I have a new suit.” 
“Really? Stand up! Walk over there! Come back! You’re divine!” 
“Wait,” he said, glad to see the impression made by his present and by 

himself. 
He picked up the vial and opened it, carefully removing the film from 

the glass stopper. In a fit of tenderness he began to apply the perfume to 
Zoska with his moistened palm—on her neck, her arms, her face. She meekly 
endured, sitting still with only slight tremors from the touch of his cold hand 
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and the scent on her body. 
“Enough, enough,” she whispered excitedly. 
“No—the legs, too.” 
A wave of fragrance slowly spread through the air, forming into an 

invisible halo around Zoska’s figure. The fine, gentle scent altered the room, 
transforming it from a common dwelling into a fairy-tale setting for lovers, 
evoking dreams of love in a flowering garden with gentle whiffs of celestial 
wind, as if the magic of secret essences, ointments, and oils from the distant 
past had penetrated this space through unseen cracks in the walls. 

But where had he felt this intoxicating scent before? Why did it agitate 
him? Why did it burden his soul? And then he remembered. It was the scent 
of that woman, the woman he had once encountered at the window of a store. 
Suddenly a wave of recollections arose in him, countless memories spread 
out before him, like a disturbed pile of shimmering stones, radiating the shine 
of bright diamonds and cloudy rubies, tickling the eyes with their bright rays 
and touching the skin with a troubling shiver. His entire life passed before 
him in this play of light and shadow—an unexpected life, not the one that had 
to be, but the one that was. 

“I’ll put my head on your knees,” he whispered. “May I do that?” 
“You are allowed everything, unfortunately,” she replied. 
Agitated, he pressed his face into her scented thighs, wrapping his arms 

around them as if on a sturdy support, and felt calmer. Then he asked: 
“Zoska, have you ever loved anyone?” 
She was stroking his hair, burying her hand in it, disheveling it. 
“I did,” she answered. 
“Tell me about it.” 
And while still stroking his hair, she told the story of her first love. She 

was nineteen then, so it was three years ago. She was enrolled in stenography 
courses. One of the students always walked her home. Then he disappeared 
one day. 

“But he was really strange,” she said. “He didn’t kiss me, even once.” 
“Did you want him to?” 
“Every girl wants that when she’s in love.” 
“But you didn’t want me to kiss you, at first.” 
“You didn’t love me.” 
“Do I love you now?” 
She pulled back her hand. 
“Now I don’t care,” she said. 
Lulled, he felt the urge to talk, to ask about their feelings for each other, 

to finally understand their origin. Under the influence of the scent and 
tenderness, he was enveloped in a mood of quiet observation, the kind that 
awakens a need to explore and understand the flow of life. 

“Do you love me?” 
She became pensive, as if considering the question. 
“I love you terribly much.” 
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He embraced her again in a sign of gratitude. 
“For what?” 
“You have a nice voice,” she said. “I close my eyes and it cradles me. 

And your eyes.” 
“... and your eyes,” arose a dreamy echo in his heart, “... and your eyes.” 
“And what else?” he asked. 
“Your soul is bad,” she added suddenly. “It’s a bad soul.” 
“How do you know?” he asked, taken aback. 
“I just know. But I like you. You’re handsome.” 
“Do you think I’m a thief?” 
“Oh, if only you were a thief! You would bring me Persian rugs, like the 

bandits in songs. And then you would kill me, or sell me into slavery.” 
“Zoska,” he said, rising to his feet. “You’re extraordinary. How 

fortunate I am to have found you.” 
“I let you find me.” 
And they talked on, speaking words that when taken out of their 

romantic context seem banal and stupid, naive words without meaning, 
senseless, like a deck of well-used playing cards that acquire powerful 
symbolic meaning in the hands of each successive group of players. They 
were bound together by words spoken in whispers and in cries, old as the gray 
earth itself but vibrant, reinvigorated on the lips of lovers, reborn into their 
original brilliance by the power of undying feeling. They sat, enchanted by 
their own proximity, their boundless commitment, the tender touch of souls 
that, in moments of extreme longing, ring with the silver bells of spring. On 
parting, he looked at her for a long, long time, remembering her image, to 
take it with him into his hopes and dreams. 
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VII 

 
Stepan’s collection of stories was published in early January of the new 

year, earlier even than he had expected. Holding it in his hands the first time, 
he experienced a moderate joy. This was something useful and valuable for 
him, he thought, like a trump card in his hands, but he did not experience any 
extraordinary satisfaction, since he had already had this thought earlier, 
awaiting its publication, and had gotten used to the idea of the book’s 
appearance. He was not one of those people who strive for something 
methodically, approaching the desired goal step by step, and knowing how to 
rest at appropriate stops along the way. His wishes were always an 
unquenchable need that burned him from inside, propelling him directly 
through difficulties that might have been avoided by patience and planning. 
In the struggle with inevitable doubts, he needlessly sacrificed the joys of 
success. His soul was a chiseled millstone, an unstoppable millstone that 
grinds everything together equally—grain, weeds, and the grass of life. 

On the second day he leafed through his book, examining the typeface 
and the cover. He perused the titles of the stories in the contents, but he did 
not have the courage to read over a story. He felt uncomfortable before 
himself for what he had written. Had it been worthwhile to write this? While 
he was writing he had had no idea why or for what purpose he was writing. 
What value could you ascribe to such unconscious work? 

He showed Zoska the collection, expecting her praise and suggestions. 
“Did you write this?” she exclaimed. “People are so comical. They’re 

always up to something, trying this and that.” 
“Should I stop, then?” he asked. 
“Well, no! Once you’ve started, keep writing.” 
He understood this perfectly himself. Once you’ve started, you must 

keep writing. For him, this book turned writing into an obligation, a duty, a 
solemn pledge that he must keep. But with that, it stopped being a mere game 
he played with fame, a way of putting himself ahead of all his peers. Now it 
acquired the sense of being responsible work—too responsible for him to 
allow himself to write any-which-way about anything he liked. Why? He 
couldn’t determine this himself. He could not trace the convoluted path of his 
relations with literature, from a childish prank to an ulcer on the soul. In 
playing around carelessly, he had cut himself and unintentionally severed 
those veins through which the heart pumps a river of blood. So, now, he had 
to be creative under a dual burden: obligation and responsibility. 

He must write. This thought would not give him peace—not at home, 
nor at his lessons, nor in conversations, nor in his meetings with Zoska. He 
smoked and ate with it, as with a best friend, or worst enemy. He must write! 
But about what? He chose and arranged a couple of plotlines about the life of 
an insurgent, including plenty of action, but one by one he rejected them all, 
sensing in them an unscrupulous repetition of what he had already written. 
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No, that field was already exhausted for him. Actually, it had pushed itself 
away. It had become an illusion, one that no longer elicited the same interest 
that could force him to search and select new beads to thread onto the string 
of a new story, and so he was not at all worried that he was no longer able to 
find material on this topic. He vaguely yearned to write about what he saw 
now, to work out his most recent impressions—impressions of the city. Here, 
only here, was the fertile ground that he should cultivate, because it was only 
here that he experienced the unknown, the understanding of which is the 
motive and the joy of creativity. And it didn’t matter that these impressions 
were lying around his soul in a pile of raw fibers: life never offers anything all 
wrapped up, it is just hints and fragments, the elements of the montage that 
need to be arranged, spliced, and refined into that final product called a work 
of art. Life only offers the clay that needs to be shaped by the hands and 
vision of an artist. He knew this, but he could not find the core. 

Then he remembered inspiration, and he tried, doggedly and cleverly, to 
catch some, starting with simple naive methods and ranging all the way to 
complex endeavors. At first he tried to stimulate his conscience, putting 
himself into situations where it would be shameful not to write: he sat down 
at his table, eagerly pulled out a clean sheet of white paper, opened his 
inkwell, and took his pen between his fingers. And then waited. But instead 
of the desired concentration, all manner of trivial nonsense stole his attention. 
His eyes inadvertently rested on advertisements in the newspaper, on the 
cigarette label, on the knuckles of his own hand, examining everything with 
great interest, seeking any place they might focus other than the deceitful 
piece of paper that was the surface intended for their attention. His ears 
listened to shouts, crashes, and echoes beyond the walls, while in his head, 
disordered thoughts wandered freely, disappearing without a trace in the 
clouds of cigarette smoke that hung over and choked him. And nothing came 
out. 

In that case, he decided systematically to remove any distractions that 
might divert him, to isolate himself completely and force himself to 
concentrate. First, he got rid of his pen, since it had to be dipped in the 
inkwell, then he discarded regular pencils, since they needed to be sharpened, 
settling on a mechanical pencil. He moved his table away from the window, 
where a gentle breeze perturbed his face, and moved it by the stove, in a 
corner, which also required rearranging the electrical connections. And to 
escape the exasperating din of the neighbors, he tried to write at night when 
everyone was asleep. But here, too, between four and five in the morning, 
when no one was yet up, he experienced defeat. The results of all these 
attempts at deprivation were always the same: on paper—a few lines of text 
crossed out, among innumerable drawings of trees, houses, and faces; in his 
heart—bitterness and fatigue. 

Sometimes, on returning home, he would imagine that he was in a great 
mood and so, playfully, would tell himself:  

“Well, it’s time to write something for income.” 
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Something light and cheerful—the hell with all those serious topics. 
Why shouldn’t he be a humorist? Here’s a great topic, for example: A teacher 
is conducting anti-religious propaganda as part of his lesson, choosing the 
story of the great flood as his whipping boy. Do you really think, he says, you 
could fit all the extant creatures of the time into an ark? A pair of them, no 
less! And he impresses the students with a zinger: You can’t get a pair of 
whales into an ark. The whales weigh more than a ton each and would drown 
the ship with a swipe of their tail. But then one student, a wimpish kid with a 
high-pitched voice, asks: Why take the whales on board? They can swim in 
the water themselves! And then you can even add that the teacher himself is a 
religious man, prays to God for forgiveness before each lesson. Or wait—this 
one’s even better: A professor, a stately man with a family, a well-known 
economist, is answering a question for a newspaper about his view of the 
economic situation in the Soviet Union. His view is clear and simple, but 
“unspeakable.” So he sweats, and rewrites, and gives it to his wife and close 
friends to read over. He edits, deletes, avoids, obfuscates, squirms, and is left 
with something ... well, something beyond time and space, with ideas that are 
neither here nor there but everywhere. Or take Ukrainization! How many 
dramas, comedies, farces, anecdotes you could find there! And who could 
know them better than he did. Damn it, why didn’t he think of this earlier! 

But it wasn’t so easy to fool oneself. The primary power in the 
mechanism he was trying to put into motion was likely a lazy donkey, 
unresponsive to anger or seduction. The central management of this creative 
enterprise was apparently in the hands of a mindless bureaucrat, who always 
required something more, refused to approve anything, and always gave the 
same answer: ‘Come back tomorrow!’ Slowly Stepan felt superstitions 
arising within him. Maybe this house was un-creative? Maybe this year was 
unpropitious, because it’s an odd number and he was born in an odd- 
numbered year.... 

Fearing despair, he instinctively began to imagine that he had already 
written something extraordinary, written a great many very interesting works, 
unmatched by anyone, whole piles of books that grew on his table into a 
substantial library. He could hear whispers of admiration all around him; he 
set out on distant trips; he conducted correspondence with his fans in which 
he explained his views, his beliefs, his opinions; he held public readings in 
huge auditoriums full of mesmerized listeners. And these dreams gave him 
comfort, they feasted on his accumulated doubts for their own nutrition, they 
left a strange satisfaction and a desire for more. But they didn’t result in any 
progress. 

On the other hand, external literary circumstances were, it seems, very 
favorable. First of all, the published collection secured him a place in the 
literary world; it granted him the rights of literary citizenship that he was 
seeking. He noticed this when people started asking him for his opinion, 
when he was addressed not as Radchenko but as Comrade Stefan, more like 
an old friend in familiar company. He heard a few verbal tributes about his 
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stories and understood that he had become an equal among equals. His 
self-esteem was singing, but his soul was silent. 

Evenings he began to meet quite often with the poet Vyhorsky at the 
beer hall, where the poet was a constant fixture. The boy now entered here as 
a regular, feeling relief and relaxation at the door of this large hall, converted 
from a dingy basement by a bright flood of light. He easily dove into the 
friendly din of the patrons who sat by the white marble tables in colorful 
groups of two or three, punctuated by the clatter of dishes, the pop of bottle 
caps, laughter and cheers, all enveloped in loud music that streamed from the 
dais in the corner, uniting the diversity of faces and clothing into the plurality 
of a human collective, maintaining the unity of the motley group, which in 
moments of silence immediately dissolved into individual persons and words, 
distinct and distant, carried here from unfamiliar haunts, from unknown lives 
and fates. But after these brief intervals of alienation, the gray mass of beings 
coalesced in a new crescendo of sounds and melded together again, 
enchanted by what they had in common, as if the song coming from the 
instruments were their song, rising together from all their lips, exhilarated by 
the feeling of togetherness. 

The boy felt the striking effectiveness of this beer hall music fully on his 
own person. It removed layers of worries from his shoulders, liberated the 
suppressed portion of his soul, which suddenly stretched its wings in a 
confused but passionate effort. He himself became sharper, more attuned to 
the fluttering hearts of others, consumed with the selfish certainty that he 
would write something, that he would succeed in expressing that something, 
still unreachable, that lived within him, and reacting in a faint echo to the wild 
winds of life. 

He looked around, spotted Vyhorsky, and, smiling, approached him, 
threading his way through the labyrinth of tables.  

“There’s a jazz band today,” said the poet. “Let’s listen.” 
On the dais, instead of the usual threesome, there was a quartet, with a 

piano, violin, viola, and a Turkish drum with cymbals, spreading throughout 
the hall an animalistic roar that drowned out the melody. 

“What thieves!” complained the poet. “They call this a jazz band? And 
for this we must pay an extra 5 kopecks per bottle! But have a look at the new 
violinist.” 

The new violinist was young and wore a tie which he artistically 
configured into a big bow. His gestures resembled those of an epileptic. He 
bent over, jerked his head, stuck out his tongue, winked, frowned, and made 
faces, jumping up and down once in a while, as if the drummer’s strokes were 
accidentally falling on his stomach. 

“He is solving the problem of how to conduct a musical ensemble when 
your hands are otherwise occupied,” Vyhorsky explained. “What sensitivity! 
Please give them each a glass of beer.” 

Swaying his torso in keeping with the rhythm, he dreamily hummed 
along. 
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“What’s new in the literary world?” he asked. 
“Nothing much,” Stepan replied. “I was praised in The Red Path. They 

published a review. Nothing new.” 
“Who was it?” 
“Guess! ... It was Svitozarov.” 
“Svitozarov’s chief quality is to be different from everyone else. If no 

one else has praised you, then he will offer praise. In the opposite case, he 
will criticize you, from an instinct for self-preservation. They all see us as 
some kind of racehorses that they’re playing in a betting pool. Because to be a 
critic you have to be a very good critic. In any case, avoid them like the 
plague.” 

“But, in the end, I suppose I’ll have to join one of the literary groups,” 
ventured Stepan. “It’s hard for a novice without some support.” 

The poet frowned. 
“It’s all the same: either you have talent, in which case you don’t need 

any support, or you don’t have talent, in which case all the support in the 
world won’t help you. So what’s the point?” 

“To tell you the truth,” the boy replied, “I’ve grown accustomed to 
community service, whether at the village hall or in student leadership.” 

“Then why don’t you join the International Organization for Aid to 
Revolutionaries?” the poet said with irritation. “Join the Volunteer Society 
for Cooperation with the Army, Aviation, and Fleet, or the Society for Aid to 
Children, or to cripples, or to the unemployed. What’s this got to do with 
literature?” 

Nervously he tapped on his bottle with a fork, to indicate he wanted 
another round of beer. 

“To be perfectly frank,” he continued, “I don’t understand why these 
literary groups exist. People try to explain, but I don’t get it. I just can’t 
understand. For me, their existence is an incomprehensible and sad mystery. 
If these are crutches for crippled writers, I’m glad that we two have good 
strong legs. And here’s the beer, at last.” 

He poured it into the glasses energetically. 
“To literature! We have to honor what gives us an income. But tell me, 

honestly, why did you start writing?” 
“From envy,” said the boy, blushing. 
“In my case, it was a sense of frailty. That’s the same thing. But the 

problem isn’t in the fact that our literature is plain, like bread without fixings. 
I always compare a writer to a baker. From a little ball of dough he creates a 
loaf of bread. He has a good oven, he uses good yeast, and he’s industrious 
enough to knead his dough for a month, a year, or even a few years. But if 
he’s timid, if he’s afraid of what he himself thinks, and of what others think, 
then it’s better for him to close the bakery and take up teaching in grade 
school.” 

The music came to life again, with the drum pounding. This time the 
melody reverberated clearly, unraveling in a fine thread from beneath the 
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fingers of the violinist, who was bowing every which way in what looked like 
a religious seizure. It was a melancholy motif of unfulfilled desire, a 
luminous stream of anguished reproach, craving, and unrest. 

“What is that?” asked Stepan. 
“A foxtrot. In our world, it belongs to the genre of dances that is 

condemned as debauchery and degeneration. Some people call it a bedroom 
dance, although it is really nothing more than a minuet. It’s denounced for 
being sensuous, but what kind of dance is not sensuous? After all, the whole 
point of dancing is the pleasure of touching each other. For us, the whole 
issue of dancing has reached a fantastic state. In the first years after the 
revolution it was persecuted as a form of religious ritual, but now it’s 
encouraged in civic clubs as a form of cultural expression. The processes of 
life are the processes of self-contradiction, my friend.” 

“I can’t write,” whispered Stepan, overcome by the wistful tension of 
the melody. “I keep trying but I can’t.” 

“You can’t write? Don’t worry! When it starts to hurt, the writing will 
flow.” 

When the music stopped, the boy felt a strange excitement, a deep 
agitation of some kind, because the motif died unfinished in the noisy hall. 
The motif just suddenly came apart, cradling in transparent shards, petting 
and irritating the ear, and the boy felt an irresistible urge to gather together 
this acoustic swarm. The ache from his unsuccessful efforts to write was 
reborn in this urge, rekindling his longing for what had become inaccessible 
to him in his hour of triumph. In his memory he quickly reviewed the various 
segments of his urban path thus far, and, bending over to Vyhorsky, he 
recounted the story of their first meeting, not in the offices of the Housing 
Administration, but in another office, where the poet had commented on his 
leaving with words that he did not then fully understand. 

“Strange, isn’t it?” Stepan asked. 
“I don’t remember that,” said the poet, “but that’s not the point. Back 

then, you showed up hungry, tattered, and without a place to live. Now 
you’ve got a nice coat, a suit, some money, and a collection of stories. But are 
you any happier? You’re already complaining: ‘I can’t write!’ Here you have 
a perfect illustration of my ideas about progress. That’s why I always say that 
happiness is impossible. Today you eat, tomorrow you’re hungry.” 

“It’s unnatural, all this,” sighed Stepan. “Everything in the city is 
somehow unnatural.” 

“Once the super-natural has been negated, the un-natural remains our 
only joy,” said the poet. “Any talk about happiness—that is, about complete 
satisfaction—elicits disgust. It’s the most animal-like of all human illusions 
precisely because it is the most natural.” 

He poured two more glasses. 
“Listen to me,” he continued. “All those people who go on about 

naturalness have as much understanding of life as pigs do about oranges. Ever 
since the human mind began to formulate abstract thoughts, man has 
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irrevocably abandoned the path of naturalness, and the only way to return him 
to that path is to cut off his head. Just consider this: how can man destroy the 
natural around himself without destroying the natural within himself? Every 
tree chopped down on the planet shows that something has also been chopped 
down in the human soul. When man abandoned natural caves for constructed 
dwellings, when he began to sharpen natural stone, that’s when he chose the 
path of artificiality, which has come down to us as an inheritance. Is it natural 
to admit the imperfection of life at a given moment and to yearn for new 
forms? Or to condemn our life altogether? It would be natural not to notice its 
faults and to trumpet its glory regardless, as various panegyrist do. That’s 
why all progress is progress away from nature in our environment, our 
thinking, and our feelings. Your smoking is also artificial, since it would be 
more natural to breathe fresh air.” 

“But I’m not going to stop smoking,” asserted Stepan. 
“I’m not berating you,” said the poet. “I just want you to understand that 

man is the reductio ad absurdum of nature. In us, nature destroys itself. We 
are the last phase on one branch of the evolutionary tree, and there will be no 
others after us, no super-man. We are the last link in a chain, which may 
perhaps unroll again on this earth, but down different paths, in different 
directions. The brain—there’s the greatest enemy of mankind. But, my 
friend, don’t stare so much at that woman in the blue hat, although that’s very 
natural.” 

“That’s just incidental,” Stepan excused himself. 
“On the contrary, listening to me is very unnatural.” 
“You’re always talking about the end of the world,” the boy interjected 

uncomfortably. “It’s so depressing.” 
“I’m always more interested not in how things are developing, but how 

they will end.” 
“So that’s why they call you a spineless intellectual!” 
These words visibly offended Vyhorsky. 
“Spineless intellectual?” he grumbled. “And what’s the point of having 

a spine if it’s topped off with a dunce cap?” Then, after getting up, he added, 
“We’re all just petite bourgeois, because we all have to die. Give us 
immortality and we’ll all become new, great, consummate. As long as we’re 
mortal, we’re risible and inconsequential.” 
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VIII 

 
When Stepan got home that evening, he was told that someone had 

come to visit him and promised to return tomorrow morning. Who could it 
have been? Stepan was deeply concerned by this. The simple fact was that in 
all the time he had been living on Lviv Street, no one had ever visited him 
here. He could not even remember whether anyone at all knew his address. 
He lived just like the little mouse behind the wall, in a horrible place where he 
couldn’t write at all. And this knock by an unknown hand on the door of his 
apartment awoke in him the wish to have visitors, to welcome guests, and to 
chat with them in his leisure time. 

“I must develop some acquaintances,” he thought. 
Indeed, he needed to simply live for a while, to enjoy the minutiae of 

city life, to rest and rebuild his strength after the strenuous months he had just 
lived through. That’s likely why he can’t write—because he’s debilitated. An 
enervated soul, like an exhausted ox, is incapable of pulling any load. 

This was the plan that he formulated while lying down to sleep: not to 
visit the editorial office, because the literary conversations only aggravated 
his helplessness—in general, to stay as far away as possible from literature 
while developing a social circle unrelated to literature, even drinking beer 
with Vyhorsky no more than once a week. Actually, after his initial 
enchantment with the manifold complexity of Vyhorsky’s thinking and his 
insouciant attitude toward the cosmos, Stepan was beginning to have doubts 
about him, since he himself lived without sophistry and embraced the world 
without the filter of abstract categories. He was not dishonest with himself, 
neither in thought nor in deed, and he retained his concrete materiality; and 
for him, life did not cease being a fragrant, if sometimes bitter, almond. 

In the morning, the mystery of yesterday’s visitor was resolved very 
simply. True, Stepan did not immediately recognize his face, which was now 
decorated with an English moustache, nor did he recognize his person in the 
wide deerskin jacket and the tan leather gloves, but the moment his guest 
uttered his greeting—“Hello there, little Stevie, I’ve come to visit 
you”—there was no longer any doubt that this was his old buddy from the 
Institute, Borys Zadorozhny, who had left this room to Stefan when he 
himself moved out. 

“Sit down, Borys,” the boy said. “It’s good you came for a visit.” 
Borys Zadorozhny had certainly changed in the year since he finished 

the Institute, not only in his clothing but in his behavior and in the tone of his 
voice. That first cheerful exclamation coming from his lips by way of 
greeting at the door was but an echo of the old student days. His further 
conversation showed signs of the confident superiority typical of a man of 
business who does not scatter words needlessly and knows their value. 

Taking off his coat, he revealed to the light of day a Tolstoy shirt of gray 
cloth with ivory buttons. He pulled a folding cigarette case from his pocket 



Valerian Pidmohylny. The City 
 

 — www.UkrainianLiterature.org —  

162 

and graciously treated his host: 
“Please, have a smoke.” 
Then he critically examined the apartment. 
“So, you live here, it seems.” 
“Yes I do, thanks to you.” 
“Nothing to thank me for. It could do with a facelift. Put up some 

wallpaper, and maybe paint the ceiling. Have you got money?” 
“Sure, I have some.” 
“Then get some wallpaper, for sure. It’s not expensive right now. I 

recommend the Leningrad cooperative store.” 
Stepan agreed, then asked 
“How are your studies at the Institute?” 
Borys let out a cloud of smoke up to the ceiling. 
“My studies? I left after a week. Not for me this dry academic sh–.... 

Now I’m the senior instructor in cooperative sugarbeet agriculture for the 
Kyiv region. Where’s your ashtray? You probably flick the ashes on the 
floor, right? You’re a student, after all.” 

And he began to talk about the general state of cooperative sugarbeet 
farming, about last year’s harvest, about combating pests. A whole lot of 
problems, but we’re moving forward, that’s for sure. The bureaucracy is 
stifling. They’re restoring the sugar-processing plant near the Fundukleivka 
station, which he often passes. So what’s happening? The labor is there, the 
materials are there, the money is ready, but while they procrastinated, the 
construction season has passed. It’s the old guard ‘experts’ who hold things 
up. 

“They haven’t got any fire in their bellies,” he said. “Chase them out 
with a rusty poker, these gentlemen bureaucrats! So, when do you finish?” 

“I dropped out,” Stepan admitted sheepishly. 
Borys grimaced. 
“So you got caught up in something? Literature, no doubt.” 
Stepan nodded. 
Then Borys didactically explained to him that literature was, of course, 

a very nice thing, but an uncertain one. In life you need a secure source of 
income, a profession, and rewarding work for the common good. 

“And for whom are you writing?” he added. “Take me, for example. I 
have no time to read.” 

“So how’s your wife?” asked the boy, changing the topic. “Nadika, isn’t 
it?” 

He really had to dredge up this name, as from a deep cave. 
“Nadika’s wonderful,” beamed Borys. “She’s a great housewife, I 

couldn’t be happier.” 
“Still at the vocational college?” 
“I talked her into quitting.” 
Of course, he was not against education for women, or equal rights, but 

the most important thing for him was family and a peaceful home after all 
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those damned business trips. Besides, experience teaches us that women are 
only qualified for secondary work—copying and registration—but could not 
be trusted with responsible tasks and leadership. 

“And we need to have a kid,” he added. 
“So what’s the problem?” 
“Money,” Borys admitted, “though abortions aren’t free either. In a 

word, we’ll see.” 
“Couldn’t you go on without children?” 
“Then what was the point of getting married?” 
“What about love?” 
“Love, little Stevie, is a temporary phenomenon—a two-week vacation 

for a working man. But you have to live, too. I see you haven’t changed a bit.” 
As he was leaving, he told Stepan: 
“I’m hoping to see you at my place, that’s Andriivsky Descent 38, apt. 

6. It’s a two-room place. Come visit.” 
After seeing his guest off, Stepan sat down on the bed, as he always did 

when he wanted to concentrate on something and have a comfortable smoke. 
Borys’s visit had produced a generally unpleasant sensation, but nevertheless 
he felt a certain envy for his old friend. While the conservatism of Borys’s 
views and his bourgeois philistinism in the area of high culture were deeply 
offensive to the boy, on the other hand, Borys’s practical inclination, his love 
for his work and certainty about its utility, which rang out clearly in the words 
of the young agriculturalist, impressed Stepan with their solidity. Into this 
room, the scene of many disappointments and successes, Borys had brought 
the spirit of a real builder, the eager vitality of mundane, unnoticed creativity 
that ceaselessly changes the world. It is only thanks to him and to others like 
him, the constructors of the material foundations of human existence, that 
higher creativity becomes possible. Isn’t it then his right to consider it a mere 
reflection of his own work, and to reject it if he doesn’t have the time to enjoy 
it? His work is simple and unrewarding. It will not bring him fame, and his 
name will not be inscribed in any history book, so he seeks his reward in 
money, finds comfort in family, where he can enter eternity at least through 
his children. Does that mean he should be condemned with the label 
‘philistine?’ Careful! It is not yet clear who should condemn whom. It is not 
yet clear who the real movers of life are: those who create its structure, or 
those who create its songs while sitting on that structure. 

Stepan threw away his cigarette butt. Yes, Borys and he don’t smoke the 
same tobacco. Yes, they are different people. 

So, Nadika had quit the vocational college! He talked her into it, he 
says. It’s pretty clear what kind of talking that was. Administrative decision 
for the greater good. But so what, it’s none of this writer’s business. These are 
all trivial matters. 

But a sense of disappointment remained, as if Borys had offended him 
somehow. And the more he tried to justify his friend in his own eyes, the 
guiltier Borys seemed, and the more estranged. A speck of bitterness, rolling 
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down the hill of emotions, grows wider, gains substance, increases in size like 
a giant snowball and drops into the heart like a giant block of ice. And then it 
takes many, many calories of warmth to melt this unexpected burden. 

It was half past twelve, time for his meeting with Zoska. Getting up and 
stretching, he felt hesitation, not because he didn’t want to go, but because he 
didn’t like to abandon any thought unfinished, not fully thought through and 
thus left behind like a knotted ball of wool. He got dressed and went out, 
shuddering from the frigid air after the quiet comfort and cigarette smoke. It’s 
cold! He turned up his collar and stuck his hands into his pockets. The 
blinding whiteness of the packed snow on the street, the dry crunch of his 
own footsteps and those of others, the soft shush of sleigh runners were all 
bothersome to him, disturbing him with their irrational clarity. He walked 
quickly, overtaking other pedestrians. 

He arrived early, Zoska wasn’t there yet. Stepan sat down and urgently 
lit a cigarette, which quickly died out in his fingers, stretched out on an arm of 
the chair. This single armchair in the room, once upholstered in blue silk but 
now covered with a motley rug, was Zoska’s favorite place, and he occupied 
it now, enjoying the feel of its softness. He wanted to dive into something 
warm and comfortable, to stretch out his entire body and forget about it, 
abandoning himself to those slow thoughts that penetrate into the depths of 
the soul and uncover its treasures for examination. He wanted to descend into 
the dungeons of the heart, to remove the forged locks from the trunks of 
experience, to open their lids and thrust his hands into memories, old and dry, 
like flowers between the pages of a book. Maybe Zoska will be late today. 
Perhaps she won’t show up at all. 

But the boy waited for her. He examined the furnishings in the room 
with interest, even more interest than when he had first entered this room that 
had provided him with unexpected shelter. The furnishings were meager: a 
bed, two chairs, the armchair, and a small table. There wasn’t even a 
wardrobe to house the dresses that hung on the wall in cloth coverings. But 
the unknown girl who lived here had formed these paltry things into an 
attractive harmony, infusing their arrangement with a woman’s grace, 
sprinkling their gentle simplicity with the magic of youthfulness. He could 
sense her adept hand in the straight line of the comforter, in the fluffy pillow 
that coquettishly raised its top corner, and in the series of photographs and 
glasses that stood on the doily-covered table. This is where she took action, 
where she lived, where her heart beat with all the usual human desires, where 
she had decorated the walls with the invisible pattern of her dreams. And this 
borrowed residence, fixed up perhaps for someone else, tidied perhaps in the 
expectation of someone else’s kisses, had become the scene of his own 
activity, the shelter of his most intimate feelings, the location of his 
lovemaking. Why? 

Finally, Zoska showed up, cheerful and red from the frost, her brisk 
walk bringing with her the liveliness of the cold air. 

“You’re here already?” she wondered. 
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“I left too early,” he said, laughing, “to see you sooner.” 
“You’re such a little liar.” 
She took off her coat and hat and ran over to him. 
“Warm me up,” she said. “Zoska is very cold today!” And in that 

moment she noticed that he was worried: “The divine one is sour? Why is the 
divine one sour?” 

“A bad mood,” he answered. “It will pass.” 
She embraced him. 
“Where’s this bad mood, is it here? Or here?” 
She kissed him on the forehead, the eyes, and cheeks, just as children 

have their fingers kissed so they stop hurting. 
Then she took her place on the armchair, and the boy sat down on a 

pillow by her feet. “At the feet of a queen,” he joked. 
Lighting a cigarette, Zoska crossed her legs with her elbow on her knee 

and began to talk as if thinking out loud, expressing all her thoughts just as 
they unraveled in her mind, with all the gaps and jumps. Certainly Zoska, too, 
has bad moods occasionally. Why? Because people are so terribly comical, 
they don’t want to simply live, they’re always up to something, imagining 
this and that, and then afterwards they suffer. She’s been looking for a job, 
visiting the job lotteries and the union offices, but everyone there is so full of 
themselves, so serious, that she just feels like sticking out her tongue at them. 
Father spends his evenings writing some kind of reports; she once drew a 
doodle at the end of one, because he’s writing these silly reports that no one 
needs or cares about. She really likes airplanes, because they fly so high, but 
they will never give Zoska a ride because they’re for dropping bombs. She 
would like to poke all fat and self-absorbed people in the stomach, so that 
they would stop thinking. 

But the strangest thing for Zoska was lovemaking between people. 
Everyone lives in pairs and performs these pleasant debaucheries in private, 
but no one wants to admit it. They even say it’s indecent—well then, don’t do 
it at all. All this riding on their high horses! 

“Have you fallen asleep?” she asked suddenly, poking him. 
“No,” he said. 
He sat leaning against the chair and listening to her words, which he had 

heard more than once in various combinations on various occasions. He was 
silent and it seemed to him that everything in the room was silent, that all the 
furniture had bent over, wistfully wondering why they were here, and not 
somewhere far away. He didn’t even notice when Zoska fell silent, falling 
back into the armchair and closing her eyes. He didn’t ask what she was 
thinking about, since he knew he would not understand, just as he would be 
unable to convey to her his own ruminations, sensing that she had 
unconsciously crossed the limit where verbal communication between people 
ends. They sat in the room, mindless of each other, submerged in something 
endlessly their own, concealed behind the margins of the heart that suddenly 
grow into impervious walls of otherness. 
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Stepan woke up first and rose awkwardly. 
“Are you sleeping?” he asked. 
She opened her eyes without saying a word. He stood beside her and did 

not know what to say. 
“We’re not cheerful today,” he said finally. “Are you OK?” he asked 

worriedly. 
She was silent. 
“Maybe something has happened?” 
In their intimate conversations, this ‘something’ designated the price 

that nature tries to impose for the enjoyment of pleasure despite the ingenuity 
of the participants. 

She raised her worried eyes: 
“Will we all die?” she asked. 
“Of course,” he answered, relieved. “Everyone dies.” 
“Is it possible not to die?” 
His heart melted at the sincerity of her voice. She wasn’t joking, she was 

asking candidly, as if she had some doubt, some secret hope of becoming the 
exception to the idiotic fate of the living. He kissed her, comforted her, 
overcome with a mournful sympathy for her and for himself. 

“You shouldn’t think about that,” he said. 
“It comes on its own,” she whispered. 
They went out together and stopped on the corner where they usually 

parted. 
“Don’t go,” he said. 
“You’re silly.” 
She nodded to him, and then he stood watching her slight figure 

weaving amid the passersby, getting progressively smaller, disappearing 
more and more until she completely dissolved in the crowd. He kept standing, 
hoping that she might still appear for a moment, from a distance. Then a 
torment began to grow: with her departure was he also losing hope of ever 
seeing her again? Never had she been so close to him as she was now, and he 
had never felt such longing on parting with her. It was as if he had not told her 
what he had wanted to tell her, what he had to tell the only person who was 
dear to him, and he felt the weight of the unsaid words on his heart. Like an 
old miser she had systematically taken from him everything that was hers, 
taken all his memories, like the presents he had once given. The thought that 
they would see each other again seemed strange to him. 

Although it was still early, Stepan stopped at a cafeteria along the way 
to have dinner. Food did not find particular favor with him, and his attitude 
toward it was strictly utilitarian. He certainly did not belong to that category 
of people who on their way to dinner consider what they will have for the first 
course, the second, and the third, and can taste the anticipated dishes on the 
way there. Even his strongest appetite was completely bland, lacking the 
colorful additives of sensation. Deserts didn’t tempt him at all, no matter how 
appealing they may have seemed at first. He had purchased bags and bags of 
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candies and chocolates, but he never ate any himself. At first, the inscrutable 
names of certain dishes on the menu intrigued him, but later, when he learned 
that roast à la broche is nothing but ordinary beef on a skewer and that the 
mysterious omelette is just scrambled eggs, he stopped paying any attention 
to these inventions, these strenuous efforts to introduce variety into eating 
with the help of exotic names and the imagination of the consumers. He had 
developed a taste for the scent of tobacco and for better clothing, but his skills 
in fine dining were making no progress, still stuck at the level of primitive 
villagers. 

Looking around at the cafeteria, its customers, and the settings in front 
of him, the boy suddenly, with no connection to anything preceding, thought: 

“Nadika is a great housewife, Borys couldn’t be happier.” 
This was a terribly bitter thought for him, as if his now ancient 

acquaintance with this girl had left an undigested stone. It seemed a horrible 
crime to turn that blue-eyed Nadika into a cook, cleaning woman, and 
defender of the domestic comforts of this young petty bourgeois. Does that 
lout Borys have any sensibilities, does he even know any pity? He’ll just 
mangle everything, he’ll take anything into those sinewy hands, be it a 
sugarbeet or a woman. That’s just the cruel personality of this priest’s son. 

After splashing around in his borsch with a spoon and leaving almost 
half the bowl, he had begun picking over some varenyky with meat when a 
person entered the cafeteria in a tattered coat and red hat, pushing something 
large and strange in front of himself. It was a harp, and its owner asked 
permission to entertain the honored company with his playing. Permission 
granted, he sat down in the corner on a chair and set the huge instrument 
between his legs. Amid the sounds of clatter and chatter, he struck the first 
chords on the thick, straight strings. 

The harpist played a familiar aria from Kalman’s Silva, and the dull 
sounds of his instrument, suitable only for accompaniment, gave the love 
song a sad depth and tenderness, expressing only a portion of the entreaty, 
leaving the rest hidden in the quiet trembling of the notes. But Stepan was 
looking at the performer. Where had he seen this elongated, cold, but 
passionate face, these sharp black eyes that seemed ready to ignite with a fire 
hidden within? Maybe he had caught a glimpse of him on a street wearing this 
strange garb? Maybe this musician had traveled in the villages during the 
years of tumult, trading his music for bread? Or maybe he had never seen him 
before but this strong first impression had created an illusion of earlier 
familiarity. 

Who was he? A Tatar? A Greek? An Armenian? What kind of fate had 
sent this strong, swarthy fellow on this sad journey and had hung a triangular 
weight on his shoulders, concealing his passion in the melancholy sound of 
the strings? And how could this beggar retain the pride that shone in his eyes, 
that calm indifference to the public, to which in a moment he would be 
stretching out his pleading hand. Stepan sensed that this vagabond had his 
own separate world, like Stepan’s, his own human fate, his own suffering and 
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hopes, like all the others here, whom he only sees but doesn’t know or 
understand. And Stepan felt his excitement growing, like the excitement of 
someone who is about to travel from earth to another planet. He was excited 
by the sudden transformation of the people around him into mysterious 
beings. He was as excited as a child who discovers the hidden mechanism in a 
toy. 

He now understood that people are all different. He gained this 
understanding in the same way that any understanding of the known is 
gained, when that understanding penetrates your heart like a sharp blade, 
when it breaks out into the open like the music of a grain of seed from beneath 
the ancient husk of words. No, he did not comprehend—he perceived, as love 
can be perceived as pain by those who love, as despair and desire can be 
perceived by those who are overwhelmed by them without clearly 
distinguishing between them. People are different! He had anticipated this, 
but now he knew. He had felt it, and now it had become real. 

There was a new world within him, the world of a new idea that tickles 
the brain, that sweeps out the corners and rearranges the furniture so that it 
may find its own place there. He had, it seemed, found that magic sentence 
that would open the door for his talents, exhausted after long wandering 
outside the walls. And like a researcher with an insight, intoxicated by his 
brilliant discovery and fearful for its veracity, needing to further test and 
strengthen his conclusions with wide-ranging observations, the boy went out 
into the loud wide streets, where there were people, masses of people, whom 
he could observe without impediment. 

He went out onto Khreshchatyk as if into an alley in a large park, 
sprinkled with cold tufts of clouds, these large puffy birds from the blue 
heights who had flown yesterday above the slopes of chiseled cliffs topped 
with colorful hats. The sun, hovering in the sky as a cold disk, threw down an 
abundant shower of blue, red, and yellow sparks beneath feet, hoofs, and 
wheels, scattering on streets and rooftops a shiny dust of trembling frost, 
which at this very moment was softly and lovingly setting eyes alight with 
spontaneous happiness, painting lips with the unconscious smile of a being 
that sees the sun. Everything looked blacker and whiter, contours became 
deeper and narrower in the airy glow, the clamor rose a few notes higher in 
welcome to the rays, and the cheerful crunch of packed snow beneath 
ceaseless footfalls became more audible. The street was teeming, people 
returning from work came out in rows, from doors with wide signs above 
them, blending into the crowd, into the brightness, which they pulled into 
themselves and returned to the air in puffs of opaque steam, the warm 
evidence of their living spirit. So many eyes! So much motion! 

The boy moved along among them with a passionate flutter, as if all 
eyes were focused on him and all motion was at his behest, as if he were 
reviewing this lean, energetic, song-filled parade of heroes, nonentities, and 
those in-between who were passing in front of him. And they felt so dear to 
him and among themselves, so simple and familiar. Yet soon they would go 
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off each to their own home, their own love, their own thoughts, inclinations, 
cleverness, and stupidity. There, on their own turf, they hoe the rows of their 
past existence, grow the happy and forlorn flowers of their puny little lives. 
There each of them will find something that waits for no other, perhaps 
similar but expressed in different feelings, colored in different tints, poured 
into glasses of a different type, shape, and quality. For each of them, the 
world begins and ends, appears and disappears in the narrow slit between 
their eyelids. People are different! Crazily different, despite their outward 
similarity. And he could see them as a single being that has disintegrated into 
a diverse multiplicity, like a single face that is divided and altered in the 
shards of a mirror into thousands of faces, each of which has retained its 
riddle, the riddle of a human being. 

The crowd stimulated him; it stimulated not only his vision and hearing, 
but also his nose, dilated to take in the scents; his fingertips trembled to touch 
this moving, rumbling crowd. He longed to feel it with all the senses, 
collectively and individually, to pour it in through every connecting channel 
into that enormous workshop, where impressions are melted in the fires of 
blood and forged on the anvil of the heart. All the floodgates of his being 
were raised, and the frothing streams of the world poured into them, merging 
into a single turbulent flow along a narrow flume that turned the wheels of the 
creative mill. And this first shudder of the long, idle mechanism felt like pain, 
like a fearful anxiety, an unspeakable rapture that was overpowering him, 
pulling him to the side, carrying him out of its own element, where it had 
arisen until, moving slowly, blinded and deafened, he was himself among the 
crowd, alone with his fire. Then he set off for home, carrying this fire 
carefully and anxiously, like the faithful carrying candles on Maundy 
Thursday. 

When he entered his room, dark after the brightness on the street, moist 
after the dry chill outside, Stepan felt only fatigue. Everything within him had 
come to a halt, and the flame that had been burning within him but a moment 
earlier had suddenly died out, quietly and without a trace. Where had it gone? 
What had all this been for, this excitement and then its disappearance? He sat 
down without undressing, insulted and depressed by the sudden evaporation 
of his drive, immeasurably saddened at the loss of his confidence to write. 
Just a short while ago he had been certain he would write; he did not know 
what and how he would write, but he felt within himself that flood, that 
churning of emotion ready to break out and overflow the narrow confines of 
the soul. And here it had dried out, like a trickle across the sand. It had burst 
like colorful soap bubble. And once again, as before, he was barren, once 
again in his room, this coffin of his expectations, once again by his table, 
where he had watched the nights and mornings pass, a slave to his own quest. 
Would it always be so? 

Was he condemned forever to this punishment, expiating his 
ill-considered notion, his mindless, unplanned notion to write a short story? 
Condemned to these flare-ups that would agitate and scorch his soul, casting 
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him into endless sorrow, eliciting a ruinous loathing of himself, of life, of 
people? Because the creative drive in an individual is indomitable: once it has 
taken root, it takes over the whole person, makes the person an extension of 
itself, a meek servant carrying out its instructions. It ruins the purity of 
feelings by its intransigent demands, it turns life into a strange and permanent 
refuge, cheering the person with unimaginable dreams, oppressing him with 
unimaginable despair; it stings the heart, inflicts distress on the mind like a 
tumor on the tissues of the brain, envelops the person like a vine, and there is 
no desire more powerful, because all others seek something external to the 
self, but it alone seeks something within, because the fount of all other desires 
is transient, but only its source is bottomless, since it is the entire world! 

 
 

* * * 
 
 
Meanwhile, behind the back of the writer Stefan Radchenko, who was 

unable to write anything, there were developments preparing a pleasant 
surprise for him. 

It was a matter concerning literary life, that endless turmoil which in the 
context of the battle between literary organizations leads to the accumulation 
of explosive material. Amid the daily quarrels and conflicts, 
occasionally—once or twice a year—real literary skirmishes erupt, where the 
battle becomes explicit and public, a battle for privileges, for influence, for 
the first spots in the line to the printing press and publisher’s pay office. There 
are internal literary competitions, creative rivalries, which give value to 
literature, and there are external competitions, which give value to the writers 
themselves but have about as much to do with literature as backstage intrigue 
does with an actor’s performance. And while creativity itself is a silent and 
sedentary thing, the battle for its consequences, on the other hand, is very 
boisterous and athletic, with the peculiar feature that it produces a whole 
cadre of combatants, whose connection to literature is limited to the mere fact 
that they take an active role in these gymnastic exercises. 

The immediate cause of the conflict was very simple: there was an 
opening in a journal’s editorial office and each of the groups had advanced its 
own candidate. A real parliamentary crisis developed, with meetings and 
dealings, telephone calls, coalitions created and then broken, demands put 
forward, attacks mounted, sieges endured, all in keeping with the finest 
examples of strategic thinking. This had lasted for a month and everyone had 
been bloodied, but no one was ready to retreat. Then, as the only solution in 
this irresolvable situation, an idea born from hopelessness was advanced: to 
reject all the candidates put forward and to issue an invitation to some 
Varangian who was not involved in any of the bloodletting. Somehow 
everyone immediately agreed on Stepan Radchenko, because they had tired 
of the continual warfare and, on the other hand, the new candidate had never 
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given anyone any offense and behaved mildly, giving everyone the hope that 
they could easily influence him. 

Thus, Stepan got to sit at a chair behind a desk marked, “Editor. Office 
hours: Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays, from 11:00 AM to 1:00 PM.” 
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IX 
 

Work, work, and more work! 
During the month of literary skirmishes chaos had, of course, descended 

on the editorial office. And so the boy rolled up his sleeves and got to work, 
attacking each matter in a full-scale assault, an approach he owed in part to 
his military service and in part to his innate character. The archive of 
manuscripts, for example, was completely disorganized. Correspondence 
was in a hopeless state. The library did not have a catalog and three-quarters 
of the books were missing. And a person only has two hands! 

In the first days he considered it a matter of sacred duty, of preeminent 
importance, to examine the manuscripts, some old, some resubmitted, since 
he himself had experienced the excitement, despair, and hope that were 
infused into these manuscripts—some of uneven quality, some even 
illiterate—by the distant young writers who yearned, as he did, for a ray of 
that literary light, who longed to display their own thoughts and feelings, 
which they considered most valuable, and to express their own understanding 
of the world above, below, and around them, which was, of course, the truest 
understanding. He meticulously read over the abundant notebooks and loose 
pages, written in the finest penmanship, sometimes adorned with naive 
sketches, sometimes with complete illustrations for possible use, and the 
cover letters that came with them. Their authors had spent perhaps weeks 
considering, searching, for the most polite and modest words to express the 
pride and satisfaction that was overflowing their hearts. Somewhere out 
there, in far-off villages, towns, and cities, these countless authors waited, in 
distress or defiance, awaiting the appearance of their work, an answer, some 
comments. Sensitive to this waiting, Stepan turned the pages of their works 
for hours on end, filling his evenings with papers of various quality, from 
wrapping paper to the finest sheets, with inks of various kinds, and various 
styles of handwriting, always careful not to overlook anything that might turn 
out to be valuable in the pile, feeling an immeasurable sympathy for the 
failures and expressing in his heart a kind word of encouragement to all. 

But after a few days he had come to understand how little talent there 
was out there, how hopeless a task it was to search for pearls in this ocean of 
paper. After a week he was tired of it all, feeling irritation at the silly pretense 
of these hopeless writers with their silly stories and their even sillier poems. 
In the end he became what everyone must become, what the jailkeeper 
becomes among the prisoners. That is, he laughed at the miserable wannabees 
and used their worst errors as comic anecdotes among his friends and 
acquaintances. Sometimes the authors themselves would stop by, perplexed 
or stately, like an anxious accused waiting for the jury to reach a verdict, 
entering this land of milk and honey where fame and glory lie right on the 
surface, ready for the taking. And Stepan listened to them with a serious 
demeanor, answered them politely and pleasantly, but in his soul he was 
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laughing at them, because they really were funny in their diffidence, 
devotion, and concealed disdain. Among those who came were unrecognized 
geniuses bitterly complaining of injustice, swindlers pretending to be 
extremely naive, and even an insane man who identified himself, with 
documentary evidence, as a well-known writer who had long since died. 

After a week Stepan had brought order to the manuscript archive and 
even arranged the library, working on it with a peculiar sensory satisfaction, 
because he loved this work, he loved books. Those for whom their first 
experience of the world and their fascination with it came from books will 
always see them as eternal, protean, and living benefactors. He wanted not 
only to read books, but to feel them around him, and so he envied anyone who 
had a library and secretly hoped that somehow, somewhere, he would have 
one of his own consisting of thousands of volumes stacked floor to ceiling 
among which he could live. In general, despite all his passions, he never lost 
hope in a kind of quiet, simple life among his books and his friends, a hope he 
guarded and protected against the possibility of various failures, as if it were a 
psychic life preserver, not particularly comfortable to swim in but 
nevertheless better than drowning. 

The new editor was unfailingly and calmly polite with everyone, 
although they were always waiting for him, seeking him out for 
conversations, turning to him with requests, trying to find his soft spot. He 
was reliable in his promises, true to his word, understanding perfectly what 
can and must be said to whom in the always heavy literary atmosphere, to 
which he tried to bring a breath of fresh air. He found himself buffeted by an 
enormous variety of mutually contradictory influences, and under their 
influence he developed his own ideas and views about literature. They were 
not even views, not a thorough system of literary rankings, but a living 
relationship to the written word, a thirst and respect for it, a skill in 
understanding it and in finding within it the golden seeds of nourishment. 

His lover’s assignations continued without change, twice a week as 
scheduled previously. But now, preoccupied with literary matters that cling to 
a writer like tar, at his meetings with Zoska he could not stop himself from 
launching into descriptions of his conversations, meetings, and business, 
giving voice to his need to express that overflow of impressions that had 
accumulated in him over the last few days. In these stories there was, aside 
from their inherent interest, a certain dose of bragging, a hidden impulse to 
highlight the role of his own person and thus to elicit amazement that it was 
no one else but he who was at the center of all this activity. He praised as if to 
suggest that he could praise, he criticized as if to emphasize that he had good 
judgement, and he conjectured as if to recall that he was capable of thinking 
wisely. This was innocent preening before the girl, an expression of his need 
to please his girlfriend also with his spiritual qualities, a need to take delight 
in himself on her account, to demonstrate to himself that he deserved her 
attention, and to demonstrate to her that in choosing him she had, after all, 
chosen well. And Zoska understood this, since, from time to time, 
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interrupting him at the most interesting moments, her hand stroked his head 
and she exclaimed with a smile: 

“In a word, divine one, you’re enthralled.” 
He laughed and assured her that he was enthralled only with her. 
Aside from his work in the editorial office, he was also responsible for 

seeing the journal make it through the printing press. This colossal enterprise, 
which spit out hundreds of thousands of offprints a day, conjured entirely 
new though familiar feelings in him. Upon entering the premises, he 
immediately loved the sharp pungent scent of ink and lead dust. Waiting for 
the proofs, he was fascinated by the wide rows of type cases where workers in 
blue shop coats, some talking and laughing, and others silently focused, 
snatched the elongated letters in their nimble fingers, snatched them quickly, 
seemingly carelessly, and arranged them into lines and then the lines into 
columns that would later be divided into the even rectangles of pages. Here, 
before his eyes, was the strange and simple process of the materialization of 
human thought. Having flashed into existence elsewhere, it came to rest in 
this expansive, bright hall under the incessant clatter of ventilation fans, in an 
infinite row of dumb signs, maintaining its insight and clarity. He could feel it 
being woven in the hands of the typesetters, how it poured forth from under 
the keys of the linotype machine, continually gaining strength, preparing to 
be reproduced on paper thousands upon thousands of times under the 
pressure of the press. Here the thought achieved its innate goal—to spread out 
without limit, as gas spreads, but without thinning out, in its original clarity 
and density. It entered this place as a small manuscript, only to emerge in 
boxes carted in hand trucks onto wagons of books, replicating, like a living 
cell, into an infinite series of clones. 

  But it was the print shop that he loved best—long curved corridor 
where the squat presses stood in single file stretching out a heavy jaw with 
each turn of the flywheel. Here the odor of the fumes from the inking rollers 
was strong, and you could hear the faint rustle of the paper squeezed between 
metal, the rhythmic sighs of the rollers, and the whine of the motors in 
wooden frames. This variety of endless noise that drowned out human speech 
and footsteps was the heartbeat of the city. Here, in the breast of the city, he 
could see the steel weave of its fabric, hear its voice, and apprehend its secret 
being. Enchantment and reverie overcame him, and, listening to the disparate 
knocking, drawing together its component parts, he slowly internalized this 
shining motion, became one with it, entered into it, endowing it with lightness 
and energy. In that moment there awoke in him an old recollection of the 
boundlessness of the steppe at night, of the deadened stillness of the plains 
beneath the vast and shifting heavens that he had observed with wonder and 
trembling as a solitary child. Now, as then, vague desires surged within him, 
like the splash of a small wave against the rustling sand. 

He frequented the beer hall as often as before. One evening, the poet 
Vyhorsky threw down on the table before him a copy of his new collection of 
poems, Metropolis and Moon. It was a book about the city, the city in 
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darkness, the city asleep, the city that lives a magical life at night. On its 
pages, with almost no rhymes but with sharp, taut lines of verse, unfolded the 
interminable meetings of the government, the passionate dreams of the 
love-struck, the shadowy figures of thieves, the serenity of a scholar’s study, 
the illuminated vestibules of theaters, lovers on the streets, the casino, 
non-stop factories, the train station, the telegraph office, streetlights, and 
policemen on the corner. 

“I’ve read it already,” said Stepan, “At the printer’s. It’s a wonderful 
book.” 

“What of it,” grumbled the poet. “I don’t feel that way anymore.” 
Later he added: “There’s too much sympathy in it.” 
The evening threatened to be rather silent because the poet was in a bad 

mood. But, suddenly, he said to Stepan: 
“My friend, you’re getting on my nerves with your constant staring at 

that woman in the blue hat.” 
“But she’s here almost every evening,” answered Stepan nervously. 
“And where should she be? And your staring says much more than you 

think.” 
“You’re making that up,” said the boy. 
“She’s a whore,” said the poet. “A restaurant whore as opposed to a 

street whore, who finds her clients in the great outdoors. It’s very sad that you 
don’t know how to distinguish them from honest women. Of course, I’m 
talking about distinguishing them practically, since a theoretical distinction 
can hardly be made objectively, without using such slippery and relativistic 
concepts as decency and honor. In any case, every good beer hall like this one 
has three or four dames working in collusion with the owner, who clears all 
their competition from the premises, sometimes with considerable force. In 
the bowels of the premises there are a couple of rooms where they practice, as 
Heine put it, their horizontal craft. The price per episode is from 3 to 5 
karbovanets for a single pleasure, not including the cost of the meal, where 
the proprietor makes his money. Now do you understand the essence of this 
symbiosis? But in this world there is nothing bright without its shadow—in 
this case, the police. The proprietor risks a 500 karbovanets fine and the 
closing of the establishment. But there is a well-developed system of signals, 
and the girls disappear from their rooms through back doors in a truly 
fantastic manner. And here we go. Your friend has just gone behind the 
screen.” 

“Indeed she has,” said Stepan. 
He drank some beer and lit a cigarette. 
“She’s cute,” he added. “I’m sorry for her.” 
“I’m sorry for them, too,” answered the poet. “But only because they 

lose their appeal too quickly. Even singers are luckier in that respect, and 
singing is honorable, besides. The street whores are not so refined, but they’re 
less expensive and more numerous. They’re unpretentious, so you can’t 
expect very much of them. But they all categorically call themselves simply 
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women, thus very aptly emphasizing the very essence of their profession.” 
“How do you know?” asked Stepan. 
“I’m the one who should be wondering that you don’t know!” answered 

the poet. “Leave it to the poets to expound on theoretical ideas and lyricism. 
A prose writer who doesn’t know people isn’t worth a fig.” 

“But you can’t really know people,” said Stepan. 
“It only seems that way. Life is so simple that it seems in the end to be 

secretive. Relax. People, like numbers, are put together from a few basic 
figures—in various combinations, of course. People are not even pictogram 
puzzles; they are equations that can be solved with four arithmetical rules. 
What is the essence of a beer hall? People come here to take a break from 
their work, from politics, from their family, and from their problems—to live 
without care for a half hour or so, and to dream a little. The guy sitting across 
from us over there is an official of X rank who can only allow himself to 
come here and have a beer and a couple of salt pretzels once a fortnight. He 
thinks about if for half a month, and then he comes here and stretches his 
pleasure out for two hours, dreaming about heroic adventures, love, glory. 
He’s happy. The fellows on the right are a bunch of NEP businessmen 
celebrating a good contract with a government ministry. From here, they’ll go 
to Maxim’s, which is open ’til 3 AM. Over there is a young couple whispering 
about how their lives will not be like that of the old couple next to them, who 
have also come out to have a good time but are feeling uncomfortable about 
it.” 

“And who’s that?” asked Stepan, his eyes indicating a figure sitting 
beside them, his head sorrowfully bent over and staring intently at an empty 
glass. 

The poet looked carefully. 
“That,” he said, “is a white-collar worker who was fired in a cost-cutting 

reorganization.” 
“No,” said Stepan. “That’s probably a young writer with writer’s 

block.” 
“Let’s check!” the poet said dryly. 
They moved over to the next table. “Don’t worry, comrade,” said the 

poet, as the stranger looked up at them in amazement. “It could happen to 
anyone.” 

“That’s true, to anyone,” he answered with a scowl. 
“You’ll write something yet,” said Stepan. 
“You’ll find another job,” said the poet. 
“I’ve got my own problems,” the stranger blurted out. “Over on 

Vasylkivska Street, no less.” 
And he lowered his head into his hands again. 
“So why are you so sad?” Stepan called out. 
“How can you be happy when your stomach is churning! Damned liver 

paté! And they call that fresh?” 
Outside, the poet said to Stepan: 
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“Mistakes are always possible! What’s strange is how a stomach ache 
looks just like a spiritual ache.” 

His regular salary as an editor allowed Stepan to quit his job teaching 
Ukrainian language at various institutions, even though payments for that had 
increased. To tell the truth, he had long since grown tired of those courses. 
They had become nothing more than a source of income, without any 
discernible satisfaction. They had held his interest only as long as he was still 
learning something from them himself and had become intolerable as they 
became a bland repetition of abhorrent facts. Endlessly rehearsing iotated and 
sibilant sounds, sucking on nouns and digging up verbs and impersonal 
constructions—what a horribly boring task. So he left this linguistic 
cubbyhole with the same joy that he had once entered it. 

His material circumstances stabilized and his time was occupied 
without those unpleasant gaps that force a person excessively to examine his 
own person and to arrive at negative conclusions. During the day, work and 
love-making, in the evening, the beer hall, theater, cinema, and books—read 
now not with youthful enthusiasm but with a sober seriousness. The period 
when books seemed more important than readers had passed for him, and he 
now turned the pages with a calm equanimity. He might be surprised by them, 
or moved, or even taught by them, but not belittled. His life had once again 
found balance, an unconscious satisfaction with himself, thanks to the 
constant demands of his work. This sense of equilibrium reduced the 
intensity of his worries about his creativity. 

Somehow, always doing and thinking about something else, he would 
forget about writing. Once in a while he would think of it, but vaguely, as if 
about the distant past or the future, though time and again he sensed within 
himself the indistinct presence of something extraneous, hidden, like the 
barely audible gurgle of a stream in the silence of a brightly lit forest. But 
sometimes, quite unexpectedly, there would appear in his head an image, part 
of a phrase, a fragment of a description that hovered in his thoughts for a 
moment without beginning or end, filling him with a great, unexplained joy. 
These were brief, almost content-less letters from the unknown. They were 
incomprehensible but gratifying messages from a distant, sunny land where 
he had abandoned forevermore a part of himself, only to long to be reunited 
with it. He painstakingly gathered these precious crumbs, reflected on them, 
sometimes even wrote them down on pieces of paper, and entered them into 
his memory, a store of provisions without a specific purpose. Enough, 
enough of this childish futility and despair. He had, in the end, done 
everything he could to chase creativity—let it now chase him, let it try hard to 
please him, to entice him to allow his attention to be turned back to it. 

In this mood of peace and comfort he finally received word about his 
film script. One thousand five hundred karbovanets in honorarium. One 
hundred fifty of those white chervinets notes with their magical power to be 
transformed into desired objects. He was richer than Croesus or Rockefeller 
ever were, because he felt that from this day forward, his material problem 
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was solved, that he had managed to secure his life on a solid economic base. 
The only questions that remained concerned the superstructure. 

That evening he bragged to Vyhorsky about the fortunate and 
comfortable beginning of his career in cinema. 

The poet frowned. 
“Just don’t confuse cinema with art,” he said. 
“On the contrary, only two art forms have grown into industries: cinema 

and literature.” 
“Arts need to be valued not for the size of the industries necessary for 

their development, but by the degree of abstractness of the medium they 
employ. This is the only way to establish an objective ranking of their value. 
Beyond any doubt, first place belongs to an art that does not exist, although 
there have been efforts to create it—the art of smell. Its medium is so refined 
and sophisticated that the organ of its perception in humans is incapable of 
making fine distinctions. That’s also why our language doesn’t have 
independent terms for the basic categories of smell, as we do, for example, 
with colors. The ultraviolet band of the arts—the art of sounds, music—is the 
highest of the arts that actually exist. In third place is the art of words, because 
its medium is far more definite than sounds and requires only average 
sensitivity for artistic perception, but it is nevertheless refined and subject to 
profound modeling. The crude arts begin with painting, which is locked in a 
single dimension and cannot be distributed for widespread dissemination, as 
were the two previous arts. Its medium, paint, is very concrete and limited, 
since light is a precondition of its effectiveness. Darkness is inaccessible to it, 
and so, too, is change. So, you understand how successively more concrete 
media begins to limit an art form? This is most evident in sculpture, which 
can only reproduce something in three dimensions. But the crudest form of 
art is the art of action, theater, which combines the concrete elements of all 
the preceding arts. 

“And that’s good,” said Stepan. 
“And last,” continued the poet, deeming it unnecessary to answer the 

boy, “the infrared band of arts: the art of living, an art form that is exclusively 
concrete, but just as undefined as the art of smell. To experience it, one only 
needs to know how to eat. So here I have given you a logical ordering of the 
arts according to a definite principle. There’s no room for cinema here. That’s 
just a gimmick, not an art—a magic lantern plus the work of actors, not the 
other way around. It’s entertainment, which is why all films have a happy 
ending. But if you’ve made some money on it, then you’re buying me dinner 
today.” 

“It will be my pleasure!” said Stepan. 
And they held a little banquet at the beer hall with a bottle of white 

wine. 
“I envy you, though” said the poet. “The difference between a person 

and a plant is said to lie in the fact that a person is capable of moving around. 
But is a person allowed to take advantage of this quality? Are we not chained 
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to our cities, our villages, our employment? Are we to be content with 
dreams? I can’t! Life is tolerable only so long as you can change its location. 
If you can’t go somewhere tomorrow, you’re a slave. For that, one needs 
money, and you have it.” 

“But I have no wish to go anywhere.” 
“That’s why I’m jealous of your money,” said the poet. “But don’t 

worry, I won’t ask for a loan. This spring I’ll come into 500 karbovanets. And 
I’ll leave. This summer I will wander on foot across Ukraine, like the famous 
Ukrainophile Skovoroda. I hate the city in the spring. Why? Because we have 
not quite escaped nature. When she awakens, she calls us like an abandoned 
mother. It’s a blessing to live beside her, but she’s much too distant to spend 
too much time with her. For us, nature is recollection and relaxation.” 

“You mean the forests and the fields?” asked Stepan thoughtfully. 
“The forests and the fields. We have to remember them at least once a 

year. Life is a miserable thing, we are justified in our complaints about it, but 
in choosing between life and death—there isn’t any choice. I raise a toast to 
Grandma Nature: although the present she gave us was meager, it was the 
only one at her disposal.” 
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X 
 

The first order of business for Stepan Radchenko after he had become 
very wealthy was to change his room. It would be a great joy to send his 
tattered apartment off to the archives, feeling a dull enmity toward it for all 
that he had endured there, because a person’s room knows his most intimate 
desires, spies on his vacillations, absorbs his thoughts and becomes, over and 
over again, the evil and odious witness of the past, always somewhat 
paralyzing his willpower and undermining his wishes with its eternal and 
annoying “I know you.” 

So he engaged a broker and explained his wishes to him: a spacious, 
bright, and private room in a large building somewhere in the center of town. 
Steam heating, unfurnished, and he was willing to pay a release fee. The 
tenant was quiet, single, and neat. 

The broker heard him out and said: 
“In a word, you want a real room.” 
Gradually, his circle of acquaintances was expanding. From his 

colleagues at work, his handshakes now extended to their families and friends 
and even further, into the depths of the city, to representatives of the most 
diverse characters, professions, and ideas. He was tipping his hat ever more 
frequently on the street, in response to greetings from young scholars, party 
members, union activists, and just ordinary people of both sexes, 
undistinguished workers at various institutions, where they were paid. In the 
theaters, in the smoking rooms, he could freely join a group where the play, 
the actors, and impressions were being discussed. He could stop by 
someplace for a cup of tea, he could spend a half-hour walking around and 
chatting with someone on the street about important and trivial things; he 
attended events where new works were read and criticized over a glass of 
wine, as well as events where people goofed off and told love stories. So he 
could certainly find the relaxation that all souls, fatigued by their daily 
obligations, find in meaningless diversions. 

He felt free and at ease in social circles, taking pleasure in the thin 
threads that he had woven among people, like an industrious spider. He felt 
an insatiable curiosity about everything, an unquenchable thirst to know and 
understand every new person he met, trying to understand him completely, 
asking inconspicuous questions about him, about his circumstances, his 
views, his work. He observed his wishes and pleasures, he longed to enter 
that secret museum that every person makes of themselves, a museum of 
used-up ideas and buried feelings, a museum of memories, of anxieties 
experienced and hopes dashed, to enter into that archive of a person where 
endless drawers hide operational plans and the ledgers of the past. He was 
attentive to those little things through which a person appears more clearly 
than when speaking on stage, attentive even to gossip and rumors, and he was 
so persistent in his curiosity that if someone was not home when he came to 
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visit, he would ask to leave a note and then take the opportunity to rifle 
through the person’s desk, examining his notebooks and letters as if 
overcome with an unconquerable intrusiveness, a kleptomania for the tokens 
of someone else’s existence. Like a true maniac, he knew how to hide his 
prying beneath an unflappable composure and politeness. Like an 
accomplished thief, he carried with him everywhere an assortment of 
sophisticated picks and hooks which he used to perform, undetected, the most 
complex operations on his acquaintances. He had dozens of acquaintances 
but no friends, he walked side by side but felt an immeasurable distance from 
everyone, because there was always glass between them, the magnifying 
glass of a researcher. And often, returning from a well-attended function, he 
felt lonely, empty of all thoughts, and tired. 

His official duties were supplemented by work in the cultural section of 
the union’s local committee, to which he had been elected. As usual, he took 
on all the work himself, injected new life and spirit into it, fulfilling his own 
appetite for community work, his need to work on behalf of people and to stir 
them into action, for that other, malicious attitude toward them could not 
absorb all his energy or exhaust the breadth of his interests. He was a 
responsible citizen, as decisive in public matters as he was tentative in 
personal ones, as dedicated in the former as he was self-serving in the latter, 
because these were different affairs that he handled in different manners, 
although with identical fervor. First as a rebel, then in the village hall, in the 
KUBUch, and now the union’s local committee, everywhere he 
found—because he had to find it—a niche where he could satisfy his innate 
inclination to civic activity. Meetings of the cultural commission, meetings of 
the local committee, workshops, roundtables, conferences, appearances, 
fundraising events, reports, development plans, accounts and estimates—all 
of these whizzed through his hands like the colorful balls of a juggler. You 
could rely on him, and you could pile on more. He could pull a full load like a 
race horse, and the more pressure he felt, the more efficiently he allocated his 
time. 

The greatest difficulty in this atmosphere of relentless activity was to 
block off a few hours each week for his assignation with Zoska. They were 
harder and harder to fit into his schedule, since the busiest time was always 
before lunch. Before their meetings he fretted, almost grudgingly, that 
tomorrow he would have to drop various business, put off some smaller 
matters, run across to the other side of town, and then come back to pick them 
up again, necessarily somewhat tired, and then go for a late dinner, throwing 
off his accustomed schedule all the way into the evening. But he could find 
little time to devote to the girl in the evenings either, since he could never 
quite be certain if he would be free the next evening, and he would, for the 
most part, go to the theater with his colleagues, rarely having the opportunity 
to invite his girlfriend to join them. 

For him, the room where they met became a small waystation, where he 
could get off the express train, with his suitcase and his watch in hand, 
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listening for the whistle of the next train. He kissed her hastily—indeed, he 
did everything hastily, adding a certain sense of anxiety to their assignations 
which destroyed the earlier serenity of their romantic dream. The moments of 
quiet enchantment when they sat close, happily leaning toward each other, 
had passed; the passion of caressing hands, always searching and finding 
something new, had faded; impassioned whispering about love had melted; 
and words no longer combined in stimulating sequences but sputtered into 
familiar platitudes. On the eve of spring, leaves were withering on the tree of 
knowledge in their Eden and slowly falling day after day, leaving the 
branches bleak and bare. 

The girl sensed this painfully and apprehensively. He had completely 
brushed her aside. What could you do? He had business to attend to! But 
wasn’t she worth attending to as well? Then he would talk about the priority 
of public matters over private ones, emphatically lecturing her about a boring 
moral code he hardly believed in himself. But he assured her that when spring 
came, he would have fewer obligations, he would have more free time, and 
then they would be able to abandon this room and move outdoors into nature, 
where they would not be constrained by the time of day. They’ll move their 
assignations to the evening, because they always seemed unnatural for him in 
the daytime, for reasons that are well understood, and every man, 
unfortunately, feels this much more acutely than women do. What’s more, he 
would have some vacation time in the summer, and if she wished, they could 
go somewhere together. Surely they would go! He spoke so convincingly, the 
sound of his voice was so comforting, that she unwittingly followed him on 
this imaginary journey, where there would be only the two of them again, 
without any cares or obligations, happy and enchanted. Where would they 
go? He was adamant about water. Either the Dnipro beyond the rapids, or the 
sea between Odessa and Batumi. Maybe they could wander in the mountains 
some, too. He would buy a camera. But now, he has to go. 

“Stay! Just five more minutes,” she said. 
He grumbled, but he stayed. She sat in her chair with her legs tucked in 

beneath her, silent and thoughtful, feeling a weariness that displaced her 
laughter, joking, and coquettishness. After a moment, she sullenly whispered: 

“Go, already.” 
It was an awkward parting. 
One day Zoska mentioned that to celebrate the coming spring, one of 

her girlfriends was organizing a pot luck party. But the problem was, this 
would necessarily involve dancing. Just a foxtrot would be enough, but she 
wasn’t sure the divine one could learn to dance in so short a time. He would 
have declined the invitation, no doubt, but since the matter concerned his 
physical prowess, he answered: 

“Nothing to it! Show me.” 
First he needed to learn the waltz, the foundation of all other dances. 

Lifting her skirt, she showed him the necessary steps. 
“One, two, three! One, two, three.” 
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He stood with his hands in his pockets, carefully observing her steps. 
“One more time,” he said. 
Then he tried on his own. He took off his jacket and forced his unwilling 

legs to move with his arms outstretched. Zoska stood beside him, quietly 
clapping her hands, so as not to arouse too much interest from the neighbors. 

“Yes, yes,” she repeated. “That’s wonderful.” 
With the movements now familiar, he asked that they practice together. 
“You must embrace the woman,” she said. 
“That I know how to do,” he answered. 
Time passed unnoticed. Zoska predicted he would have a great future as 

a dancer. 
“You’re very nimble in your dancing,” she said. 
“I’m very nimble in everything I do.” 
“So our lessons will continue?” 
“Yes, but we’ve switched roles.” 
The next time they danced the waltz again, quietly humming a melody. 

He was more confident in his movements and was better able to keep the beat. 
“I’m tired already,” said Zoska. 
“More, more!” he said. “We have to work on this. There isn’t much 

time.” 
In the end he admitted that he had been practicing at home with a chair. 
After the waltz, the foxtrot seemed very easy. He was even somewhat 

disappointed in its simplicity. 
“You just walk around like this?” he asked. 
Zoska explained that the opportunities for variations were endless, that 

you could add acrobatic elements or your own inventions. But holding the 
woman is far more serious here than it is in the waltz, so this cheered him up. 
He immediately imagined that this would lead to squeezing quite a few 
women, tall and full-breasted women, stepping between their legs and feeling 
their breasts and tight abdomen through clothing. So he doubled his practice 
time. 

The business of finding a new apartment was progressing very poorly 
and occupied a great deal of his time. He couldn’t find a suitable room. When 
Stepan visited his broker, expressing his disappointment, yelling and cursing, 
and repeating his conditions regarding the room, he always heard the same 
obsequious response: 

“In a word, you want a real room.” 
Stepan would get ten new addresses, but the same thing would happen 

without variation: some of the rooms were already rented even as long as a 
half a year ago, some would be free at an unknown time in the future, some 
were not for rent at all, and the two or three that were actually for rent were 
real hell-holes, the tattered homes of bed bugs. The boy viewed in revulsion 
the dirt that a person leaves behind after moving, the piles of trash and the 
slimy wallpaper thrown aside like manure. He was repulsed by the air in the 
empty spaces that reeked of sweat and the smells of life, and he would emerge 
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from these visits with forlorn thoughts about the depravity and animal-like 
character of people, among whom the finest are clean only because they wash 
and change their underwear. 

In the end, he told his broker that he had no intention of climbing all 
over buildings for nothing, and the agent agreed to come over personally to 
inform him when an appropriate room was available. He took three 
karbovanets for this. 

But Stepan had long since said goodbye to his own room, and he entered 
it in the evenings as if it were a hotel. To all his doubts about the creative 
process, he found a simple, formulaic answer: as soon as he found a new 
apartment, he would begin writing. Indeed, he had gotten into the habit of 
tying various expectations to his new room. Thus, although his housing crisis 
did trouble him somewhat, it did not disturb the equanimity of his spirit. 

Be that as it may, trouble was stalking him from a different direction. 
On the distant horizon of his young spring sky, which was growing deeper 
and bluer under the influence of the enthusiastic rays of the sun, dark clouds 
had appeared, still barely visible, still transparent, but sad, like the first 
teardrops from the icicles hanging off the roofs of tall buildings. 

Actually, spring was just getting sketched out, but it was certainly 
imminent. The snow wasn’t melting as yet, but it had turned gray, lost its 
luster, and shrunk into heaps piled along the edges of the streets, while on the 
cobblestones continuous traffic had chopped it into a dark, reddish mush and 
the constant hammering of horses’ hooves had pounded it into a series of 
uneven potholes. On the sidewalks, during bright days it turned into a thin 
jelly but during the cold nights it hardened into inconvenient lumps. 
Everywhere it was being cleared off roofs in giant snowballs, which hit the 
ground with a dull thump, like a soulless body. On the street corners, girls in 
fur coats were selling bunches of snowdrops that had sprouted on nearby hills 
where the ground had already thawed. Five kopecks a bunch. Five kopecks! 

There were sunny mornings, mornings with a warm wind, that carried 
the scent of moist soil and last year’s herbs from distant fields, the seductive 
aroma of rye shoots and bursting apple blossoms. There were quiet, dreamy 
days when, in response to nature’s rebirth, a powerful, simple joy of life 
awakens in the blood, when the soul succumbs to that mindless desire that led 
our ancestors to the altars of the god of spring. On days like these, Stepan 
liked to wander and observe. 

With his heavy portfolio under his arm, he meandered the streets in the 
afternoon without any evident destination, avoiding greetings and feeling a 
need to be alone among strangers after tedious meetings at work or in civic 
organizations. For a while, he did not himself understand this sudden urge to 
go out on the street and that sense of comfort and satisfaction that enveloped 
him amidst the bustle and laughter of the spring crowds. He thought he was 
just passing the time, the way everyone else passes the time on a sunny day, 
for rest and relaxation. 

But once, returning home late, nervous and excited, he had to admit to 
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himself that he was wandering in order to look at women. He now understood 
that his gaze rested only on them, on their smiling faces, on their seductive 
legs, and on the warm clothing that hid their bodies, which he could almost 
feel; it was only at them that he looked with ardent desire, as if each one had 
her own, unique secret, her own garden of passions and delights that she 
tended for his benefit. From each of them flowed a voluptuous cloud of her 
female essence that intoxicated and energized him. His soul wilted in a 
steamy fog when he saw a shapely and good-looking woman, capable of love 
and worthy of love, and he would fall in love with her immediately for a 
moment, overcome with gratitude that she exists, that he sees her, that he can 
caress her with his passionate gaze. Some of them turned and looked, 
greeting him with a barely visible, provocative smile. This made his heart 
jump and sing. But now, having understood this, he did not feel shame, but 
rather fear and happiness at the realization of the wild force burning within 
him, a fraction of the powerful craving that moves the world. A new, bright 
feeling awoke within him—not lust, not desire, but a reflection of them: the 
certainty that he is capable of desire and will desire. 

He approached the window and opened it, tearing the paper pasted over 
it. With the cold air that entered the room came the bustle of the inexhaustible 
street and along with it, the jingle of their voices, the rustle of their footsteps 
and skirts, the motion of their bodies and lips. He stretched out his hands. 
What was it with him? Was it spring? Where did this intoxicating 
premonition of an intimate, unexpected encounter come from? He fell on the 
bed and curled up from the cold air that continued to flow into the room, 
abandoning himself to that ardent dream that appeared before his open eyes 
in a numberless swarm of apparitions. The apparitions filled his room, 
appearing and disappearing with the unfettered flight of his imagination. He 
wandered in hot foreign lands, rambling across fragrant fields and through 
thick leafy forests, he climbed a mountain from where he could see the 
endless horizon of the earth, and everywhere, from various hiding places, 
slender hands stretched out to him, enchanting faces bent down toward him, 
and he felt their touch as if these were really kisses. He was dreaming. And 
suddenly, in this strange journey across the bright land of lovemaking, a 
small pale figure stepped out toward him. She was bent over and sorrowful, 
like a roadside beggar. Zoska. He stopped in surprise, and the bright illusion 
he was experiencing faded in proportion to the growing clarity of this figure, 
until he was alone with her, face to face in an empty room, confounded by the 
sudden interruption. Zoska! A terrible sorrow crushed him at the recollection 
of the girl, who was used up as far as his feelings were concerned, who was 
no longer on the path that his soul was following. Her image called forth a 
worry, not an impulse, a discomfort over the preposterous order of life that 
required penance for past happiness, a protest against the stickiness of 
feelings and people that have to be peeled off of oneself, like a bandage. 

The boy got up and closed the window. It was only nine o’clock—he 
could still catch Vyhorsky in the beer hall. 
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As usual, a crowd of people was there, which calmed him. Smiling, he 
approached the table where the poet was sitting. 

“Too bad you’re a little late,” said the latter. “You just missed a little 
scandal. They had to escort a drunk out the door, but he slipped out of their 
hands and managed to smash two platters of fish over by the counter. It was a 
great scene. Unfortunately, they didn’t let him continue.” 

“Shall we have dinner?” asked Stepan. 
“As long as you’re buying,” said the poet. 
They ordered chicken fritters, and the poet filled their glasses. 
“Do you know the relation between alcohol and the astral world?” he 

asked. “It’s an inverse relationship. Theosophists tell us that mankind will 
progress from its current intellectual phase into a spiritual phase. The nervous 
system will get refined into a truly psychic one, but for that to happen you 
must abstain from meat and alcohol. The center of the highest spiritual 
activity resides in the pituitary gland of the brain, which cannot tolerate 
alcohol. The pituitary gland is the focal point of all theosophy.” 

His hand stroked his shaved head. 
“What about the astral world?” 
“It will be accessible to the race of beings that develops this gland. But I 

think we’re not missing much in this astral world by drinking beer, because 
people have had trouble wherever they appeared.” 

“I don’t believe in old ladies’ fantasies,” said Stepan. “But I’m anxious 
today. Spring, maybe?” 

“Remember that every spring ends with frost,” said Vyhorsky. “Better 
not to bloom, to avoid withering.” 

“Well, excuse me,” said Stepan. “It’s better to die than to think like 
that.” 

“I have no wish to die,” answered the poet. “To wish for what must 
come anyway is sheer lunacy.” 

Suddenly, he cheered up. 
“My friend, I haven’t yet told you my latest good news. Happiness on 

earth is possible!” 
“You don’t say!” 
“Yes! I thought about happiness for twenty-eight years, and I came to 

the conclusion that it did not exist. But in my twenty-ninth year I have 
changed my mind. By the way, did you notice when I turned twenty-eight? It 
was the day before yesterday. Time is such a cheat—always working 
conscientiously.” 

“But it brought you happiness!” said Stepan. 
“It would have been better if it had not come,” sighed the poet. “I’m not 

afraid of old age, or of death, but everything that is unavoidable is annoying.” 
He planted his chin into his palms and silently stared for a moment at 

the room full of people in front of him, throbbing with voices and motion. His 
overgrown, unshaven face looked completely exhausted. Then his fingers 
began to move, scratching his rough cheek. 
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“Happiness?” he said directly. “Even happiness doesn’t satisfy me. The 
problem is that I was happy and didn’t notice it.” 

He filled their glasses with his peculiar sharp motion. 
“The problem is that happiness has nothing to do with satisfaction. If it 

were otherwise, we could never understand people. Victories in the realm of 
our emotions or our reason are too fleeting to bring happiness, which is a 
permanent sense of joy at a higher, that is, an abstract order. Happiness is a 
higher quality of spiritual life, as health is of physical life. Happiness is 
spiritual health. Particular pains and wounds cannot undo it. What is 
happiness? It is the aesthetic delight we have from ourselves, our own ‘self.’ 
The aesthetic function derives from the perception of harmony, or of 
greatness. The harmony of the ‘self,’ that is, this equilibrium within a person, 
is static, a stoppage at a given spiritual state. In our case, the aesthetics of 
harmony are a happiness of non-yearning, a happiness of acquiescence with 
life, a submission to it—that is, the happiness of a slave. It exists, it is 
happiness, but a miserable quality of it. Do you understand?” 

“I understand, but not so fast, if you please. You’ve been inventing this 
for twenty-eight years, but I have to comprehend it in ten minutes, don’t 
forget.” 

The poet smiled. 
“You weren’t so witty when we first met. Now, I’ll continue. The 

aesthetics of greatness are the elevation of one spiritual element above all 
others, its dominance over the others, its active struggle against them, and 
thus action, yearning. The happiness of greatness is dynamic while the 
happiness of harmony is, in the final analysis, nothing but a pleasant dream. 
And now, the most important thing: the happiness of greatness can develop 
from the elevation of either feeling or reason. The former is evident in the 
example of any religion you may choose. The latter—happiness from the 
consciousness that the soul is ordered on the principle of reason and is 
subservient to it: this is the highest form of happiness, at least for now, and 
maybe for all time, if the prophesies of the theosophists do not come true. I 
don’t believe in them either, but we know so little that in the future, all kinds 
of nonsense may come true. I can’t even be sure that I won’t end up in 
paradise.” 

“Not to mention hell?” 
“I’m willing, if they have beer there and the devils are as friendly as you 

are. Therefore, we must put reason as the first principle of life. It is good. It 
accepts everything, and it is forgiving. It knows how to rely on causes, while 
feelings destroy them. The happiness of the greatness of feelings is the 
happiness of negation, while the happiness of reason is affirmation. Feelings 
are irritation, reason is tolerance; feelings are enthusiasm, reason is 
sharpness; feelings ultimately leave only ashes, reason only wounds. That is 
the full picture of happiness. Which do you choose?” 

“The happiness of feelings, even though it is limited.” 
“Everyone chooses what they can. As for the limitations, don’t forget 
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that our entire lives are limited by a particular time, place, and conditions 
which are, under the best of circumstances, hardly dependent on us. 
Personally, I assume it’s even worse. When someone talks to me about the 
independence of nations, or of women, I want to answer, ‘My friends, there is 
only one independence—the independence of our lives from us.’ So there is 
no reason to fear limitations, because the inclination to the unlimited always 
leads to emptiness.” 

“It’s midnight already.” 
This was spoken by the barman with a pleasant smile. Of course, this 

was a children’s hour, but he, as an honest citizen, took it as a personal 
obligation to adhere to the prescriptions of the law, particularly since the fines 
were enormous. 

He made a bow at the door. 
“It was a little noisy today, please excuse us.” 
He was alluding to the scandal with the plates. 
“Use aluminum tableware,” advised the poet. “It doesn’t break, and the 

metal itself is very fashionable right now.” 
Then he turned to Stepan. 
“You want to walk around? It’s a beautiful Ukrainian night.” 
The boy hesitated. 
“I’m pretty tired,” he said. 
“I promise to be silent.” 
They went together to the opera, where the performance had already 

ended and the unsuccessful coachmen were slowly dispersing down Lenin 
Street. On reaching Shevchenko Boulevard, the friends turned back. The poet 
indeed kept silent, pulling down his hat and sticking his hands into his coat 
pockets, while Stepan, intoxicated by the cold glow of the moon, took off his 
galoshes and slid on the frozen sidewalks. 

On the way to his next assignation with Zoska, the boy was nervous, 
even somewhat fearful. What words would he need to find to express that 
heavy, complex feeling of regret and parting that gnawed at him? The 
stereotype of love suggested that breaking up required a sufficient reason: 
jealousy, infidelity, at least an argument, or the gradual cooling of feelings 
over a long period of time. And would he have the courage? Would she 
understand? 

Zoska was already waiting for him. Having kicked off her shoes, she 
was sitting on the chair in a puffy blue jacket. She smiled at him as he walked 
in. 

“I’ve missed you so much!” she said. 
Hesitantly, the boy stopped by the door and looked at her with restless 

eyes. 
“I missed you too,” he answered. 
There was so much longing in these words that even to him they 

sounded surprisingly sincere. 
“Come here,” she whispered. 
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He threw his coat and hat on a chair and approached her with the timid 
walk of a criminal. 

She sat him down beside her on the rug and lifted his head up with her 
hands. 

“Shall I kiss you?” 
“Kiss me!” 
“Do you want that?” 
“I want it,” he whispered in desperation. 
She barely touched his lips with hers, and then, shuddering, fell on him 

with such a long and passionate kiss that he began to gasp for air. 
“That’s how much I love you,” she said. 
He sat in silent mortification, stroking and kissing her hands. 
“These two days when we didn’t see each other seemed so long, like 

two endless years,” she said. “I don’t know what’s happened to me. I even 
wanted to come visit you at the office.” 

“Springtime,” he mumbled. 
“Yes, of course—springtime. How could I have forgotten.” 
And she began to sing quietly, rocking a leg back and forth. 
   “As I walked out one morning, 
   In the springtime of the year,” 
Stepan watched her, taking delight in her petite figure, enchanted by the 

happiness that rang out in her voice. He wanted to take her by the hand and 
lead her through fields of flowers and have her sing like this, sing for him, for 
the sun, for the beautiful horizon dotted with white puffs of cloud. 

He squeezed her hand and said: “Zoska, shall we go out in the fields 
when the snow melts?” 

“Yes, we’ll go, and I’ll plait a wreath.” 
He could not hold himself back. In a sweet burst of repentance, in a 

flood of memories of all their times together, he embraced her and began to 
kiss her slowly, madly, on the eyes, hair, lips, choking on the happiness of 
contrition, as he had never kissed before. 

“Zoska ... you’re ... I can’t live without you, I can’t,” he whispered. 
When he calmed down, she stroked his head. 
“You’re divine.” 
But these kisses were not enough for him. Something inexhaustible and 

inspired still remained in his soul. He wanted to do something unique just for 
her, he wanted her always to be happy when she was with him, as she was 
now. He wanted to bind her to himself forevermore. 

“Zoska, I’ve been thinking about something for a long time,” he said 
enthusiastically. 

“About what?” 
“Let’s get married!” 
She gasped. 
“You’re insane!” 
No, he was not at all insane. With inventiveness at the speed of 
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lightning, as if he had really been thinking of this for a long time, he seriously 
began to expound his arguments. First of all, they were already married in all 
but name. They weren’t thinking of breaking up, were they? Good! Well 
then, it’s time to draw inferences. He’s living like a beggar, with no peace or 
comfort. His life is in such chaos he can’t even write. And you can’t go on 
relying on someone else’s apartment forever. They know each other quite 
well already. Why steal hours here and there to be together, when they could 
be together all the time? Her life will also be better—if she actually loves 
him, of course. Everyone else gets married. It’s somehow strange they 
haven’t done it yet. The financial side is completely secure. He’ll even help 
her find a job, if it comes to that. 

He calmly weighed all the arguments “for” and couldn’t find any 
“against.” Then he asked: 

“So tell me Zoska, do you want to?” 
She answered slyly: “Of course I want to.” And then she added 

sorrowfully, “If you only knew how difficult it is to be a mistress. How much 
I’ve suffered.” 

He kissed her in gratitude. 
“This will be the end of your suffering. But what about your parents?” 
“Why would I ask their permission? I’ll just get married, and that’s 

that.” 
Now she sat down on the rug next to him, and they began an exuberant 

exploration of their future life together. They would visit the marriage bureau 
when the room Stepan was searching for became available. But maybe they 
should be looking for two rooms? They considered this for a moment, and 
decided that a two-room place is harder to find and more complicated to 
furnish. Maybe over time. Stepan expounded ambitious plans for work and 
leisure. Zoska immediately developed a woman’s instinct for putting things 
in order. Instantly she could see herself as a housewife with unchallenged 
authority in the home. Two rugs, or you can forget about marriage! Breakfast 
will be eggs, of course. 

“That’s very nutritious, and tasty, too,” she said. 
He hugged her and whispered in her ear: “And we’ll have a little one.” 
“A little what?” 
“A baby—a boy, of course.” 
“Oh, a little boy. That would be wonderful.” 
Finally, Stepan remembered to look at his watch. Five to four. What a 

cheat time is! 
When they were dressed, the girl remembered and added: 
“Tomorrow is that party. Shall we go?” 
He politely kissed her hand. 
“Why not, and if you like, we’ll announce our engagement there.” 
“Oh, that will be something!” 
Zoska took six karbovanets from him for their contribution to the party, 

his and hers, gave him the address, and told him to show up at ten. She had to 
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go earlier, to help set things up. 
But he did not want to part from her until tomorrow. 
“Shall we go to the theater tonight?” 
“Only if we come home in a carriage!” 
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XI 
 

The next morning Stepan woke up in good time, but even before he had 
gotten out of bed, he felt a gnawing in his heart. As if everything he saw 
around him was very ugly. He lay in bed with his eyes open in that 
half-diseased state when you don’t want to move or think, when blood barely 
flows in your veins, as if the body were still sleeping, though the mind is 
awake. Then, suddenly, he jumped up, realizing what a stupid thing he had 
done yesterday. 

He tried to force himself to reimagine yesterday’s events calmly, to 
understand the confusion that had led him into a trap, but one thought kept 
ruining his recollections, piercing the surface of every reflection he tried to 
develop. He was getting married! But he wasn’t just getting married: he had 
to get married, because he had asked for it himself—like a complete idiot he 
had made this senseless request, which, when fulfilled, will imprison him in 
chains. All the horrors of married life immediately appeared before him, 
searing his heart with revulsion, like a vision of a jail cell or a coffin into 
which he had volunteered to lie down with his hands bound. 

He felt the unshakeable presence of what is usually called “someone 
close,” with whom he would have to share his thoughts, his joys, and his 
sorrows, diluting them between two hearts. Someone who would put his 
thoughts and plans under invisible and tender control, who would become the 
permanent partner of all his hopes and actions, a required addendum, chosen 
once but forged together forever. Someone who would always be in the same 
room with him, who would always eat with him at the same table, who would 
breathe the same air. And it would always be she, everywhere it would be 
she; at night he would hear her breathing; in the morning he would see her 
face; during the day, she would be the one waiting for him; in the evening, she 
would be waiting at the door. He imagined the lazy sleep of a couple in bed, 
the gradual familiarization of passionate encounters, which become regular 
and monotonous in the end, like tea or dinner; the intimacy with a different 
soul that no longer holds any secrets, the permanent availability of a body, 
which destroys the fire of desire; the boredom of inevitable quarrels that 
uncover the depth of incompatibility between two beings, and the even 
greater boredom of making up afterwards—evidence of powerless obedience 
to fate. 

Thus rose the curtain on the reality of marital life, this bottomless pit 
into which fall those who are blinded by a fading love that has played out, and 
he struggled, like a little insect caught in the web of a giant spider, fluttering 
the transparent wings of its soul to tear itself free of the deadly threads. But 
this is foolish, to ruin oneself for nothing! A deep sorrow, an inexhaustible 
self-pity enveloped him. He wanted to hug and comfort himself, calm himself 
with the kindest of words, as a credulous victim of human relationships. 

On the other side of the wall his neighbors were also getting up; the door 
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to the kitchen creaked, the stove whistled, women’s raised voices rang out 
along with the cries of children. He listened to this and clearly felt the danger 
at close quarters, just beyond the door of his room, with its menacing hand on 
his doorknob, ready to enter. “That’s how my child will cry. That’s how my 
wife will yell. And there’s my booming voice grumbling about something or 
other.” And how is he going to be able to write in wild circumstances like 
these? And the voice of his soul answered without hesitation: “No, you 
won’t—certainly not! My boy, you won’t be able to write a damned 
thing—it’s the end of all your hopes and dreams. And it’s a shame, because, 
say what you will, you do have talent.” So now he must say farewell to his 
dear inner world, like a monk’s parting from the bright world outside before 
entering the darkness of a monastery. 

And would his creativity be the only sacrifice on this monstrous altar of 
matrimony? Isn’t he offering a futures contract at wholesale prices for all his 
lifelong kisses? Isn’t he buying love on a promissory note without terminal 
conditions—a note that obliges him to pay an outrageous rate of interest in 
self-restraint. There are countless women he hasn’t known, countless 
charming faces and sculpted bodies—to pass over them is to experience a 
loss. And from the depths of his memory there suddenly appeared lithe 
figures seen somewhere, glimpsed at some point vaguely on the street, 
figures who captivate the eyes for a moment and imprint themselves in 
memories like quiet invitations to the future. In the imagination they combine 
into dreams containing singular bits and pieces, gathered by the senses and 
assembled into a single image that appears before the mind as a creation from 
another world. Longing tortured him—until now he had loved only random 
women, women whom he met accidentally on a city walkway. But he had 
never searched for a woman. At that moment, he thought that perhaps 
somewhere there waits for him a woman who is identical to the one in his 
dreams: slim, charming, and beautiful, who would kiss him in the dark on a 
spring night in the park, who would walk with him arm in arm along the 
slumbering streets, raising her radiant eyes beneath the streetlights. And now 
he would be cutting off the paths leading to her! 

Stepan got up and sat on the bed, his hair disheveled from sleeping, his 
shirt unbuttoned, his bare legs hanging down to the floor. He took a cigarette 
from the chair by the bed and smoked gluttonously, inhaling its smoke 
continuously until he had burned it down to the end. Then he lit another and 
began thinking again. 

How could it have happened? He could no longer find the thoughts that 
he had expressed so eloquently yesterday. But they were, of course, only a 
reaction. The essence of the matter was that he had felt sorry for Zoska, the 
sorrow and pity of parting, and he had carelessly gotten carried away with 
these feelings. Now he had to pay, not for a sinful act, but for his own 
goodness. And he was overcome with the angry wish to force himself to 
marry, to teach himself a lesson forevermore. Next time he would know 
better—to feel sorry for someone is to punish oneself! 
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And how could she have been so treacherous as to take advantage of his 
noble impulse? Didn’t she have enough judgment to turn down the offer? To 
see that such offers are only made in desperation? How could there be any 
respect for her now? An absence of the most ordinary sensitivity—that would 
be the most charitable way to put it. And in the worst case—a craftily 
calculated game, a woman’s masterful hunt for a husband. And what’s more, 
she has no job. She is probably unfit for any kind of work. She’s bored, and 
doesn’t have the money for clothes—so why not get married? Particularly 
when you find a nice young man, an honest fellow who doesn’t have too 
much experience in life and with women’s trickery! 

Indignant, he got up and walked barefoot to the table where his pants 
lay. What a cheat that Zoska is! But he wasn’t going to be duped quite so 
easily! 

Remembering his obligations at the office, he began to dress quickly. A 
personal tragedy did not give him the right to ignore his duties, and he 
immediately abandoned his unfinished thoughts without reaching any 
conclusions. Only, while washing up, the thought occurred to him that maybe 
she really did love him and would be distressed to hear all the things he was 
planning to tell her. But, noticing again the signs of pity within himself, he 
angrily splashed water into his own face. What a dope! And even if she does 
love you, it’s foolish of her to do so—she should have stopped a long time 
ago. It was not his function to provide a lover’s equivalent of unemployment 
insurance. 

Grabbing his portfolio under his arm, he ran out to the street, buttoning 
his coat on the run, and jumped on a streetcar, which took him to the Regional 
Executive Committee building. Having gulped down a cup of tea with 
marzipan at the cafeteria, the boy appeared at the editorial office only a half 
hour late. But he was embarrassed even by that. 

“I’ve got to keep ahold of myself,” he thought. 
And there was plenty of business to attend to. Over the course of an hour 

or so, he had to walk over to the telephone at least a dozen times and 
answered a whole pile of letters. Then he rode over to the print shop, came 
back to the editorial office, drew up the statement of honoraria for the most 
recent issue of the journal, and signed off around four o’clock. The staff 
nodded or shook his hand as they dispersed to go home, and he wanted to tell 
them, by way of a pleasant joke: 

“You know, I almost got married! What a joke, eh?” 
He had his dinner, read over a few newspapers in the reading room, 

and at five he went to the meeting of the union’s local committee. The topic 
for discussion was the policy for summer holidays—an important and 
substantial matter. Spring was coming, and it was time to plan for writers to 
get some rest over the summer and to replenish their creative juices. The 
meeting ended at eight, but someone suggested the cinema and they all went 
in a big group. It was ten thirty before Stepan Radchenko returned to his 
room that day. 
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At home, his anxiety, which had been sidelined by the extraneous 
business of the day, awoke again. Damn it, this marriage thing has to be 
cancelled! And then there’s this party. Anger choked him when he recalled 
that this was to be the party where their engagement would be announced. 
How wrong can you be?! But, after hesitating for a while, he decided to go 
anyway. He won’t let that little cheat think that he’s a coward. He’ll tell her 
straight to her face, you can be sure of that! She had not earned any leniency 
with these sneaky tricks. 

The address was in his notebook. Great! And why let his money go to 
waste? And tomorrow’s a holiday to boot, the day after is Sunday. So let’s 
have a good time. In the end, he just wanted to dance a little, make use of the 
skills he had worked to acquire. But he changed slowly, washing up and 
brushing his clothes carefully, to make sure he arrived as late as possible. Let 
her worry a little too! 

Around twelve, he rang the bell on the third floor of a big building on 
Piatakov Street. 

The door was opened by a girl he had never met before, but Zoska came 
out to the vestibule right away. No sooner had he glimpsed from a distance 
her little figure, thin face, and the tip of her nose on it than it became perfectly 
clear to him that not only any notion of marriage but of any relationship with 
this canary was just some kind of misunderstanding. What could he have seen 
in her? He all but blushed in shame for his poor taste. 

Meanwhile Zoska introduced him to the girl who had opened the door. 
She was the hostess, and Stepan graciously kissed her hand. 

“Take off your coat,” she said invitingly. “We’ve been dancing for a 
while already.” 

Stepan bowed. Through the half-open door of the living room came the 
loud rhythm of a dance, the rustle of feet across the floor, and indistinct 
conversations. 

“Why so late?” asked Zoska apprehensively when the other girl had left. 
“I was worried. I thought you might be sick.” 

“Nope. Perfectly healthy,” he said. 
While he hung up his coat, Zoska, reassured, rambled on happily. Well, 

it’s great that he showed up. Everyone’s here now. How wonderful! The 
parents had been sent out of the house, because parents are such a bore. 
Nothing can spoil a party like parents! 

Then she took him by the hand to lead him into the living room. But he 
pulled back his hands and coldly said: 

“Wait, I need to talk to you.” 
Zoska stopped, startled by the severity of his voice. 
“Something’s happened!?” she cried. 
“Zoska,” he began, “Yesterday I said a bunch of stupid things to you. I 

admit my mistake. But forget them, once and for all.” 
She was silent for a while. Then she quietly answered, looking him 

straight in the eyes: 
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“You made it all up yourself. Well ... Alright. Let’s go back to how it 
was before.” 

“No, not how it was before. Nothing. Not at all. You understand?” 
Zoska whispered, shaking her head: 
“So you don’t love me?” 
“Stop with this love already!” he yelled in despair. “You make me sick. 

Leave me alone!” 
And, turning away, he walked into the living room. 
He stopped for a moment at the door, examining the apartment. It must 

belong to a doctor, judging by the illustrated journals scattered on the round 
tables and the medical smell that lingered in the air despite the tobacco 
smoke. The tables and chairs were pushed up against the walls, to make room 
in the middle for dancing. Further on, in the next room, glowed a soft red 
light, and over on the left, behind a closed door, there was a clatter of dishes 
and silver. Altogether there were about twenty people, and he immediately 
noticed that there were more women than men. Only four couples were 
dancing, the others sat against the walls amidst the displaced furniture. By the 
piano in the corner was a thin Jewish musician, who looked up at Stepan as he 
walked in with the careless gaze of a professional who was otherwise 
uninvolved, except for his hands. 

Having carefully examined the place and the people, the boy walked up 
to the hostess with an easy, friendly smile and asked her to introduce him to 
the guests. 

“Where’s Zoska?” she asked. 
“Off somewhere.” 
The music died down, the dancers separated, and everyone was 

available to him. He slowly walked around the whole room with the hostess, 
stopping by every chair and pronouncing his name clearly and confidently, 
carelessly looking at the men but closely examining all the women, as if they 
were citizens brought before a court. His torrid gaze eagerly explored their 
faces, floating easily over their hair, cheeks, and neck, mercilessly 
uncovering any blemish in their appearance, as if his was a superior gaze with 
unlimited rights to choose. His were the ardent eyes of a craving seeking its 
target. His handshake was firm and inviting, his body was limber and taut, for 
while making his own examination he was putting himself on show as well. 
He had the sweet feeling of being the handsomest of the young men, but, 
having made the entire round, he was disappointed—none of the women were 
attractive. 

“We haven’t visited the ‘red’ room yet,” declared the hostess. 
“So, let’s do that,” he said. 
There, in the reddish half-lit room which he had entered without much 

hope, were two men and a woman sitting in soft chairs by a table. All the 
plants from the apartment had been brought into this room—a large rubber 
plant, an oleander, broad-leaf cactuses, prickly clover—and in the dim light 
of the lamp, wrapped in translucent colored paper, the room seemed a secret 
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garden. There was a large rug on the floor—the soft soil of this enchanted 
copse, which rustled softly beneath footsteps in languid sensuousness. Here 
was that quiet hideaway, that languorous atmosphere, which make one speak 
in whispers and stifle laughter. 

The woman had a calm and almost static elongated face, framed by a 
rectangle of evenly cut straight hair with straight bangs over the eyes, that 
resembled something ancient, refined, and fixed, eternally young, confident 
in its beauty, and regal, like the faces of ancient Egyptian women who carried 
fans behind the pharaoh. But her eyes were alive, filling her face, vibrant and 
smiling, large beguiling eyes that shone in the twilight like the eyes of a 
kitten. She was dressed, as far as he could see, in a dark velvet dress that hung 
on a narrow strap across only one, otherwise bare, shoulder. 

The hostess departed. Stepan pulled up a chair, sat down across from her 
between the two men and without waiting for the conversation, interrupted by 
his arrival, to begin again, offered his own comment. 

“This could be a photographer’s laboratory.” 
“That’s just what we’re missing, a photographer,” she said.  
From these words, their cheerful tone, he understood that he pleased 

her. 
“Rita, I, too, am an amateur photographer,” spoke up the fellow on his 

left, a young man with a girlish appearance. 
This answer showed Stepan that this fellow’s chances were 

exceptionally poor. 
“I, on the other hand, am a master photographer.” 
Calmly, with a deep sense of confidence, he went on to explain that he 

was a writer and that his art lay precisely in photographing human souls. 
“Only their souls?” she asked. 
“The pathway to the soul lies through the body,” he answered. 
The conversation turned to literature. Stepan lit a cigarette and very 

capably played the leading role. Naturally, none of the others could match 
him in knowledge of the subject and the accuracy of his judgments. But his 
neighbors kept trying to keep their own in the conversation by any means 
possible, particularly the one on his right, the somewhat chunky fellow with a 
moustache and signs of a legal education. Does she really like moustaches? 

Finally, the girlish fellow gave up and left after making his excuses. 
From the other room oozed the longing sounds of a foxtrot, dropping the 
wilted petals of a giant ardent flower over the rug, the furniture, and the plants 
in the room. In the bright rectangle of the door, dancing couples shimmered, 
and some, crossing the threshold into this room, destroyed the sacred stillness 
of the bower by the sharp clatter of their shoes. Stepan spoke about 
contemporary literature, their own and foreign. He recited poems of 
passionate poets to insinuate for this beautiful Rita the feelings and 
atmosphere of love, to pull toward himself her bare arms, which lay on the 
table and looked so dark and tempting in the dim, suggestive light of the red 
lamp. Sometimes she rested her shining gaze on him in passing, intimating 
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mutual understanding and consent, and then the boy felt a heavy and burning 
sensation in his blood, as if it were not her gaze but her shoulder that had 
touched him. 

“There really are a whole lot of new writers,” she said. 
The lawyer’s moustache laughed haughtily. What’s there to wonder at? 

Everybody keeps a diary and writes poems as a child, but when they grow up 
they stop this silliness. Yet some just remain the children that they were. 

Stepan flushed and without raising his eyes to him added acerbically: 
“A moustache is not a sign of adulthood.” 
Then he got up and asked Rita: 
“Would you like to dance?” 
He figured she’d either agree or he’d leave. 
“I’d love to,” she said. 
She took him by the arm and led him out onto the dance floor. 
Now, under the light of six white bulbs that hung from the ceiling, he 

could get a better look at the rest of her. She was composed of two shades, 
without any transition between them: the black of her hair, eyes, dress, and 
shiny shoes and the swarthy skin of her face, hands, shoulders, stockings. 
This simple combination gave her figure a proud charm. There were no curls 
or combs in her straight hairstyle, there were no decorations or embroidery on 
her simple dress, which widened somewhat as it fell from the waist and 
seemed to be cut off at the bottom, just like the bangs across her forehead. 
Everything black sparkled on her, highlighted by her shining eyes, while the 
swarthy part was still. Life was in the clothing—the body was dreamy. 

Before his eyes excited couples moved fluidly around the floor, and 
Stepan suddenly saw that Zoska was very energetically dancing with the 
girlish-looking fellow. He thought smugly: “She’s having a good time 
already. Just her type!” Then he took his own lady in his arms and, finding the 
beat, set off into the crowd of dancers. She moved supply and suddenly; her 
entire body, from breasts to knees, pressed against him, given over entirely to 
him and to the dance, while he stared into her eyes with an imploring gaze, all 
tense in this passionate embrace. Their ardent heat met, passing through the 
weave of their clothing. A wave of enfeebling languor, powerful and 
sensuous, quivered in their blood, and the boy lost all sense of feeling, except 
for the rhythm of the music and the woman’s body pressed against him, 
which in that moment he possessed more completely than he might ever 
expect to control in reality. 

“Time for supper! Food’s ready!” the hostess called out. 
The music stopped, and Stepan with painful regret opened his arms. A 

doleful annoyance overcame him, leaving behind longing and unconscious 
energy. He took her by the arm, just to feel her body. She, as if feeling his 
anxiety, quickly squeezed his hand, and the boy, immediately relieved, 
whispered: 

“Shall we sit together?” 
“Of course.” 
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Everyone poured into the dining room with loud cheer, eager for 
refreshment after the lengthy exertion. In the doorway he ran into Zoska, and, 
taking advantage of his partner’s diverted attention, quietly but cheerfully 
whispered “Sorry and goodbye, Zoska.” She looked at him with her deep, 
slow, familiar gaze that no longer irritated him, and she said something 
quietly in response, but he did not catch what it was as he walked past. 

The table, extended to its maximum length, was densely covered with 
simple but tasty dishes—canned foods, cheese, herring, ham, marinated fish, 
vinaigrettes, and smoked sausages of various kinds. Among the bowls and 
platters holding these foods were some flowers, three baskets of sliced bread, 
the green necks of wine bottles, and the transparent beaks of vodka carafes. 
When everyone had sat down, it became quiet for a moment as everyone took 
their first bites. Then a breeze of quiet, reserved conversations blew among 
the guests. 

Stepan was diligent in filling his own and Rita’s glasses. She drank 
patiently, slowly, choosing her wine deliberately—no doubt she knew the 
varieties—but somehow lazily. He observed her and did not recognize her. 
There was something inert, completely indifferent in her features, and it was 
only when she raised her eyes to him that he again perceived the woman with 
whom he had danced. 

“Rita, Rita, Rita,” he whispered. “What a wonderful name!” 
The faces of the guests seemed friendlier now, under the influence of 

the continued consumption of alcoholic beverages. The moustached lawyer, 
who was sitting across from Stepan and was enthusiastically wooing a blond 
with a beautiful bust, at first met his gaze severely, but then, quite 
unexpectedly, winked and smiled, like a partner in an enterprise. How 
satisfying! Stepan could approach any boy or girl and speak with them like an 
old friend, because everything that makes people distant had melted in their 
drinks, and everyone was equal—all carefree animals who only wanted to 
laugh and joke. 

Zoska sat at the end of the table, engaged in a friendly conversation with 
the girlish young man, whose round face was glowing with satisfaction. 
Stepan looked attentively at this couple a few times, expecting to meet the 
girl’s gaze and shame her. But she stubbornly did not turn around toward him. 
So much for love! Now she’s running after the first guy she sees, as if nothing 
at all had happened with her! It’s a shame he hadn’t rubbed her cheating nose 
in the dirt a little harder. 

Eventually, he stopped noticing her. Voices were getting louder and 
more shrill, pouring out in a stream of disordered speech, in which only 
occasional drunken exclamations and laughter were discernible. It seemed to 
Stepan that he was moving faster and faster down an enormous hill on a 
small, light sled. He found that his neighbor’s leg was alongside his and he 
squeezed it as hard as he could. 

“Careful there, you’ll soil my stocking,” she said calmly. 
“I’ll launder it in my own blood,” he answered. 
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“You have so much excess blood?” 
“Twice what is needed.” 
He tried to give these words of his the deepest of meanings. After this he 

spoke to her in clear and bold hints and related suggestive anecdotes, about 
which she made very appropriate comments, since she already knew most of 
them. 

Finally, his inebriation reached the point where a person becomes sad 
and worried. He had already reached the bottom of the hill and was standing 
alone on a gray field. From there, he glanced at his neighbor in fear and 
despair. Will this just be the same game of love all over again, that nauseating 
give and take between a man and a woman? Love is a complex algebraic 
equation where, after all your efforts, simplifications, and eliminating 
parentheses, you’re still left with zero. The next equation is the same. And on 
and on they continue, always equivalent. The variables change, as do the 
operations and the signs, but the outcome is always the same, and it’s always 
empty. And he despairingly felt that yes, he would get all excited, he would 
seek her, grab on to her as to a lifejacket, which even after reaching the shore 
he would still have to wear, because it will have swollen and shrunk, all the 
wet straps eating into his flesh. Nausea overpowered him, like a person who 
is about to see the same show for the tenth time but still, inexplicably, came to 
the theater. 

He fell deep into thought. Suddenly she put her hand on his knee. 
“Stefan.” 
“What?” 
“Give me your hand.” 
He gave her his hand and then immediately tore it away, jumping back 

from the sharp pain. She had stabbed him mercilessly in the palm. He 
instantly flared up, as if her pin had burst the soap bubble of his 
contemplation. 

“Hold on there,” he said, laughing. “I’ll poke you too one of these 
days.” 

Her eyes were fading. 
“You’ll run out of time.” 
He leaned over and told her an amusing story from Catulle Mendès 

about a blind grandmother who sewed her granddaughter to her skirt to 
protect her from evil but became a great grandmother nevertheless, even 
though she had let the girl go off alone only twice, once for fifteen minutes 
and the second time for five minutes. “How did you manage to find a lover in 
fifteen minutes?” she had asked in anger. And the sinful girl had meekly 
replied, “No, grandma—it was the other time.” 

“A foolish grandmother—to force the girl to such desperation,” said 
Rita. 

“But I assume there’s no grandmother in your case?” he asked. 
“There’s no grandmother, but there is a train.” 
And she informed him that she was here by chance, having come to visit 
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her parents, but actually lives in Kharkiv, where she dances in the ballet. 
She’s leaving in the morning. 

Never had Stepan felt such gratitude to a woman as he did now. She’s 
leaving! So there won’t be any romance! How fortunate! He was ready to get 
on his knees before her and sing a hymn of praise to her. God, what a 
wonderful world this was, after all! 

“It’s two o’clock,” she said. “I have to go. Would you like to walk with 
me?” 

He wanted to very much. 
The boy waited in the vestibule while Rita said goodbye to the hostess. 

When she came out, he grabbed her by the hand and pulled her to himself. 
“Kiss me,” he said. 
She laughed quietly and sang: 
  “The girls were washing their feet in the stream, 
  The boys were fishing just upstream, 
  La la la la, la la la la 
  La la la la la, la la la.” 
Then she pushed herself against him as if dancing, and for a moment he 

felt the sensuous touch of her tongue. 
“The fire of love is sweet only for a moment,” he cried in delight. “Later 

they cook borsch on it.” 
“A moment is not long enough for a woman,” she said. 
“I was speaking allegorically.” 
A terrible racket of moving chairs came from the apartment. They were 

getting up from the table. 
He went out into the street without his coat, despite her protests. Since it 

was cold, he immediately fell into a reflective mood. 
“The sky is the color of a five karbovanets note,” he said. 
“Are you such a materialist?” 
“Absolutely! And you?” 
“Yes, we’ve already endured too much for the sake of ideals.” 
“The ideals have endured a lot, too.” 
Getting into a carriage, she said: 
“Farewell, mischievous one.” 
“Farewell, my dream.” 
He watched joyfully as the danger disappeared around the corner. He 

waved to it. Goodbye! The end! 
He could have gone home at that point, but he had left his coat. 

Fortunately, the door had not been locked behind him, and he could easily get 
back into the vestibule. Here he found the fellow with the thin girlish face 
pacing anxiously. 

“What’s the matter?” Stepan asked him. 
“Well, it’s ...” he muttered, “Zoska is not feeling well.” 
“So take her home.” 
“Sure, but I can’t carry her there in my arms.” 
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Stepan pulled three karbovanets from his pocket. 
“Here!” 
The fellow hesitated but then took the money and disappeared. 
In the room they were still dancing—lethargically, ponderously, 

frequently colliding, but dancing. The boy casually walked along the wall 
into the red living room, sat down beneath the rubber tree, stretched out his 
legs, and immediately fell asleep, coddled by the music, the whispers around 
him, and the stolen kisses. 

He awoke in complete silence. The red light had been extinguished, and 
only a single bulb was burning in the other room, barely illuminating the 
corners. He got up, walked to the vestibule on tip-toe, took his coat and left, 
walking out into the long deserted streets of the city, which slept under a 
leaden sky as dawn approached. 
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XII 

 
He got home in a state of warm drowsiness, which had enveloped him 

from the moment he got up from the chair under the rubber plant where he 
had fallen asleep. All the way from Piatakov Street, across the empty Jewish 
Bazaar, which at night looked somewhat like a cemetery, he felt as if he had 
never completely awakened from a very deep sleep that had suddenly 
overpowered him after the spiritual and physical tension of the evening. He 
walked along listlessly, without thinking, seeing only what was necessary to 
keep walking. Throughout his body, his mind, and his heart, he felt a pleasant 
fatigue and a need for something like total forgetfulness. In his room he 
undressed mechanically and stretched out on the bed, forgetting even to 
remove his socks. 

At one o’clock in the afternoon the boy woke up and squinted in the 
shining deluge of light that flooded his room. Through the window opposite 
his bed flowed the first warm rays of spring sunlight, tracing patterns on the 
walls and tickling his face. He got up and stood on his bed, surrendering to the 
mindless joy of warmth and the expectation of a close, unreachable 
happiness. And so he stood, body taut, bathing in the bright streams that 
washed over him like healing waters. Then he jumped down from the bed, ran 
over to the window, opened it, and stuck his disheveled head outside. The 
first wave of air from outdoors rolled over him in a shiver, the second was 
more pleasant, and the third was already familiar, cheerful, and enchanting, 
as if a giant sunny hand had stretched out toward him and stroked his hair, 
patting him on the chest. A new energy was flowing into his soul, a primitive 
power, filling out his chest and pumping up his heart with fervor. He sensed 
that his past had melted away after a powerful dream and sunny awakening, 
that he had no memories, that he had been born just now, in the arrival of the 
spring, born immediately as an adult—experienced, wise, full of a new 
strength and an unshakeable faith in it. 

He got dressed hurriedly, grabbing at things as if every wasted moment 
was a great loss. He washed and went outside. Happy people were splashing 
in the dying puddles of winter, melting under a smiling sun. And everything 
was like a happy ending in a tragic movie. 

He walked straight ahead, without a goal, without any wish to get 
anywhere or to stop. An intoxicated sense of freedom was driving him forward, 
a feeling of complete independence, an animal-like satisfaction of liberation 
from what he had seen, thought, and wished yesterday, from how he had lived 
yesterday, from all the pains and all the troubles from all the days that had come 
before. At the corner of Volodymyrska and Sverdlova, where girls stood with 
baskets of flowers for sale, he bought two bunches of blue snowdrops and, 
unwilling to pin them to his coat, carefully carried them in his pocket. 

At home he set the flowers in a glass of water. They smelled of 
vegetation, the usual rawness of plants, but it was an awakened scent that had 
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sprung from the impenetrable depths of the earth, from the darkness and cold 
into the thirsty glow of warmth, and these humble flowers smiled at him with 
their little flags of the greatness of life. He put them in the center of the table. 
Then, from the pile of books, he unearthed his own collection of stories. 

He could only dimly recollect what it was he had written about, and so 
he read with enthusiasm, as if this were something unknown, unrelated to 
him. He marveled at the unexpected images, the construction of the 
sentences, at individual words, which he seemed to anticipate, which were 
placed precisely as he would place them today. And everything he read came 
to life for him under his assiduous observation, allowing him to experience 
again the joys of his past creativity, resurrecting the past zeal in anxious 
trembling and sweet languor over the lines of text. A deep amazement came 
over him as he read the last page. Had he really written this? Certainly he had! 
The cover had his name on it. But his soul reacted coquettishly, refusing the 
earned praise, putting on airs, and retreating in modesty, like a 
fifteen-year-old girl receiving a gorgeous bouquet of flowers from someone 
she likes. Perhaps they’re not for her? But, suddenly and shamefully, 
reversing one hundred and eighty degrees, without hiding the wish to possess 
what she was getting. It’s you, he felt within his breast. It’s you, it’s you, 
echoed his heart. He was hearing a symphony sung by a giant choir singing 
him a song of self-love, and he was overcome with self-respect for his 
artistry. And he wanted to go out again, to roam the streets, smiling at 
everyone and everything, but he quelled this expansive urge and read over his 
collection from beginning to end once again. 

Now he was left somewhat disenchanted. Specific faults troubled him: 
substantial flaws in construction and a terrible embarrassment over the 
contents. What, exactly, was he writing about? Nowhere in the space of 
hundreds of pages had he encountered a person—one who suffers and 
struggles, who generates insane impulses out of pain, who languishes and 
soars, crawls and scales heights. He didn't find in these pages a sad dwarf 
with great wisdom, a tiny animal who carries on its narrow shoulders the 
eternal weight of consciousness; he didn't find a charming child who cries 
and smiles so sweetly among the colorful toys of existence, the ruthless 
warrior who knows how to kill and be killed for his dreams, the stern 
conqueror of future days, the tireless messenger into the future. And this 
absence distressed him. What good are these works if the human heart does 
not beat in them? They now seemed dead to him, these stories in which 
people disappeared under the weight of things and ideas, created by them and 
for them. 

He got up from his chair listlessly and lay down on the bed, his hands 
under his head. Indeed, he had not encountered a person—and what was 
worthy of attention other than people? Without a person everything else loses 
its meaning, becomes a soulless mechanism, a bell in a vacuum. The naive 
belief of the past, that man is the measure of all things, that the world came 
into existence and the stars began to shine for people, this idea now appeared 
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to him the only truth in the world, greater than all other truths or theories. He 
had spun the initial threads of his heartfelt creative tapestry from a longing for 
this past misunderstanding, from a clear appreciation of the first principles of 
life, from a glowing feeling for people. 

He would write a novel about people. 
When he formulated this thought, a terrible fatigue overcame him, from 

his helplessness before such an enormous assignment, whose weight he felt 
sharply and clearly, unconsciously magnifying in his imagination the actual 
difficulties of the task. How to combine the innumerable facts that he had 
managed to accumulate and experience, how to weave together the mass of 
observations about others and about himself into a single flawless artistic 
expression, accurate and well-tuned, like the mechanism of a clock? How to 
convey in a few thousand lines of text the endless variety of people, the mad 
incongruity of their thoughts, moods, wishes, and actions? So that the person 
appears complete, without improvements or omissions, just as he or she 
appears in struggles, in love, or in work, with all the usual noble and depraved 
urges, with criminality and sympathy, with baseness and with honor? No, this 
was entirely beyond his abilities! He must immediately forswear such a 
grandiose intent and must protect himself from the enormous pain of failure. 
And he should give up this writing altogether, which, as far as he could 
remember, repaid his efforts only with bitter disenchantments. 

But he lay with clenched teeth, attuned not so much to his own hopeless 
thoughts as to something barely discernible, indistinct, and distant, like the 
memory of a dream. Hope? No, something larger than hope arose in him. 
Suddenly he forgot about everything, about himself, about his intentions. He 
seemed to have stopped existing, to have dissolved into passionate visions 
that carried him off on powerful waves. Unfamiliar figures filled his 
room—light, airy creations of his stimulated imagination, among whom he 
did not recognize anything either real or his own. They moved before him in 
the quiet evening twilight. Without the slightest effort he gave life to 
countless bodies, clothed them, christened them—heaven knows 
why—submerging himself into the sweet dreamscape from which this 
captivating kingdom of shadows was born. He could not feel the activity of 
his will nor the sensation of his feelings in this unconscious, imaginary game, 
nor even any satisfaction from this creative expression. He shrank down and 
became numb and still, so as not to cut off with an inept interruption the shiny 
parade of his incarnations. And suddenly these strange figures, these 
unexpected guests in his humble and forsworn home, began to laugh and cry, 
demand and struggle, then to set off into the distance on responsive sailboats, 
buffeted by breaths of hatred and love. 

He sprang up in bed. Was he going crazy? A trick of the visual 
imagination he could understand, but he had clearly heard their voices. He sat 
motionless, listening to the fearful beats of his heart, the only sound that 
remained real for him in the silence of the dark room. It seemed he was alone 
within a vast noiselessness at an immeasurable distance from the world and 
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from people. He felt that he was not connected to life but was close to it, as 
never before. And in this feeling of terrible solitude, of a complete loss of 
contact with the surrounding reality and a new unity with it, lay an 
incomprehensible certainty of victory. A certainty! He had found the deep 
power of his abilities. He really was going crazy—from joy. 

This secret inebriation lasted a whole week. From what he saw and 
heard, from what he observed within himself and around him, he now cut out 
characters, thoughts, landscapes, and sewed them together with the nimble 
threads of plot. He wasn’t writing yet, just inventing. He didn’t even think 
that this was necessarily for his writing—such was the burning, sensuous 
satisfaction that he had merely from imagining, this unforced labor that was 
transforming itself into a self-rewarding goal, occupying all of his interest 
and enthusiasm. 

At work and at meetings, he became something of a well-tuned 
machine. Everywhere outside his room he felt like a wound-up mechanism 
that performs a given number of necessary actions, reacts in a familiar way to 
its environment, and has the capacity to respond. All of his sensitivity was 
concentrated in his dreams, putting a chill on his life. 

In connection with this he changed his attitude, most importantly, 
toward himself. Now he no longer allowed himself to eat whenever he 
wanted and whatever he wanted. He had breakfast, lunch, and dinner at 
prescribed times and consumed nutritious foods, primarily fruits and grains. 
When he went outside, he carefully wrapped his neck in a scarf, something he 
hadn’t done previously, even in the coldest weather. He routinely aired out 
his apartment and reduced his consumption of tobacco during the day, so that 
he could smoke more in the evening, without, however, crossing the limit 
beyond which, in his opinion, nicotine began to have a negative impact on 
health. And in the morning he began again to practice the system of 
calisthenics of the nerves as introduced by Dr. Anokhin. Once in a while, 
quite unexpectedly, he would speak to himself in the second person: “Well, 
it’s time for you to go to sleep,” or “Go outside and relax a little.” He was 
courteous with his colleagues, as always, but secretly he felt a sense of his 
own superiority over them. It was even somewhat comical that they 
continued to greet him and talk to him just as they had yesterday and the day 
before. To tell the truth, he even felt some disdain for them—no one had 
noticed the great impulse that had entered his life. For them, he was just as he 
had been before. Incredible! Too bad for them! Sometimes, submitting to the 
sweet tide of self-admiration, he smiled, dreaming of the majesty of the 
wonderful work that he would write, and how it would amaze all of those who 
had noticed nothing at all. 

The poet Vyhorsky, worried by Stepan’s long absence from the beer 
hall, came to visit him at the editorial office. 

“You’ve probably started writing something, haven’t you,” he asked. 
“Almost,” Stepan answered. “I’m thinking it through.” 
“Oh, that’s the happiest time, the springtime of creativity,” the poet 
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sighed. “It’s like Platonic love, so to speak, and then comes the tiresome 
boredom of family life.” 

And then he suddenly asked: 
“Do you know the mistake that most people make when they use the 

word ‘Platonic’?” 
“I do indeed, except that hardly anyone uses that word anymore.” 
And then Vyhorsky informed him that on April 20, in the morning, he 

would be setting out on a trip, and asked him to come to the beer hall the night 
before so that they could mark the occasion. 

That day Stepan had another visitor, whom he certainly did not expect at 
all. It was Maksym Hnidy, accountant at the Leatherworkers’ Collective, 
dressed in a rather tattered coat but wearing a very nonchalant smile. He 
spread himself out on a chair next to Stepan’s desk, and when the boy looked 
up at him questioningly, he declared, using the familiar pronoun: 

“I’m happy to wait until you have a free moment.” 
At first, Stepan thought he had misheard, but when he finally shook off 

the young writer who brought a lyrical short story to the editorial office every 
week and entered into conversation with Maksym, he found that the 
accountant not only addressed him with the familiar pronoun, but actually 
called him Steve. The boy chose not to cut off this unexpected assertion of 
some kind of camaraderie but spoke to the accountant using indirect, 
third-person constructions. 

Significant changes had occurred in the Hnidy family. Everyone lived 
together now. At least they had achieved a modicum of normalcy in their old 
age, Maksym observed. The fish merchant’s store had suffered a setback—it 
was liquidated to pay those damned taxes. But old Hnidy now hawked fish 
from a stand at the Zhytnyi Bazaar, and Tamara Vasylivna helped out with a 
haberdashery stand. So they made do, somehow. He, Maksym, was the only 
one who wasn’t working. The problem was that at the Leatherworkers’ 
Collective, where he had been an accountant, there was a little 
misunderstanding over the cash account, and he had to quit his job to avoid 
any unpleasantness. But that was just a trifle. He was actually happy it turned 
out this way, because he had had enough of this number-crunching already. It 
dried up your soul, particularly for a vibrant and independent person, like 
him. So he had decided to change jobs. 

“Steve,” he said, “you know I always liked books. Remember my 
library? It’s a shame, but I had to sell it! Life has its ups and downs, as you 
know.” 

He smiled slyly to underscore the hint. But the boy still didn’t 
completely understand where this was heading. Soon enough, everything 
became clear. Maksym had his eye on a position as a bookstore manager for 
one of the state publishing houses, or at least as assistant to the manager, and 
it was up to Stepan to help him, through his contacts. 

“You’re a well-known person,” he added. “You probably know plenty 
of Communists, and nowadays without connections you’re not going 
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anywhere. You know, without a little help you may as well give up and kick 
the bucket.” 

Again he smiled with a sly insinuation. Stepan grudgingly acquiesced, 
angry at himself for letting this cheat assert any kind of rights over him. 
Maksym added: 

“I’ll write an application and give it to you, and then you’ll pass it along 
into the right hands and put in a good word for me.” 

He wrote the application, but still he didn’t leave. He asked for a 
cigarette and lit it. 

“This is really nice tobacco you’re smoking,” he said, knowingly. 
“Remember when I was the one treating you? Well, what the hell—no 
matter.” 

He twitched his head nervously. 
“I have another matter for you, a personal one,” he said, lowering his 

voice. “I have five albums of stamps I’ve collected. My situation is such that 
I must sell them. But I don’t want to sell them to just anybody—they mean a 
lot to me. Buy them from me. I won’t take much—a hundred karbovanets, 
which is like giving them away for free. Do this for me as an old 
acquaintance.” 

“No. I don’t need stamps,” answered Stepan. 
Maksym sighed. Well then maybe he would loan him thirty or so, for a 

week? The boy gave him five karbovanets and stood up decisively. 
“Ok, I’m leaving, I’m leaving,” said Maksym. “When will you come 

visit us? You know, it’s not nice to forget your old friends, not nice. And 
things are so cheerful now. We all get together, we sing. Mom has put on 
some weight, she looks grand. Come over! And when shall I come to ask 
about the job?” 

“A month and a half,” answered Stepan. “There won’t be anything 
sooner than that.” 

Maksym bid him farewell like an old friend, but with a strong infusion 
of precautionary respectfulness. At the door he turned and said with some 
embarrassment: 

“Maybe you’re still angry at me, Steve, but that really was stupid of me 
back then. I sincerely regret it.” 

“All right. It’s all right.” 
When Maksym had finally left, the boy shrugged his shoulders. What a 

comedy! The very thought that there once was this woman named Musinka, 
and these little tragedies, and even a fight! A whole millennium has passed 
since then. And now this unnecessary, ridiculous, completely useless snippet 
of the past suddenly comes walking through the door and stretches out its 
hand to you. What the hell! The past should have some self-respect, it should 
know its place and not go pushing in where it isn’t wanted. He tore up 
Maksym’s letter of application and threw it in the trash. 

Finally, he was done with the novel. That is, he had thought through the 
whole thing along with all the details. The novel appeared in his head like a 
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transparent color photograph. True, it had come out a little different than he 
had originally conceived it. At first he had sketched out a colossal work, in 
three sections, with over a hundred characters and the action taking place 
over a period of ten years. Then he had shortened it to two sections and 
thrown out around thirty characters. Finally, he had shortened it by another 
section, and what remained was a novel that would stretch in print to four or 
five signatures and encompass twelve participants. What had forced him to 
shorten so much? An inescapable inner command. Forced out of the original 
plan under the weight of this creative press were all the liquid, all the 
accidental matter, all the cheap effects and tragedies, all the unnecessary 
conversations and actions, leaving only a solid thick mass that no longer lost 
its shape under the pressure of a further turning of the press’s screw. This was 
a painful process, like cutting out living flesh that wanted to live and clung to 
life in every possible way. But, like a stern surgeon, he caused this pain in the 
name of future health. He was conscious that he was capable of 
accomplishing only a tiny portion of the enormous challenge that now stood 
before him, since even the life of a single person was worth more than 
volumes of short stories. Even more, he was conscious that during his entire 
life he would accomplish only a small portion of this challenge, because the 
human soul is immeasurable and unfathomable, even if it suddenly fits into a 
few bursts of energy. But he used the material he had cut to construct a plot 
for a movie script, as well as a few themes for future novels. Now he was well 
provisioned for at least a year of intensive work. All he needed to do was 
write. 

Having bought a half ream of ruled paper, the boy sat down one evening 
at his table and picked up a pencil with the sacred trembling of a prophet who 
has raised his knife over the sacrificial victim. This was the moment he had 
feared. Oh, happiness! He wrote the first chapter, then a second, then the 
third. He wrote easily, without stopping, and even without feeling any 
anxiety. The words poured forth from him, a stream of vivid, disciplined 
words that knew their own places and connections. He threw down his pen, 
clenched his hands in satisfaction and got up. Enough, enough for one day. 
Gradually relaxing, he counted his pages—if he kept up this pace, he would 
have the novel finished in two weeks. Wonderful! 

But the second day he didn’t write anything at all. He sat, he paced, he 
even lay down and tried to dream, but he couldn’t squeeze out a single word 
of the next chapter. As if the entire spring flood of his imagination had 
suddenly dried up with only dead clumps left behind, which the heat of his 
despair could not melt. He knew what to write and he knew how he should 
write it, but a chasm had developed between his intentions and the paper. He 
felt a terrible disinclination to writing itself, an unfounded hostility to the 
very act of moving pen across paper. At first he was irritated with himself, 
then he tried to convince himself, and finally he became contemplative. 
Where had this crisis come from? Was the written word unwilling to come to 
him, or was he unwilling to write it? Maybe the remaining chapters were 
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defective in their construction, and this stoppage, an intuitive projection of 
the creative instinct, was a warning about that danger? And behind every 
thought of his stood the well-known terror of all vain attempts at creativity. 

Finally, he decided he needed to rest. He needed to protect himself. He 
was simply weary in his soul. You can’t push yourself without mercy. The 
right thing to do was to take a break from his work for a few days, to entertain 
himself and renew his energies. But how? 

Suddenly, the memory of Zoska filled him with a pleasant warmth. 
Zoska! That lovely, smiling girl, the faithful companion of so much of his 
wandering. He remembered her slight figure, her unflappable smile and 
sudden melancholy, her naive, joyful philosophy, and her passionate kisses. 
He wanted to see again the curls on her forehead, her wonderful face, 
animated by emotions, to hear her wonderful whisper and to sit on the rug by 
her feet, “at the feet of a queen.” He felt as if she had just left the room and 
was about to return at any moment. He jumped up and looked at his watch. It 
wasn’t yet six. He could still go with her to the cinema, and then ... and then 
invite her over to his place. That would be wonderful! They could have a nice 
little party here after their separation—and the hell with what the bourgeois 
neighbors would whisper about them in their little burrows. 

Stepan hastily began to put on his best suit while stringing together a 
series of pleasant thoughts. True, there was that misunderstanding between 
them. Getting married was, of course, a silly idea, but he had been somewhat 
harsh towards her. He didn’t deny that. But he would apologize. He sensed 
that there was a link between his novel and the breakup with Zoska, one that 
he did not fully understand, and now he regretted that he had not arranged 
with her a temporary, half-month hiatus. Because now it was a little 
unpleasant. 

“But if she really loves me,” he thought, “then she should not be very 
angry.” 

The boy quickly walked over to Gimnazia Passage and rang at the 
familiar doorway. An elderly woman in an apron opened the door. 

“May I see Comrade Zoska?” he asked. 
Surprised, the woman asked: “Which Zoska? Holubovska?” 
“Yes,” he confirmed. 
The woman clapped her hands together. 
“Good God! But she poisoned herself!” 
“She’s dead?” asked Stepan. 
“Indeed, she is no more,” the woman answered sorrowfully. “Lord have 

mercy on her soul.” She made the sign of the cross. 
“And you ... how do you know?” asked the boy. 
“What do you take me for?” the woman exclaimed, offended. “We’re 

neighbors, and we share their grief. Would you like to visit them?” 
“No,” said Stepan. 
They stood silent for a moment, looking at each other. Stepan was 

crushed. The woman was curious. 
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“And who might you be?” she asked. 
“Stepan, Stepan Radchenko,” he answered. 
“A relative?” she continued. 
“A friend.” 
“You won’t see her anymore,” she sighed. “May she rest in peace.” 
He walked away slowly, while the woman continued to follow him with 

her eyes for a while, then loudly closed the door. 
Crossing the street, the boy stopped. “I should visit the parents and ask 

about the details,” he thought. “Maybe she left me a note? Where is she 
buried?” But these thoughts were so vague that he could barely distinguish 
them. They moved so slowly that by the end of each he had already forgotten 
the beginning. And they seemed strange, completely foreign, absolutely 
unconnected to him. Someone was thinking for him, stringing together 
fragments of thoughts in a boring and frightening manner. And he himself 
was completely empty. He lost the feeling of his own person and of the world 
beyond him. As if he were nothing, nowhere, never. He feared raising his 
eyes lest he see the emptiness around him. 

He shuddered, shriveled, and set off, experiencing his own motion with 
trepidation. Then he began to consider what one could use to poison oneself. 
Arsenic, mercuric chloride, strychnine, prussic acid, opium? What was the 
difference in how these poisons worked? Which of them is used to poison 
flies on those dark sheets that are purchased at the pharmacy, with the label in 
large letters and an exclamation mark: Death to Flies! And what is death? 
How can a person just disappear, so that she is never seen again? How can a 
person die, not for a day, not a week, not a year, but to be no more? So he 
could also die? How ridiculous! What a terrible misunderstanding! 

“This is impossible,” he told himself. “It’s just completely impossible!” 
It seemed to him in that moment that he could freely lie down in front of 

a streetcar, thrust a knife into his heart, drink any kind of poison, and still 
remain alive. 

He raised his eyes, unconsciously expecting to see someone familiar 
and walk up to him. But all the faces he saw were those of strangers and 
seemed not to be alive. Yes, as if they had long since died, had long since 
drunk poison. And suddenly he felt that he was the only living creature in the 
vast kingdom of death. 

Finally he managed to think: “Maybe it was an accident?” Instead of an 
answer, he experienced an overwhelming sense of loss. He wanted to run, 
shout, crawl on his knees, beg, and howl. To receive his punishment. To 
receive forgiveness. 

Then sorrow moistened his eyes. He wanted to sit by a grave in the 
freshly sprouting grass, to wreathe it with cornflowers, to bow down and cry. 
Clearly, painfully, he felt that incomprehensible link that develops between a 
soul that has departed and a living soul that yearns for the otherworldly with a 
mindless longing. She was now accessible to him through his heightened 
sensitivity, she entered his soul like a warm breeze. The feeling was 
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indescribable, but healing. He thought in sorrowful joy: “Zoska, you are 
gone, but I am yours forever. I shall come to you every year, when the earth 
flowers. You have died for everyone, but not for me.” 

At the doorway to his building he was struck with nausea again—a fear 
of the evening and the coming night. 

On the stairs by his door he ran into the agent who was doing such a 
poor job of providing him with addresses of possible apartments. The agent 
stopped, glowing with satisfaction. 

“Well, there’s a room,” he said mischievously. “But not just any room, a 
real room. In short, you won’t ...” 

“I no longer need any room,” replied Stepan wearily. 
The agent was very surprised. A nice room is always needed! Why had 

he run over here himself? Why had he wasted a month running around across 
the city like a hound dog, only to find out suddenly that the room is no longer 
needed? If the comrade will just have a look at it, he’ll move in there right 
away. 

And Stepan suddenly agreed. Just to do something. Just not to be alone. 
And in the long run, he did actually need a room. 

“All right,” he said. “Just wait so I can get some money.” 
And they rode out together to Lypky. 
“Just wait ’til you see the building,” the agent rattled on, excited, as they 

got off the streetcar. “It’s a gem, a real treat. You won’t be able to turn it 
down.” 

The building was indeed very impressive. It was seven stories tall, with 
countless windows that were just being illuminated. 

“This way, if you please,” said the agent. 
They got into the elevator, and this mode of transportation, experienced 

for the first time, greatly appealed to the boy. While still sitting in the cabin, 
Stepan decided to rent the room. But the room sold itself without any help 
from anyone. It was a smallish, bright, and well-ordered study, with parquet 
floors and central heating. It was hung with new blue-gray wallpaper and had 
two windows offering an unlimited view of the city and the distant horizon 
beyond the river. This was exactly the kind of room he had dreamt of. And the 
boy immediately imagined where he would place all of his future pieces of 
furniture and how comfortable it would be to work on them. 

“I will certainly be able to write here,” he thought. 
They were asking too much and he bargained ferociously. In the end, 

they agreed to a one-hundred-and-fifty-karbovanets release payment, plus 
expenses for the renovations they had made, plus ten percent for the agent. 
Stepan turned over the money and documents and was to move in the next 
day. 

He was the last one to leave the room, and as he was turning out the 
electric lights, the sickening anxiety that had melted for a while in the face of 
financial concerns and the satisfaction of an acceptable agreement returned 
again in this dark emptiness, where the windows gleamed like two giant dead 
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faces. Clenching his hands in despair and despite himself, he said almost 
aloud: “Forgive me, Zoska.” 

Everything was silent around him, but silence is the sign of consent. 
He quickly walked out of the frightening darkness, carefully and timidly 

locking the door behind him. The agent, having received his payment, 
disappeared without even saying goodbye. The owners bowed to him very 
graciously. He had made arrangements with them about morning coffee and a 
separate key to the building’s main door. Then he summoned the elevator and 
softly descended. 

On the street he was again alone, and a terrible anxiety rolled over him. 
It was only eight o’clock. In the two hours since he had left his apartment, two 
unusual and unique events had transpired. Unwittingly, he set them side by 
side. But was there any connection between that and the fortunate resolution 
of the housing question? And suddenly he felt that he had made a step 
forward, upward, having abandoned someone on a lower level. But in 
response to this secret rationalization, which had barely resonated in his head, 
his soul began to whimper even louder. 

On the streets down which he walked, he again did not meet anyone he 
knew. There was nothing unusual in that, but it seemed to him that everyone 
had abruptly abandoned him. And suddenly he remembered that today was 
April 19, the evening that he was to meet the poet for a parting drink. He 
cheerfully shook off his gloom and quickened his steps. 
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XIII 

 
The traveler had not yet arrived at the beer hall. The boy limply sat 

down at a table in the middle of the floor, surrounded by people and voices 
that evoked a feeling of disgust in him. For the first time since he had begun 
frequenting it, he found the beer hall repugnant. Now he could see the 
banality of the merriment that he heard around him, the artificiality of the 
alcohol-stoked laughter, the cheap gilding of the local variety of 
entertainment. The music, the jazz band with snares, drums, and cymbals that 
had always lifted his spirits and relieved his tension now oppressed him with 
horrible riffs and irritated him with intolerable clanging. He would have left 
immediately if he weren’t waiting for someone, and so he sat with his hat 
pulled down low and his head resting on the table beside the still untasted 
bottle of beer that had been placed before him. Then he began to smoke 
nervously, breaking matches in agitation. 

Finally, Vyhorsky showed up in a rubberized jacket and with a cap on 
his head. He was struck by Stepan’s expression. 

“So why the Childe Harold face?” he asked in greeting. 
“Sooner yours than mine. You’re the one who’s leaving.” 
“I may be leaving, but I’m not cursing anyone.” 
“Well, I’m cursing, but I’m not leaving.” 
The poet carelessly waved his hand. 
“Stop. The world only gets worse from cursing.” 
Today Vyhorsky volunteered that it would be his treat. 
“But please note,” he said, “I’ve become a vegetarian.” 
“Out of conviction?” asked Stepan. 
“No, just variety.” 
When the meals and the wine were served, the poet again asked Stepan: 

“So why this dour melancholy? Is it because I’m leaving?” 
“No,” smiled Stepan. “It’s worldly sorrow.” 
The poet sighed in relief. 
“At least that’s completely safe.” 
He was very pleasant, cheerful, and gracious. At first Stepan wanted to 

admit everything to him, to spill out his pain and sorrow and their most secret 
sources. But he only said: “If you want to know the truth, it’s just a really bad 
mood. Sometimes you get the feeling that you’re an animal, a wild, 
blood-sucking animal, and you feel sad. Life is cruel. You know that there’s 
nothing you can do, but you regret it nevertheless. Then you begin to 
understand more clearly that everyone around you is also a wild 
animal—miscreants, lowlifes, criminals—and you are frightened by the fact 
that you’re just like them, and they’re like you.” 

“Where do you see such horrors?” 
Stepan smiled despondently. 
“Where? Right here, all around us.” 
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“The people around us are lovely, pleasant people.” 
“You’re always joking,” said the boy. 
“Not at all. Just look!” 
The poet leaned out of his chair and touched the shoulder of the person 

sitting behind him. The man turned around. 
“Excuse me,” said the poet. “I think you’re a very fine fellow and I want 

to shake your hand.” 
The fellow hesitated, but he offered his hand and even said: “Well, 

thank you very much.” 
“You’re a strange one,” sighed Stepan. 
Then they ate and drank, each one focused on his own thoughts. Stepan, 

suffering from a need to express his sorrow, raised his glass and announced: 
“My friend, let’s drink to love.” 
The poet was surprised. 
“What’s the point of drinking a toast to this horrible sentiment that robs 

people of their peace of mind?” 
Challenged, Stepan answered: 
“It robs you of your peace of mind, it robs you of your life. It really is 

terrible, this love.” 
“So you agree with me?” asked Vyhorsky with uncertainty. 
“Absolutely!” 
“I can’t stand being in agreement with people,” grumbled the 

dissatisfied poet. “Agreement is death. What’s more, I must tell you that the 
power of love emanates exclusively from tradition. The golden age of love 
has passed, knights and maidens have melted into the fog of ages. In the 12th 
century, women divided their persons in two parts, the body went to the 
husband, the soul to the lover. In the 19th century, it was the other way 
around. In the 20th century, they’ve completely lost the sense of any 
difference between these two parts. Love has plummeted—by about a 
half-yard from the heart. Which is to say, it has returned to its point of origin. 
If you truly want to understand its contemporary, let’s say international, 
situation, then you must understand that love is not an inherent quality of 
human beings at every stage of development. Savages did not know love, and 
our age is the age of enlightened savagery, of savagery in a sublated 
appearance, as the dialecticians would have it. Thus, love is also sublated. 
The music of love has been played out. Love stands beside the muses and 
along with them inspires only old-fashioned poets. However, what was 
foremost among savages now rises again as the preeminent value—work. 
The true poet today is only the one who is a poet of labor.” 

“You, for instance?” asked Stepan. 
“I am a sad phenomenon. In the transition between two ages there 

inevitably appear people who are stuck precisely on the boundary, from 
where they can see far into the past and even further into the future. So they 
suffer from the disease that members of either party will never forgive—the 
acuity of their vision. The most desirable servants of life are those who are 



Valerian Pidmohylny. The City 
 

 — www.UkrainianLiterature.org —  

216 

blinkered and partially blind. They eagerly move forward because they see 
what they imagine. They see the newness that they want to see. Life is 
governed by will, not by reason.” 

“Heaven only knows what’s governing it,” said Stepan gloomily. 
They soon left, because the poet planned to get a good night’s sleep 

before his trip. 
“Yes, I’m going, I’m going,” the poet cried out on the street. 

“Tomorrow I won’t see any of this anymore. What joy it is, not to see 
tomorrow what you see today! And you too, my friend. I’ve put up with you 
long enough.” 

“The same is true for me,” said Stepan. 
“Admit it! It wasn’t really so boring, was it? But don’t even think of 

seeing me off tomorrow at the train station. A friend at the train station is just 
a nightmare.” 

“I don’t even know which train you’re leaving on!” Stepan assured him. 
“I don’t either!” 
At the corner of Velyka Zhytomyrska Street, they stopped. 
“Farewell, my friend,” said the poet. “I say farewell because we might 

not see each other again. Don’t forget that it’s just as easy to die in this world 
as it is to be born.” 

The poet left, and Stepan suddenly felt that he was alone in the street, in 
the harsh, merciless city, alone in the infinite starry cosmos that glittered 
above him before the rising moon. 

 
* * * 

 
A string of ordinary days followed, which for Stepan passed like the 

endless circle of beads through a monk’s fingers. He could not rid himself of 
a profound distress. Although its sting had been dulled—its cause was now 
shrouded behind the mists of many days—the sadness he felt was 
unchanging, infiltrating all of his thoughts, cutting off every wish that would 
arise from time to time in his breast. The world seemed to fade before his 
eyes, his soul became numb to sensations and the warmth that grew more 
pronounced every day. Like everyone else, he took off his coat, but he was 
not aware of the difference. 

He settled in to his new apartment very quickly. After a week it acquired 
the appearance and comfort that he had once dreamed of, when dreaming was 
still interesting. He put an American-style brown wooden writing desk by the 
window in the corner, a mirrored dresser against the wall across from the 
door, a dark red sofa across from the windows, and, next to the table, a 
bookcase with glass doors, in which he installed his library, the heart of 
which was the substantial collection of books on statistics and political 
economy once given to him by Maksym Hnidy, and also a complete run of 
the Literaturno-naukovyi visnyk, as well as the works of Fonvizin, which he 
had never returned to his old village friend, the mild-mannered agricultural 
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student Levko. The length of his possession allowed him to think of them as 
his own. After all his great and small expenses, with the rest of the money 
from his filmscript honorarium he bought a rug for the floor and a half-dozen 
chairs. 

But the more improvements Stepan made in his apartment, the more 
alien it felt to him. Every new thing he brought into the room filled him with 
inscrutable anguish. He would set it in its intended place and then look at in 
surprise, as if it were something foreign that had audaciously intruded into his 
life. After a few days he got used to its presence, used it when needed, but the 
sense of the incongruity and hostility of the furniture was hidden somewhere 
deep within him, bursting forth suddenly when he turned on the light after 
coming home in the evening. As if the pieces of furniture all lived their own 
separate existence without him, perhaps even talking among themselves 
about him and his thoughts that they had overheard, until they suddenly fell 
silent when he opened the door. From the door he could see himself in full 
stature in the rectangular shiny mirror and this was unpleasant for him, as if 
he had unexpectedly encountered his double, who stayed behind here at all 
times and conspired with the morose furniture against him. 

But most of all he feared the table. There, in the top drawer on the right, 
lay the beginning of his novel. He never pulled it out, but he sensed that the 
manuscript was hiding there, like a guilty conscience. He could not write 
further. The vacuum that had opened within him when he stepped away from 
Zoska’s door was invisibly expanding, ruining his soul more and more, 
capturing ever deeper regions where human memories are preserved, and in 
this expanding destruction his past was disappearing into oblivion. It was 
disappearing without trace under the poisonous influence of his anguish, and, 
along with it, he was losing his support. 

Generally, he awoke at eight, drank some coffee, and after a half-hour 
made his way to work. These were the happiest hours of his life, when his 
former strength, enthusiasm, and persistence awoke in him. He worked 
energetically and eagerly, immersing himself in his tasks, racing all over 
town, cheerful, witty, efficient, always indispensable. But at eight in the 
evening, having finished his work, attended all meetings and obligations, he 
was left alone with his own private life, whose threads had fallen out of his 
hands. This transition was terrible, as if he were divided in two parts, one for 
everyone else, the other for himself, and this second one was unfulfilled. On 
the way home from work he crossed one of life’s great borders. 

Evenings filled him with a fearful anxiety, a feeling of terrible 
loneliness oppressed him. And he endured the debilitating pain of a person 
who has lost the personal, lost everything—those human joys and sorrows, 
sometimes quite trivial, that give life flavor and interest. 

All his efforts to find something were in vain. Conversations with 
friends seemed pointless. Women’s views—disgusting. The courtesy of 
hosts—ridiculous. At the lectures he began to attend from time to time he did 
not hear anything interesting or new; the plays in the theaters were 
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monotonous, the films at the cinema—disgusting. He could not bear to visit a 
beer hall. On one occasion he went into the casino and put one karbovanets on 
number twenty. He won thirty. He put the whole sum back on the same 
number and lost, after which he walked out impatiently. Everywhere it was 
much too crowded, too bright, and too loud. And everywhere, a gnawing 
loneliness kept following him. 

Sometimes he remembered his former friend from the beer hall, the poet 
Vyhorsky, who was wandering about Ukraine with a bag of provisions slung 
over his shoulder. Now that he no longer saw him, he felt even more deeply 
the qualities they shared that had attracted them to each other. His feelings 
were as agitated as his reason. He and the poet were both immensely nervous, 
changeable, and restless. So where was he? What was his address? Maybe he 
could write him an enormous, heartfelt letter. And he was stricken with a 
deep jealousy toward this person who had no address. He sometimes thought 
about taking a vacation himself and heading off to a sunny seaside. But he 
always put it off. He had some kind of antipathy to everything that might give 
him any happiness. 

Finally he received at the office an envelope written in the poet’s hand. 
He ripped it open impatiently. Inside were two poems for the journal, but not 
a word for him. That was when the poet ceased to exist for him. 

One evening, as the boy was walking slowly in the dark along 
Khreshchatyk, near its end where a concentration of stores sell mechanical 
equipment and there are few streetlights, he was accosted by a woman of the 
type that asks for a light or expresses an interest in what the time is. She chose 
the first method and the boy struck a match for her. She made a suggestion. 

“Shall we go?” 
The boy agreed. Then the woman took him by the arm as a sign of their 

partnership and turned into Triokhsviatytelska Street, where she led her client 
into a dark yard through a wooden gate latched with a chain. Stepan had to 
double over to fit under the low opening. Here the woman whispered to him: 

“Don’t make so much noise! You know, people now stick their noses 
into everyone else’s business.” 

And he heard from the woman that particular obscenity that is 
considered a male privilege. Finally, at the end of a fetid basement corridor, 
her keys jingled and she led the boy into a room of some sort whose odor was 
a direct extension of the corridor. Looking around, in the corner he saw the 
faint light of a small lamp that barely illuminated a dark icon. 

The woman turned on a small light and could now be plainly discerned 
against the background of her setting. She was fat, swollen, and no longer 
young. She had angry eyes and a colorless, large mouth from which emerged 
crackling sounds like those from the cone of an overused gramophone. There 
was a bed in the room, covered with a gray sheet, and a few simple pieces of 
furniture appropriate to the simplicity of the activity that took place here. The 
Mother of God in the corner bent her head down over her Son and did not pay 
attention to what went on around her. 



Valerian Pidmohylny. The City 
 

 — www.UkrainianLiterature.org —  

219 

Most importantly, the woman sternly demanded a karbovanets in 
advance for one “hit.” When she received it, she asked somewhat more 
graciously: 

“How do you like it? Naked?” 
He replied that he would rather see her with her clothes on. 
“Like a soldier on the march,” she laughed. 
And she added that she had worked in the army too, on the German front. 
The boy was looking at the photographs that hung on the walls, without 

frames, dusty, and sprinkled with the stains of flies over many years. And 
suddenly he developed an interest in this woman, he wanted to know how she 
lived, her views, her tastes, her legal status, her opinion of the government, 
and that secret inner life of her soul beyond the usual routine of her trade. He 
offered her a cigarette and sat down at the table. From the pack he offered she 
took at least a half dozen cigarettes, but said with displeasure: 

“Are you trying to marinate me? Let’s have two more karbovanets, for 
the whole night.” 

He pulled out his wallet and spilled out all the change—sixty five 
kopecks. 

“You’re lying!” she said in disbelief. “Let me look.... What’s this?” 
“That’s two more kopecks.” 
“Add them to the pile.” 
Having turned the wallet inside out, she finally settled down and began, 

gruffly but willingly, to answer his carefully formed questions, frequently 
using words that she felt were sharp, appropriate, and refined to describe the 
activities and objects that informed her occupation. She lamented for the 
period of war communism, when she could bring home stockings full of 
money. But now people are just thieves—miserly, and tyrannical. Sure, she 
has plenty of suitors, but she’s not interested in them. 

“You get married for love,” she said. “But I can thump around even with 
you.” 

Then she told him some of those invented, stereotypical stories that they 
all tell to amuse their clients and themselves, stories that slowly get 
transformed from dreams into half-real memories, into unconscious 
self-deception, to which their soul clings in its mechanical search for 
happiness. In particular, she emphasized a story about a Denikin army 
colonel who begged her on his knees to escape with him to England. 

“And why would I go?” she dreamily asked. “I don’t even speak 
English. So over there I’d step out onto the street, and I wouldn’t understand 
anything… He didn’t know English either,” she added comfortingly. “This 
English guy would come see me, and he also said he didn’t know English.” 

But as his questions became more exact and more demanding, she 
began to get restless. Suddenly she stopped him in mid-sentence. 

“Why are you interrogating me? What d’you come here for?” 
He answered self-consciously that he had come mostly to let his soul 

communicate with another soul, and she became terribly offended. 
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“So it’s my soul you want? For a single ruble you want me to open my 
soul for you? For you, my soul is under my skirt.” 

He barely managed to calm her down, swearing before her that it was 
not his intention to offend her. 

“And isn’t it all the same to you what we do?” 
“It certainly isn’t all the same to me. Take what you’ve paid for. Don’t 

touch my soul.” 
Their conversation failed to continue, she parted from him in anger, as if 

he had done her a terrible outrage, and the boy left, filled with respect for her, 
somehow emotionally understanding that the woman can be put up for sale, 
but the person cannot. 

Mostly he spent his evenings reading, lying on his sofa. There was some 
kind of imperative in this endless turning of pages in the absence of that 
living interest that makes the eye stop over the lines. Between him and the 
book there was always glass, like the pane of a window that stands before the 
view of the landscape, letting it be seen but blocking its sweet smells, bending 
its outline, and muting its colors. Often, having read to the last lines, he would 
without noticing stop at an empty half-page and thoughtfully weave an 
extension of the concluded events that were slowly dimming, fading from his 
imagination, and suddenly disappearing. For a moment he felt that he was no 
longer thinking, and this feeling was magical, somehow joyful, unusually 
peaceful, unchangeable, as if he had fallen into a state completely different 
from life, a state of pure observation, of complete independence from his 
surroundings. 

He read an equivalent volume of newspapers, not skipping even the 
most boring sections, carefully going over every story, note, and announce–
ment, even including the various notices of meetings and conferences that are 
found on the last page in small type. He was a diligent but eclectic reader of 
magazines, which are published for the general public and can be interesting 
to an individual reader only on condition of skipping over very many articles. 

Just at that time the Regional Congress of the Sugarbeet Industry was 
taking place and among the names Stepan noticed in the report was that of his 
former friend from the Institute, Borys Zadorozhny. The latter had given a 
presentation on some new system for selecting beets. He had been elected to 
the resolutions committee and as a delegate to the All-Ukrainian Congress. 
Stepan learned a great deal from these sentences! They became a bitter, 
painful reprimand to him. He read them over again. Yes, Borys Zadorozhny, 
this young bourgeois, tyrant over a beautiful girl, was moving ahead, acting, 
working, making progress. An old, suppressed enmity to him surfaced in 
Stepan’s heart, and he threw aside the newspaper in order to avoid seeing his 
name again. 

The Sugarbeet Congress had a bad effect on him, awakening in the boy 
a line of sad thoughts about himself. Would this last a long time? Even if he 
had done something wrong, even if he had wronged someone, the penance 
had been sufficient by now. According to the calendar, three weeks of 
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loneliness had passed, but in his imagination these were years. It was time to 
get out of this slump. It was time. It was time! 

He yelled this like a horseman over a horse that had fallen in the road 
and was unable to get up on its own. But where would help come from? From 
whom? And he began to hope that a deep and sudden change would come 
over his life, and his despair, having reached a certain level, would transform 
into expectations. As if he were expecting a letter, and that letter was already 
on its way, getting closer, perhaps containing horrors and terrors, but also 
possibilities. His presentiment did not deceive him, since it was not so much a 
foresight of events as a herald of an inner need projected into actuality. It is a 
mystery of the human soul that in moments of hunger it focuses so strongly 
and brightly on certain trivialities, that they, previously unknown, suddenly 
become an event long fostered in the heart, the answer to sad dreams, the 
realization of unconscious desires. The mysterious soul of man, the essence 
of his simple being, having hesitated at the edge, suddenly takes off down an 
incline from the slightest push, automatically transforming the boredom of 
inactivity into kinetic energy. 

Now he always had dinner in the big dining room of the People’s Food 
Service cafeteria on Khreshchatyk, which he had chosen only because it was 
on the way from his office to the Bessarabka Market, where he got on a 
streetcar to go home. He particularly liked a small table against the wall, 
where he could sit alone with his meal and a beer, which had become a staple 
element of his menu. The greatest drawback of the People’s Food Service 
cafeteria, as with all cooperative cafeterias, was the very long wait and the 
minimal attention to the client—these were of no matter to him now, since 
dinner, usually very late, was the last event of his day, the boundary between 
day and evening, and he had nothing against the possibility that this hour, 
when his heart still beat in the rhythm of the working day, might not turn so 
quickly into the deadening hours of silence in his room. 

Thus, it was all the more disheartening to find one evening that his table 
was already occupied. This was almost an insult to him, an attack on his 
usage-established rights, maybe even an attack on his person, which, from 
persistent use, subsumes lifeless things into inalienable parts of itself. But, 
after examining the invader more closely, Stepan ran up to him and warmly 
took him by the hand. 

“Hello, Levko!” he cried. “It’s you, Levko!” 
The surprised guest raised his eyes without recognition. 
“It’s me, Stepan from Tereveni, remember?” said the boy, leaning over 

to his friend. “Remember, we traveled together on the steamship to Kyiv. Do 
you recognize me now?” 

Levko recognized him, but was all the more surprised. 
“Stepan?” he muttered. “I would not have recognized you. Not at all.” 
The boy’s soul was submerged in sorrow by these words. 
“Why not?” he asked quietly. 
Levko was now smiling with his comforting, a-million-pardons smile. 
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“You’ve changed,” he said. “Look at you, so dressed up, all decked out, 
a real dandy.” 

Stepan hastily took off his hat and sat down at the table. The unfamiliar 
agitation that had awakened in him on meeting Levko now grew stronger, 
reaching into the far depths of his soul with a hot echo. He looked at his friend 
with joyful, almost loving eyes and with unconstrained delight discovered in 
his face the same features, the same motions, the same smile and softness that 
he had abandoned long ago and now found unchanged. 

“Levko, I’m so happy to see you,” he said. “You can’t even imagine 
how happy I am. Ah, Levko. Everything is strange here. The people—the 
life.” 

“Life?” cried Levko. “This isn’t life, it’s a meat grinder. And look at 
what they feed us!” 

“And I eat this every day!” added Stepan. 
“They feed us like kittens.” 
He laughed, pointing at the portion of meat on his plate. And to Stepan his 

smile seemed pleasing, his thinking—sound, his expressions—masterful, his 
behavior—unparalleled. And he was suddenly jealous of this fellow, who had 
managed to remain unchanged, to stay the same over the years. And he was 
sorry for his own futile choices, desires, and inclinations. Before this friend, 
whom he had abandoned and considered inferior, he was now ashamed like a 
schoolroom prankster who has noticed the teacher looking at him. 

“So how are you getting on, Levko?” asked Stepan cheerfully. 
“No, you tell me about yourself first.” 
And the boy told him, briefly, blandly, and hesitantly, about the time 

that had passed since their last encounter. He mentioned his stories and his 
job without sensing in his own words or in the events they described any 
reflection of the rays of life’s rainbow. 

“Heigh ho, heigh ho!” laughed Levko. “You must be pulling down a 
hundred fifty karbovanets at least.” 

“More or less. Plus the honorariums. A few months ago I sold a 
screenplay for a thousand five hundred.” 

Levko smacked his lips. 
“That’s damn good!” 
But there was not the slightest hint of jealousy in his voice, only 

admiration. Then another idea struck him. 
“So it seems you’re a Ukrainian writer!” 
“So it seems, indeed,” said Stepan with a sad smile. 
Levko thought for a moment. 
“So there really are living writers?” he asked. 
“Of course.” 
“And is there one like Shevchenko?” 
“No, there’s no one like Shevchenko.” 
Levko sighed in relief, as if contemporary literature did not yet pose any 

danger to him. 
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Then, taking his time, he talked about his own affairs and plans for the 
future. He had finished the Institute and served as an intern for a year at the 
Nosivka station. Now he was picking up his diploma and setting off to 
Kherson province, where he has been appointed regional agronomist. 

“That’s nice. And what about that teacher and Latinist in whose place 
you used to live? The one who offered us tea,” asked Stepan. And he felt an 
anxious satisfaction at touching in this way some of the past, which suddenly 
came to life within him, though still hazy, like the morning mist that will soon 
disperse under the sun’s bright rays. 

“It’s not so good with him,” laughed Levko. “He killed himself, the 
poor sot—slashed his own wrists. And with his own knife. He had said he 
would kill himself like some famous philosopher, but we thought he was just 
raving. But he went and did it. We had a mess of trouble.” 

“What about his wife?” 
“She’s a champ, that old lady, even if she is toothless. She can cook and 

bake like nobody’s business. Restaurants can’t hold a candle to her. They 
sure knew how to eat, those old bourgeois. I’m planning on taking her with 
me to Kherson province.” 

“You’re not married?” 
“Are you kidding? Once I get settled in my new job, then I’ll find 

myself a dame. Or I’ll manage without one.” 
“You’re a strange one! What are you going to do without a wife out 

there in the wilderness?” 
“There’s great hunting out there,” said Levko. “And I love the steppe.” 
The steppe! Stepan loved it too. A bright and warm memory surfaced 

within him, a recollection of a still night and the dreamy expanse of plains, of 
the endless reaches of the sky and the earth, the blue silence of the moon’s 
rays. Lying face up in the grass, with arms outspread, without a hat, barefoot 
and looking at the golden, azure, red, and green shimmering of the stars 
scattered across the sky by someone’s benevolent and powerful hand. To feel 
that hand in the air blowing faintly across your face. To fall asleep tired from 
observing the infinite space, secretly in union with it. And in the morning, 
from behind the mounds, sunrise—a ray of light from the red ocean, a 
terrible, giant icicle of cold fire, flowering slowly into a searing ball. 

Levko was finishing his cutlet and wiping his hands on the paper 
napkin. 

“I’m off to the cinema right now,” he said. “I like to watch people 
hopping around. Just think—how people manage to make money. Let’s go 
together.” 

“No, thanks—I’m busy,” said Stepan. 
On the street, they embraced warmly. The boy was moved. 
“Levko, write to me from your Kherson wilderness,” he said. 
“There probably won’t be anything to write about,” answered Levko. 

“It’s for you writers to do the writing. And we’ll read it some day.” 
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XIV 

 
In autumn on the steppe, dry corn rustles apprehensively, whole fields 

of even yellow stalks, as if someone were crawling on the ground, pushing 
aside its hanging leaves. In autumn, along the trails, weeds spread their seeds: 
the tall, overgrown, ungainly goose foot, spurge, thistle, wormwood, and 
mugwort. Plants are ungainly in the fall, they’ve lost their green life. In 
autumn, the winds blow, strong and unexpected. In autumn, the winds are sly 
and prone to attack. They surprise and disappear. The gullies in the steppe 
unexpectedly collapse into the deep, uncovering the clay below. At the 
bottom of the pit are clumps of peashrubs offering shelter to snakes, insects, 
and millions of lizards. There are countless roads and paths in the 
steppe—intersecting, curving, doubling back. It seems they have been 
purposefully intertwined to allow for endless walking and wandering. And 
you want to enter the steppe. You want to turn off on a side path. Where does 
it go? You walk slowly in the steppe, and it feels strange when you reach a 
destination. The roads are uneven, with deep depressions that hide a person 
completely, while the paths wind over hills and mounds, running straight 
across meadows and orchards. And the stubble breaks beneath your feet. 

Stepan stopped suddenly. As far as he could make out, this was 
Pavlivska Street. He had been walking for maybe a half-hour since he parted 
with Levko at the door of the cafeteria. He had been walking deeply 
immersed in thought, happy and in that unintelligible serenity that envelops 
people at the most responsible moments of their lives after painful difficulties 
and disenchantment. He sensed that he was preparing for something, that 
something unique was about to happen, something long expected but frozen 
in the soul by an accidental vision. He had a premonition of his liberation, and 
the recollections that flowed endlessly into his consciousness kept throwing 
him back, again and again, into his wonderful childhood, into the 
unforgettable period of his first apprehension of the world. He was walking 
the magical path of the past, breathlessly searching for his earlier wellsprings. 
In the middle of a spring day in the city, he was passionately dreaming of the 
autumn warmth of the steppe. 

He glanced at his watch. A quarter to nine. It wasn’t late yet. He could 
still see her. And what difference does the time make? He must see her! 

The boy turned and walked quickly, formulating his intentions equally 
quickly. He found them already formulated, luminous, chiseled deeply into 
his heart. 

He would return to the village. 
This idea, wild and sudden, did not frighten him. It did not even surprise 

him. It was born unexpectedly, bright and wonderful, full of vibrant joy, 
strength, and hope. He would return to the village. To the steppe. To the land. 

He would abandon forever this city, so foreign to his soul, this stone, 
these enervating streetlights. He would forswear forever the harsh 
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entanglements of urban life, the poisonous dreams that weigh down the noisy 
cobblestones, the stifling fervor that gnaws at the soul in the narrow confines 
of apartments. He would discard the insane desires that fester in a mind 
locked inbetween the walls of a city. He would go out to the peaceful, sunny 
expanses of the fields, to the freedom he left behind, and he would live as the 
grass grows, as the fruits ripen. 

The bell of a streetcar made him stop. And he was cheered by the 
thought: “Tomorrow I won’t hear you anymore.” 

And all the pain that had accumulated for a year and a half, the festering 
disappointments so typical of people with ardor, all the bitterness of daily 
strivings, and the exhaustion of dreaming that he had experienced in the city 
were now transformed into a happy fatigue and a painful yearning for 
tranquility. He saw himself tomorrow not as an activist of the Village Hall or 
a member of the Village Council, not as a teacher or union official, but as an 
ordinary farmer, one of the countless gray figures in peasant garb who pull 
the eternal plow across the soil. Welcome, moist sunrise! The freshness of the 
first rays of light! The wonderful gleam of silent dew! May the hour when the 
light of life is born be forever blessed! The spirit of the past, petrified and 
powerful, awoke in him, the spirit of the ages that sleeps in the soul and 
awakes only in the moment of agitation, encouraging stillness and 
silence—that invincible, though subdued voice that whispers fables about the 
lost Eden and sings the hymns of naturalness. 

But this was not where his greatest problem lay. Tomorrow he could 
find someone to buy out his lease on the apartment and furnishings, and he 
would submit his resignation from his job. Sure, they would try to keep him! 
But tomorrow evening he would get on a train heading south to join a 
commune or a workers’ brigade. That wasn’t important. That was simple and 
easy. There was nothing there to think or worry about. But! ... But, he would 
not go alone! 

Just thinking of this made him lose his breath. There was something 
absolute about this sudden animation of a rejected and trampled love. From 
the tiniest ember, half-extinguished and turned into ash, as if in revenge for 
the cold horror of going out completely, this passionate fire erupted and 
illuminated him with a new ardor. The path before him was bright, straight, 
and happy, and he would follow it together with Nadika. 

“Nadika, Nadika, Nadika, my little Nadika,” whispered Stepan. 
He now understood that she had always been present in his soul, like a 

distant bell calling him. With her breath she had awakened anxiety in him, 
she had appeared in his dreams, but he did not recognize her until now. In 
others he had loved only her, and in her he loved something infinitely distant, 
an unrecognized memory, a barely audible echo from beyond the hills of 
consciousness. He now felt that he had never forgotten her, that he had 
always been searching for her in the maze of the city, and she was that flame 
that burned within him, urging him forward into the distance. In returning to 
her he was finding himself. In returning to her he would be resuscitating what 
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had died, what had disappeared because of his mistakes, what he had ruined 
in his blindness. 

Nadika, Nadika, Nadika. You beautiful girl! Pale watersprite of the 
twilight meadows. She answered his call with a quiet trembling that was 
embodied in him, having come from over there, where she lived, where she 
waited for him, trampled and suffering. She seemed to turn her head toward 
his plea and her eyes lit up in joyful consent and her hand stretched out 
toward his forehead. She was forgiving him! Could it be otherwise? She 
would come! And that, too, was inevitable. In the flowery valleys that 
awaited them he would look ceaselessly into her eyes, where he would find 
the world and life; he would take her by the hand in radiant submission and 
feel in his palm the inexhaustible warmth of her body, which he would never 
approach. At night, he would keep watch over her dreams, the wonderful 
dreams of a somnolent beauty, and he would understand them, just as he 
understands human speech. And he would drink, drink forever, the sweet 
poison of her divinity, and he would slowly die at her feet in fatal 
intoxication. That’s how it must be! Her resurrection, along with the 
song-filled allure of the steppe, flowed together into a single urge for sensual 
penance, a longing for eternal slavery, in which he felt all the joy of renewal. 

At the corner of Volodymyrska Street he stopped, worried. Had he 
forgotten their ... that is, her address? No! Andriivsky Descent 38, apt. 6. The 
name of the street and the numbers immediately flashed in his memory, 
although he had heard them only once. And the only surprise was how close it 
was, how easy it was to get there. All the better, since he would have gladly 
crossed a desert in hunger and thirst, or wandered in underground tunnels, or 
in a jungle with otherworldly dangers. He would have conquered anything in 
her name. 

He repeated to himself: 
“Andriivsky Descent, Andriivsky Descent.” 
He soon recalled this curved, inclined street, his former path from the 

Podil to the Institute. And he would meet her again on this path, where he had 
lost her, and he would now find her again. 

“How wonderful! How wonderful!” he thought. 
A new idea suddenly came into his head, born of his recollections and 

the wish to renew the past that up ’til now had lived only within him. He 
wanted to see that little building near the Bessarabka Bazaar, to go into it just 
as he had done earlier, when he had seen Nadika in the company of her 
village friends. Where were they now? Where is the bashful Hanusia and 
young Asha? Where is the full-bodied Nusia and the instructor of club work? 
Suddenly, they became very dear to him, almost family, and very interesting. 
A vague expectation overcame him that he would meet them all in a moment 
around a table and that he would sit down beside Nadika, who was waiting for 
him. And why, indeed, wouldn’t she happen to drop by here? If he could run 
into Levko, whom he hadn’t seen for an even longer time, why not her? 
Stepan turned to the right and quickly walked down to Khreshchatyk. 
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His heart was beating wildly as he knocked on the rickety door of the 
squat shack. He recognized everything around him, the old-fashioned porch, 
the fenced-in yard, the wooden shutters. Nothing had changed. How 
fortunate! Well, it hadn’t actually been so long ago—only a year and a half, 
which now seemed to him like one night of very deep sleep. 

The door was opened by a man with a heavy voice who seemed 
somehow disappointed, uninviting. 

“Do the girls still live here? The ones who lived here a year and a half 
ago?” Stepan asked. 

Unfortunately, he could not put the question differently, since he had 
forgotten their surnames. 

“There aren’t no girls here,” answered the man in a tone as if to indicate 
that there were only honest people living here. He was about to close the door 
but Stepan, in confusion, began to explain. He was actually looking for his 
sister, whom he left in the city a year and a half ago. The only people who 
would be able to tell him were the girls who had lived here. Did they move 
out? If he doesn’t find them, he won’t find his sister, who has gone off 
somewhere. He’s already visited the address bureau, but they couldn’t tell 
him anything. 

“Yeah, they just take your money,” grumbled the man, softening. 
“That’s the Soviet way, for sure!” 

“Yes, the bureaucracy’s terrible.... One of the girls was a seamstress. A 
small girl.” 

“There’s a seamstress living over through the courtyard. Just go through 
the gate.” 

They parted on friendly terms, and the boy went into the shadowy 
courtyard—a narrow space with a few trees between the neighboring tall 
buildings. At first he couldn’t see where there might be any habitable space, 
but then he noticed a tiny shed that seemed to be attached like a mushroom to 
the blank wall on the left. A faint ribbon of light from the crack between the 
shutters was hardly visible in the darkness of this enclosure. Tripping over 
clumps of earth and bricks, Stepan approached the window and knocked 
carefully. 

“Who’s there?” he heard a woman’s voice. 
The boy trembled and then answered: “Open up, it’s me, Stepan. 

Remember? I use to come visit when Nadika lived here.” 
“Stepan?” the voice from inside asked in surprise. 
“Sure, Stepan from Tereveni. Hanusia, open up.” 
There was a sudden laugh inside. 
“You bet, but my name is Yivha.” 
Stepan recoiled in horror. Her name is Yivha? Yivha? That’s a useless 

name for him. He was ready to fall on the ground right here, close his eyes, 
and forget everything. But when he got out to the street, the memory of 
Nadika swept over him again and he began to think about her once more. 

But his thoughts were no longer the sweet dreams that had thus far 
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warmed and cheered him, but an extrinsically imposed, painful necessity, a 
terrible, inescapable need, whose causes were not even remotely known to 
him. Now he was considering the matter more with his reason than his desires 
and evaluated his intentions from the perspective of their actual realization. 
That Nadika was waiting for him seemed an undeniable fact. A sense of his 
exclusive rights to this girl had, indeed, never left him. If she was not with 
him now, that was only because he had not wanted that until now. Today, he 
would explain to her that life was only possible in nature, which they had 
abandoned and to which they must now return. The city, suffocating and 
boring, was a terrible mistake of history. He understood that these ideas were 
not particularly new, but that was only further proof of their veracity. But she 
would understand this even without words. At the moment, he was not 
worried about her at all. But she’s married! And that Borys was such a 
stubborn fellow, he’d probably be hard to convince. What will it take to 
explain all this to him, to convince him? And he’ll probably disagree and 
contradict! It will probably be necessary to mention that Nadika’s virginity 
belonged to someone else. How unpleasant! The boy glanced at his watch. It 
was twenty to ten. A little late, but this had to be done today! 

Feeling terribly tired, he called a cab and set off, drowsily leaning back 
in the seat. The flickering streetlamps and the evening rush of the crowd 
annoyed him, accelerating his fatigue to complete exhaustion. The boy closed 
his eyes, and a longing for sleep, like a warm and heavy quilt, covered his 
thoughts in a motionless fog. He felt the stiffness of his body, a tight 
swaddling of his soul, and the soft swaying of the carriage on its springs 
rocked him further and further from the troublesome bustle of life. 

Suddenly the coachman stopped. 
“What?” asked Stepan, awakening. 
“We’ve arrived,” said the man. 
The boy shook himself and jumped to the ground. 
“Shall I wait,” asked the coachman. 
“Yes, wait. I’ll be right back,” answered Stepan. 
He nervously opened the door of the building on whose gate he saw an 

illuminated sign with the number he sought, but he climbed the steps slowly, 
lighting his way with matches. Finally, he stopped on the third floor and rang. 
His soul was filled with tranquility. 

He leaned against the doorjamb and began to think about the fact that he 
had left his home today with his portfolio but did not have it with him now. 
Obviously, he had lost it. And although the portfolio, fortunately, held 
nothing of great importance, Stepan nevertheless felt a deep disappointment. 
“What a dolt I am,” he thought. 

Footsteps behind the door interrupted his thinking. He felt nervous 
again. Will she open the door, or will someone else? No, it was a woman’s 
voice, but not hers, that asked, “Who is it?” The boy suddenly thought that 
maybe they had moved somewhere else. This possibility encouraged him, 
and he answered loudly: “May I see Comrade Borys?” 
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The door cracked open on a chain, and through the crack he was 
observed by a teenage girl. 

“Borys Viktorovych isn’t home,” the girl responded earnestly. “He’s on 
a business trip.” 

“That’s a shame,” grumbled Stepan. Then he added, nonplused, “I’ll 
leave him a note.” 

“Please come in,” said the girl, inviting him in. 
In the vestibule he hung up his hat on a hook and patted down his hair 

before following the girl into a room where a lamp with a wide lampshade of 
orange lace stood on a table covered with a bright oilcloth. He sat down at the 
table, and before the girl brought him a pencil and paper he stealthily looked 
around the apartment. The windows were covered with embroidered drapes 
and there were flowers on the windowsills. In the corner was a fabric sofa 
with a small rug beside it. Against the wall were simple chairs arranged very 
neatly. And suddenly, off to the side, an enormous bourgeois sideboard with 
engraved panels—the heavy centerpiece of the apartment, disproportionate to 
the size of the room. The room was simple and clean—all the furniture stood 
in its duly appointed place, keeping to the principle of symmetry. The 
sideboard seemed to be the chief guardian of order, the stern representative of 
the unchangeable foundations of life in this home. 

Something touched his leg—a cat was rubbing against his shoe. He 
caught it and put it on his knees, focusing his attention on writing. 

“Dear Borys, I finally decided to pay you a visit, but it didn’t work out. 
I thought we would spend the evening talking about old times.” 

A side door squeaked and, raising his head, the boy saw a woman at the 
door, with a broad red shawl that covered her figure down to her knees. 
Stepan got up, embarrassed, deducing that this woman had likely been 
observing him through the crack when he was petting the cat. 

“Is it you, Stepan ...” 
“Pavlovych,” he added, realizing why she had paused. 
And no sooner had he heard her voice than he recognized her. It was 

she! But terribly changed, almost disfigured, but he could not immediately 
tell in what way. Even her voice resounded different, somehow irritating, 
confident, and proud. She frightened him with her sudden entrance, with her 
appearance, with her formality and disdainful look. Shaking her hand, the boy 
thought: “I really am a dolt!” 

“Have a seat, Stepan Pavlovych,” said the hostess. 
And he suddenly realized that she was pregnant. 
“Thank you,” he said, overcoming his horror, insult, and pain. 
She sat down on the sofa by the door and called out: 
“Natasha, put on the samovar.” 
“Is that for me?” asked Stepan, concerned. “Thank you, I’ve had my tea. 

I just drank some.” 
“But I haven’t had any,” she answered. 
An uncomfortable silence ensued, and the boy thought this silence was 
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humiliating him, and perhaps pleasing to her, but he could not find any 
words. The round, heavy belly paralyzed him. 

Finally, the hostess broke the silence. 
“You are a very rare guest in our home, Stepan Pavlovych.” 
“Indeed,” mumbled the boy. “It’s hard to find the time. And Borys is 

always away on business.” 
He wanted to stop, but his fear of the silence squeezed a few more 

sentences out of him. 
“I wanted to suggest—that is, if Borys were around, that we all go out 

somewhere together tomorrow, somewhere distant ... into nature, as they 
say.” 

“That’s a wonderful idea,” she replied. “But I’m not feeling very well.” 
And the boy observed with chagrin that silence was falling between 

them again, a boring, irritating silence between people who would have done 
better not to meet. Every thought that arose in him immediately came 
crashing down on her belly and fled back into nothingness. 

Suddenly she said, “They say you write stories.” 
“Yes, I used to,” he answered sadly. 
“And now?” 
“I’m not writing now.” 
“Why?” 
“There’s nothing to write about.” 
She smiled. 
“Were there really no adventures in your life?” 
He gave a start. Was she allowing herself too much liberty in making 

fun of him? He proudly answered: “There were, but they were minor. Too 
ordinary.” 

Then he solemnly looked at his watch and got up. 
“Please excuse me, Nadia ...” 
“Semenivna,” she added. 
“Nadia Semenivna, I have to go. Please give my best to Borys.” 
“Please come visit us again,” said Nadia Semenivna. “We will always 

be happy to see you.” 
On the stairs down he let his anger loose. What impudence! And who is 

this person, asking pointed questions? Is she the one he chased away from 
himself like a whore? She assumes that once she has a husband, she’s 
something special? And her husband is just a thief. You think he could 
purchase such a sideboard on the salary at a cooperative? So, of course, he’s 
stealing! He’s heading for a stay in the slammer. As for her, she’s just a city 
girl with a fat belly. He repeated this phrase a few times with sensual 
pleasure, and that calmed him down. 

Out on the street, he decided to descend down to the Podil and then take 
a bus back up to Khreshchatyk. But he hadn’t made more than a few steps 
downward when someone yelled. 

“Comrade. Comrade!” 
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It was the coachman, who had been waiting for him. As he paid him off, 
regret overwhelmed him. So why did this coachman wait for him? And why 
had he come here in the first place? 

Descending the dark, curving street, the boy contemplated the broom of 
life, which swept up the footprints of the past after the fact—that great sacred 
broom, always new and always unerring. But, nevertheless, he was not at 
peace. This evening was pulling him back toward those crumbs of himself 
that he had once left behind, and these crumbs, scattered along the path, now 
tempted him inexorably. He wanted to gather them, to pick them up, to return 
them to himself, to undo the depletion of his being. So when he reached 
Revolution Square, illuminated with streetlights and the moving lights of 
streetcars, he slowly turned to the left, into the narrow streets of the Podil. 
And here was Nyzhnyi Val Street, and here was the Hnidy home, his first 
urban settlement. He was on the opposite side of the street, looking from the 
shadows at the familiar yard, the shed, the porch where he once sat in the 
evening, and the house. How strange! All the windows were illuminated, and 
strange sounds emanated through the walls into the dreamy silence of the 
street. Inside, there was dancing to the vibrant rhythm of mandolins. The 
somnolent, decaying building had opened its eyes and emerged from an 
oppressive stupor. The little house had come to life, stepping out of a 
coffin-like silence, and in this deferred resurrection there was also, perhaps, a 
sign of his path in the world, the path of someone whose steps are marked 
with death and life. 

Suddenly a deep tranquility enveloped him. How comical it was to 
remember! Yes, everything in the past soon becomes covered with geological 
layers and transforms into incomprehensible strata compressed by the 
oppressive action of time. Anyone who tries to infuse memories with a new 
existence is simply mad! Because the past decomposes, like a corpse. 

But as he walked away from that house, he slowly realized that his 
conceived composure was only the quiet beginning of a deceptive longing. It 
was growing every year, expanding, and becoming heavier, like a pregnant 
belly, and along with it an ever deeper, an ever more painful anxiety was 
suffocating him. He felt a terrible hunger of all his senses, a wild ardor, a 
powerful excitement of life’s energy within him, breaking through the 
morbidity of his recent thinking. This terrible force churned within him in a 
white noise, and, choking in this renewed maelstrom, he conjured, in fear and 
hope, that from now on his life would be somehow new, not at all like what it 
had been, entirely different from what he had already experienced. May it 
begin all the sooner! 

On the square named for the Third International he made his usual 
purchase of newspapers, and, as he was leaving, a surprise stopped him in his 
tracks. This really was a fairy-tale evening! Approaching him directly, face to 
face, was a glowing pair of unforgettable eyes, smiling at him from the still 
mask of a woman’s face. He recognized them immediately and threw himself 
at them, as if they were the rescue beams of a lighthouse. 
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“Rita, my dear Rita,” he whispered, squeezing her hands. 
The wound she had once made on his palm he now felt in his heart. And 

he was ready to clasp this woman to him right here, in the middle of the street, 
passionately and mindlessly, to feel her as he had felt her then, dancing. 

She responded, smiling. 
“What a surprise to meet you here.” 
“Is it only surprising?” 
“And desired,” she added. 
He was devouring her with his eyes. 
“Where are you heading?” he asked, finally. 
“To Mala Pidvalna Street.” 
He took her by the arm. 
“Let’s go.” 
But beyond the Regional Executive Committee Building, in the 

darkness of the alley, he stopped and sensually grasped her around the waist. 
She squirmed out of his embrace and whispered, without much 

dissatisfaction, “You’re insane!” 
“I’m always like that,” he replied happily, taking her by the arm again. 

“Lean over towards me. Closer—don’t be so miserly! Today, I’ve been 
searching all evening. If you must know, I even lost my portfolio somewhere. 
But I found you. You can’t possibly understand me. After you left back then, 
I could not do anything. I lived only in recollections of you, in the hope of 
seeing you.” 

“Really? I didn’t forget you completely either.” 
“All the better! But, even now, I’m not completely sure it’s you. Do you 

understand? You’re dressed differently, and it seems to me that maybe it’s no 
longer you.” 

“You need proof?” 
“You’ve guessed, precisely,” he cried out. 
For a moment, just a moment, she touched his lips with her former kiss. 
“Is it me?” 
“Yes, it’s you,” he replied, subdued. Then he asked, “Are you in Kyiv 

for long.” 
“Until the fall.” 
He squeezed her hands in gratitude. He had been afraid she might say 

“t6forever.” 
“I love you madly,” he whispered. “You are unique, you are just 

amazing.” 
All of his sorrows suddenly poured out of him in a lover’s whisper, in 

poignant expressions, in tender pet names, in bold, arousing comparisons in 
which flowed all the depth and variability of his feelings. 

Suddenly she stopped. 
“That’s enough, you little rascal. I’m home.” 
He cried out impetuously, “And I will follow you! I’ll come home with 

you!” 
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She wagged her finger at him. 
“No you won’t. As you know, I live with my parents.” 
“Oh, that’s not very convenient,” said Stepan with a pout. “What shall 

we do?” 
“Tomorrow we dance at the opera. Wait for me.” 
“Only tomorrow?” 
“Only tomorrow! But I want flowers.” 
“You shall have them.” 
In the dim light of the entryway, barely illuminated by a lamp on the 

second floor, he kissed her passionately and inquisitively, insistently, 
uncontrollably, as if searching in the depths of her lips the answer he had been 
searching for all his life. And he left quickly, elated by the joy of discovery. 

He had never before felt such powerful emotions. The ground seemed to 
flow beneath his feet in a velvet carpet, and the roofs of buildings greeted him 
like giants tipping their hats. And in his head, in that beautiful, unconstrained 
head, row after row of invincible thoughts marched in ebullient excitement. 

Without waiting for the elevator, the boy ran headlong up the stairs to 
the sixth floor, entered his room, and threw open the windows onto the dark 
abyss of the city.  

It lay submissively below, in cliff-like waves marked with dots of fire, 
and out of the darkness of its hills sharp stone fingers stretched out to him. He 
stood immobilized in sensual contemplation of the magnitude of this new 
force. Suddenly, in a grand gesture, he threw an enchanted kiss out below. 

Then, in the silence of the lamp on his table, he wrote his novel about 
people. 

 
Translated by Maxim Tarnawsky 
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Legs splayed, nostrils flaring, stumbling ceaselessly like a sleepwalker 
inside the sweaty, wide-mouthed sewer pipe (dead silence above), Lopata 
was first to catch sight of the clamoring sun through the small dark opening. 
He let out a faint moo-oo, like a calf might, and with great effort (an “oh-h-
ah-h” ripping out of his numb lips), he stretched out his arms; that futile 
shout, that “oh-h-ah-h” wrenched out of the darkness, was lost in the noise 
of splashing water; Lopata wiped the saliva off his chin, croaked something 
through the yellowed stumps of rotting teeth, nervously tugged at his chin 
with withered fingers, and, puffing and hissing, grabbed hold of the metal 
pipe as he stumbled and fell into a pool of brown mush. Lord kept moving 
forward after him, and landed on top of Lopata’s hunched, sagging spine. 
On the cobblestones of the inverted shell of the city—imagined as the faded 
canvas of an evening sky—crisp footsteps bouncing like pellets off the 
cobblestones resounded annoyingly but nonetheless happily, clattering in a 
sound new for Lord, as if by the sea the whoosh from an emptied seashell: a 
clock striking in a tower and the arteries of emptied city streets flowing with 
an oozing slush, the rustle of damp newspapers, and bright elongated bands 
of light; when he and Lopata had set out on their escape the rain was already 
pelting from all sides, thus Lord’s stunted, disordered memory, preening in 
its two hemispheres, foggy with haloperidol, stirred in the early autumn 
downpour, and, in the beginning of the end, unwound in the narrow strip of 
the corridor; as he fled, Lord saw that corridor before his eyes, that freshly-
painted corridor, and it restored his ability to think. This exertion, this 
struggle to think, was so tricky: here in the sewer pipe what came back to 
Lord wasn’t what he sought but, rather, what he was fleeing: the white 
madhouse in building No. 5: the barred windowpanes, yellow and slimy 
with rain, and the patients, the insane ones and the ones made insane with 
injections of haloperidol—the ones in building No. 5 who, licking their 
palates for bits of food (just to keep chewing), bunched up like a herd of 
cattle on a couch, the only couch in the ward or in the corridor; those who 
had missed their chance for a spot on the couch shuffled back and forth end 
to end (forlorn candles in a neuroleptic fog), as trees bending in the wind 
scattered ragged shadows; enchanted, those made insane calmed down and 
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stared blankly at the theater of nature on the other side of the barred 
window. Thinking about heaven-knows-what: the breakfast, with the rancid 
margarine, and the watery tea. And the old Jew, who occupied a prominent 
place in the twin hemispheres of Lord’s brain: clad in a long housecoat, 
inconspicuously pulling from his pocket a piece of paper folded in four to 
note down something with the stub of a pencil. In truth, from his first days 
there Lord realized that thinking was not advised in the madhouse because 
here everyone thought. And he, Lord, was the most thoughtful, which, 
however, the medical staff had noted as a sign of superiority; truly, from the 
very first days in the madhouse, Lord was delighted to discover that he 
wasn’t actually so mad after all, that these crack-brained fools had nothing 
to do with him, nor he with them; the idea of escape must have struck Lord 
as he observed the old Jew jotting things down; already reduced to a state of 
sleepwalking, pushing one foot in front of the other, noticing only the 
aggressive, blatant onslaught autumn was launching on the windows, only 
then did Lord begin to study Buscholz, the old Jew, always aloof (was he a 
fool, or what?); the madhouse came to life every morning at half past five: 
the patients didn’t budge, so the short-tempered orderlies tipped over the 
reeking mattresses, dumping the patients to the floor: there the sick and the 
mad lay in a layered heap, a shifting mound of bodies, the livelier ones 
stomping on and kicking the passive ones, all of them finally swarming 
toward the exit, strands of clear saliva in tow; the orderlies opened the 
washrooms for barely a half-hour after removing the door handles and 
anything sharp or pointed; well before the trip to the washroom was 
organized a yellow puddle of urine flooded the passageway to the 
washroom; the still sleepy medics, stout young interns from the medical 
college, observed the raucous goings-on with sleepy, dulled eyes, as these 
ghost-like, almost see-through human shapes rummaged through trash bins 
in search of cigarette butts and bits of uncontaminated paper. Lord observed 
all of this with an alert and sharp gaze, still high on the cyclodol old 
Buscholz had given him: “Here’s what I have to say to you, young man: put 
yourself in God’s hands, and swallow this here, what I’m giving you—don’t 
take what the doctors give you. And find yourself a friend, or you just might 
become like them,” said the old man as he stood with his back to Lord: a 
reflection of the old man’s pallid face floating on the polished surface of the 
tiled wall; he was writing something down on a piece of hard cardboard, the 
tails of his blue housecoat swaying, a housecoat issued only to long-term 
residents of the madhouse in building No. 5. Those made mad were already 
lined up in a tight row, pleading for cigarette butts or something to eat; good 
weather always cheered them up: Lord did not care to preserve that 
memory; it was only afterward, inside the sewer pipe, that he felt the horror 
of events out there, outside the madhouse, where confident footsteps 
resounded in a hollow wasteland; before the escape, Lord—sharp-eyed and 
focused—had stumbled upon the hatch to the sewer pipe. and later, after he 
got to know Lopata, he studied the hatch; he decided that it led somewhere 
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down below, to the laboratory of the medical institute, where he was taken, 
bound in restraints, to serve as a specimen for research, to provide know-
how for the future psychiatrists studying at the medical institute. “Don’t get 
too worked up, young man … you’ve landed in a place where people don’t 
end up for no reason,” said the old Jew. “Be smart, but not too smart, you 
understand?” Lord understood but stuck to his own sense of things: he was 
the only one in the ward who still had dreams in his sleep; the only one who 
wanted a woman, and freedom. During sessions at the medical institute he 
pretended to be a fool and muddled through the hours of “whatever” that 
came along like old man Buscholz had advised. “Hey, we need more idiots 
like him,” the young female medical students muttered among themselves, 
while Lord offered anecdotes in answer to suggestions that he suffered from 
a “persecution complex” or that he had “anti-government tendencies” even 
as his mind was preoccupied with the cast-iron hatch leading to the sewer 
pipe. “You sure you don’t want a woman?” the chief physician had asked 
him, his myopic gray eyes staring at him from behind thick glasses. 
“Sulfazine, sulfazine is all I want, doctor,” Lord replied. “Bastard,” sniveled 
the doctor, his leaky sinuses dripping; he took off, shuffling past rows of 
listless, tranquilized inmates rocking in a synchronized rhythm on the 
couch, and approaching the orderlies he became more animated, spoke with 
great gusto, breaking out in raucous jollity and joke-telling; then he loped 
over to nurse Nadia, skinny as a rake, and took from her the white plastic 
pad, quickly erased what was on it, and proceeded to sketch something with 
a pencil. Soon, Lord’s long body was dragged to the bed-lying ward, “the 
lounge,” after he’d been pummeled in the back and laced tightly in a filthy 
straightjacket; puddles of blood appearing on the tiles as they dragged him 
along the corridor; eventually, after the injections, he coupled with Lopata, 
who in a jealous rage had tried to kill his wife and now, shackled to a bed, 
convulsed violently after being overdosed with sulfazine—“good, goo, 
goodo” droned his lips, desert-dry, like an invocation; exhuming from the 
depths of his being accusations at the orderlies in their worn-out lab coats, 
“… she lay on the ground, the barrel of the gun smoking … wisps of smoke 
… little wisps … a little streak along the ground, along the lush grass … 
gray smoke … it was night when she came, stepping lightly, she came 
talking, and I was quiet, I had nothing to say … nothing … I can still see her 
coming … I can still see her …” His neighbor in the ward, Bronka, a 
homosexual, had wagged his tongue, gossiping: Lopata had managed to get 
away, he’d slithered through, he said, he’d joined a sect of the Jehovah’s 
Witnesses—he’d wanted to grieve communally, to diminish his sorrow by 
fasting and praying, and group sex; Bronka even pulled down his pants to 
sort of demonstrate how it was done; somehow Lopata had managed to 
escape conviction; “Ya-a-a, Lopata: born a sheep, you can never be a wolf,” 
remarked Lord, baiting Bronka. Squat—like a half-uprooted, scorched little 
stump—wiping away the slime from his eyes, Bronka went over to the 
orderlies to badger them for a Prima cigarette; after that he sat down on a 
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white tile and rubbed his anus; Lord recalled a ribbed white tile like that; 
Lord remembered tiles like that from his days in the army because his 
thoughts evoked images of a jumble of green uniforms, and what followed 
neither his memory nor his imagination would replicate. Bronka skipped 
over to the long-bodied Lord, with his strands of reddish hair reaching his 
shoulders—“Yeah, that scum is too clever to let them give him a haircut”—
as Lord wriggled his focus into every nook and cranny, his eyes poking 
about for cigarette butts, hoping to find a nice, smelly one for Bronka, one 
that had been lying around forever under a radiator; Bronka was happiest 
showing off his penis: he’d look at it, then he’d put it back, only to pull it 
back out and look at it again, parading it in front of the orderlies—o-o-o, 
Bronka could perform; he would quietly snuggle up to Lord, reminding him 
that he and Lopata were compatriots: “Don’t, um, hang around Lopata, ’cuz, 
here’s the deal: we had a church, what a church we had, in Popivtsi. It was 
an archeological relic, not a church: it was hand-hewn, with solid beams, all 
wood; and the priest was a good priest, he was so good, he spoke Ukrainian, 
man was he go-o-o-d, people wept, listening to him; I was a little kid then, 
just a little twerp … my head hurts, my head hurts … oy-oy, the buzzing in 
my head … inside the church it was always cool, even in mid-summer 
hands would go numb, even in summer’s heat, August, but like a cool forest 
…” Bronka’s voice slowly trailed off and he hopped about on his left foot as 
if shaking water out of his ear, like kids do after swimming in the pond; his 
eyeballs rolled crazily in their sockets: the yellow-tinged whites latticed 
with fine blue veins; Lord strained to remember: the gray cattails bent over 
in the wind, a wind that had dropped down from somewhere up above in the 
rust-colored cliffs, and he, the little kid that he was, kissing the lips of a 
fully mature girl like a practiced man; recovering his senses, he turned his 
head, approached the barred window, waning like the supple willow beyond 
the walls, and saw the sparkling lake; Lord shifted his gaze and saw blue 
spots in the mist with yellow images retreating and then melting away, and 
then suddenly there was Bronka jumping out, crouching down, pulling Lord 
by the collar: “The buzzing in my head is gone … it’s stopped. Completely. 
Lopata’s brother was never right in the head, it was always buzzing inside 
his head—we were, little, like this”—he resumed his one-legged hopping—
“and he always had this buzzing in his head; when Father returned, the 
bolsheviks tore into everyone with their long rods, searching for grain, 
everyone, everyone got it, but they didn’t touch Father: the old man claimed 
he was a member of the proletariat … Father together with Grandpa 
Yeresko smashed the windows and climbed inside the church … and ever 
after, after they … oy, my head … the buzzing … and Lopata’s brother, it 
just never stopped buzzing inside his head.…” Bronka disappeared in mid-
sentence, and glancing out of the “lounge” Lord saw him already stretching 
out his hand and whispering something into the orderly’s ear—a smile 
spread practically from ear to ear across the face of that burly brute, and 
shaking his little doll-like head after hearing what Bronka had to say, he 
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ushered him off to the washroom. They returned soon enough, the orderly 
all sweaty, and Bronka, hobbling, his hands cradling his buttocks, going for 
the couch, driving out Lopata, green with the aniline that had been smeared 
over the ulcers and boils erupting all over his skin—“So, in the end, who 
fared better? That’s right, o-o-o …,” he addressed Lopata, and then, settling 
in, turned to Lord, “Oy-yoy, they climbed up to the top of the church, 
banging with an ax, and the priest didn’t stop praying, his lips all bloody, 
the sacred words all gummed-up in his bloody lips … the priest wiped the 
gore off his lips; the women shrieked wildly … the bell clanged, Grandpa 
banged with the axe, banged with the axe … suddenly there were flames, 
the fire spread all around the church, the bell crashed through the choir loft, 
crashed all the way down, rolled over and broke the tractor driver’s legs, 
shattering his bones like dry twigs; the tractor driver had smashed the gate 
to the church, and there went the icon of St. Nicholas the Miracle-Worker, 
into the mud … and the church cross took off like a bird and flew over the 
village, going down past the village; Yeresko had swung at the cross, 
whack-whack, and the cross took off, going down someplace in the vill- …” 
Bronka trailed off and Lord turned away to have a look through the barred 
window; Bronka headed off to resume walking in circles around the 
orderlies, pestering them, touching them; they kicked him away and he fell 
flat on his back by the washroom; “c’mon, guys, c’mon, gimme a 
cigarette … c’mon,” yanking his hands in front of their faces, like a beggar; 
the orderlies winked at each other: “Hey, Bronka, maybe it’s time to 
discharge you, you’re so much like a smart guy already …,” and Bronka 
cleverly withdrew to the “lounge” to continue: “… Lopata’s father carpeted 
the floor in the pigsty with icons and then he stood there, hands on hips, 
yelling to my brother at the top of his lungs, dancing and stomping all over 
the icons, ‘Look at this, Nykyfor, God has truly punished me, eh?’ Laughing 
his head off … his once normal laugh was now ghastly, inhuman … his son, 
meanwhile, was tending the cows as they grazed on an island, an island of 
green grass, reading a book as the cows grazed, oy-oy-oy; when he turned 
his head to look, his neck went snap, it stayed that way for two months—he 
roared like a bull; to think that he was perfectly normal when he was born; 
people said he killed his own mother in the pigsty; he, that piece of shit, 
their very own piece of shit, had even applied to study at the institute, man 
was I jealous, oy-oy-oy was I jealous …” Bronka ran off, skipping, snot 
running down his nose; he sat on his tailbone and scurried off, sliding his 
fingers across the tiles in the corridor; the old prisoners, the mad ones from 
building No. 5 liked to say that they longed for the “lounge” because there 
meals were brought on a tray and set down right in front of their noses; and 
that he, Bronka, was certainly not a teacher, Bronka was as likely to be a 
teacher as a ballet dancer, since he was a Baptist, and he refused to share his 
sister with Lopata; even after shedding, a wolf is still a wolf. The chief 
physician had had enough of this business with Bronka: he told Bronka “Off 
with you to the ‘lounge,’” which was where Lord had made friends with 
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Lopata, even as Bronka kept going on and on: “… sonny boy’s neck went 
snap, and that’s where he died, right there in the pigsty, where he killed his 
own mother”; Lopata snuggled up close to Lord for hours on end, telling 
him about his children and about his gunned-down wife: “She lay on the 
ground, the smoke wafting from the gun barrel … a wisp of smoke … gray 
smoke”; the doctor approached, a friendly follow-up visit after the brain-
rinse with sulfazine, after the large-dose injections of insulin, and, speaking 
softly, like a patient to another patient, he asked Lopata: “You feel better? 
Well-well-well … Drop by my office tomorrow.” “Dropping by” scared the 
dickens out of the patients: it meant “a poke”: hands folded on the lacquered 
tabletop the doctor—hands folded—would be waiting; an ashtray, a 
cigarette, and even a lighted match would be offered as a friendly gesture—
“how are things? why, that’s terrible; after all, you must be …”—while the 
patients gazed at the window drapes, which reminded them of home, and 
some of them would cave in, would actually say something nonsensical, like 
“the guy in ward 3 can read minds,” for which a derisory reward was 
granted: permission to go out onto the balcony aviary, where it was 
pleasantly breezy, the air smelled of sweet, late-summer apples and damp 
leaves, and the sight of the green poplars soothed the soul; then that poor 
bloke would get a dose of haloperidol, and megeptyl, too, and the whole 
affair would be over with a smoking break and an inspection: the patients 
crowding into the washroom, poking around and sniffing one another, until 
everything got washed away the next day, and through the following days it 
became ancient history—the truth will never be known. Shuffling from 
corner to corner, fancying a fifteen-minute walk. “How was it outdoors?”—
always the same question greeting the ones returning from the fifteen-
minute walk; in a corner prayers were secretly uttered; Lord spent his time 
relaxing on a couch; using necklace beads, old Buscholz scratched 
hieroglyphs; outside, a glimmer of autumn; and Lord was bored silly: it was 
the memories, his own and Lopata’s—and he was constantly digging them 
up—not the thoughts of escape, that wore him out: “.. she lay … the gray 
smoke … you know … and the kids, in a huddle around her … I couldn’t 
live without her”; occasional bouts of fitful giggling seized Buscholz, 
shattering the relentless stupor that had come over him as he scratched the 
hieroglyphs, while a determined Lord listened to the racket in the water 
pipes, and, the bizarre quiet surrounding him notwithstanding, he proceeded 
to bribe an orderly with a gold wedding band, for which he obtained a tool 
for unlocking the door; painstakingly, feeling confident, he marked the route 
of the sewage pipes. So then: freedom. The old Jew looked at Lord’s back 
and the last thing Lord heard coming out of his mouth was “Where are you 
going to go, for heaven’s sake? Where can one go? In a country full of 
undying fools and poets … you have Yahveh’s protection, you know … a 
country of poets and fools …” Lord turned his head once more: across 
Buscholz’s chest he saw a growing black stain; Buscholz turned around and 
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left, the hems of his housecoat swaying as he retrieved a piece of paper 
folded in four and pretended to write. 

 
* * * 

 
An unmanageable Lopata lay twitching in a pool of water; the small 

round window went dark; the street noise died down; ordinary days became 
extraordinary and the wind howled; squatting, Lord swallowed the cyclodol; 
and Lopata—only his eyeball moved, yellow in the day’s fading glimmer; 
tangles of light skipped across to the other side, onto Lopata, onto the 
sweating walls; his face was white as a sheet, and Lord was concerned. “Get 
up, Lopata, it’s time … time.…” “Do not force me to commit sin. I am a 
man of faith.” Lord stuffed several tablets of cyclodol into Lopata’s mouth 
but he spat them out. Miscalculating, Lord struck Lopata under the jawbone 
and felt bad about it. “Asshole,” he mumbled to himself as he climbed up, 
putting his feet in the grooves in the wall—there was no ladder. The last 
shred of light grew dim. Hunched over, Lopata followed Lord, murmuring, 
“The Last Judgment, the Last Judgment is waiting for us …” The sound of 
glass breaking; footsteps above them; Lopata missed and cut his hands raw; 
lay flat on the cement floor: “I’m not going, I’m not …” Like a taut wire, 
the cutting wind slashed away the last vestiges of summer, slicing through 
their pathetic clothes; from the street Lord cursed, “Fuck you, Lopata,” 
turned back, and pulled him out and up into the street, ripping his clothes on 
the last bits of glass: the city, sunk in darkness: an inverted, hollow black 
washtub, the dead streetlights like candlesticks; useless expired opaque 
lamps reflecting chunks of a red moon. Darkness. They set off into a city 
they could not see; neither of them knew how much time had passed, the 
time that on a whim they had been deprived of; tottering, dispossessed, and 
stripped of everything save the horrors of paranoia, with legs torn open to 
raw flesh, Lopata left a trail of bloody footprints. Lord did not recognize the 
town, the town he had lived in for so many years, not only behind bars in 
the madhouse; here it was all strange and mysterious, in the middle of the 
night; no signs of life in the windows; the ground, so physical and real, 
cooled off by the night, felt intimate on the soles of their feet; blocks of 
buildings; and lady night, also known as death, lying utterly still on the 
rooftops. “My God, my God …,” Lopata droned on and on, leaving bloody 
footprints. He fell down. At first Lord didn’t notice, or was it that he knew 
Lopata liked to feign injury; ten steps down the road, Lord realized that 
Lopata wasn’t next to him, turned back, and urged him on, prodding him 
with his foot, kicking him lightly. A virtuous but sickly man, Lopata turned 
silent, making munching motions with his lips; moving with authority, Lord 
grasped Lopata by his tattered clothes, threw him over his shoulders, and, 
his frozen lungs wheezing, lugged him into the darkness. His head had 
cleared when he stepped onto the tramped earth, permeated with the odor of 
decaying summer grass, an odor the earth releases only at the juncture when 
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summer surrenders to autumn; suddenly he felt like he could remember who 
he was, what his real name was; like he could turn back the clock, reload his 
batteries. Feeling assured and composed, he stopped, and from the top of a 
faded, bald hilltop he gazed at the contours of the city stretched out in front 
of him like a rapacious beast. The air seemed yellow. He took a step 
forward and then stopped as if something were ready to break free, but that 
something was unspeakable; the thought itself, its bleak outline, led him 
through those grim corridors once again, twisting his memory, obliterating 
it; God in Heaven!—what was he thinking when the door closed behind him 
and the orderlies put the door handles away into their pockets: did he think 
it was forever? But it was too late already to wonder about it now, and 
pointless, besides; Lord sat, pressing his face into his hands, almost sobbing 
from the shock of admitting to himself that yes, indeed, he had experienced 
a kind of loss. A dead dog lay across the trail, maggots crawling over its 
decomposing carcass. A driveling Lopata tried to speak and gave up, 
pointing with his finger, instead, “oh-ah-hhh-oh-ing” over and over. 

And then it was morning: liquid gold flooded the steppe, gilding the 
wind-flattened grass—the wheel of the great luminary rolled alongside the 
black earth. A road. A well-trodden road. A clump dropped out of the sky 
into the grass: a falcon. Not a soul in sight. 

And then it was night. And cold. And in the numbing darkness they 
wandered through fields of prickly jimsonweed, pigweed, patches of black 
tilled land; the restless wind ruffled their clothes: ahead of them lay stalks of 
hemp, cut down, probably last year; the sharp tips and bristles of the stubble 
stabbed their feet, and every time Lopata began to tremble, Lord cursed and 
shouted out crude Russian profanities, lifted Lopata off his feet, and 
dragged him to the closest crossway. Laying him down in a trough, Lord 
listened with ears pricked up, like a hound’s, studying the wind. Lopata 
vomited bile and burned with fever; his body convulsed, and he wailed in 
drawn-out yowls addressed to his children or to his wife—Lord couldn’t 
tell; unbuttoning his cotton collar, Lord leaned against a twisted willow tree 
that lightning had split apart, hung his hands off his pointy knees, and 
watched as puffs of white clouds floated across a towering sky; his hand 
reached for the cyclodol wrapped in shiny plastic, and then fell away, limp. 
On the ground Lopata squirmed like a worm; a gust from the south blew in, 
a warm breeze. And, thought Lord, I could stuff a couple of tablets into 
Lopata’s mouth, but that would be useless, it wouldn’t help. Lopata wasn’t 
in lockup anymore, and if he started up again, he’d be sorry. Three days into 
the escape, the weather cleared a bit; Lord hazarded exploring, sniffing 
around places like a wolf; followed old trails like a wild beast, sensing that a 
search party was in pursuit; he crawled through brambles, towing Lopata, 
tied at the waist with a belt, behind him, until he reached a decrepit little 
hut. It might have been a forester’s hut, or an old hermit’s; sitting on a 
hillock, they crammed tart berries into their shriveled stomachs. Lopata 
recovered a bit of strength and filled the air with drawn-out psalms, only to 
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end up losing his voice and lying on the ground like a rigid cable, 
motionless and all yellow, like a corpse. The weather cleared. It warmed up. 
Lord mended the roof, covered up the holes with branches—the gusts of 
wind turned cold suddenly, and damp. It rained. Lord went out to explore 
the tangled forest and returned at dusk; after making sure that Lopata was 
still alive, he sat in the entry, watching the rain embrace the earth. It was 
evident that summer was breathing its last breath. Trying to stay warm, 
Lopata huddled close to Lord, plastered in mud, who told him: “You’re like 
a stray animal, Lopata—you’re a cast-off.” And about himself he said, 
“Miserable ass, you’re not even in lockup … a worthless gimp.” And as 
Lopata teetered on the brink of death, Lord dug out a can, stacked a bunch 
of twigs he’d broken up, picked a handful of fern leaves, lit a fire, and 
brewed a fern-leaf tea to nurse Lopata—Lopata coughed, vomited blood and 
refused to drink the brew. “You bitch, Lopata—you’re a man of faith, why 
are you tormenting a man with worry … a-a-a?” Now and then Lord was 
able to get a few drops of the brew into Lopata’s throat, and, gaining a bit of 
strength, Lopata would raise himself up on his elbows to say, “For man is 
full of sin, Lord; man carries sin within … and acts in sin … Don’t touch 
me! …” “Ya-a-a,” snorted Lord. “So that wasn’t you who whacked your 
wife with a double-barreled gun?” And then, after a pause, he added, “You 
know what I think? I think that if the world were fine, God would be 
pleased with man … ha? ha? What do you say, Lopata—ha?” “Do not 
blaspheme … man is mere dust … and he who does not love God treats 
others …” Lopata mumbled and fell flat on his back, while Lord circled 
around him with the boiling-hot brew, not knowing how to approach him. 
“You’re a fool, Lopata, a fool … I have faith in God, but I can’t help 
thinking that this here is heaven, compared to what we had … and you are 
indeed a hopeless fool …” Lord wasn’t even angry. Ten days into the 
escape, uneven gray bands of rain were still pounding the pools of standing 
water. Lopata got up, and, mouth open, like a child, drew irregular breaths; 
he spread out his arms and then folded them and approached Lord. Lord sat 
in the entry and did not turn his head even when he heard a light sob; the 
wind crashed in, something behind him toppled to the ground, and, still not 
moving his head, Lord was suddenly seized with a sense of grief and 
longing; a devastating exhaustion hit him hard; hundreds, myriads of stars 
slammed into his head, and something inside his bosom quivered, 
something sickeningly warm, only to break loose—to tumble across the 
wild, ochre steppe. Lord wanted to reflect on something; his mouth let loose 
a sudden roar, a shrill, braying roar; with neither defiance nor malice, he 
stood in the doorway for a good minute, and walked out. He felt something 
like panic for the first time, all these days later; his gaze darted over the tops 
of the still green trees; his eyes followed the birds, watching them merge 
with an airborne flock. Everything stopped. It grew cold. Dusk. Perhaps it 
wasn’t fear. Lord couldn’t handle the thoughts swimming in his head, a gray 
mass that eventually formed into a multitude of shapes; he felt a stab in his 



Oles Ulianenko. Stalinka  
 

 — www.UkrainianLiterature.org —  
 

244 

chest: cosmic nothingness scratched at his heart, and when he started to 
recall, to realize, that he wasn’t Lord but someone else entirely, as it dawned 
on him that all that time he had spent in the madhouse—and the present 
time, too—was lost, had slipped through his fingers long ago, he turned and 
saw that Lopata was dead. At first, Lord didn’t believe what he thought he 
saw; he thought, at first, that it was a set-up, or had he misremembered 
something? Finding a connection between all this and Lopata’s death 
seemed impossible. Actually, Lord felt relieved that Lopata was no longer 
there. At the moment all he craved was food and rest. He drank a little bit of 
the fern tea, snacked on wild apples, and fell asleep at the entry to the hut. 
He slept twenty-four hours straight through. At the first light of dawn, he 
woke up. Not understanding anything, Lord looked at Lopata’s body. He sat 
up. He sat for a long time, until it was broad daylight. But there was no light 
in his eyes. Lord drank a bit of the tea, and then he dragged Lopata to the 
forest, hurled him into a pool of water, and with a long stick scraped and 
scraped batches of dirt to cover Lopata—Lord left him half-buried. He 
hesitated for a moment and then recited a few passages from prayers and 
psalms; finally, feeling satisfied when he had said “Amen,” he crossed 
himself as he had been taught to do so long ago; but then, maybe not at all 
like he’d been taught, and, famished, he returned to the hut to sleep. He 
slept as long as any man who in his dreams is oblivious of time. And he 
dreamed that he was on a sled (maybe not a sled, maybe it was something 
like a trough), hurtling headlong down a steep hill, a giant hill—and he 
wanted to jump off, but somebody was holding him back, and then, a gleam 
of daylight and a voice calling him. A warm, dearly loved voice, calling out 
and calling his name from so far away, from that faraway time, and finally 
he broke away and dragged his feet toward the voice. He staggered along a 
blue shore, through tall grasses, but he wasn’t walking, he was floating 
above the earth; the wind gently stroked his chest; the voice echoed louder, 
and tears rolled down his cheeks; when he looked, the hill was already 
behind him, and there a red fire blazed, like a city on fire—although, in fact, 
Lord had never seen what a city on fire looks like. 

Fall arrived. Beads of cold sweat bathed his skin, his weak legs 
couldn’t hold him up, and his defeated body crumpled onto the decayed 
straw; the fragments of his remaining teeth chattered; he got lost in snatches 
of dreams, visions, and hallucinations; his body was riven with cramps, and 
often he thought about whether it wouldn’t be better to go back. Cold and 
hunger. Frosty mornings. Mustering all his strength, he gathered some grass 
in the swampy thicket, counted how many matches he had hidden away in a 
secret pocket, and laid them out in front of him: he laid them out and 
counted them again and again and then gathered them back up in a little 
heap. He vomited bile, had a bout of bloody diarrhea; and then one day, 
upon waking up, he remembered the dream. Something ordered him to get 
going, so he decided to go. 
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Confident in its ascendancy, autumn unfurled its power in a thin 
veneer over the earth; Lord walked along the river bank, gazing into the 
water—dark and viscous, as befitted the first months. He walked for a long 
time by the river, silently glancing at the slopes and strips of forest in the 
distance and then getting lost; day blindness replaced night blindness, and 
he walked and walked, bruising his feet, stepping heavily over the black 
plowed field, driven onward by his own shadow and the voice in his ear 
urging him on. At last he stopped: before him were the square shapes of a 
small town. He stopped in wonder—leaves were falling to the ground: dead 
leaves, velvety leaves, greenish ones latticed with fine veins. And then it 
came back to him: an image of the old Jew writing things down on a folded-
in-four piece of paper, and for the first time a clear, firm, sensible thought 
came to him: “Memory: the only true memory is what has not been 
condensed onto white sheets of paper,” and it stung Lord like boiling water, 
piercing him with a mad fury. He recognized the place where he was born. 
He looked up and watched as if the weightless falling leaves had something 
to teach him. It struck him that foolishness gives birth to incredible 
foolishness, or it simply engenders and nurtures a more refined foolishness; 
there’s a diference between the two. They even have a distinct taste. But 
how was it possible to show and prove that you just can’t any more, without 
humiliating others? Not to say that you don’t love any more, when you 
actually do love! But it’s very different, and it comes out all wrong. You 
can’t love. You simply don’t want to. Don’t want to, is all. Because 
something has changed, and that something was huge; and it’s been lost. 
You want to step away so as not to see what you had sought for so long. So 
others wouldn’t see. Then it’ll come back—otherwise, it never will. It’s like 
chasing girls in your youth. That’s what it’s like. Yes—the leaves dropped 
down, imbued with the sun’s golden fire; autumn was rolling in; a whole 
world separates “I love” from what is actually said—a world shattered, a 
world that has experienced “I love”; this present-day absurdity will end as 
pure folly: a differently experienced, differently interpreted “I love”; but 
what if you have been crushed, broken to pieces, what if you don’t even 
want to try to bring yourself back together? Smashing things, or escaping, is 
easier. At least that gives you a chance, an opportunity to view things from a 
different angle. That is to say, if that chance, that opportunity, doesn’t turn 
into something strange that gets you to escape. There you are, lying in the 
sand, in the shade, and a thought starts to take form, when suddenly you 
remember who you are. Better to go to the other side of the planet, or even 
further from this world, to the next one? A sin?! Yes, committing suicide is 
a sin; but what is one to do when just walking is a sin? At least, that’s 
what’s they say. Relentlessly, over and over, again and again, they stuff 
your ears and your head with nonsense. Hmm—so, he wasn’t Lord after all. 
Enough already. He’s done with silly battles. He will be Jonah, Iona, 
Clement, Mykyta. That was none of anyone’s business. He is Jonah. And 
thereafter he felt himself to be the master of his own destiny. And Jonah 
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went wandering over places he knew, and he saw hunched old men heaving 
bundles uphill along trails, and then he felt a deceitful twinge—pigeons in 
warm courtyards, cows mooing, apples falling loudly from the very tops of 
trees, dried berries rustling in the breeze. The wind fingered his meager 
garments. Jonah continued on for another hour, keeping to the bushes; the 
wind swept fallen leaves across yards, and fluffy little puppies yapped—the 
leaves mixed with stones and pebbles in the alleys, a trace of mint and burnt 
sour cherries passed through the air; Jonah lay down beneath a rail 
embankment, picking stalks of grass that had sprouted through a mix of 
shells and gravel. Who was the last to see Jonah? That was a cow: a toy-like 
figure in tattered clothes running along the top of the embankment and then 
grabbing the door of the railroad car, and, feet dangling, hanging on like that 
for a long time. 

 
* * * 

 
A flock of birds flew over the broad tract of black earth, heaving their 

wings wearily, breaking a temporary stillness; their black, needle-sharp eyes 
looking down; behind them glimmered their favorite farmyards gradually 
fading away; the birds were bidding farewell to people, because after three 
days of flight, after crossing an ocean, they would be settling in to spend the 
winter months in cliffs on uninhabited, quiet islands; flying over the black 
tilled earth, they pushed up into the heights, tearing through the dense, 
humid autumn air, and the leader of the flock cawed loudly as he flew past 
the town with its sharp-roofed towers and little boxes of buildings glowing 
red in the night air and gray arteries of rail lines pasted with brown and 
green train cars, stuck together like a family of turtles, pulled forward by 
puffing steam engines; the buildings spreading out under the leader’s eyes 
like reddish-brown crabs; and as the birds left solid ground, the leader flung 
a loud caw into the air, as if he understood something—this time directed 
toward the town: toward the black crisscrossing streets, the winding electric 
buses and trams that crawled like snails into the puddles of light in the town 
illuminated from behind the clouds; and then the flock climbed higher, 
higher, and still higher, receding ever farther from the town that looked like 
a brown clot darkening more and more the further they flew, the water 
glistening like mercury, little vortexes the only movement on the still 
surface, the wind ineffective in keeping the gray smoke from clumping up 
above the cast-iron fence that surrounded the cemeteries, the morgues, the 
medical institutions, the crematoria, and the correctional facilities fenced 
with barbed wire; finally, the leader flung himself headfirst, drilling through 
the thick air, slashing through, pulling the flock behind him over the high-
voltage towers; the birds’ wings beat close to the ground as they flew above 
the forest; turning, the leader took off alone into the swirl of tremulous 
human souls, gathering them up to bring along to a warm paradise; the flock 
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wheeled around the sun, cried a gentle lament from up above, and in an hour 
the city lay far behind them, the red sky ablaze. 

 
* * * 

 
Horik Piskariov was born around noon, at summer’s end; the sun 

flooded pyramids of glass and concrete with gold as it licked the dew off the 
tops of human dwellings; viewed against the sun, they looked like a 
looming black mass. And then, as evening approached, the sun, sputtering, 
inched across the city like a huge red eye, painted onto reflecting 
windowpanes and, as it set, chipped by rooftop antennas. It was hot. It was 
incredibly humid, and sultry. You couldn’t fully wake until evening: old 
men and women looked out from behind the curtains, their pale faces 
following the sun’s performance and grumbling that they could not 
remember such a blistering sun—surely this was a bad omen; day after day 
went by with no relief, until autumn. Cats lay about in the sun, preening, 
until well into September; above the sleepy creatures posters flapped in the 
wind, which blew into openings, chasing out the stench from the entryway 
at the corner of Volodymyrska and Prorizna Streets—the overwhelming 
mid-summer stench could steer a drunk off course, in the middle of the 
night leading him as far as the Podil. The stench was indeed legendary. 
Even stray dogs bypassed the corner. The Piskar family, later known as the 
Piskariov family, lived in a semi-basement apartment, along with several 
dozen others; the Piskariovs’ dwelling was the only one with windows 
facing the Leipzig Restaurant. All of it was etched in Horik’s memory: the 
rats scampering around under the windows, the yelling and ceaseless chatter 
in front of the brightly lit shop windows, the crunch of ribs; hundreds of feet 
trudging across his angled field of vision; hands suddenly appearing, the 
fingernails clicking on the glass, and children gawking at the windows. 
Swarms of flies hovering above the purple garbage container—the teeming 
flies made the light in their room shimmer. At least the kids had a bit of 
entertainment. At noon the locale was surprisingly deserted of pedestrians; 
the murmur of the cars above and the striking of the central clock had their 
moment of eminence; when it rained, mist gathered at the bottom of the 
building and an actual stream flowed along the wall, overturning the 
cigarette wrappers, and the milk and kefir cartons; little twigs floated into 
the mist like tiny vessels. 

Well before Horik was brought home from the maternity ward, and 
even before the elder Piskariov had congratulated his wife, in the common 
kitchen the neighbors had already drunk a bottle or two, slapping shoulders 
and wasting another afternoon slouching over the greasy oilcloth and 
chatting about this and that; afterward the family clan, with Mykhailo 
Piskariov presiding, all sat around a sturdy, round, deep-brown table with 
curved and crooked legs, adorned with the curse words the lady of the house 
had personally scratched into the top of this German trophy. The table, 



Oles Ulianenko. Stalinka  
 

 — www.UkrainianLiterature.org —  
 

248 

handed down from generation to generation—of which, in fact, there hadn’t 
been that many—was acquired or confiscated long ago by Grandpa 
Piskariov, who had always worn blue fringed riding breeches and an 
officers’ military jacket, three of his fingers squeezed into the slit of a 
pocket in such a way that the gold chain hanging out of that same pocket 
had been visible—the gold chain that now existed only as a shared family 
memory, since somehow it had never made it into the family treasure chest. 
All of the family property—from real estate to prized possessions—was 
shared among the seven members of the family. Back in Grandpa’s day 
(already Piskariov), they lived in an apartment in a tall building with granite 
columns and white walls that had been built during the war by German 
prisoners of war. Grandpa Piskariov had a personal pension and was the 
legitimate owner of the apartment, but the stubborn old man still shuffled 
off to work somewhere at the Central Committee of the Communist Party as 
a guard, sloshing down shots of vodka and blabbing on and on, wagging his 
tongue without restraint and lisping through the few crooked teeth he had 
left, often saying things he shouldn’t be saying—things like “Vanka, do you 
know how many of those bald, hollow scarecrows, do you know how many 
of them I got rid of, how many I shot? … ja-ja … you take one down the 
corridor, as if you’re escorting him to some special place—nice, ja—and 
he’s telling you stuff, giggling like an idiot, not knowing that right behind 
him death is walking in my boots … ja-ja, and such excellent boots they 
were … and the ass just goes on and on, spouting all kinds of crap … his 
animal heart squirming … I had riding breeches, I wore riding breeches—
shit, the times are different now, but in those days, was it ever great … you 
go bam with the revolver, and chunks of his skull and brain splatter all over 
the wall, and his carcass falls to the cement floor, right into the ditch, where 
the blood drains … no longer a human being … but he never was … the 
scoundrel … that’s how it was … Vanka, tsk-tsk-tsk,” blabbing, blabbing … 
“Anyway, it looks like I won’t live to see that bald scarecrow being led 
away. But hey, Vanka, maybe we will? Live to see it? Shouldn’t be long, I 
don’t think, I know what kind of people are in charge there. Ho-ho!” 
Piskariov got all hot, raising his finger upward, thrusting his bloated 
stomach forward, eyes glassed over as if he were watching the events of his 
life pass in front of him. Vanka listened, sipping a glass of sweetened tea 
(he wasn’t an alcoholic); at home he had six famished dependents to provide 
for, all six chewing on hard corn cakes, their lips blue with hunger; Vanka 
reported on “baldy” to the proper authorities, after which old Piskariov was 
retired, to remove him from temptation, while Vanka was promoted to the 
post of chief guard. Everything might have ended quietly, except that old 
Grandpa’s crazy regard for his personal integrity got the best of him. It was 
so crazy that when it hit him, it wrung Grandpa inside out and drove him 
mad: he growled, an intense fury filled his chest, his wrecked stomach got 
tense and upset, an undershirt stretched over it tightly, the undershirt back 
from the days when favors were still being doled out. Actually, quite a few 
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years had passed since those days; even so, after a bit of homebrew, or the 
real thing, Grandpa grabbed his bayonet and galloped like a young colt 
around the communal kitchen, smashing the trophy plates to smithereens: 
“Kill the bastards!” he yelled as he slashed a face here and there, and if he 
missed grabbing someone by the throat he stabbed the door with his 
bayonet: “I’ll slice you up into noodles, you wild dogs, you … you mother-
fuckers, for the fatherland, for Stalin!” And then after four in the morning 
he quieted down and settled in on the slimy floor in the common bathroom, 
moaning, mumbling, apparently seeing ghosts; finding him all black, with 
foamy saliva around his mouth, his bloodshot eyes popping out, the 
residents would take his knife away. They were careful to approach him 
quietly, because who knew, he might suddenly launch another “blitzkrieg”: 
he might be pretending to be dead tired, beat, overwhelmed, and then—
wham! He grabs you by the throat, choking you and yelling like a madman, 
“You bastard! You’ll be the sheath for my knife, you scarecrow—I’ll feed 
you boiling tar!” And the neighbors would say, “What’s gotten into you? 
We’re intelligent, Soviet folks,” because they could sense that he was out of 
their reach, and there would be no community ruling to restrain Grandpa: 
there was a time when together with the district head he had roamed the 
Ukrainian steppes, carrying out de-kurkulization and having their way with 
quite a few girls; and after 1933 they’d both been assigned to the same 
department, except that the district head specialized in poets, while 
Piskarenko took care of the dissenting scientific or technical intellectuals. 

Drinking themselves into a stupor, the two of them would sit in a 
cubbyhole and sing sad Ukrainian songs, ending with the “Internationale.” 
Basically, the residents of that apartment were all in leadership positions, 
directors or supervisors. In the Piskariov household the family was careful 
not to get in the way of the patriarch, barely breathing while making sure he 
always had some homebrew to sip, or the real thing, or denatured alcohol; 
after having some, the smashed old man lay helpless and motionless in his 
blue fringed riding breeches, fly open, stomach churning, passing gas, 
spread out all over a feather quilt in a bed with bright polished metal globes 
around its border—his body lurching, his mouth spewing commands to 
anonymous people, teeth gnashing, cracking the yellowed enamel and 
letting out long wails in the early morning light. And the Piskariovs would 
have stayed there, in that building with the granite, monumental, practically 
Corinthian columns, and those spacious rooms with the deep-set, almost 
blue windows; but the old man had somehow become quiet, worn out, he 
walked around looking lost. It was thought it was work-related. And then 
one day he bought a bottle of real vodka for 2,68, getting it himself—before, 
he’d send whomever he could; he skipped the usual invocation: “May that 
corn fritter have the worst possible coming to him, the mother-fucker,” after 
which he sat all evening completely composed, barely a glimmer in his 
faded eyes, which were directed at a picture of Joseph Vissarionovych: 
lifting a shot, he glanced at the portrait, murmured something through his 
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smoke-suffused whiskers, something that was meant for his descendants, 
smacked his tongue half-heartedly, got up, looked warmly at his small and 
elegant wife (who was always full of warnings about the End of the World), 
and grunted, “He appeared to me in my dream—a good sign.” The old 
woman shrugged her shoulders, shed a tear, and thought to herself, why is 
he doing this? but she refrained from commenting and said, “You know 
better than I do.” “He knows better, you foolish wench,” Piskarenko 
squawked, but nicely. He walked out. It dawned on her what he might do; 
she noticed that the bayonet was missing. An hour later she was alarmed 
when she heard shouts coming from the third floor: “You’ve dishonored the 
Fatherland, you lice-ridden vermin, you! Die!” Recognizing old man 
Piskur’s voice, the tenants raised their faces (was it gladness or was it 
surprise they showed?)—what can you do, it wasn’t Sunday, life didn’t 
follow a fixed schedule. Vanka’s high-pitched voice chimed in, “The times 
are different … the times are different … the times …,” but in the end it 
sounded like the skinny, timid man was trying to apologize, after which 
Grandpa’s bellowing cries slowly died out in the long, gray, peeling walls of 
the corridor. And just as the noise subsided, down the steep steps tumbled 
Vanka, all bloody, the blood spurting out of him. As he bled all over the 
floor, legs folding under him, babbling something quietly, his voice 
gurgling in his throat, Piskarenko’s powerful bass, full of righteousness, 
unfurled behind him. Into the emptiness. Outside it was spring—a dreary 
March, the willow branches dripping wet. The street lights swayed 
monotonously. Vanka was in the hospital, the old man was in court. 
Steaming in the sultry heat during preliminary proceedings, he grew feeble. 
Almost fragile. He was released under supervision. Doors opened a crack as 
he walked through the communal corridor. The crumpled old man drank and 
drank—his skin turned yellow; and then one Saturday afternoon he went 
through his things, admired them, polished his medals clean, and then sat 
himself down by the deep-set, blue window and stared at the battered, 
weather-beaten statues of angels as he warmed himself in the brief flush of 
the March sun. Toward evening he lay down and died quietly. “We’re all 
going to end up dead,” said all the “directors” and “supervisors,” downing 
shots of vodka for his repose. They felt sorry for him, but they did not let 
bygones be bygones. 

And no matter how many prayers the old woman prayed into the 
empty corner, six months later the Piskariovs moved to the corner of 
Volodymyrska and Prorizna Streets. 

And there they were, all seven of them, the whole family slumped in 
chairs and sprawled out over the prized table with the curved legs, pouring 
out shots of vodka, slowly at first—“this vodka is nice, but the other year it 
was better”; it was impossible to guess what the occasion was: a christening, 
a funeral, a birthday. Mykhailo, the father of newborn Hryhorii (Horik) 
Piskariov, paraded back and forth among the guests like a military 
commander at a wedding. Mykhailo had hoped after the death of the senior 
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Piskariov to take over as clan patriarch and gain all the rights that went with 
it, but it didn’t turn out that way: wasting no time, Maria, Mykhailo’s wife, 
had boldly seized the reins of power; her face as pretty as a pysanka, except 
for her ruddy complexion (high blood pressure) and the black fuzz over her 
upper lip—who would have guessed she had an agressive streak? So there 
was nothing left for Mykhailo—ostensibly the head of the family—to do but 
to carry on putting up a respectable appearance, continue working as a 
guard at the candy factory, keep stealing molasses, keep gulping vodka, and 
persist in pawing women in the corners of the locker room. And thus for six 
months he gained celebrity as the local charmer. Nothing else about him 
was exceptional. He drank, fornicated, drank, fornicated. The men around 
the table (mother and newborn were still in the hospital) drank and snacked 
and took turns in determining a future for the newborn boy. It was 
commonplace, this wishing-planning: the baby hadn’t even popped out yet 
and already he’d been assigned the career of a half-baked army general or 
an aviator. That was exactly what happened to Horik. After letting out a 
loud belch, Mykhailo prophesied that the kid would be an officer—all the 
men in the family had been officers. Facing the empty corner, Grandma 
Piskariov made the sign of the cross and mumbled, “Lord, Lord.” Vodka 
usually acted on Mykhailo by jogging his memory, laying bare his failings 
and his impotence. This time around it didn’t happen, though—at least, not 
all the way. Looking at the portrait of old man Piskarenko with murky (like 
the weather) eyes, his brother Nykodym—a former horse thief who operated 
all over the county, his hair greased up with brilliantine, all smooth and 
shiny, a dandy and shit-eater, decked out in skin-tight parachute pants, 
possessing loads of money (dirty money, of course), and fornicating on the 
run with women galore—offered a comment: “If he drinks, the little shit, he 
won’t turn out any worse than his grandfather did.” He shoved his hands in 
his pockets and sat down in his skin-tight pants and a shirt so shockingly red 
it was obscene, until Mykhailo regained his senses, raised a hand, then 
dropped it, and finally splashed vodka in his bro’s face. Grandma Piskur 
prayed into the empty corner, while Horik’s retarded brother, who had been 
born two years earlier and had stopped growing (having a narrow forehead 
and a sharp jawline, he took on an ever more threatening look), gurgled 
“OOO-OOO-OOO” and, smacking his lips, squashed the cockroaches on 
the floor. And nothing happened after that. Nykodym simply got up, wiped 
his face genteely with a silk handkerchief, and adjusted his pants: “A last 
splash of masculinity. I respect that, asshole.” Then he walked out. He 
reemerged many years later, when a photographer immortalized Horik’s full 
face and profile at the Lukianiv prison. 

The first years of Horik’s life were accompanied by the constant rattle 
of a wooden baby carriage in his ears—its shiny, smooth, wooden handle 
was entombed in his memory, as was an image of his older brother, whom 
everyone called Sio-Sio, squashing cockroaches or playing with his own 
excrement; his other hand was always firmly tied to the carriage with a 



Oles Ulianenko. Stalinka  
 

 — www.UkrainianLiterature.org —  
 

252 

string, but Sio-Sio would forget that; with his spellbound gaze fixed on the 
low ceiling, his free hand would slowly smear the insect over the floor. To 
his parents Sio-Sio was a footnote, an afterthought; occasionally they 
clucked over him, tickled him, and grunted like pigs for him, only to curse 
and fight with each other afterward; at times the air was bursting with wild 
screaming; on the other side of the window feet would stop, stomp a bit, and 
then continue to walk on. His father—Horik clearly remembered this, just as 
he had clear memories of green trees—grew smaller and smaller and turned 
into a withered and shabby man, though always polished to an almost 
unnatural sheen, with the scent of vermouth or cognac on his breath. Later, 
when Horik ventured “past the windows,” he saw his father in the company 
of two babes. One of them stood out especially vividly for Horik, with her 
bright lipstick and skinny but big-breasted figure; a tangle of footsteps and 
his father’s glossy hair; white clouds streaming past on the other side of the 
window, the shadows of dozens of feet rushing by; the moonlight shining on 
the windowpanes, occasionally reflecting smeared faces; and a downcast, 
gloom-filled gaze, while in a corner Grandma Piskur shook off her 
drowsiness and with an air of tender warmth bustled about before reciting 
evening prayers. 

At six he ventured out into the world for the first time; he wet his 
pants, he was so enchanted and overwhelmed: the vaulted roofs they passed, 
the archways decorated with plaster statues, the hustle and bustle and buzz, 
and the crowds moving along the curved spine of Khreshchatyk Street; he 
felt his heart grow cold even as he held on to his father’s little finger, as his 
father, pale and with beads of sweat on his forehead, stepped boldly into the 
human tide, his gait stiff and awkward. Noticing how Horik’s cheeks grew 
all rosy, how his eyes shone, old Grandma Piskur turned to face the empty 
corner and quietly made the sign of the cross, saying, “Thank the Lord— 
and I thought he would turn out like Sio-Sio …” And so it went: when 
Mykhailo would quiet down, Maria would start yelling about something. 
Neither one could be helped. “They’re both full of sin,” old Granny Piskur 
grumbled quietly, but even just saying that cost her. 

It got worse. Mykhailo grew feeble; meanwhile, the family, thanks to 
the former directors and supervisors, moved to Stalinka. They settled in a 
building similar to the one they had lived in before Horik was born, except 
that it was gray and disgustingly like the fortresses in an old-fashioned 
history textbook about the French revolution; the main highway cut through 
down below, horns blared all day and cars whizzed by; close by—within 
arm’s reach—a forest curved toward the horizon like a green ridge. The 
Holosiiv forest. Here everything coalesced in a chimerical mesh—the 
colors, the voices, the people, the concrete. Horik was eleven. The kids’ 
games stretched from the yard to the forest and from the forest to the yard; 
they walked along Vasylkivska Street in a loud pack, and when they turned 
into Rivenska Street, the gleaming shop windows reflected the sky 
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streaming past them, as the sun blinded them—dandies off to war. And what 
a war it was! 

The old alky who had lived in Stalinka during the German occupation 
and had assisted the Germans—he’d washed floors, or was it that he’d hung 
around some babes?—in other words, an “enemy of the people,” had for a 
bottle of vodka divulged the location of a bunker where the Germans had 
hastily stockpiled their weapons. Evenings, just as the dogs’ howling would 
end, the clatter of a Schmeisser machine gun would rip through the air in 
Stalinka; the people, terrified, didn’t know what was happening; they 
burrowed into thick, warm quilts as whistling grenade shrapnel flew 
overhead, and the kids went wild running up and down the steep hills, damp 
and slimy even in summer, firing real weapons. The district police chief, an 
old NKVD agent, Major Syrovatko, was beseiged with daily dispatches. 
Every day the entire police division was put on alert, but the riffraff always 
managed to vanish without a trace, leaving puddles in craters blasted out by 
grenades. Every morning Major Syrovatko would get up and then sit on the 
porch, keeping an eye out until noon while listening to the silence and the 
noise; and then, smacking his lips, he would make his way to a small cut-
glass carafe of cognac; he drank until evening, as he had during the war. At 
dusk he was off for the hunt. On one occasion they got lucky, but two 
militiamen had to escape under fire across all of Holosiiv without actually 
discovering who was involved. An unexpected calamity came to his 
assistance: the munitions bunker caught fire and Horik was the only one 
brave enough to fight the flames. Several trees were blown out and two kids 
from the neighborhood were killed—they were shredded to pieces. Half of 
Horik’s face was blown off—you could see his teeth. Bleeding heavily, he 
was brought to the hospital, where mercury fulminate and firing pins were 
shaken out of his pockets, as well as a grenade and several cartridges. To the 
sound of the frantic shrieks of Maria Piskur, his face was stoppered. “He 
looks like a wolf. Honestly, he does,” one of the doctors had remarked. And 
so the name “Wolf” stuck to him, a name that became interchangeable with 
“Klyk.” Looking at people with a somber, unflinching gaze through the 
brown curls that flopped down over his eyes, he walked along the 
sidewalks, hands stuffed in his pockets, minding his own business, different 
from everyone else; he was in his own world, though he was just a dumb 
little kid. Summers, when scuffles in the yard reached a boiling point—one 
neighborhood against another—Horik was always out in front. He would 
always advance, not minding the knife or the brass knuckles. He had no 
fear. He learned to fight early in life. “The kid has real talent, a real talent, 
not just a sort-of talent,” Major Syrovatko observed with obvious relish, 
even though in reality he didn’t care much about the kid or his fate, as if he 
could sense what the future had in store for him; he’d throw out random 
remarks, like “Watch out or he’ll end up like Nykodym.” Like Nykodym—
meaning Mykhailo’s brother, the one-time horse thief on a regional scale, 
card-player and impulsive lover-boy, greased up with brilliantine, all 
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smooth and shiny, in parachute pants, reeking of women’s perfume; 
Mykhailo’s big brother Nykodym, always loaded with money but never a 
job, broads falling all over him, an arrogant shit-eater in whose face 
Mykhailo had splashed vodka, spilling it all over his shirt at Horik 
Piskariov’s christening right after his birth. “I respect real masculinity, 
asshole,” Nykodym had famously spat out, before vanishing to begin a new 
chapter in his life. 

Nykodym didn’t concern Mykhailo—he didn’t know or care about the 
what or the how or the when of Nykodym’s goings-on: pale and worn-out, 
Mykhailo sailed through the days drifting aimlessly—he never could 
stomach Stalinka, with its vulgar, brainless residents, wretches the lot of 
them; without any introduction a long-haired parasite-swindler sidles up, 
swaying drunkenly, knees shaking, droning obscenities, and opens his gob: 
“Hey old man, you’re something of a bad joke. Lay off Liuska—your 
worthless carcass smells of the grave, one way or another!” And meanwhile 
there’s two-way trouble—the sting of jealousy, and the tension of 
anticipated loss—and he went through all of it on his own, everything. With 
the police chief’s backing Maria got a job at a “wine and vodka tavern,” so 
there was never a shortage of alcohol for Mykhailo, but that wasn’t what 
bothered him: what bothered Mykhailo was that from then on the man 
Mykhailo Piskariov, the monumental figure known as the family provider, 
the presence that served as a symbol of the family hearth, was stripped of all 
substance, even a passing, ambiguous, hollowed-out sort-of substance: 
“What’s the point of shuffling along, bullshitting at the factory and grabbing 
some broad’s ass?” And so now Mashenka—Maria, that is—got steamy 
standing behind the walnut-brown counter, steamy from cheap wines, 
wrapped in a fog of her own homegrown dreams, listening to the sounds of 
the semi-prohibited song, “Murka, you’re my purrring cat,” coming from 
the storeroom; the mirrors surrounding the counter multiplied the dozen 
customers manyfold; red-lipped and buxom, sinking her pink fists into her 
hips, she didn’t raise an eyebrow as gooey-eyed morons strutted past her 
and past the counter, emanating currents of heat, making Maria feel giddy; 
under a gray cloud of cigarette smoke, on top of tables glazed with herring 
oil and wet with piss-like watery beer, covered with green flies as big as 
your fist, they pretended hand jobs, while Mykhailo, his balls aching from a 
stomach-turning hangover, enough to make your tongue curl, nursed a shot 
of vodka listening to “My purrring cat.” He slurped the shot of vodka like a 
pathetic cat. He looked like death warmed over: frightened, he would wake 
at the sound of rain; his gums were cracked, his jaw mostly hung open; 
mumbling random words through scabby lips, he’d open the curtains; bead 
upon bead and raisin upon raisin of sweat chilled his forehead; he bustled 
around the room collecting cigarette butts, his eyes embroidering a pattern 
across the scratched-up wallpaper, and as he shook the tobacco out of the 
cigarette butts to roll one for himself, he struggled to imagine where Africa 
was on the wallpaper and where America was; Sio-Sio soiled his pants, 
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ground his sharp jaw, rocked in his own excrement, and rolled his 
eyeballs—his pale, guileless eyes—as in a single unchangeable tone he 
wailed “o-o-o,” the windowpanes jingling with that plaintive “o-o-o.” 

“May you die under the wheels of a car, you unleashed wild dog, you 
half-baked piece of crap,” an angry Mykhailo spouted as Grandpa 
Piskarenko looked on, immortalized and preserved in the photo-portrait 
mounted in a dilapidated frame, dressed in his blue fringed breeches, his 
two fingers slipped in between the second and third buttons; crushed by 
feelings of despondency, casting quick looks at the old man, Mykhailo 
sometimes found a half-liter of booze Maria had hidden away; following a 
long nap he’d make merry with a little vodka, spurting blue rings of hope 
and encouragement for the family but mostly for himself; suddenly 
springing to his feet, he’d run out, away from everything, the farther the 
better, to a Holosiiv lake, loping, admiring the swaying fat asses of the 
women strutting by—oh yes, fat asses was one thing Mykhailo knew well 
and loved—bounding forward awkwardly like a colt, flying over curbs, 
sticking his face into the windows of strange apartments, spitting and 
cursing as he waited at the bus stops; only upon reaching the filthy lane 
surrounded on all sides by dirty-red buildings did he wind down and 
remember that “fuck!”—he had forgotten to slap on some cologne. 

There was more, though: there were times when waking up, his head 
would be buzzing and rumbling inside—it felt like someone had set up 
camp inside his head and was banging a hammer in it (or else a worm was 
picking at his brain), and recently he’d heard someone with the voice of the 
Leviathan yelling from above, from the corner of Vasylkivska and Kozacha 
Streets, right where the billboard “Don’t Waste Electricity” was located, 
“Mykhailo Abramovych, defend the Motherland—here are your general’s 
badges—Attention!” But when Piskariov turned his head, raised his narrow, 
stooped shoulders, and scrunched his neck he saw nothing, so off he’d 
charge to the lake. Halfway there, at the sunlit square—the sun beating 
through the window displays—in a shady spot, a voice stopped him and 
repeated the command; Mykhailo wanted to skedaddle, but the invisible one 
screeched: “You wretched lowlife scaredy-cat—you’ll end up in the penal 
battalion! In the penal one!” The tone of the voice was suspiciously similar 
to Nikita Khrushchev’s; or it sounded like the angry roaring of old man 
Piskariov. Speedily Piskariov left the commands behind: he dashed off and, 
tottering, sauntered through the blocks of sweating department stores; like a 
superior being, he watched the sea of humanity shuffling past him in tight 
packs, only to realize, privately, that he was not at all unique or different 
from them, save for that one or that one with the bulging fish eyes; 
somehow Mykhailo had managed to pull away from the crowd to spend his 
last coins on some wine, which he sloshed into his burning throat. He felt 
relief: the world quieted down, the insistent voice of the invisible man 
sputtered, cursed, and drifted off; now Mykhailo could handle himself. But 
only after that bit of wine, after drooling over the women walking by, 
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swaying their hips; after his sense of dignity was restored, and after he 
reminded himself of what life had taught him: that the little he had drunk 
would not be enough; as the heat bleached the sky he shuffled over to 
Kalinin Square, where his former mistress lived, and there, as if catching up 
on something he had missed in his life, submersed in a profound stupor, he 
drank for three days, to his heart’s content, snacking on sauerkraut and 
wallowing in bed in the filthy black sheets like an uncastrated pig, and when 
his lover shoved him in the back because another man, cursing insistently 
and with pockets full of cash, had turned up, Mykhailo gave her that 
prolonged miserable look, the look of a man who had no business asking for 
help, a man unable to adapt; a man unfulfilled in this world. “You supreme 
bitch,” and out he went, reeling, like a fly in hot water; stupefied and 
humiliated, he looked at the posters for “Energotrest,” “Metrobuild,” and 
“Kyivbuild,” wondering if maybe now, in this hopelessly miserable state, he 
could figure out whom he resembled. Grandpa? Khrushchev? Stalin? Maybe 
Lavrentii Kaganovich himself? At home he told his wife: “Masha, 
something’s eating me inside.” And turning her head slowly, a bored Masha 
looked at him with glassy, alcohol-enhanced eyes and squawked in her 
“Vodka-and-Wine Tavern” voice: “Drink less, you bastard,” and off she 
went somewhere, to work or who knows where. Sipping the last of his wine, 
Mykhailo settled in on the bed to sleep, but sleep wouldn’t come, so he 
looked behind Grandpa’s portrait and then behind Stalin’s portrait to find 
nothing—when you need something most, it can’t be found; after lunch he 
walked down to the lake. He sat on the clayey bank, undressed, cracked his 
joints with great pleasure and satisfaction and then dove into the water and 
swam out to the middle of the lake when suddenly he heard, “I’ll drown 
you, you dog!” Mykhailo recognized that voice, the same voice that had 
shouted of “Saving the Fatherland”; he kicked around on the shore, his skin 
taut and blue in the wind. He wanted to hide from people: he heard 
whistling overhead and his veins felt as if sand and crushed glass were 
circulating in them instead of blood; again the growl and the sound of a 
chain falling: “You bastard, are you scared? Did you shit in your pants?” 
And Mykhailo took off along the lake, his feet crushing hats, dresses, and 
brassieres as he ran off into the woods, the branches springing, tumbling, 
snapping, the breeze whistling in mockery, delicately blowing into his 
snotty nose. He thought he was naked. He tried to bury his head in the sand, 
the people all around him tittering and giggling, pointing fingers, offering 
pertinent ideas that burying his whole self was what he should do, and then 
someone hit home with the correct solution: a helping of vodka was offered. 
“You fucking pervert—there you go drinking again,” a voice hissed in 
Mykhailo Piskur-Piskariov’s native jargon. It calmed him down. The booze 
burned his innards; playfully the wooly clouds strung themselves through 
the shafts of light in the sky; the lake shone like silver fish scales; evening 
lavished its love and protection on Holosiiv. 
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Back home, Mykhailo sat in his late grandfather Piskur’s room, hands 
dangling off the armrest, quietly taking things in, casually observing Sio-Sio 
playing with his excrement; then Maria came home, bringing Kostia 
Shapoval with her—freight-loader, debaucher, lover of the guitar and of 
Rosenbaum: “How about a drink, Misha?” Grandma Piskur recited her 
“holy-holy,” made the sign of the cross into the empty corner; the men had a 
drink, and a suddenly happy Maria stayed in the kitchen to cook: but when 
Mykhailo got bored, Kostia Shapoval began scolding him,”Why are you 
drinking when you’re not supposed to? Stop drinking and start working.” 
On and on he went, while Piskariov stared at him with fish eyes and 
Kostia’s words sounded like the echo inside a barrel; Maria paid them a 
visit from the kitchen and proceeded to bully her husband to go sit in the 
corner; Mykhailo might even have remembered everything that happened 
afterward, but that wasn’t what fate had in mind: he sat with a finger raised, 
the fingers of his left hand shoved under the straps of his undershirt (from 
the days when Grandpa Piskariov had received favors), and said over and 
over to his wife: “You’re trying to poison me, bitch—you’re sprinkling stuff 
over my slop,” after which he flew out the window and circled above 
Stalinka for a long time, trying to guess which block he was flying over by 
looking closely at the little boxes that were the buildings; he brushed past 
the limbs of the trees, breaking out in jolly laughter; he flew around as long 
as the petrol lasted and landed next to Sio-Sio, who was sitting on the floor 
in wet pants picking at the long hairs on his pointy chin, when suddenly a 
piglet appeared out of nowhere (he couldn’t quite tell—it may have been a 
lion) and oinked, shaking its snout; then it flapped its wings like in the 
Cinderella cartoon and, without picking up Mykhailo, flew past him and out 
through the open window; death arrived, bones rattling, and chattering the 
gold dentures that were the work of a dentist Mykhailo knew, but Mykhailo 
drove it out—“who do you think you are”—as he crashed through the earth, 
landing on top of a pile of glowing embers, where he sat drinking and 
talking with the devils, while in the back of his mind an idea nagged him: 
wouldn’t it be excellent if he could fool the horned ones. Then he took flight 
again; an angel swooped down and with a white wing picked Mykhailo up 
around the waist and deposited him on a fluffy cloud, where he lay under a 
rosy canopy and it was so pleasant, like after the first shot of vodka; but he 
was chased out of there, and now he saw Maria, his lifelong partner, pulling 
Kostia Shapoval by the legs toward her through the roof and through the 
ceiling; the wretch got stuck between the attic and the ceiling—the buttons 
on his shirt must have gotten caught; he shrieked like an animal being 
butchered while a familiar voice, a dearly loved voice, intimate and warm 
yet focused and business-like, said “Cut down that stupid mare,” and 
Mykhailo grabbed an axe, lightly struck the doorpost with the polished 
(shining blue) steel, and drove Maria and the phantom Kostia outdoors. It 
took half the people living in the building to contain him. Piskariov did not 
resist—on the contrary, he behaved like a calm, rational man would; but 
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once the militia arrived, he saw wide deer antlers on the senior sergeant’s 
head and pig snouts on the rest of them, and when they approached 
Piskariov they stank of pigs, even though they spoke a human language. 
Mykhailo didn’t want any part of them, so he disentangled himself and ran 
off: the wind was packing leaves into the yard, gusts of air passed through, 
the walls were peeling and crumbling, and an otherwordly chill seized him: 
the buildings were tumbling down and with both hands he tried to hold them 
up, he even stuck his foot out, too, until it dawned on him that his effort was 
useless, that it was all over; he fell to the ground and covered his head with 
his bare arms, yelling “Help!” Puffs of heavy breaths ascended, a demonic 
frenzy took over, dogs gnashed their teeth, clumps of fur flew in the air, 
howling, clamor, mayhem, all of it rising in a single gasp up into the square 
of the night sky stamped with pointed stars. At the destrict office, belching 
the mint-flavored vapor of his liquor, the worn-out major pushed a sheet of 
paper under Mykhailo’s nose: “Do as I say, asshole—write down that you 
need help to get over your alcoholism.” In every corner of the paper before 
him Piskariov saw a red monkey teasing him, “Ah-h-h-h, my precious, my 
blood”; Mykhailo tried to scratch them out, rub them out, but the monkeys 
lunged out, converged in a bunch, screeched, argued, counseled, droned on, 
and stank. “Take the idiot away to the psych ward,” Major Syrovatko 
blurted out benignly, smoothing his gray, spiky hair with the palm of his 
hand; ram horns sprouted from his forehead while the regular militia guys 
oinked and shat on the floor like pigs. A vociferous Mykhailo, hands cuffed, 
was ushered into a paddy wagon, all the while complaining that no way 
could he be taken away to the loony bin because his innards had been 
removed and the only person who knew where they were was Maria, until a 
voice from an invisible source scornfully croaked, “Get to sleep already. 
You’re bothering me!” Mykhailo made the sign of the cross over the 
invisible source and had a conversation with two angels who were giving 
each other a pedicure; a moment later they changed into hairdressers who 
were stuffing pastries into their mouths, peeing into a cup, and pouring the 
urine over Mykhailo’s head as helplessly, sadly, quietly, sobbing like a 
baby, Mykhailo whined into the air, “Gimme back the angels, gimme back 
the angels,” until he came to in the hospital’s endless corridor with its 
yellow glow and stench of disinfectants: his bloodshot eyes spotted a 
generously endowed young nurse with splendid haunches, as hard as if 
carved out of wood; she filled a syringe and a drop of the crystal-clear liquid 
ran down the tip of the needle and tinkled as it hit the scratched linoleum 
floor; she transformed into Piskariov’s last mistress; quietly he howled like 
an animal and chomped his lips caked with dried saliva. “Check his blood 
pressure,” said a little man in a dirty lab coat with the tired eyes of a loser as 
he blew air through a copper pipe and grunted like a pig; the nurse began 
dancing; from below the hospital’s ceiling and walls dissolved in pellucid 
panels; dozens of hideous mugs crawled all over each other, one ahead of 
the other: long-eared, with tongues stuck out, they acted like fools and 
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wrinkled their white noses, winking conspiratorially. The rising temperature 
became oppressive; chills shriveled his balls; intense heat flooded his chest: 
he felt as if his innards were expunged and glacial whirlwinds were 
sweeping through the cavity, exactly like way back when he was still a kid 
sitting in a dentist’s chair for the first time and had raised his knees to his 
chest; out of the sky coiled bands of blue and green, and he convulsed 
violently, plunging from abyss to abyss, until he saw his supine body 
covered with a yellow sheet, stiff with chlorine, emerging out of the 
darkness, feet pointing at an arrow-shaped window, the faraway space 
stretching, reaching out into the surroundings: the dizzying sunken sky, the 
embankments on both sides of the rail line, the train wagons, like seashells, 
wheels clattering; at twilight, pigeons pricked holes through his amber 
dream, showing him a quiet, pleasant yard, with lovingly and carefully 
tended cherry orchards, and a twisted little old lady leaning against her 
shovel, while a little kid in ragged pants with a strap across his shoulder 
steps up to the window: he hears the groaning of poplar trees and smells the 
sharp fragrance of asters; there is the distant sound of a scythe being 
sharpened. At yard’s edge the light grows dim and fades; a road follows the 
stream-like line of poplars; clouds float across open hands and, looking 
back, silky grass lies in the sun; there is no time to make sense of the 
surroundings and the road stretches out, shimmering and quivering along 
the fences, between patches of seeded fields; a tired woman sits reading, not 
bothering to comprehend anything, following the necklace of print with a 
fingernail; the country crawls forward, inching ahead as it passes you by. 
After the heat abated Mykhailo saw a tiny black dot, as small as a poppy 
seed. The dot grew and grew to become old woman Piskariov, her hands 
twisting a bundle full of his clothing, making and remaking the sign of the 
cross, and he wanted to shout at the top of his voice, “Let me go! Leave me 
alone! I’m full of pain!” But the black dot grew bigger and bigger, slowly 
absorbing Grandma Piskariov and Horik and Sio-Sio; a soft, whistling 
breeze surrounded them, rippling like a flood of water. It hurt. Mykhailo 
couldn’t breathe; he saw a moving blue-lipped mouth; he let out a shallow 
breath; in his ribcage his heart beat wildly and then slowed; the skin on his 
face stiffened, and it seemed his body had broken free, detached itself from 
the bed. “He’s still alive,” Grandma Piskur proclaimed in a desperate voice, 
and he could still hear her; the sun’s golden glow filled the hollows around 
his eyes. And then, all of a sudden, he unexpectedly felt relief, as if some 
force that had held his body captive was cut loose. His body cramped up. 
His fingers raked the air. “He has died”—he heard the voice of the little 
man in the dirty labcoat: a cat rubbed up against old woman Piskariov’s 
legs; it let out a meow and the fur on the back of its neck bristled. The old 
woman made the sign of the cross three times. A swallow cried out through 
the open window and landed on the handle of the stroller, pecked at it with 
its beak, and then flew off into the blue sky. The little man struck a match 
and lit a cigarette. 
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Horik was fifteen going on sixteen when his father died; his voice had 
broken, though there were times (like during fighting matches) when his 
voice became hoarse and rattled in his throat, only to rise hysterically and 
finally drop to a mere huff, sounding like a young rooster’s. The news of his 
father’s death reached him as he was walking along Lomontsov Street, 
where, together with the gang, he was “cleaning out” student dormitories 
and strong-arming the late-returning, post-partying, promiscuous black 
students from African countries; along the way he felt a nudge from behind 
and noticed a metallic taste in his mouth; Horik stepped aside and even 
smelled his hands, first one hand and then the other one, but the taste had 
permeated his body; he spotted a red clay roof and the diagonal slash it 
made across the morning sky above the wrecking crane; the shaft of the lift 
mechanism let out long, drawn-out squeals; Wolf was puffing heavily (like 
a young horse) as he wiped off the tacky sweat; fifteen-year-old Nilka lay 
next to him on the cot, flat on her back; Nilka, with her alluring, gleaming 
gray eyes—irresistible eyes—the same Nilka about whom the neighbors 
hissed, “And mark my words: that maggot will end up like Liuska Fanera.” 
Horik was determined to show Nilka what a real man was: “I’m not a loser 
or a worm.” In response, Nilka shook her full, firm breasts and arched her 
back, giggling on the cot and casting roundabout looks at the walls, her skin 
a delicate pink in the morning light; “What a she-devil,” Horik said, as 
Nilka flopped over on her belly, flaunting her round buttocks. Then there 
was a knocking at the door: a scratching sound. He felt chills up and down 
his skin; Nilka recoiled, flopped back, and Horik noticed that her breasts, 
fully-formed and eager to fill up with milk, the nipples pointing in opposite 
directions, were trembling; he looked at the sunbeams licking the floor, at 
the light cast by the lantern on a picture of a half-naked Marilyn Monroe, 
and then the knocking again—was it imagined or real? A scent of bachelor 
buttons in the air, a whiff of metal mixed in; Horik was panic-stricken. 
Nilka watched Horik’s twisted, sweating face, misshapen and scarred; Horik 
sat up, clenching his fists; he was fighting nausea, his body felt numb—
suddenly a terror shot through him, he felt stabs in the tips of his fingers; a 
jet of brown liquid spurted out the window of a car; he ran out, he ran, 
panting, mouth open, his balls throbbing with pain, headlong through sleepy 
alleyways, hushed by the afternoon sun, as pale as the eye of a dying man. 
With a swap of his hand he killed a bee; a truck siren wailed. Half-aware, he 
loped up the four flights of stairs, sucking in the dense basement stench like 
an animal; eyes wide open, he stopped and stood still to listen to the sound 
of violin strings coming from the fourth floor; he made a face and pushed 
open the peeling door—as if it wasn’t happening to him, as if he was being 
watched—and in front of him he saw a table, endlessly long and covered 
with a white tablecloth, thick with rows of bottles and the friends of his 
father (or were they Maria’s one-night stands?) sitting around it, their ugly 
faces already red, downing drinks to good health and to the son; by the time 
noon arrived and it was time to carry out the casket, upholstered in black 
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and red cloth, half the people who had drunk for the repose of the dead man 
were snoozing in their chairs, their fat bodies spilling over like jello; 
someone was sticking an imported bottle into his unfaithful wife’s face; a 
neighbor lay on a sofa alongside, her skirt hiked up to her belly, the chief 
prison guard banging her. Maria watched angrily, not because behavior 
dishonoring her husband’s remains was being exhibited, but because for a 
long time already she herself had fancied the neighbor who “couldn’t help” 
his “fascination with women.” To subdue her anger she poured everyone 
generous amounts of vodka, “In memory, in memory of our dear deceased,” 
whose nose looked even longer in the yellow glow of candlelight; dollops of 
wax dripped down onto his chest; Major Syrovatko knocked back shot after 
shot, singing praises to the wonderful red caviar; that night, when it was 
impossible to say whether it bore the chill of a spring evening or a frosty 
reminder that summer was coming to an end, at twilight, a group of 
policemen dropped in, politely showing their respect for the deceased by 
taking off their sweat-stained caps, white with salt. After a shot of good 
vodka they let out a hearty belch, then sat around, and stared straight ahead 
and at old Piskariov’s portrait: “Yep, he was a good bloke.” His throat 
gravelly from running and from smoking, a sweating Horik croaked 
“Asses,” and the cops gave him a look, then they looked at the portrait of 
Stalin, at old Piskariov, and guzzled more shots in remembrance of the old 
man. When the party was all set to carry out the casket, which was draped in 
black crepe, Maria slipped a bottle of Armenian cognac into Major 
Syrovatko’s scuffed briefcase (the hypertonic veins on his temples were 
engorged like pipes), and casually remarked, “I’ve another imp growing up, 
and as for the authorities, we have to be respectful: as we treat them, so they 
treat us,” and then, completely drunk, she leaned over the back of the chair 
where Sio-Sio was sitting, her large, age-flattened breasts hanging down, 
and puked, throwing up first the potato salad and then plain bile; under the 
yellowed ficus old woman Piskariov crossed herself with her ancient fingers 
and recited the “Lord’s Prayer” and “Mother of God,” as silently, deep 
down, she wept. After midnight, after everyone left, the wind let loose, the 
door jolted, and hair crackled with static electricity. With that, Horik’s 
memories broke off, faded, rootless, steeped in the smell of the old cabbage 
rolls Sio-Sio was destroying with his paws. The last memories of his father. 
His chest bathed in a cold sweat; a glimpse of morning in the window of the 
car; the trembling nipples on Nilka’s breasts; the sleepy alley of lindens; the 
high noon sun; and more visions of Nilka—those were the images that were 
carved in his memory; there was nothing left for Horik, nothing, except to 
continue hanging out around Lomontsov Street, shaking down the pimps, 
knocking the Arabs’ teeth out, and then, out of plain boredom, perching 
with his buddies on a fence like birds warming in the sun, puffing Kazbek 
cigarettes, spitting, and watching the long-legged beauties swaying their 
hips as they promenaded along the alleyways. Y-a-a-ahh. A dream. Horik 
was the only one who had a girlfriend, but aside from trouble, Nilka brought 
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him nothing. And that was maddening. It made the gang mad. It made Horik 
madder. 

Horik couldn’t let go of Nilka. Even though Mister Peps Mare’s Eye, 
also known as Skull, Moidodyr, and Street Musician, grumbled things like 
“with the female here, we shouldn’t.” Horik even spilled blood to have 
Nilka; yet how could it have been otherwise, given that after he and Nilka 
had been together for a couple of weeks the gang had already started to 
identify itself as a brigade and had gotten busy shaping and sharpening 
metal rasps and files and inch-thick screws into knives in cold and dank 
cellars until their minds and their fingers went numb. All of it exploded on a 
level playing field: from strangers Wolf got wind of the fact that Nosach, a 
standout at dances, who liked to deliciously yell out “and now the cranes” 
every time there was a brief pause in the dancing—the same Nosach who 
was a petty marijuana dealer on the side and a star among the not-so-
bright—liked to bang Nilka in corners and in basements. Around that same 
time, the short, plump, and pink Botsman began accosting the district police 
chief, Syrovatko, for favors. That story was soon enhanced with hearsay; 
but Horik had already stepped onto a straight path, as if he’d taken a 
summer excursion, as if he’d spotted something down that road. 

At the hop-fests—at the dances, that is—they, the under-aged, were 
made to stay on the other side of the fence, so they stuck their faces into the 
open spaces, with one eye catching sight of the whirling pairs, the glimmer 
of the girls’ arms, the legs in nylon stockings; in the sultry air and coils of 
gray smoke, they discovered things one could hear and see only in movies; 
thus Horik was practically the only one who came to the who-gets-Nilka 
meeting, with only Botsman there, fidgeting like a squirrel: “Gimme a 
cigarette, will you?” Nosach took care of the two of them right off the bat: 
puffing on a Marlboro stuck between his lips, with one motion he flung 
Horik over the fence and did the same with Botsman; he turned around and 
calmly said something to Nilka, showing her what he’d done with a nod of 
his shoulder. Horik got up and without even brushing off the dust returned 
to the dance floor. A punch sent Nosach flying into the wire fence. He cut 
his lips. Standing there, muscular, dazed, he scrutinized first one hand and 
then the other, the blood visible in the glow of the streetlight, trickling drop 
by drop; suddenly he let out a roar and started to throw himself at Piskariov, 
but a powerful blow under his ribs stopped him in his tracks; and when he 
saw Horik bend over, as if to pick up a stone, his alarm intensified, and that 
was when Nosach pulled out his knife—a mistake, it turned out, for that was 
exactly what Wolf had wanted: instantly his nordic hunting knife appeared, 
a gift from the old rascal Nikandrych, and traversed the dance floor into 
Nosach’s belly—the distance of an outstretched arm: everyone saw the 
knives in their hands, and the more they saw, the more they inclined toward 
Horik; the blade cut through muscle; Nosach roared like a bull, reeling as if 
he’d been scalded; two of his friends pulled him away under the ledge with 
the record player—the bellowing Nosach hit a stack of records with his 
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head, strewing discs of black vinyl over the bloody stains on the ground. 
After the dance, the two brigades bumped into each other by one of the 
Holosiiv lakes: bike chains clanked, hydraulic rubber creaked, bouts of 
spitting ensued but the ringleaders didn’t initiate any action; curls of mist 
from the lake drifted toward the woods, settling in thin layers; the tranquil 
sound of muted voices echoed from the woods; a panting Mister Peps 
Mare’s Eye appeared, his forehead scarred with gouges from the numerous 
blows he’d received: “Wait, guys—the cops will be here, and then what?” 
and both brigades dissolved, disappearing in houses and cellars, boiling with 
anger and crafting knives and axes out of rasps. 

The next day they met by the same lake, and no matter that so few of 
Nosach’s guys showed up, he still hoped that things would work out; Wolf 
was victorious over Nosach’s brigade and for the longest time kept 
Nosach’s people submerged in the deep mud, even the girls, and stuffed the 
clayey mud from the bottom of the lake into their mouths until they turned 
blue—all that in the presence of Nilka; then Botsman was dragged over 
squealing and begging, but Mister Peps Mare’s Eye forced him to pull down 
his pants and, screeching high-pitched shrieks (like a nail scratching glass), 
the whole brigade butt-fucked him “for disloyalty.” Nilka stood and 
watched, breathless; her skin broke out in goose bumps; amused and aghast 
at the same time, she was bewitched as she watched the spectacle of the 
young stallions; she was melting with silent arousal until she collided with 
Horik’s cold, immovable gaze; she cooled off and felt disgust, standing 
there in wet panties, on the brink of tears. Horik looked up over everyone’s 
heads and past the woods: the pink glow of early morning spread across the 
sky; Botsman lay sobbing in the yellow leaves; Nosach’s guys begged to be 
let out of the water—some of them actually snarled in anger. 

That was how Horik made his way to the top. 
 

* * * 
 

The soft sound of cockroaches dropping to the floor woke Jonah: their 
backs made a crunching sound when they hit the floor; they moved their 
little legs, crackling along the vinyl floor, and touched his face with their 
feelers, making him wake up, not knowing at first where he was as he stared 
at the curtained window, and then it came to him: he was somewhere in a 
summer cabin sleeping on a warm feather quilt; the earth was swathed in the 
musty air of autumn; treating himself gently, with tenderness, puffing 
lightly, trying not to miss the tiniest hint of danger, taking his time, Jonah 
observed as the light of morning grew through the gray haze; the new 
wallpaper and the new furniture and the clothes scattered around 
haphazardly had not yet been imbued with human presence; it was cold; he 
tried to guess which day it was: it was probably time to move on, because 
places have the quality of making people accustomed to them, and that only 
brings grief: the clamorous assault of useless thoughts. Plus he was 
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completely exhausted and feeble. And the thoughts. He didn’t know what to 
do with them; right after the escape something genuine, undiluted, and fresh 
had sprouted inside him, and he, Jonah, had owned that genuine, fresh 
something; but it had come out of nowhere, only to disappear. That was 
how Jonah spent the first days: first getting his thoughts in order, classifying 
them, reflecting on all that worthless stuff; he even had conversations with 
the thoughts, but, strangely, no pictures emerged; his mind stubbornly 
refused to turn to the past, and he lacked the energy to consider the future. 
At night, feeble and shivering, he’d fall on the feather quilt, but sleep 
wouldn’t come; he’d start thinking, and he’d arrive at the conclusion that he, 
Jonah, wasn’t one to carry tragedy with him—his own, or a stranger’s—
even if he was fated to encounter all the realms of universal human tragedy; 
this is what he did know, or what he’d picked out of the void: calamity 
forces a man to cross the conventional line of duty and morality—to 
survive, he is forced to plunge into all kinds of filth, and there’s no sense in 
claiming that that kind of conduct needs an explanation and/or justification; 
that those particular circumstances require a sense of morality and duty; 
rather, what you did and what you brought into the world with your deeds 
and your actions aren’t a tragedy—they are the settling of accounts; 
thinking such thoughts, debating them, jerking his legs around, Jonah 
reasoned that he had never felt fear; it seems he had cast fear out of himself, 
instead keeping himself occupied by study of his circumstances, as if he’d 
taken his circumstances into his own hands, to shape them, and that shaping 
was reminiscent of how hunters chose their firearm; yes, Jonah had made a 
choice—he expelled fear like a man who has eaten too much warm bread. 
He simmered down and, relaxed, roamed around his corner of the cabin; 
through a crack in the door he saw a raspberry-colored dress, a large 
window, and, in the window, a lamppost that cast a bundle of light at night; 
the wind roared wretchedly; gloom all around; woods, gardens, the rattle of 
dry plant stalks; and a yawning Jonah, squatting, heels pressing into 
buttocks, was busy digging discolored cigarette butts out of the nooks and 
crannies: on the other side of the window he heard the murmuring rains 
wash away the last remnants of summer’s splendor; the days were long and 
weary; the nights were framed by the lamppost’s blue light, and for Jonah 
they hardly differed from the days. 

At a time when the weather had turned for the worse, he heard a 
grinding noise—a key disengaging the lock; Jonah looked around—
everything was wrapped in a golden autumn haze; the doorpost jolted, then 
steps, a woman’s steps, resounded; bands of mist swirled in the poplars. The 
steps were stealthy, light, like a cat’s, and Jonah rejoiced at the sound of 
these self-assured steps, as he endeavored to rid himself of the melancholy 
brought on by the intermittent rain and the dark overcast sky, a melancholy 
that awakened in him some kind of brief but painful memories. A woman 
entered. A glimmer of the sun; autumn’s gold scattered in the mist. In the 
half-light he saw the figure of a tall woman in a long brown coat. A woman 
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walked through the rooms, and Jonah sensed her nostrils inhaling an 
unexpected scent, like a she-animal. A click of the light switch: Jonah sat 
half-turned; the woman’s eyebrows rose, though not in surprise; wrinkling 
her forehead—light-brown eyebrows—“Who are you?” the woman asked, 
coughing into a fist. “Just a nobody.” “Are you an escaped prisoner?” “Not 
exactly. Something worse.” Jonah leaned on his left arm, and in the light of 
the lamp he studied her face—narrow and pale; slightly slanted eyes, with 
dark circles underneath; she sat down on the edge of the couch. She 
suddenly got up and started nervously pacing around the room. “The tyrant 
has died. Have you heard?” “Which one?” “I see you’ve been in lockup for 
a long time.” And later, “Are you hungry?” “Just don’t panic,” he answered 
faintly, “I’ll be off soon.” The woman looked at Jonah, Jonah looked at the 
woman, at the deep blue gully in the window, at the slippery trunks of the 
aspens; glanced at the tired woman with dark circles under her eyes—he felt 
an urge to stretch out his hand to caress her head, her light-brown hair. She 
caught him looking at her—this dejected, sallow, withered man; a red-furred 
cat rubbed against her legs. The woman picked it up, then let it down as, 
without looking at Jonah, she threw out. “My husband’s suit should fit you 
… I’ll give you something to eat, and then off you go—you’ll go.” She said 
the last phrase indistinctly, as if she wasn’t speaking to anyone, as if it was 
her husband’s gray suit she was talking to. “Sure,” Jonah stretched out on 
the feather quilt, a ray of sun warming his unshaved cheek. Jonah ate, 
chewing slowly, as the woman watched with the eyes of a tired she-animal. 
Finishing up, he thought of the madhouse and didn’t think about the woman 
any more. He gulped the dense red wine and looked at the small mounds 
that were her breasts—like a young girl’s, the breasts of a hysterical 
woman; the cat meowed from the other side of the room; he had a desire to 
fondle her breasts but all he felt in his heart was anguish, only anguish. The 
splash of rain was heard again. November cut the last leaves off the trees, 
and dusk clustered inside the room. The woman lay down and lured the cat 
with her hand: “Was it frightening there?” “Where?” “There.” Water ran 
down the windowpanes: a spray of water and leaves; Jonah finished the rest 
of the wine—red and rich; he chewed a crust of the white bread, wiped the 
spilled wine off his chin, and suddenly realized that he was expected to 
answer: “Madam, it was like in the middle of the night, in the middle of a 
wasteland: all thirty-two of your teeth are driving you crazy with pain, and 
there’s no doctor around.” He rubbed his chin again; the woman unbuttoned 
her coat, baring her knees, skinny and sharp, like a child’s, her face long, 
her eyes green plates floating in a white setting; she lay down on her back; 
her downy lashes fluttered as her eyelids shut off and then turned on again 
the green of her eyes. 

Suddenly Jonah saw a vision: an endless road, a road to the sky, a dark 
wooded hill, the drizzle of rain; a tranquil yard, strewn with the petals of 
apricot and apple blossoms; a sunken sky with clouds lying low over a 
valley, again a serpent of a road, the scent of water-logged aromas in the 
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room, on the steps, throughout the yard; and at that moment he wanted the 
worst thing he could possibly want: he wanted to return to the madhouse, 
because this woman, overflowing with a spirit that was foreign to him, with 
blood that was foreign to him, emanated the life force, and he, Jonah, felt 
like a nobody, like a nothing, like the solitude of his growing up, the 
solitude of the quiet garden from his childhood, when the light of the Milky 
Way gets lost in the folds of the brain; and aside from a burning grief and 
sadness there is nothing. The woman’s cold fingers touching his forehead 
brought him back to reality; skeins of fog slid down the slippery trunks of 
the aspen trees, the bare hills dissolved in the golden glow; the woman’s 
cold fingers unbuttoned his shirt, but Jonah felt nothing aside from raging, 
unimaginable anguish. “Relax, calm down,” she murmured in his ear; her 
cold thin fingers bustled around his body like little animals, and when they 
reached his crotch a hailstorm of hot sweat burned him; he tried to get up, 
but the surprisingly strong, almost masculine, hands pulled him down to the 
feather quilt; the rain licked the windowpane; the wind intensified, and a 
petrified Jonah saw a hollow and a strong gust whirling across the gorges, 
and above the roof the aspen trees roared, across the wooded valleys the 
exposed poplars swayed in the wind. “The Judas Tree,” a drowsy Jonah 
heard his own voice: his fingers sank into soft, velvety tissue; his hand 
recoiled as if burnt; the mistletoe on the aspens creaked, and the woman’s 
long, thin fingers warmed in his groin; two breasts leaped out, not large and 
not too small, the engorged nipples rubbed against Jonah’s flat chest; the 
wind danced stubbornly close to the ground, rustling the yarrow. The cat let 
out a meow, a long, drawn-out meow. The air felt heavy, oppressive. 
Spasms like an electric current struck Jonah, hurtling him to the floor. His 
stomach churned; he crawled like a crab on all fours to the bathroom; he 
was alarmed. The woman rolled over on her back; she lay half-naked; tears 
washed away the blush on her cheeks in two glacial streams. “You’re not an 
escaped prisoner …” “Such insight … Lord, such insight. And what sense is 
there in shedding tears for a husband in front of a stranger?” Jonah slid out 
of the bathroom and returned to the feather quilt in the same manner. “I’m a 
woman. Calm down.” Jonah looked at her long fingers; the woman had 
picked up a book; and on its cover, imprinted in gold letters, he read 
B-I-B-L-E. 

He wished it would rain, but it snowed. Enjoying the warmth of a 
woman’s shoulder, Jonah saw, he clearly saw, that he was being pursued; 
but that didn’t scare him; that was far less scary than leaping into the 
wilderness known as woman, diving into a deep well, scooping handfuls of 
pure water and realizing that you were being stripped of the last bits of your 
good common sense. “Calm down … have confidence in yourself … have 
confidence.” “Twenty insulin shocks—twenty—and I held out, I held out.” 
“Control yourself, control yourself.” But he lost control over his thoughts; 
he even followed one of them: “The times aren’t liable for the label people 
give them; it’s not people’s fault that they become the sacrificial lambs of 
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the times”; a hot sweat washed over his chest; both of them speechless and 
astonished; kind words—suddenly, kind words; a tear quivers; a cooling 
down; snow; and he wanted to live and to die; a hot breath on his earlobe: 
“Who were you before the madhouse?” “I remember—but I stole memories 
when I buried Lopata. I stole my own memories, as well as love, and I don’t 
want any of it back, I don’t want any of it to return; on the contrary, I want 
to cast it out of myself, not to pollute you, because you’re so kind—or is it 
that I so want to see you as a kind person? I know already where it will lead: 
memory that has been organized and assimilated turns into hatred, and 
hatred consumes.” The woman listened carefully, intent on his muddled 
chatter: “It must be hard … To feel you’re God-knows-what, instead of a 
man.” “No, it’s something else entirely.” “Yes, something else entirely. To 
have faith, and to lose faith. Out of the flames and into the fire. Insulin 
shocks—the insulin shocks.” “Who’s Lopata?” The woman propped herself 
up on her arms, and behind her he saw a chasm; Jonah’s teeth chattered; the 
woman lay down flat on her back, naked; biting his lip, Jonah turned over 
on his stomach. The woman looked at his round buttocks. Her breath on the 
back of his neck, her tongue sliding ever lower, and then: “Hurt me, hurt 
me”; and Jonah turned over on his back and lit a cigarette that crackled and 
tickled the nostrils with the pleasant scent of smoke; he shook the ashes 
onto the carpet. The woman climbed up on the windowsill and settled in—a 
head and bare legs. Three marks on the Bible, three marks her fingernails 
had left. Darkness. “How do you manage? How can you appear in public 
with that?” 

The snow piled up; in the dark, the crackling sounds of cockroaches 
falling on their backs. A city, there’s a big city close by, Jonah decided. 
“Have you ever given anyone flowers?” His cigarette fizzed out in the pool 
of wine still in the glass. “Yeah, ages ago … ages. I liked to give flowers to 
the people I hated, mostly.” “That—that’s horrible.” “Not at all. A defense 
mechanism for a small man. They sense it, and then they die of venom-
filled hatred. They kill each other, like scorpions. And besides, flowers are 
for funerals.” “Any chance you’re a pedophile?” “I’ll shut that mouth of 
yours,” said Jonah, and punched the woman; drops of blood fell to the floor; 
he lay down on his stomach again: which time was he in? From which time 
was he brought here, into this present one—wasn’t it better to go back to the 
other one? What had he, Jonah, come here for? The woman sprang to her 
feet and stopped in a half-turn: firm breasts, a triangle of hair, the glint of a 
gold wedding band. A spasm rolled across Jonah’s body and he grinned in a 
fake smile: “You stinking bitch, so this is what you crave.” “Don’t get 
excited, don’t get excited,” he heard, already in a fog. The last phrase 
bothered him; Jonah did not stop looking at the woman; first a wave of 
disgust washed over him; then he felt pleased; and finally, he, Jonah, felt 
genuine desire for the woman. But what was most terrifying was that he 
started thinking, and the more he thought, the more intensely he thought, 
and he didn’t know what to do with the thoughts, as if they were the 
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thoughts of a stranger, and it wasn’t that they bothered him, on the contrary: 
in a way it was thrilling. “Go to the bathroom—take a bath, shave,” the 
woman suggested, and Jonah went; and along the way he looked out the 
window, trying to determine where he was: the dark pools of water, the 
woods, the clusters of dachas; not a soul; Jonah even said it out loud, “Not a 
soul”; startled birds flapped their wings obliterating half the moon; looking 
out the window, Jonah hoped to be able to study the woman from memory, 
especially her marble-white bosom. He had no other need: the gush of a 
little bit of warmth, that was all. A stabbing pain cut through him, from the 
crown of his head to his heels, surprising him; Jonah kept his eyes fixed on 
the windowpane until, still not moving his eyes, he walked away. Softened 
and relaxed by the bath, Jonah’s skin turned rosy; it struck him suddenly 
that he, too, could experience pleasure; another stab of pain pierced him, 
from his head to his armpit. He saw squares of white buildings. “Behold,” 
he murmured, and again remarked that he really was a bundle of joy; the 
radio squawked the news that the ruler had died—Jonah blinked; the radio 
announcer stammered, made things up, itemized the pain and suffering the 
tyrant had gone through; the woman, appraising the ruler’s domination, 
yelled out into the air, be it to Jonah or to anyone else: “Look, cretins, we’ve 
had enough already, enough of your exporting everything abroad, while 
here it turns out a syphilitic was ruling over us.” Jonah focused on the tone 
of her voice: hoarse, breaking apart, hysterical; he was drowsy after soaking 
in the bath; a gluey, liquid lethargy stupefied him; mouth wide open, Jonah 
became a kind of gooey mass in the confining streams of drowsiness; his 
throat felt numb, his temples felt compressed—there he was standing in line 
near a trash bin, hoping to find a cigarette butt, the orderlies supporting his 
back, the odor of lysol creeping out from under the ceiling, and, if one were 
to look closer, it would turn out that it wasn’t the madhouse after all: the 
wind roiling through a gray corridor, twisting white puffs of down through 
the stinky air; suddenly the woman emerged, bustled around in his mind, 
became real—Jonah could smell her perfumed skin and thought to himself 
that he had forgotten Lopata too soon; but no, Jonah told himself, on the 
contrary, Lopata will be occupying his mind for a long time to come, 
possibly too long, and nothing could be done about it. Lopata had connected 
Jonah with something bigger than he’d thought—he wanted to return to the 
woman, after all. And he returned quickly, like a man coming back for what 
he deserves. But the image would not leave him: the old Jew copying 
something onto his folded-in-four piece of paper. With bent knees slightly 
apart, the woman lay on a heap of white bed sheets: “Look, you’ve always 
had a bit of luck,” Jonah thought, as with the tip of his tongue he nudged her 
hard nipples, conscious of the angled space edging into his vision. “And this 
country with shutters instead of windows will forevermore stop torturing 
me, my innermost self, and will return inside me once my hands bathe your 
hair in gold, and you, Jonah, will love again, and not in the expectation of a 
quick death but a long one. This country will show you not mere windows, 
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but a bunch of fresh asters, full fresh asters, because one must believe—one 
must love—one must forget forevermore within oneself the word ‘hope,’ so 
that it doesn’t exist at all.” He was a bit surprised by these thoughts, and 
then he was pleased, because he’d had them before. Jonah moved around 
the bed playfully, flopped onto his back, the woman inhaled with ease, and 
somehow he, Jonah, knew that at this moment a person who was able to 
understand him completely was there for him; maybe today would be his 
lucky day. “Amen,” Jonah proclaimed to himself, and fell asleep. 

There was nobody around when he got up the next morning; a cup of 
warm milk, a piece of buttered, dark-flavored white bread; in place of his 
own ragged clothes he found fresh clothes, previously worn but still 
perfectly good. The emptiness disconcerted him, Jonah; something under 
his heart twitched—on the other side of the windows a thin layer of snow 
covered the ground. Jonah sniffed the air—it still smelled of woman; he hid 
his face in his hands and let out a feeble moan, but he did not cry; he sat like 
that for a long time, and when it started to get dark, Jonah noticed a rosy 
glow on the other side of the dacha, where he hadn’t been. And Jonah 
realized that it was a city. A big city. He sat like that until the next morning, 
and then got ready to leave: he put the leftover pieces of bread and a pack of 
cigarettes into his pockets, and finally, without knowing why, he pressed his 
face into the bed that still smelled of a woman’s sweat; he walked through 
the rooms amid the shadows and then, as if detecting a bad omen, he walked 
out. A fine layer of snow covered the fields, all the way to the dark hill of 
the forest. 

 
Translated by Olha Rudakevych 

 
 
 

Original publication: Oles' Ul'ianenko, Stalinka, Lviv: Kalvaria, 2000, pp. 
7–44. 
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Heron’s Birthday 
 

Mykola Riabchuk 
 

Mike wasn’t working anywhere, so by evening he got very tired. 
Today he was especially tired, because he was getting ready to go to 
Heron’s on her birthday. Heron’s real name was Oksana and being called 
“Heron” just about drove her crazy. At times Mike was in love with her. 
Heron worked at the railway station, selling tickets to Intourist visitors and 
other people who mattered. Tickets like those could get you pretty far. 

Mike took all day to get ready, but in the end he set out in his everyday 
clothes. After all, coming back in the dark he might fall and get dirty. 
Besides, everybody knew that people of all sorts could show up at a 
birthday: some of them might simply be unable to deal with new shirts and 
ties. Going out the door, Mike met the Doctor.  

Doctor was very amiable and walked around carrying a brown, 
diplomat-type briefcase. He had finished dental school at the Faculty of 
Medicine and now worked at a factory as a forklift operator. In his free time 
Doctor practiced yoga and said that he wasn’t eating or drinking. But 
actually he both ate and drank. 

He drank anything he could get his hands on. 
Last week Doctor got paid and communed with Confucius nearly 

every night. Mike decided to go have a beer with him, since he didn’t have 
anything against getting to know Confucius better himself, the latter’s 
Chinese heritage notwithstanding. 

In a dirty hall that smelled of puke, Doctor told him about the 
transfiguration of Buddha and the infinite life of the soul. 

This appealed to Mike, but after his death he absolutely did not want 
his soul to settle in some cow whose udder its owner would tug at and who 
would be dispatched every year to a bull. He very reasonably recognized 
that not everything that’s good for semi-feudal India is good for us too.  

 “Time to go,” declared Mike, drinking the last of the rotgut that 
Doctor had bought instead of beer, owing to its higher caloric value.  

“Go where?” said Doctor in surprise, surprising Mike even more. 
“What do you mean, where?” he said. “Why, to Heron’s, for her 

birthday.” 
“Do I know her?” asked Doctor. 
Mike thought for a while. 
“Well—probably not.” 
“It’s not nice to show up at the birthdays of people you don’t know,” 

said Doctor, ordering two more glasses of wine. 
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“She’s a great girl,” said Mike. “Just because she’s called Heron, don’t 
think she’s ugly. She’s an amazing girl—way better than both of us.” 

What he was saying was absolutely true, and just at that moment 
Confucius chimed in. 

“Do not be in such a hurry,” he intoned in a sage voice, raising a finger 
smeared with mustard. “And do not seek petty comforts. He who hurries 
does not get far. He who seeks petty comforts does not attain great heights. 
The noble person sets himself lofty goals; the wastrel struggles to achieve 
insignificant ones.” 

Mike’s voice trembled with emotion. 
“She’s a super girl. She said we didn’t have to get married until I said I 

wanted to. And last winter, when I lost my gloves, she went out and bought 
me new ones.” 

“That’s all so trivial,” said Doctor. “One shouldn’t live so frivolously. 
Didn’t you ever read Li Bo?” 

Mike, who hadn’t, blushed. Doctor knew Li Bo’s poems by heart and 
began to recite them. The red-nosed woman tending the buffet table, who 
had no appreciation of poetry, shoved him and Mike out the door. Outdoors, 
they ran into Capiton. 

“Hello, Capiton!” exclaimed Mike joyously, eagerly embracing him. 
Capiton was sober and decidedly less thrilled at meeting Mike. 

“Stop it, you idiot! I’m no Capiton to you!” 
Actually, he really was Capiton—his surname was Capitonov. But as a 

kid he’d somehow gotten it into his head that everyone was supposed to call 
him Captain. The name Capiton came about as a compromise between a 
rose-bright dream and dark-brown reality. Anyone who challenged his 
dream cast a pall over his reality. The chief culprit in that regard was the 
creative director of the puppet theater where Capiton was the stage designer. 
Capiton created puppets—dolls, in short. But every doll he made, including 
the heroic ones, ended up looking like a dreadful Baba-Yaga. Today, on top 
of the usual troubles at work, some little floozy had turned him on, 
promising to come to his workshop and revel in his creativity. The floozy 
hadn’t come and now Capiton was walking around in an agitated state, 
furious at the puppet theater and even more furious at dolls of all kinds, so 
to speak. 

“You come too,” proposed Mike. “Come with us to the birthday,” 
“Will there be any booze?” asked Capiton suspiciously. 
“There’ll be an ocean of booze and a whole canyonful of broads,” 

promised Mike. 
“We’ll need a present,” noted Doctor. 
“I’ll give her a painting,” said Capiton, acquiescing. True, he didn’t 

know how to paint, which is why he staunchly regarded himself as an artist-
primitivist with a tendency toward modernism—or the reverse. 

“I think we should get flowers,” said Doctor. 
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“Aren’t you smart!” countered Mike. Doctor really was smart, so 
much so that it was offensive. “She can’t stand flowers,” declared Mike. 
“She absolutely hates them!” 

“So, what does she like?” asked Doctor. 
“Well, she...she...,” said Mike, licking overly dry lips. Then he made a 

stab at it: “She likes—wine!” 
“Now we’re talking,” exclaimed Capiton. “I too know some very 

respectable girls who like wine more than anything else. You’d offend them 
with flowers or silly trinkets of some kind.” 

Oksana was a good girl, and nobody wanted to offend her. 
 
At the store they chose five bottles of a rotgut wine called Radiance 

but were 20 kopecks short on the last bottle. Those kopecks were 
contributed by former pilot Flip, who was hanging around the store by 
himself, on the lookout for unforeseen adventure and romantic encounters. 
The bottles just fit in Doctor’s diplomat-type briefcase, and the former 
pilot—a true friend in need—joined the guys going to Heron’s for her 
birthday. 

As they crossed into Levandivka, Mike forgot Heron’s address. The 
building where she lived had one story—or maybe two; a balcony—or 
maybe not; a garden—or a treed courtyard; and an entrance at the front—or 
was it on the side? Almost every building looked something like that, so 
before long the fellas lit out for the woods, where they drank two bottles of 
the wine to restore their energy. Former pilot Flip declared that he had loved 
working in aviation and offered to fly them all from Lviv to Kyiv. First, 
though, they really should go wish Heron a happy birthday. 

The fellas walked around a few more blocks, knocking at every gate. 
No one knew a girl called Heron—Mike had forgotten her real name, along 
with a lot of other things. By now it was really dark, so the guys went back 
to the woods, where they roasted some potatoes found in somebody’s yard. 
Then they absolutely had to drink two more bottles of the wine, after which 
Mike announced that he wasn’t going to fly to Kyiv, because he was scared 
to fly. Capiton was scared too—he said he wouldn’t fly to Kyiv, or 
anywhere else. He said he wouldn’t move at all and they could all go to—
well, one and the same place. Meanwhile Doctor had climbed up a tree. 

“I order all of you to stand!” commanded former pilot Flip, sensing 
that the moment for decisive action had arrived. He informed the wimps that 
an order was an order and that anybody who didn’t obey would be shot—
’rite then ’n dere. 

“Instead of a pistol get out your gun,” proposed Capiton, earning 
several kicks from the former pilot. When Capiton tried to put up a defense, 
he inadvertently punched himself in the mouth. After that, Mike got up 
voluntarily, and Doctor fell out of the tree. 

Commander Flip got them in line and marched them in song around 
the streets of Levandivka. At the first intersection they bumped into some 
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local lowlifes and experienced some significant bodily damage. Worst of 
all, the last bottle of Radiance burst on impact against an enemy’s head. 
Licking their wounds and exerting great effort, they made it to somebody’s 
yard—and there, at the well, they came across Heron. Nobody recognized 
her, but she recognized Mike by his voice. 

Other than that voice, there was nearly nothing left of Mike. 
Inside her place there were soft lights, music, dancing, and pretty girls. 

It was a small piece of paradise, and Doctor, sitting cross-legged on a soft 
sofa, prayed to the great Buddha in gratitude. With his one unswollen eye 
Mike kept looking at the birthday girl and crying from happiness. Capiton 
took all the decorations down from the walls, making room for the paintings 
which he would bring by tomorrow. Meanwhile former pilot Flip was 
searching for love. 

After a while the birthday girl got around to asking Mike about the 
guys he had brought over. Mike wanted to tell her what fine fellows they 
were, about the transfiguration of souls, and how in their next lives they 
would all—everybody in this room—become flowers on one vast and sunny 
meadow, or colorful butterflies and dragonflies above the marshes. But just 
then, he became extremely nauseated and threw up out the window. All of 
earth’s infelicities and all of hell’s powers gathered in that one room to spoil 
the guests’ impermanent happiness. Capiton knocked a crystal vase off a 
shelf and in catching it broke the aquarium. The goldfish thrashed about on 
the rug, and the water flowed down to the neighbor below. One of the girls 
shrieked because soldier Flip declared his love for her. Fate plainly didn’t 
want any love. Fate itself didn’t know what it wanted.  

Mike and his friends were expelled from paradise, and behind them its 
doors locked with dual locks—a slide bolt and a chain. 

 
In the yard stood a small table, and the heroes resolved to rest there. In 

parting, aviator Flip had grabbed a couple of uncorked bottles, whereas 
artist Capiton had emptied three platters—of sausage, sauerkraut, and 
poached fish—into the diplomat-type briefcase. Aviator Flip couldn’t drink 
anything any more, for he had quietly slid under the table and fallen asleep. 
Artist Capiton, having lowered his head to his knees, kept softly crooning a 
monotonous song that nobody knew. Doctor, having resumed his 
interrupted meditation, was standing on his head beside the fence.  

The clear sky was alight with stars. Mike, his head thrown back, drank 
straight from the bottle, reveling in the beauty of the universe. As the stars 
twinkled and danced, flowers perfumed the air. The world was wondrous 
and unattainable—and the rotgut disgusting and vile. Mike threw the half-
empty bottle against the wall of the building; it hit with a thud and shattered 
into crystalline shards. He grabbed another one, but hesitated a moment. 
Then, raising its neck to his mouth as if in farewell, he suddenly caught 
sight of a plane in the sky. It was flying very low, obscuring the stars, and 
sitting inside was Buddha. He had on a pilot’s helmet and huge glasses. 
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Catching sight of Mike, Buddha said: 
“Meditating, Mikey?” 
“Yes, O guru,” replied Mike. 
“Contemplating things, Mikey?” 
“Yes, O guru,” replied Mike. 
“Ah-hh, what a dolt—what a dolt you are!” said Buddha. And before 

Mike could reply—before he could ask anything, regret anything, excuse 
anything—the plane dipped its wings, gained altitude, and disappeared in 
the direction of Kyiv. 

 
Translated by Uliana M. Pasicznyk 

 
 

 
Original publication: Mykola Riabchuk, “Do chapli na urodyny,” in his 
Deinde, til'ky ne tut—ta inshi opovidannia [Elsewhere, Just Not Here, and 
Other Stories], Lviv: VNTL-Klasyka, 2001, pp. 133–38. 
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On The Phone 
A play 

 
Volodymyr Dibrova 

 
 

CAST 
OWNER, mid-forties 
YOUNG MAN, early twenties 
HUSBAND, late fifties–early sixties 
WIFE, late fifties–early sixties  

 
 

A store in an up-market neighborhood that specializes in selling cell 
phones. Everything here is top-notch and cutting edge. The place is 
crammed with large-screen TVs and top-of-the-line electronic equipment; 
there is also a stand with sale items. In the right-hand corner—a counter 
that doubles as a desk. Hanging high above is the company’s motto—THE 
GIFT OF STAYING CONNECTED. Directly beneath it is a poster featuring 
the cheerful OWNER of the store and the smiling YOUNG MAN. Each is 
holding a cell phone and both are totally engrossed in conversation.  

The OWNER moves about the stage, tidies the place, adjusts the 
displays, refills the stands with more brochures and catalogues, rearranges 
fresh flowers in vases, mutters something, and finally sits down at the 
counter. 

 HUSBAND and WIFE walk through the door from stage left. Melodic 
door chimes signal to the OWNER that he has visitors. 
 

OWNER (puts everything aside, stands up, and approaches the customers): 
Well hello! How are you? 

 

While he walks towards them, HUSBAND and WIFE, holding hands, 
half whisper to each other. 
 

HUSBAND: Who’s going to do the talking? You? 
WIFE: You start, and I’ll … 
OWNER (gives each a handshake): What can I do for you? Is this your first 

visit?  
WIFE: Not really … We were actually thinking of … (tries to find a word) 
HUSBAND: What we were looking for is … 
WIFE: You may be surprised, but we are interested in your products. 

(Chuckles. HUSBAND and OWNER appreciate the joke and also 
laugh.) 
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OWNER: This comes as a total shock to me. (Another burst of laughter.)  
HUSBAND (points at the company’s motto): We’ve finally made up our 

minds and decided to get into the game. (A short pause.) To get 
connected and enjoy the gift, so to speak. 

OWNER: Always a good idea. That’s what we’re here for. (Pause.) Are you 
looking for anything in particular, or just … 

WIFE (interrupting him): Is it okay if we just … um … look around first … 
and … 

HUSBAND: … and see what you have. 
OWNER: Absolutely! Be my guests. Take your time. And if you need 

anything, just give me a shout. 
WIFE (notices something on the stand and, without letting OWNER finish 

his sentence, pulls HUSBAND by his sleeve and urges him to follow 
her): Look at this one! 

HUSBAND (leans forward to look at the price and whistles): Are you nuts? 
Have you seen the price? 

WIFE (something else on a different stand catches her eye): What about this 
one? What does it do? 

HUSBAND (after taking a closer look): Um … That’s the latest craze. This 
beauty can be used as a (reading the description) telephone, camera, 
camcorder … 

WIFE: I think we should get one for you!.. 
HUSBAND: … calculator, computer, flashlight … 
WIFE: How much is it? 
HUSBAND: … fan, and even as an intimate friend … 
WIFE: Wow! 
HUSBAND: … electric razor … 
WIFE: See what I mean? 
HUSBAND: Yes, I do. But I thought we’d agreed. Nothing fancy. Something 

simple.  
WIFE: If we’re buying something, we might as well go for the best. 
HUSBAND: But look at the price! 
WIFE: Don’t be such a …!  
HUSBAND: That’s just like you. You start out with something basic in mind 

and then go for gold. 
WIFE: I’m only doing it for you! 
HUSBAND: But we need two phones. 
WIFE: That’ll give us a chance to ask for a discount. 
HUSBAND: We can’t be too pushy. 
WIFE: Why not? It’s his job to accommodate the customers, isn’t it? 
OWNER (approaching HUSBAND and WIFE): Well, have you something 

in mind? 
HUSBAND: Just about.  
WIFE: This place is pretty dazzling! 
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HUSBAND: So many options to choose from … all these features, technical 
stuff … not to mention the prices … 

OWNER: Well, we have to start somewhere. Why don’t you tell me what 
you’re looking for, and we’ll take it from there. 

HUSBAND (having summoned all his courage): Well, I’ll be honest with 
you … (Pause.) 

WIFE: What we mean is … 
HUSBAND (as if giving a well-rehearsed speech): Well, sooner or later 

there comes a time when a man … 
WIFE: … or woman! 
HUSBAND: … or woman has to realize … 
WIFE: … that they … 
HUSBAND: Yes! That what they are really missing is being connected. In 

other words, we’re going cellular! (Gives a sigh of relief.) There, I said 
it!  

WIFE (to OWNER): We hope you don’t get us wrong. We are not some 
kind of tech-novices! We do have a land line at home, not to mention 
all the electronics. 

HUSBAND: But that’s not the same, though, is it? We humans are social 
creatures. We need to stay connected every minute. And we are always 
in motion. So, with the help of a cell phone we can actually do both—
stay in touch and go about our lives. At the same time. Isn’t that right? 
(After a short pause.) Think about it. 

WIFE: And don’t forget about all the privacy it gives you! 
HUSBAND: You just dial a number … 
WIFE: And we’re not talking luxuries here. It’s just one of the basic human 

needs … 
HUSBAND: … and human rights, too! (To OWNER.) Right? 
OWNER: Absolutely! Again, that’s what we are here for. 
HUSBAND: You might want to ask what brought us to this place. (Pause.) 

Fair enough. I’ll tell you. 
WIFE (to OWNER): You won’t believe what it took to get to this point. 

(Sighs deeply.) All those second thoughts and sleepless nights! 
HUSBAND: Oh, yes! And those little tizzies we got ourselves into … 
WIFE (to HUSBAND): Don’t even go there! 
HUSBAND (to OWNER): But don’t for a moment think that we are some 

kind of anti-cell-phone weirdos! 
WIFE (to OWNER): ’Cause we’re not! 
HUSBAND: It’s just that we didn’t really want to get involved. 
WIFE: We preferred to look at it from our perspective. 
HUSBAND: Yes. We looked at it as at a sort of spectator sport. We just 

observed the people who switched to cell phones. 
WIFE: Out there, in the streets.  
HUSBAND: While we were still holding on to the idea that it’s all about 

detachment, distance … 
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WIFE: … restraint, if you will. 
HUSBAND: Exactly! In other words, we watched the world from our cozy 

little armchairs, totally convinced that that was how we were actually 
learning things. You know, acquiring knowledge. 

WIFE: And wisdom. 
HUSBAND (to WIFE): That’s what I said. 
WIFE (to HUSBAND): No, you said “knowledge”. 
HUSBAND (to WIFE): No, I said “knowledge and wisdom”. 
WIFE (to HUSBAND): Same thing. 
HUSBAND (to WIFE, losing his patience): What? 
WIFE (to HUSBAND): All I’m saying is knowledge is WISDOM.  
HUSBAND (to WIFE): What rubbish!  
WIFE (to HUSBAND): Knowledge gives way to wisdom. 
HUSBAND (to WIFE): Where on earth did you get such an idea? Acquiring 

knowledge is a process, while acquiring wisdom is something totally 
… (struggles with a definition) … 

WIFE (to HUSBAND): That’s exactly what I mean! 
HUSBAND (to WIFE): Two different things! 
WIFE (to HUSBAND): In this case they actually overlap. However … 
HUSBAND (to WIFE): On the contrary! They are opposites, like … like … 

cause and effect, or even like black and white. 
WIFE (to HUSBAND): So which one is which? 
HUSBAND (to WIFE): Wisdom! 
WIFE (to HUSBAND): And how does that work?  
HUSBAND (to WIFE): Here we go again! You said we wouldn’t … 
OWNER (interrupting): Um! What would you say if I showed you some of 

our newest … 
HUSBAND (to OWNER, passionately): So we finally realized that that was 

a dead end for us. And that it was time to stop just being passive on-
lookers and get in on the action. 

WIFE (to OWNER, passionately): So we got out of our comfort zone and 
are joining the movement, so to speak. 

HUSBAND: Mind you, this wasn’t an easy decision to make. 
OWNER: I know what you mean!  
HUSBAND: But we managed to get over all this … indecision.  
WIFE: It’s as if we were able to see things clearly for the first time. 
HUSBAND: Oh, it’s a long story! 
WIFE: But not until we hit rock bottom. 
HUSBAND: And at that point we asked ourselves: isn’t it time to get 

connected? 
WIFE: And to get our own cell phones?  
HUSBAND: And then I came up with the idea. Why don’t we, I said … 
WIFE (to OWNER): I’ve been thinking. What about all those irresponsible 

people who still refuse to accept the powerful gift of staying connected? 
(wagging her index finger) Tell me, how can they live like that? 
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OWNER: I’ve been asking myself that, too.  
HUSBAND (to OWNER, interrupting him): Think about it! What is a 

regular phone? Technically speaking, I mean. (Pause.) It is a linear, 
horizontal, bound-to-earth connection, with a web of cables entangling 
the planet. A cell phone, on the other hand, is vertical, upward, 
unfettered connection. (To OWNER.) Does that make sense? 

OWNER: You have a point there. 
HUSBAND: A horizontal connection can let you down at any moment. 

Underground communications are always vulnerable to ground work, 
mice, moles, and similar creatures. A satellite connection, on the other 
hand, gives you instant, unsolicited access to anyone, anywhere, 
anytime. (To OWNER.) Right? 

OWNER: Well, yes. 
HUSBAND: And once we realized what forces were at play here, what 

powers could be unleashed … 
WIFE: We were in awe! 
HUSBAND: And that did it for us! 
WIFE: So here we are. In the very place where you get connected. 
OWNER: Indeed! Welcome! 
HUSBAND: Because we feel that mankind has really lost it. We have lost 

touch with something primary and fundamental. (A short pause.) Oh, 
yes! We’ve compartmentalized everything. We reduced life—nature, 
our own emotions, you name it—to equations, and as a result we’ve 
lost our ability to see things as they really are. (Pauses to collect his 
bearings.) Take an airplane, for example. We take it for granted that 
we can just load it up with luggage, packages, mail … 

WIFE: Armored personnel carriers, even! 
HUSBAND: Yes. Even those. (To WIFE.) That’s why they make cargo 

planes. (To OWNER.) You just jump on board, kick up your feet, and 
enjoy a glass of champagne while the plane takes you across the 
planet. (A short pause.) But we are talking tons of metal here that need 
to be taken off the ground! (Pauses. Besides himself with excitement. ) 
If you just think about it, it’s a miracle! (Tries to catch his breath.) It’s 
pretty much the same with a cell phone. You can be talking to 
someone on the opposite side of the world while running chores, 
driving a car, or even sky-diving. If that’s not a miracle, I don’t know 
what is. 

WIFE: And I don’t care what explanation scientists come up with. The fact 
remains—we’re dealing with a mystery here! 

HUSBAND: A mystery more puzzling than an airplane. Because we are 
talking direct connection with … with … 

WIFE: … with someone … 
 

She does not finish her sentence when she notices YOUNG MAN 
appearing from stage right. He is wearing overalls indicating that he is an 
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employee of the store. He is rolling a telephone booth onto the stage. It is a 
red, full-size, old-fashioned model. The telephone booth is mounted on a 
trolley that is equipped with coasters. YOUNG MAN stops in the middle of 
the stage, right under the poster with the company’s motto, anchors the 
telephone booth in place, and leaves the stage, only to come back a few 
seconds later hauling a huge backdrop screen depicting a tree-lined city 
street. He positions this screen directly behind the telephone booth, creating 
the illusion of a street pay phone. 

All this time HUSBAND and WIFE watch his every move, but, since no 
explanation is given, they keep talking to OWNER. However, their frequent 
pauses suggest that they find YOUNG MAN’s presence extremely 
distracting.  

Unlike them, YOUNG MAN seems to ignore everyone, instead focusing 
on his task. He makes sure everything is properly installed.  
 

HUSBAND (to OWNER, after a short pause): So … where were we? … 
WIFE (to OWNER, with her head turned toward YOUNG MAN): Tell me 

something … In your experience … What is it that motivates your 
customers to … you know … 

OWNER: Yes? 
WIFE: Well … to switch. To get connected. 
OWNER (unlike HUSBAND and WIFE, he never loses the thread of their 

conversation): Well, as you can imagine, we have customers from all 
walks of life, and they all have different needs. I cannot—and will 
not—impose anything on anyone. But assuming that we all need the 
same … 

HUSBAND (still distracted by YOUNG MAN): Surely you recognize 
certain types.  

 

YOUNG MAN makes sure everything is all set, looks around, steps 
inside the telephone booth, checks the coin return slot, finds something 
there, picks up the receiver, drops the coin into the slot, and dials a number. 
 

OWNER: I’m not really sure I could say that … 
HUSBAND: Well, just for the sake of argument. 
OWNER (after a short pause): I guess … (Not really sure what to say.) 

though I don’t think you can fit more than one person into any 
particular category… Some of our customers come to us looking for a 
fashion accessory. Others get a cell phone to boost their self-esteem. 
And then there are some who have it for security. Of course, there will 
always be those who tried everything else and have exhausted all their 
options …  

YOUNG MAN (into the phone, very loudly): Hello. (Pause.) It’s me. 
(Pause.) From a pay phone. (Pause.) No, I’m fine. (Pause.) No, 
nothing happened… No, I can’t talk right now. (Pause. Getting 
annoyed.) I … (pause) I … (pause) I… (starts yelling) I can’t take it 
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anymore! (Presses the receiver against his chest, covers his face with 
his hand, shakes his head, then pulls himself together and presses the 
receiver back to his ear. ) This whole life! This bloody job and the rest 
of it! Don’t you get it? I deserve a better deal. I don’t want to be 
ordered around. I want to start my own business. I want to give the 
orders. (Pause.) No … yes … no … Something did happen. (Pause.) 
She just left me! Oh, what a nightmare! (In total despair, he shakes the 
receiver, then goes back to the conversation and mocks the person at 
the other end of the line.) What do you mean, “What do I mean”? She 
just walked out on me. Just like that! (Pause.) She never gave me a 
hint. No complaints, no warning signs. Ever! We were a perfect match. 
(Pause.) What else can I tell you? Events in chronological order? The 
evolution of our relationship? How can I describe it? First glance, first 
touch, first kiss, first … We had years of bliss. How on earth do you 
expect me to describe that, eh? (Sobbing.) How could she do this to 
me?! (Pause.) What? What do you mean, “Pull yourself together”? 
There’s nothing left to pull together. She ruined my whole life. She 
crushed my confidence. What do I have to look forward to now? What 
was her problem, anyway? (Pause.) What? (Pause.) No, I told you, she 
was happy. I gave her everything. I opened up the world for her. I 
taught her how to handle herself. (Pause.) She told me so herself! 
(Pause.) What did she tell you? (Pause.) No way! (Pause.) No, you 
wait! I’ll be the one who … I’ll be the judge … She could never 
measure up to me, that’s all! (Pause.) And it’s not my fault. It’s her 
fault! 

HUSBAND and WIFE exchange glances, totally bewildered.  
OWNER (feeling like he owes them an explanation): This is our employee. 

Apparently, he’s in the middle of a … 
YOUNG MAN (with righteous indignation): Do you think I’m lying? Why 

don’t you talk to my friend, then? (A long pause.) 
HUSBAND (to OWNER to fill in the pause): Speaking of a regular phone 

… um …What we could never figure out … um … is how … 
WIFE (jumps to his rescue): Yes, exactly! How do you get a telephone 

cable from one continent to another? (Pause.) Suppose you stretched it 
all the way to the coast line. Then what? Do you just drop it out on the 
ocean floor or something? … Is it even possible?  

HUSBAND: Amazing, isn’t it? 
YOUNG MAN (sneering at the person at the other end of the line): “I 

understand” … “I understand” … What do you understand? You don’t 
understand anything! (Pause.) No. (Pause.) No. (Pause.) I didn’t 
choose all this. (Pause.) I was just thrown into it. Nobody asked my 
permission. (Pause.) Okay, I’ll tell you what it’s like. As soon as you 
learn to walk, they put hurdles and stop signs everywhere. Then as 
soon as you’ve found a favorite toy—what do they do? They snatch it 
from you. And so it goes, until you’re old and twisted and don’t give a 
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damn about anything! (Pause, again sneering.) “I know” … “I know” 
… What do you know? I feel like a violin that is being used in place of 
a hammer. (Pause.) You don’t know anything about it. (Pause.) Now 
you listen to me! 

HUSBAND (to OWNER, talking over YOUNG MAN): So … um … Where 
can we learn more about the evolution of cellular telecommunication? 

OWNER: Actually … 
WIFE (to OWNER, talking over HUSBAND): Can you recommend a 

brochure or something?… 
YOUNG MAN: If only I had my own phone, she would never have left me 

… I’m sick and tired of looking for a pay phone every time I need 
some privacy! (Pause.) Yes. (Pause.) No, it has nothing to do with me! 
I did nothing wrong. It was her decision. But I’m not gonna let it 
happen again. Things are gonna change now. I have it all planned, step 
by step. In a couple of months I’m quitting this job and getting a new 
one. I have loads of stuff in the pipeline. So I’ll be raking in at least 
twice as much as I do now, if not more. And that will put me into the 
top twenty-five percent of the population. I don’t care for the class of 
people I have to deal with every day of my life. I know she’s gonna 
change her mind the moment she finds out what she’s missing. She’ll 
beg me to take her back. You’ll see then. (Pause. Scoffs.) “Change my 
ways”? What for? “Then everything will work out”? But don’t you get 
it? I’m the victim here!… What do you expect me to do?… (Pause.) I 
always do the right thing… (Pause.) No, let me be the judge of that. I 
don’t need a sermon from anyone. Especially not from you…You 
want to help me? Then stop interrupting and let me finish! (In the heat 
of the moment steps out of the phone booth and stretches the cord until 
it’s about to rip off. Gets all worked up, yanks the receiver a few times 
and nearly rips the cord.) Damn it!… The signal is rubbish!… 

WIFE (to OWNER, pointing at YOUNG MAN): Should we … 
OWNER (to WIFE): What? 
HUSBAND (to OWNER, pointing at YOUNG MAN): He’s complaining 

about a bad connection …  
YOUNG MAN (exhausted): I’ve got it all worked out … I just have to sit 

this one out… It’s just a bad patch… It hasn’t been my year… In 
January I’ll turn things around … (All of a sudden yells into the 
receiver.) What? I can’t hear you! (Realizes that he is being watched. 
Jumps back into the booth, tries to speak directly into the mouthpiece. 
Dramatically lowers his voice only to go back to yelling again.) I’m 
not alone, and they are listening to my every word. (Pause.) Bad 
connection? (In despair slams the receiver against the phone.) So 
much for your connection! (Finally rips the cord, and that infuriates 
him even more.) You can shove it up your … (Now totally out of 
control, muttering obscenities, smashes the window with the receiver, 
then attacks the backdrop behind the phone booth.)  
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HUSBAND and WIFE are terrified. They stagger back closer to the exit. 
Having torn down the screen, YOUNG MAN breathes heavily and 
slowly starts to pick up the shattered glass. 

OWNER (to HUSBAND and WIFE): You must excuse us … I’ll be right 
back. (Approaches YOUNG MAN, tries to calm him down, picks up 
what is left of the backdrop and helps YOUNG MAN who is trying to 
get the phone booth off the stage.) 

 

While OWNER and YOUNG MAN are cleaning up the stage, HUSBAND 
and WIFE are trying to make sense of what they have just seen. They 
whisper. 
 

HUSBAND: Did you see that? 
 

Pause.  
 

WIFE: The boy works here. That’s what the owner said. (Pointing at the 
poster hanging under the company’s motto.) Look there—that’s him, 
all right. 

 

Pause. 
 

HUSBAND: That scene back there. What was that all about? 
 

Pause. 
 

WIFE: The boy was just speaking from the bottom of his heart. He’s a poet! 
 

Pause. 
 

OWNER and YOUNG MAN roll the telephone booth away off stage. 
HUSBAND (switching to his normal voice): He’s a loser! 
WIFE (switching to her normal voice): No, it’s just a phase he’s going 

through.  
HUSBAND: Being such an egoist, you mean?  
WIFE: Well, yes. It’s only natural. We all go through that at some point in 

our lives. But I’m sure if you scratch the surface, you’ll find a kind and 
gentle soul. A bit confused, perhaps. But what would you expect? His 
girlfriend has just left him. 

HUSBAND: I’m not surprised.  
WIFE: I have no doubt that the true reason behind their breakup has to do 

with his family. Maybe he suffered from a physical or emotional 
trauma. What if he was abused? (Pause.) Or maybe they were just not 
meant to be together. The good news is that now he has gained some 
experience. For his future relationships, I mean. Only it’s a shame that 
he has resorted to this destructive behavior…  

HUSBAND: I get it! 
WIFE: What? 
HUSBAND: It was a ploy! 
WIFE: A ploy? 
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HUSBAND: Yeah. They set it all up. To trick us into buying something 
from them. A kind of a show, like “That–was–then—and–this–is–
now.” (Imitating a TV commercial.) “We’ve got cutting-edge, top-of-
the-line phones to satisfy your wildest dreams! At your fingertips 
when you’re on the go!” 

WIFE (deep in her thoughts): Maybe we could give him a nudge in the right 
direction. 

HUSBAND: I wouldn’t get involved if I were you. He is a troubled young 
man, can’t you see? You’ll get involved and then he’ll blame you. 
Why do you always do that? You always feel sorry for every little 
piece of … 

WIFE: How can you say that? How can you be so indifferent? 
OWNER enters from stage right and approaches HUSBAND and WIFE.  
OWNER (apologetically): Sorry to keep you waiting. 
HUSBAND: No problem at all. 
WIFE: We understand. 
OWNER: So, folks, why don’t we pick up where we left off? 
WIFE: And this … your employee … I hope you don’t mind me asking … 

Will he be alright? 
OWNER: Yes. He’s been going through a rough patch, but he’ll come 

through it! I’ll keep an eye on him. 
WIFE: Is there anything we could do?… 
HUSBAND (to WIFE, angrily): You promised! 
OWNER (to WIFE): It’s very kind of you. I think, he just needs time. 
HUSBAND (to both OWNER and WIFE): But, darling, aren’t we getting a 

bit distracted here? 
OWNER: My fault. (To HUSBAND.) So, you were looking for a cell phone … 
HUSBAND: Yes. A cell phone. Something relatively new, but not too 

fancy. Something basic, yet reliable and reasonably priced, too. I don’t 
think we should be splurging right now… If you know what I mean. 

OWNER: I understand. 
WIFE: We don’t want you to think that somehow all we care about is 

money. That’s not the case. Actually, we’d like to think that we’re on a 
quest. Believe it or not, but spiritual values are much more important 
to us. 

HUSBAND (decides to cut to the chase, to OWNER): You have to agree 
that, evolutionally speaking, mankind has totally run out of ideas. We 
have reached a dead end. And until and unless we learn to 
communicate with each other, we are doomed. So what we all need is 
a viable, universal theory. 

OWNER: Universal theory? 
WIFE (to OWNER, with equal zeal): A unifying doctrine that would 

encompass all aspects of life and give answers to the existential 
questions that have been plaguing humanity for thousands of years! 
(Pause.) Don’t you agree?  
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OWNER: What questions are we talking about here? 
HUSBAND: All of the important ones. To get them out of the way. Once 

and for all. 
 

Pause. 
 

WIFE (to OWNER): Mind you, it won’t be easy. But if we all pitch in, then 
we have a chance to … 

OWNER: I don’t quite follow. So what’s the bottom line here? 
HUSBAND: A Universal Network! 
WIFE (points at the company motto above): And that’s where you come in, 

with your idea of global cellular connection. We are going to connect 
each and every one. We’ll leave no one behind. We will include every 
woman, man, and child! 

HUSBAND: Absolute and irreversible wireless coverage that will utilize all 
the latest breakthroughs in science and technology! 

WIFE: And this is just the basic idea. We can polish the details as we go 
along. 

OWNER: Is that how you intend to solve all the world’s problems? 
HUSBAND: Give or take. It’s not so much about the problems as it’s about 

solutions, really. If we had a network, we could reach the entire 
walking and talking population with our plan. We could divert their 
energy from destruction—like we’ve just seen—to something positive 
and constructive. 

WIFE: For the common good! Then everyone will benefit from being a 
valued member of the Network by staying connected with all other 
members … 

HUSBAND: … and by receiving important updates! 
WIFE: That way everyone will be in the loop. 
HUSBAND: No need to worry about anything! 
WIFE: Precisely! All the information anyone might need will be dispatched 

to them in a timely and orderly fashion. Think of all the convenience it 
will bring! And think of how much time and effort it will save! 

OWNER: And what if they want to opt out? 
HUSBAND: Why would they? (Pause.) I don’t know what your experience 

has been … No disrespect, but when it comes to things practical … I 
mean, you may be an expert in technology, but we … we know life. 

WIFE: Because there’s work to be done. 
HUSBAND: And I assure you that most people would like nothing more 

than to join the Network.  
WIFE: Save for a couple of weirdos here and there. 
HUSBAND: Oh yes. Most people would much rather follow clear 

instructions. 
WIFE: To avoid taking too much responsibility. 
HUSBAND: It always boils down to a sense of security. 
WIFE: Or, at least, an imagined sense of security. 
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OWNER: Can’t argue with that. 
HUSBAND: And the only way to get it is by being connected to the 

Network. 
 

OWNER chuckles. Pause. 
 

HUSBAND (to OWNER, taking it as an offense): I understand your 
skepticism. It may sound a bit far-fetched. But make no mistake … 

WIFE (to OWNER, in an offended voice): If you look at world history, all of 
humanity’s breakthroughs began with a crazy dream. You, of all 
people, should understand that. After all, we are just amateurs. While 
you’re supposed to be an expert in these things. 

HUSBAND: Isn’t it your explicit goal to cover everyone with one global 
network? Are we missing something here? 

 

OWNER does not have a chance to respond, because at that very 
moment YOUNG MAN rolls pieces of a new set onto the stage. They are 
supposed to represent his living room: designer furniture, a coffee table 
with a telephone on it, a comfortable armchair, a window overlooking a 
park. He is wearing casual yet stylish clothing. 

YOUNG MAN puts the pieces together, then falls into the armchair, 
picks up the receiver, and dials a number. 
 

YOUNG MAN: Hello! 
HUSBAND and WIFE pull up chairs and sit down comfortably, with the 

intention of not missing a thing this time around.  
 

WIFE gestures for OWNER to join them. He does not react. 
 

WIFE (to OWNER, whispering): Why don’t you join us? 
OWNER signals to her that he prefers to remain standing. 

HUSBAND (to WIFE): Sh-sh-sh! 
YOUNG MAN: Hello? (Pause.) It’s me. (Pause.) What? (Pause.) Yes. We 

did mail them out.(Pause.) And everybody has already RSVP’d. 
(Pause.) Yes, at the restaurant. (Pause.) Bridesmaids too … yes … 
wedding planner, menu, band— it’s all set. (Pause.) 

WIFE (to HUSBAND and OWNER, enthusiastically): He’s getting married! 
HUSBAND (to WIFE, whispering): Can you keep it down? We’ve already 

figured out that much. 
YOUNG MAN: Yes, I made the reservations. (Pause.) For a suite. (Pause.) 

Yes. I told you, it’s all set! What? (Pause.) 
WIFE (to HUSBAND and OWNER, unable to hold the excitement): There’s 

going to be a wedding! I wonder who the lucky bride is. Could it be 
the same girl that?… 

HUSBAND (to WIFE, whispering): It’s none of our business! We shouldn’t 
be getting involved. 

WIFE (to HUSBAND, whispering): Why do you always have to be so 
negative? 
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YOUNG MAN: No, no … (Pause.) Nothing’s changed. (Pause.) Except for 
one minor detail. (Pause. Raising his voice.) There will be no 
wedding. (Choking.) She packed her things and left. (Pulls his hair 
and moans.) For good! Eighteen hours before our vows! (Bursts into 
tears.)  

 

A long pause. Everyone is in shock. OWNER shakes his head, sighs, and 
leans against the desk. 
 

HUSBAND (to WIFE, looking back at OWNER): Didn’t I tell you? Never 
let your emotions take precedence over your judgment. 

WIFE (resolutely): I’m sure it’s all her fault! 
HUSBAND (to WIFE, switching back to a whisper so that OWNER doesn’t 

hear him): Where have we seen this before? 
WIFE (dismissively): I don’t know what you’re talking about.  
HUSBAND: The girl—the breakup—the works … It all happened before. 
WIFE (to HUSBAND, hissing): Keep your voice down! 
HUSBAND (to WIFE, straight into her ear): We are being played for 

suckers! Can’t you see? 
WIFE (dismissively): What’s gotten into you?! 
YOUNG MAN: How could she do this to me? After everything I’ve done 

for her. (Pause. In despair.) What am I gonna do?  
 

OWNER shrugs in disbelief. 
 

HUSBAND (to WIFE): Don’t say a word. I told you—it’s none of our 
business. 

WIFE (to HUSBAND, pointing at YOUNG MAN): We can’t just let him sink 
into despair. His whole life could be at stake! 

HUSBAND (to WIFE): But what can we do? 
WIFE: Under the circumstances, it might be something as simple as a word 

of advice. 
YOUNG MAN (outraged): Wait a minute! (Pause.) I don’t need your 

advice. When I do, I’ll call you. (Pause.) Why? Because I know 
perfectly well what you’re gonna say … (Pause.) Okay, go on then. 
(Pause.) “Let go”? “Accept”? What exactly do you want me to accept? 
The fact that she used me? (Pause.) Or that nobody cares about me? 
(Pause.) Well, I AM focusing on the positives. (Pause.) Yes. I always 
count my blessings! (Pause.) Yes. But that’s not enough. Because I’m 
not about to become complacent. (Pause.) Yes. He did give me a 
promotion… Yes, now I’m number two here. (Pause.) And I’m 
grateful to him for that … I really am. But when I compare myself to 
some of my peers, I’m not happy. (Pause.) Well, for one thing, they’re 
settled, with families. They have kids. And you should see their 
phones. Caller IDs that tell you not only who’s calling but also why, 
plus you get their precise location, as well as current weather 
conditions. That’s what I call real communication! (Pause. Sobbing.) 
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But how could she do this to me?! Everything she had, she got from 
me. I made her the way she is. Where would she be without me? … To 
think of all the plans we made … (Pulls himself together.) Okay, that’s 
enough! (Pause.) 

WIFE (to OWNER, raising her voice): How could you let this happen? See? 
That’s exactly the kind of non-inclusion we’re talking about. None of 
this would happen if he were a member of the Network. We wouldn’t 
let him fall through the cracks. 

HUSBAND (to WIFE, trying to silence her): Will you stop it? What’s 
gotten into you? You don’t know a thing about him. 

WIFE: All I know is that he’s in distress. He’s trapped. If we don’t 
intervene, he doesn’t stand a chance. 

HUSBAND: He’s not alone. He has a job. (Lowers his voice, points at 
OWNER.) He has a boss—the owner of the shop, or manager, or 
whatever he is … He’ll take care of him. He already made him second 
in line. Didn’t you hear? And how does he repay him? He trashes the 
place! 

YOUNG MAN: I know. (Pause.) I know. (Pause.) I know. (Pause.) No, it 
has nothing to do with me. (Pause.) It’s the curse of the leap year. I 
remember how four years ago … (Pause.) I don’t see the relevance. 
(Pause.) No, it wasn’t my fault. (Pause.) You never listen to me! 
(Pause.) How come you always blame me? (Pause.) No. (Pause.) It’s 
like I told you, I’m too big for this dumpy little company. I want to 
make it! I have ambitions too, you know. (Pause.) And stop 
interrupting me! (Pause.) What? What did he do for me? And, for your 
information, I earned my … No, it was me who … (Pause.) What did 
you say? (Hurtfully.) That was below the belt. (Pause.) This has 
nothing to do with you. It’s my private life and I won’t let you … 
(Pause.) Yeah, go on, laugh it up. (Pause.) But let me tell you 
something. She WILL be my wife. You’ll see. (Pause. Getting more 
and more enraged with every moment.) You’re getting on my nerves 
now. … I’m warning you!.. Not another word. (Suddenly jumps up, 
then yanks the cord and screams at the top of his lungs.) Boy, I wish I 
could smack your big, fat … (Slams the phone against the floor and 
accidentally knocks over the screen with the view of the park. Breathes 
heavily. From sheer exhaustion, buckles over as if in pain, and 
collapses into the armchair.) 

 

OWNER rushes to him, makes sure he is not hurt, then picks up the 
broken phone.  

YOUNG MAN gets up and helps him. When they finish cleaning up, they 
roll out what is left of the set from the stage. 

HUSBAND and WIFE, too frightened to say anything, just look at each 
other from time to time. And only when OWNER and YOUNG MAN leave 
the floor, do HUSBAND and WIFE start talking to each other. 
 



Volodymyr Dibrova. On the Phone 

 — www.UkrainianLiterature.org —  

291 

HUSBAND (shakes his head and exhales): Well, well …  
WIFE: What? 
HUSBAND: Nothing. 
WIFE: No, you said something. 
HUSBAND: Me? No. (Pause.) Okay. I said it once and I’ll say it again. It’s 

all a big set-up. We are being had. It’s us they’re after. They only care 
about their sales. They have to move their merchandise, even if they 
have to shove it down our throats. Who do they think we are, to buy 
into this rigmarole? 

WIFE: What makes you think they’re not for real? This whole situation 
looks real to me. I don’t believe for a minute that this kid is a fraud. 

HUSBAND: Real? Then tell me, who’s he always talking to? A friend? His 
father? Whatever the case, this guy is not listening to anybody. He’s 
just venting whatever plagues him at the moment. He’s just pouring 
out his troubles. (Pause.) 

WIFE (as if talking to herself): I think that instead of attacking him, we 
should feel sorry for him. He’s the victim here. He needs someone to 
talk to. Somebody who cares. I’m sure he would come around. There’s 
always hope, you know. 

HUSBAND: You’re doing it again. Don’t be such a Mother Theresa. I’m 
telling you, it’s a sick game! A well-calculated scam. They have teams 
of psychologists working for them. (Pause.) You want to hear what I 
think? (Pause.) For all we know, these guys could be actors. (Pause.) 
Or the owner simply pulls this kid’s strings. 

WIFE: No way … 
HUSBAND: No? Then how do you explain what we’ve just seen here? If he 

cared one bit about this kid, he would step in, wouldn’t he? The kid is 
obviously crying for help. 

WIFE: You’ve got a point there. 
HUSBAND: As a matter of fact, I’m beginning to have serious doubts about 

the whole thing. 
WIFE: What thing? 
HUSBAND: Getting connected, you know, joining the Network … What’s 

the point, anyway? You saw it with your own eyes. 
WIFE: Hang on! What if …(tries to articulate her argument) … What if 

you are right, and it’s just a show … Then they are probably trying to 
build up the suspense… In that case, we are bound to see how this 
whole thing plays out. (Pause.) The boy gets married after all… Then 
he makes a groundbreaking discovery of some kind, gets insanely rich 
and famous. (Pause.) I think we should give them a chance. Let’s hang 
around to see what happens. 

HUSBAND: I have a better idea. Let’s try some straight talk with the 
owner. Maybe then he’ll stop pulling the wool over our eyes. 

 

OWNER appears. HUSBAND does not see him.  
 



Volodymyr Dibrova. On the Phone 

 — www.UkrainianLiterature.org —  

292 

HUSBAND: We should make it clear that it’s time he showed us some 
respect… As his valued customers. And the customer, as they say, is 
always right. 

 

WIFE notices OWNER and tries to alert HUSBAND. 
 

HUSBAND: I mean, let’s face it. We, as consumers, placed a lot of trust in 
this company. 

WIFE (to HUSBAND, in a loud voice): Love, … I think … 
HUSBAND: I won’t stand for it! 
WIFE (makes desperate attempts to attract HUSBAND’s attention): Ahem! 

… Ahem! … 
HUSBAND: I … (Finally notices OWNER.)  
OWNER (to both of them): I must apologize … It looks like we have a bit 

of a crisis on our hands … 
WIFE (to OWNER): No need to apologize! Before we let you go, we’d like 

some clarification on a few questions. 
OWNER: All right. Go ahead. 
HUSBAND: What’s really at stake here is a fundamental issue … um … 

(tries to collect his thoughts) … of … 
WIFE: … Of the kind of commitment we are expected to make here. 
HUSBAND: Because we are responsible customers. Humans, driven by 

greed and selfishness, have pushed the planet beyond the point of no 
return… So, as responsible citizens, we are expected to be the 
watchdogs of … um … (To WIFE.) What’s it called? 

WIFE: The environment. 
HUSBAND: Yes, that’s it. Take satellites, for example. Just think what it 

takes to launch one into orbit. And every time you do it, you make the 
hole in the ozone layer bigger and bigger. And do you know what 
happens when we lose that layer of protection? We become vulnerable 
to all the radiation coming from outer space. 

WIFE: Turns out there’s no such thing as … what do they call it?… 
permafrost anymore! 

HUSBAND: Yes! Next thing you know, drinking water will become the 
hottest commodity. Even more precious than oil.(A short pause.) 
Which brings us back to cell phones. Has it ever occurred to you that 
they are more of a hazard than a convenience? 

WIFE: Of course, they’ll never allow this information to reach the general 
public. 

HUSBAND: Never. In the meantime, we are practically swimming in the 
radiation that these little gadgets give off. 

WIFE: And it’s not like we have any say in it.  
HUSBAND: Precisely. And that’s why business owners should be 

mandated to invest in researching every aspect of every product they 
put out on the market… To make it totally consumer friendly. And the 
packaging should clearly state all the information concerning … um … 



Volodymyr Dibrova. On the Phone 

 — www.UkrainianLiterature.org —  

293 

WIFE: Moreover, each manufacturer must guarantee that the product was 
not made in some sweatshop … 

OWNER: Yes, but don’t forget that we’re just a retail business. If there’s a 
problem with the product, we simply return it to the manufacturer, and 
they are obliged to replace it with one of a better quality. 

HUSBAND: Are you saying you are not in charge of every aspect of your 
business, from manufacturing to distribution to customer service? 
(Pause.) But … 

WIFE: But wouldn’t that make much more sense? Then you could oversee 
the whole process from start to finish, and have total control over 
every stage! 

OWNER: Maybe it would, but it’s not my responsibility to control 
everything and everyone. I have to think of consumers first. After all, 
they’re putting their trust in us. So to us they are more like family, 
really … 

WIFE: United into one Universal Network? 
OWNER: I guess you could say that. 
HUSBAND (to OWNER, losing his patience): Wait a second! Listening to 

you, it sounds like you’re not really in charge here. Then who is? The 
government? Or some giant corporation whose only game is to catch 
as many innocent victims in their net as they can?! To cover the whole 
world with their web?! 

OWNER: But isn’t that exactly what you wanted? 
WIFE (with indignation): When did we ever … 
HUSBAND (to WIFE, scoffing): I knew he would start twisting the facts. 

(To OWNER.) Yes, we did say so. But it was more like a dream to 
us… Something to strive for …  

WIFE: A vision, if you will. 
HUSBAND (to OWNER, with reproach): But then there are people like 

you, who have it all. (Randomly points at various parts of the 
showroom.) Just look at all this stuff!… Do you know what you’ve 
done? .. You’ve hijacked our dream!  

WIFE: And you’ve distorted and ruined it for everybody! 
HUSBAND: Even worse, you took advantage of our trust, and used all the 

new technologies to … to spy on us! 
WIFE (with her voice breaking up): You turned your own employee into a 

raving … 
 

YOUNG MAN stumbles onto the stage. He is wearing an expensive suit 
and a tie. An earpiece with a microphone is attached to his ear. He is on the 
phone, shouting and paying no attention to what is going on around him. It 
is apparent from his behavior that he has had one drink too many. 
 

YOUNG MAN (sneering): “Why? “ Why?”… Because—that’s why! She 
just packed up her things and left… (Pause.) There we go again … I 
called you, didn’t I? So, I think, I should talk and you should listen… 
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(Pause.) She was everything to me! (Bursts into tears, then rubs his 
eyes.) Seven years of my life I gave her… Seven years of marital bliss 
… Seven … What do you mean, “When”? Half an hour ago! (Pause.) 

 

YOUNG MAN moves about the stage as if he is the only one here. From 
time to time he stops or sits down or leans against the displays. He is totally 
engrossed in this conversation that sounds more like a monologue, 
thrashing about the showroom without purpose, picking things up 
randomly, then putting some back while dropping others in odd places. 

HUSBAND, WIFE and OWNER have no choice but to make way for 
him. 
 

YOUNG MAN: No, we never had any fights. We lived in total harmony. I 
know she was happy with me… This happened totally out of the 
blue… She just threw a few of her things and some books into a duffel 
bag and took off … Said she wasn’t coming back… Said I could keep 
the rest of the stuff, including the car and the apartment … What? 
(Pause.) Of course, she did, but what kind of explanation is that? 
(Imitating.) “I can’t live like this, I’m suffocating …” (Pause.) What a 
load of … she watched too many soaps. (Pause.) What makes me say 
that? … Well, for one thing, I had to work my ass off. And what was 
her contribution? All she did was go around spending my money. 

WIFE (to HUSBAND): She probably met someone else. 
HUSBAND (to WIFE): What?  
WIFE: She met another man. 
YOUNG MAN: And who did she leave me for? … That prick! (Pause.) 

What? Of course, I know him. A puny little prick! Works somewhere 
in a low managerial position. Earns a fraction of what I do … I can’t 
believe she could fall for an ugly, balding shmuck like him... (Pause.) 
I have my own business! I’m in charge. I do whatever I want… 
(Pause.) What?!.. But what does it have to do with my boss?! I can 
take full credit for what I have now. (Pause.) I sell only quality 
merchandise. Top of the line. Touch screen, voice-activated… He’s no 
competition for me. I’m bigger than he is now… What? … No, you 
can tell me that later… Because I haven’t finished yet… No, it’s you, 
who’s not listening! (Moves frantically across the stage. Picks up a 
remote, randomly presses one of the buttons, and the lights along the 
walls of the showroom start blinking frantically.) 

HUSBAND (to WIFE, making sure OWNER can hear him too): This is 
getting worse!  

YOUNG MAN: I asked her point blank: how would you rate me in bed? 
Compared to him. And she goes: “I’d say you beat him. You are the 
man.” (Both relieved and indignant.) Then, I say, what the hell is your 
problem?! (Throws up his arms in disbelief.)  
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YOUNG MAN attempts to turn off the blinking lights. He presses a few 
buttons on the remote, shakes it a few times, and then, when everything 
fails, hurls it across the stage. He decides to inspect the wire to see where it 
leads to the switch in the wall. While doing that he accidentally elbows 
HUSBAND. 
 

HUSBAND (to YOUNG MAN): Hey! Watch it! 
WIFE (to HUSBAND): He can’t hear you. 
HUSBAND (to OWNER, pointing at YOUNG MAN): Shouldn’t you be 

doing something? 
YOUNG MAN: And then she has a nerve to tell me (in a distressed voice, 

imitating a distraught woman) “ You’ve put up a wall around 
yourself!” (Pause.) What wall are you talking about? I ask her. 
(Pause.) “Just listen to yourself,” she says, “You are not talking to 
me… You always talk to yourself… And you always talk about 
yourself… In your world there is only room for you… All you see is 
your reflection …” For your information,” I tell her,” I am too snowed 
under at work to look at myself in the mirror, as you’re insinuating. 
“You are trapped,” she says, “and there is absolutely nothing I can do 
to rescue you … I tried, I really did!.. But this is it! We are finished!” 
What do you mean, this is it?… Why don’t you explain that to me? 
“Oh, no,” she says, “I’m not explaining anything anymore. But I’ll tell 
you this much… I’m jumping on the first train that comes. Even if it 
breaks both my arms and legs. Because I have to salvage whatever bit 
of sanity I have left!” (Pause. Speaking in a calm, reasonable voice.) 
Well, I say, there’s no need to take out your frustrations on me. 
(Pause.) I like using a figure of speech as much as the next person. But 
in this case, I’m afraid, it is totally inappropriate. (Pause.) Why don’t 
you explain it in plain English? (Pause. Explodes.) What? How is it 
my fault? She just couldn’t measure up to me. Isn’t that obvious? 
(Pause.)  

 

YOUNG MAN starts tearing down the lights. The wires throw sparks in 
an apparent short circuit. HUSBAND and WIFE stagger back. OWNER, on 
the contrary, steps closer to YOUNG MAN, who first bounces up and down, 
and then starts thrashing about and bumping into things. 
 

YOUNG MAN (completely out of it): Because I’ve got potential! I’ve got 
energy! I’ve got ambition! I’ve got plans! 

WIFE: Somebody do something! He may hurt himself!  
HUSBAND (to OWNER) : He’s your responsibility, isn’t he?  
OWNER: What do you suggest I do? 
WIFE: Restrain him, before he brings the whole place down! 
OWNER (to WIFE): But didn’t you just demand that he be given a chance? 
HUSBAND (with indignation): You’re doing it again. Twisting the facts! 
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WIFE: Of course we wanted to give him a chance—but only if he’s not a 
menace to society! 

YOUNG MAN: What makes you think I need your advice? (Pause.) I’ve 
had your advice up to here already. (Pause.) And no, I’m not wearing 
any blinkers. I can see perfectly fine, thank you. And stop all this 
doom and gloom! You don’t scare me. I know what you’re doing. 
You’re trying to put all this guilt on me. (Pause.) I’ll have you know 
that I once took a course in applied psychology. (Pause.) Anyway, you 
always talk in generalities, using metaphors, hyperboles … Well, I’m 
declaring war on generalities, metaphors, hyperboles, and other figures 
of speech. So stuff it! (Pause.) For your information, when I worked at 
… What? (Pause.) Okay, let me spell it out for you. You want to help 
me? Then shut up and listen! (Pause.) No … no … (Pause.) I’ll worry 
about that later. If you really want to help now, make her come back. 
(Pause.) But there will be some preconditions. (Pause.) One. She 
should take back all the horrid things she said to me … No, wait!.. 
Two. She’ll have to promise … Hold on! I haven’t finished. We’ve got 
to have a baby. Preferably a boy! And then she can go screw 
somebody else. (Pause.) You are interrupting again. What? (Pause.) 
And three!.. ONLY then can I consider taking her back. 

WIFE (to HUSBAND, whispering): Listen!.. I’ve just worked it out. 
HUSBAND (to WIFE, whispering): What? 
WIFE (to HUSBAND, speaking straight into his ear): It’s obvious to me 

now that the owner is his father! 
HUSBAND (whispering back): Could be. (His eyes follow YOUNG MAN, 

who thrashes about the showroom and, surprisingly, appears to be 
listening.) Who else would tolerate such an inept employee? He’s 
probably suffering from some kind of a … a neurological condition, 
and the boss has no choice but to keep him under his wing. 

 

YOUNG MAN suddenly stops in his tracks and collapses into a chair. 
 

YOUNG MAN (his speech begins to show signs of exhaustion and 
intoxication): I hate this time of year… All kinds of crappy things 
begin to happen to me. (Lowers his voice as if trying to confide in 
someone.) I don’t think it’s a coincidence. (Pause.) There must have 
been an eclipse that we all missed, or something … Well, we don’t 
have any control over that. All we can do is wait until … (starts to 
sing) … the Moon is in the seventh house, and Jupiter aligns with 
Mars … (stops singing) …Everything must first fall apart, and then I’ll 
start afresh … Come January, everything will be different. .. My whole 
life will be different. 

 

OWNER looks at his watch. 
 

YOUNG MAN: Oh, shut up! (Looking at his watch.) You know 
what?… Why don’t you go and … (Pause.) I hate you! You and 
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YOUR GIFT! (Sneering.) Stay connected … What’s the point?! 
(Rips out the wire attached to his ear. Throws it on the floor and 
tramples on it.) I don’t need your connection!.. See, I’m free now! 
(Totally consumed by rage, he accidentally stubs his toe, yelps, and 
collapses on the floor.) 

 

Without saying a word, OWNER rushes to help YOUNG MAN back to 
his feet, dusts off his jacket, and gingerly walks him off the stage. 
For some time HUSBAND and WIFE are unable to talk.  
 

HUSBAND (to WIFE, after a long pause): Still dreaming of getting 
connected? 

WIFE (after a pause): Actually, it was your idea ... 
HUSBAND (as if talking to himself rather than to his WIFE): This whole 

thing is just a sham … That’s what it is! 
WIFE: What now? 
HUSBAND: All this “staying connected” business. It’s candy to lure kids of 

all ages. 
WIFE: It can’t be that simple. 
HUSBAND: You better believe it… Because that’s the whole point… It 

works every time. They make you believe that no matter what mess 
you get yourself into, you are safe with them. All you have to do is 
dial their number and they come to your rescue. (Pause.) And all the 
while they’ve been creating an illusion! (Pause.) Need I remind you of 
what you’ve just seen? 

WIFE (after a pause): So, where do we go from here? (Pause.) Think of all 
the time and energy we’ve put into this … (Pause.)  

 

OWNER walks in and starts cleaning up the mess left by YOUNG MAN. 
HUSBAND and WIFE wait for him to address them, but OWNER seems 

to pay no attention to them. They look at each other. 
 

WIFE (to HUSBAND, whispering): Well, well … 
HUSBAND (to WIFE, whispering): Come on. We’re out of here. 
WIFE (to OWNER, with over-exaggerated cheerfulness): Thank you for 

your time … 
OWNER (matter-of-factly): You’re welcome. 
WIFE: … but we’ve gotta be going now. 
OWNER (to HUSBAND and WIFE): Come back any time. (Goes back to 

cleaning up.) 
HUSBAND (to OWNER, in a semi-condescending way): And, by the way, 

we both appreciate that little bit of theater you offered us. 
OWNER: Theater? 
HUSBAND: Very impressive. You can’t beat the performing arts when it 

comes to getting your idea across. 
OWNER: And what idea would that be? 



Volodymyr Dibrova. On the Phone 

 — www.UkrainianLiterature.org —  

298 

HUSBAND (tries not to lose his temper): One would expect you to 
remember your own company’s motto… Which reminds me … What 
kind of a message is it supposed to send, anyway? 

OWNER (sincerely): I’m afraid I don’t quite follow you. 
WIFE (slightly offended): Something tells me you know exactly who we are 

talking about. That employee of yours! It’s obvious that he was a loyal 
follower of your company’s philosophy. And now he’s a living proof 
that it simply doesn’t work! 

OWNER (finally putting two and two together): No … no … 
HUSBAND (mocking him): Yeah … yeah … 
WIFE: Your own flesh and … (stops herself just in time) … employee was 

connected up to his ears here. And look how he ended up! If that’s not 
a tragedy, then tell me what is! 

OWNER: Oh, but you got it all wrong. 
 

HUSBAND and WIFE turn around, getting ready to leave. 
 

HUSBAND: Oh, please … Now you’re insulting our intelligence.  
OWNER: On the contrary. I’m trying to level with you. 
WIFE: So you admit that everything we’ve seen here is merely play-acting? 
OWNER (after a pause): Well, in a manner of speaking, we all have roles to 

play. 
HUSBAND (slightly irritated): In that case I’ll rephrase the question. 

(Pause.) Was there anybody on the other end?  
OWNER (makes a vague gesture): You’ll have to ask him. 
WIFE: But, of all people, I would expect you to know the answer. 
 

Pause. 
 

OWNER: I do, actually. 
 

Pause. 
 

HUSBAND: So? (A tense pause.) What is it, then? 
 

Pause. 
 

OWNER (with a sigh): Well, in this particular case, it makes no difference. 
HUSBAND: But that means he was fooling us! 
WIFE: And himself! 
 

Pause. 
 

HUSBAND (both to WIFE and OWNER): Let’s take a look at what we’ve 
got here … You are saying that it’s all about communication … Yet all 
we can see is a complete breakdown in communication. (Pause.) That 
leads to a question: how does it convince us to get on board, so to speak?  

 

Pause. 
 

OWNER: I guess it doesn’t. 
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A very long pause. 
HUSBAND and WIFE are visibly puzzled. 
OWNER gives them a chance to respond, then resumes tidying the room. 

 

HUSBAND (shaking his head): I can’t believe this … 
WIFE (lashes out at her HUSBAND): Is that all you can say? .. It’s a 

disaster!.. What kind of idiots would fall for a cheap scheme like this?! 
(Points at OWNER.) How delusional did we have to be to take this … 
salesman … for the real deal? 

HUSBAND (with a voice of moral authority): That’s progress for you!.. 
The planet is on the verge of collapse… It’s time somebody pressed 
the “reset” button … We simply MUST go back to square one… To 
such basic, fundamental notions as … 

WIFE (interrupting him bluntly): Will you shut up! (Goes toward the exit. 
To HUSBAND, without turning her head.) Are you coming? 

 

HUSBAND, without saying good-bye to OWNER, follows his WIFE. 
The sound of rumbling noise from the backstage. YOUNG MAN appears 

from stage right. He is back in his overalls, and he is pushing a telephone 
booth back onto center stage. He anchors it in the exact same place and 
leaves the stage, only to come back a few seconds later with a huge screen 
depicting a pleasant tree-lined city street. He positions it directly behind the 
phone box, then gets into it, checks the coin return slot, picks up the 
receiver, and dials a number. 

OWNER finishes cleaning up the showroom and sits down at the 
counter. 

A melodic door chime signals that the customers have left the store. 
  

YOUNG MAN: Hello! 
 

The End 
 

 
Translated by Lidia and Volodymyr Dibrova 

 
 
 

Original publication: Volodymyr Dibrova, “Na telefoni,” in his Chotyry, try, 
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A Burnt Summer 
 

Taras Prokhasko 
 

Day one 
Something has changed. Already everything is something else, like 

yesterday. Summer has suddenly become the end of summer. It seems the 
totally unsummerlike rain, a spray of wet wind, will not cease before 
autumn. The irregular bark of the chestnut trees looks like streams of 
whimsical, rain-made brooks. 

Laying a finger across such a stream, I didn’t stop its flow—it found 
an alternate course. 

But I shall seize this autumn. It will not slip away. 
I could sense its presence at summer’s dawn. It had been a summer of 

thirst. A summer holds many summers, after all. Today it is impossible to 
say what it was I had sensed. But I had said, autumn is right around the 
corner, it’s already here, somewhere, even if there’s just a little bit of it. 

The responses were, yes, of course, autumn is just around the corner, 
but let’s let summer pass, then you’ll have your autumn. To which I had 
said, even in the summer you can have autumn. 

The most gripping part of summer is when at first light of day you 
don’t know if something entirely new hasn’t begun. 

Today, I think, it has. 
 
Day two 
A way of thinking exists which is impossible without smells. Or: a 

way of thinking exists where thoughts and smells are categories. Or: there is 
a type of thinking in which a thought is a smell and a smell is a thought. 

If such thinking exists—fragranced thinking—then a philosophy must 
exist somewhere in which a scent is a category and a postulate. 

Take that bundle of branches brought in off that blessed little tree and 
placed on top of the dresser, where it lay for an entire year, smelling of dust 
and nothing else: the branches have suddenly reclaimed their own, original, 
fragrance. Or: one morning (today), the fragrance of God’s little tree has 
overpowered everything else: every single branch in the bundle has stopped 
smelling of dust, as it had all winter, spring, and summer. 

A true sign of autumn. 
But what is autumn? Autumn is an illusion. 
Or: autumn is confusion. 
Or: autumn is a conclusion.  
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At any rate, we wanted to bid one another farewell. We chose a small 
restaurant at the edge of town (a small restaurant in the woods). We hoped 
its walls of pure wood would be steeped in the vapors of fried wild 
mushrooms. We’d order dark beer with the mushrooms. 

The two of us arrived by car. I drove, since she wanted to smoke a lot. 
An aroma of waterlogged, crushed mushrooms encircled our car. A steady 
flow of dutiful molecules escaped intact from the air tunnels that could be 
traced all the way to the solid darkness of the forest wall. 

The smell of mushrooms broke off once we entered the restaurant. 
Still, we ate so much that we didn’t have time to say good-bye. 

It is generally well known that saying good-bye means talking, rather 
than eating together. 

Afterwards it rained steadily. We sat in the car with open doors, 
wrapped in plaid coverlets, and talked. She knocked so much cigarette ash 
over the plaid coverlet that a gray smudge spread over it, its shape begging 
interpretation, like coffee grinds spilling from a cup. 

In our casual directness we let ourselves sink into childhood. 
Or:  our casual directness elevated us into childhood. 
Rain flooded the windshield. Autumn was determined to completely 

snuff out summer. I couldn’t resist: I went out in the rain and put the flat of 
my hand on the windshield. For a single second the stream of rain beneath 
my hand stopped. I saw her as a red dot, and then as a white stain. Finally I 
saw all of her. Like through the diaphragm of a camera. Or: like a vibrant 
watercolor. She was watching me, and, I imagine, she smiled. I couldn’t see 
her smile, though, because water was already flowing over my hand without 
stopping. The water had won, as it had in the morning. Yesterday morning. 

We drove to town. 
Freud would have understood everything. 
Or: only Ziggi Freud would have known what we did not talk about 

along the way. 
Or: Professor Freud would have known what questions should have 

been asked the next day. But everything we’d assumed about Freud did not 
match what went on between the two of us in town. 

We drove directly to the train station. She was going to travel by train 
through the Carpathians and other mountains. 

 
Day three 
I suspect I would have sensed the immediacy of September 1914 and 

September 1939. Maddeningly, for some reason I can sense the looming of 
Septembers. 

Right now, though, I’m in love with a street. 
Or: a street is flirting with me. 
I spent the whole day with the street. From the cold morning 

desolation after the rain to the troubling, not quite autumn sun reflected on 
the polished cobblestones crowded with pedestrians. 
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The street has the personality of a Latin American woman. She is an 
avenida. All she does all day is drink coffee. It is her way of filling the 
absence of senses. Coffee is her sense. 

Or: her sense is coffee. 
Or: coffee is a means, a goal; the goal—coffee. 
Or: coffee—coffee—coffee... 
 
Day four 
Chronology is a useless thing. Even for my diary. All I want to 

remember is every mark. Which is adequate for getting by without dates. 
I caught nothing else today. Because how is it possible to capture the 

sneaky approach of autumn. 
 
Day five 
She sent me a tape recording. It expressed what she couldn’t say out 

loud. Something Ziggi Freud would know. She doesn’t know yet that 
nothing can replace the inability to say things out loud. But I listen to her 
voice. One way or another, I will help her understand so much. 

It is good to help wise women—they know who is helping. 
Or: it is good to save wise women—they will always remember who 

saved them. 
Can nut trees be shedding nuts at the end of summer? That’s what has 

happened. Which means that the end has become the beginning. 
My head aches: the domesticated ants in my home are moving out. 

Maybe they’re looking for someplace to spend winter, or maybe they’re 
setting out to go somewhere past the Carpathians and other mountains. They 
did like her presence. 

 
Day six 
A poem came to me in my dreams. A consequence of yesterday’s nut-

falling. 
Like a black walnut, the sky 
will crack apart—there will be cries, 
and that, I think, is us  
with fistfuls of  
sundry nuts  
and a few left over, on the bench. 
These are the skies that once were there, above. 
Add the black one— 
its crumbling will signify the end. 
 
Day seven 
I will hike across the Carpathians. I will burn this bridge. 
Or: I will set this summer on fire. 
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I will burn these papers. I want to forever remember the irresistible 
allure of autumn mountains. The dryness of sun-burned grass, the brittle 
fragility of scorched moss, the smell of squashed blackberries. To bring her 
all this.  

I will burn this summer—I want her like I want autumn. Once summer 
is gone autumn is here. With autumn, she’ll be here. She said she’ll come, 
come autumn. Isn’t this autumn? 

The only thing missing is smoke and ashes. Like when leaves are 
being burned in the streets on those late autumn evenings and you can’t see 
the smoke or ashes, though in your mind you have a vivid image of the 
billowing smoke pushing the darkness around with scattering sparks. And 
ashes, heaps of ashes that for the longest time hold the shapes of leaves. 

 
Day eight 
Anyhow, yesterday I stayed with the avenida until nightfall. Her 

evening smelled of a woman with night cream on her skin. I promised I 
would return this morning to have coffee with her. 

Where I’m sitting with my coffee it is so thick with cigarette smoke 
that I found myself sitting in the dark. In a kind of opaque chasm. She saw 
me, though, from the other side of the cellar. The same way I had seen her 
through water. Except that I probably looked like an etching. 

She came over to my table with her cup of coffee and sat next to me. 
She was listening to a tape recording of the same message she had sent me. 
Only after it ended did she start to speak. Asking if I had a cigarette. She 
had a knack for asking questions like that, in a way that was completely out 
of the ordinary. But I don’t smoke. Though I did have a cigarette. In my 
pocket I’ve kept one of her cigarettes from back when sheets of rain had 
streamed down the car. 

We’ll smoke it together. I would prefer to puff at it leisurely after she’s 
done. But without a doubt she will want another drag after me. That was 
how our lips had touched the first time. We did set the summer on fire. 

Mainly because a little yellow leaf had gotten stuck at the edge of my 
shoreline. 

Now I’ll torch my papers. I asked for a lighter. Just let me write down 
one more phrase. 

Burnt, or not, a summer is what cannot be forgotten. 
Now they’re in flames: autumn has arrived.  
 

Translated by Olha Rudakevych 
 
 
 

Original publication: Taras Prokhas'ko, “Spalene lito,” in his Leksykon 
taiemnykh znan' [Glossary of Secret Knowledge]. Kharkiv: Folio, 2011, pp. 
3–9. 
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