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Odessa, 1910 

by Vic Prushan 

 
 The Odessa Steps begin at the harbor and rise more than 450 feet to 

Primorsky Boulevard, close to the central part of the city. At the top is a statue of the 

Duc de Richelieu, a Frenchman and early governor of the city. In classic mode, he’s 

dressed in a Roman toga, a wreath encircling his head. One hand holds a scroll, the 

other is outstretched as if welcoming travelers. In the early twentieth century there 

were fewer to welcome and more to wave farewell. 

Avram and Leah sat halfway up the landmark steps, holding hands, looking 

toward the harbor. On the quay in front of them, tugs nudged the incoming steamer 

from Varna into its berth. Across the pier, a ship bound for Constantinople was 

boarding its passengers, the forward gangway for business people and the wealthy off 

for a holiday, the aft gangway for emigrating families leaving Odessa for a new life. 

There were men with beards and frock coats, men in peasant tunics, women 

milling about with little girls in ankle-length dresses and babushkas tied under their 

chins. Small boys in sailor suits and knee-high stockings played tag, waiting to start 

the adventure of an ocean crossing. A steerage ticket might take them to New York or 

Buenos Aires or Montreal or somewhere, anywhere, they could go for a better life 

than in Odessa. 

“We should be on that ship,” Leah said. “So many people are leaving. There’s 

no place for Jews here anymore.” 

 Avram interrupted his own thoughts. “Maybe someday. First, I have to finish 

my degree at the university. That’s what my mother and father would have wanted. 
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With a profession, we can have a good life together, even here.” He reached in the 

pocket of his vest for a cigarette and struck a match on the stone step.  

“A good life? What’s so good about a life that no matter how good it is one day, 

the next day some ignorant peasant can beat you to death in an alleyway like they did 

to your parents? We can make a good life in America. Or Palestine, if that would 

please you.” 

“If one wants to be a farmer, Palestine is a good place. But I don’t want to be 

a farmer. Besides, my degree isn’t the only reason I can’t leave yet. There’s other 

business to attend to.” 

Leah was puzzled. “What business?” Was there something about him she didn’t 

know? 

 “It’s about my family,” he said, tossing the half-smoked cigarette away, 

lighting another as soon as the first was gone. He told her how the hurt and grief of 

losing them in the 1905 pogrom was still with him, and how much hate he felt in his 

heart toward those who were responsible, how much he wanted to exact revenge. 

Her tone became dismissive. “I’ve heard you say things like this before. But 

after five years, whom do you want to get back at? The tsar? The police? The dock 

workers? Who do you take revenge on? Do you know?” 

The killers themselves could never be found, he knew, but there were many 

surrogates—policemen, Okhrana agents, even a peasant or dock worker. Any one 

would do. As a class, each bore some responsibility for the violence that changed his 

life forever.  
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A freshening wind blew across the harbor. He watched the cigarette stub he’d 

tossed away get lifted into an eddy of dust and trash. An old woman walked past, 

clutching her coat, trying to draw it tighter to hold out the chill. Across the basin 

waves topped with white caps rolled in, and the ships at anchor rocked from side to 

side, their masts like inverted pendulums scribing arcs in the darkening sky.  

“The tsar, may he drop dead, is in St. Petersburg, out of my reach. There are 

too many workers to go after, but the police are here, they’re reachable, and they’re 

guilty. When the mobs came they did nothing to stop them. They deserve anything 

they get from us.” He stopped talking and put his arm around her shoulders, pulling 

her to him. “Anyway, this conversation is too serious.” 

Leah pulled back. “So you want to kill a policeman? Have you lost your mind? 

Have you thought about what they’d do to you if you were caught? To your family? To 

all the Jews in Odessa? And what about the morality of killing someone who may not 

have had anything to do with the pogrom?” 

He grunted, avoiding her logic. “All the police here had something to do with 

the pogrom.” 

“Maybe, maybe not.”  

“ There are no maybes. The police helped. They may just as well have used 

their own weapons against us.”  

She looked for a way to steer him from this madness. “Papa would be very 

angry if he knew I was with you today. He thinks I should give mama more help around 

the house and get married and give him grandsons. And he thinks you should spend 



VCWC Short Story Contest Adult First Place - January 2017 

4 

 

more time in shul and less time with crazy talk. And that’s without hearing what you 

say now.” 

“Your papa lives in the past. That kind of life is for shtetl Jews. They sit in 

their little village synagogues and pray and study. When the Cossacks ride through the 

towns, they hide under the benches. If it weren’t for the Jews in Odessa and the 

other cities, who would fight their battles for them?” 

“I don’t know, but it doesn’t have to be you,” she said, with rising voice. 

People passing turned to look. When she saw their stares she was embarrassed, but 

embarrassment would be the least of their problems if any official had overheard the 

discussion. She put an end to the talk with a kiss on his cheek, a light but tender kiss. 

“I’m not going to let you throw your life away. You haven’t heard the last of this from 

me,” she said.  

“It looks like it will rain soon. Let’s go somewhere for coffee.” 

 

The café on Ekaterininskaya Street appealed to writers, artists and university 

students. The coffee and pastries at nearby Fanconi’s were better and the 

atmosphere more elegant, but Fanconi’s was for people who could spend more than 

Avram could afford. What little extra spending money he had, he earned by tutoring 

the sons and daughters of rich people. Most of the money that helped him get through 

school and support his brother and sister he received from his widowed Aunt Rivka in 

Kiev. She made sure they had what to eat and clothes on their backs, even agreeing 

to bring the two younger ones into her home while he finished his studies. When the 
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money came late, as it sometimes did, he had to count on Leah for the few kopeks 

needed to nurse a drink or have an extra cup of coffee. This was one of those days. 

With the rain coming, most of the outside tables were empty. Inside they found 

a place in a corner near the kitchen entrance. They’d always been able to talk to 

each other, no matter the subject. This time was different.  

“Your parents are well?” he asked. 

“Yes.” 

“How long will this weather continue?” 

“Who knows?” 

“Have you heard from you uncle in New York?” 

“Not for several months.” 

He was running out of questions. She was upset with him. An evening together 

would surely help.  

“Do you want to come to my place?” 

He lived in a rooming house catering to university students. The rent was cheap 

and the landlord tolerated most things. Bringing a woman to his room was not 

encouraged, but accepted. 

Leah declined. “I’d better go home tonight. We don’t want my father to come 

looking for me. Right now he still likes you. If he catches us together alone, he 

wouldn’t like either of us.” 

Avram frowned. It was true Yakov Krensky was a suspicious man, especially 

when it came to his daughter’s virtue. Most of the time his distrust brought out the 

best in the lovers’ ingenuity for finding time and place alone together: The empty 
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classroom in the Hebrew School, the assembly hall at the university, even among the 

tombstones in the Old Jewish Cemetery. Her father had never caught them in 

anything but polite and chaste situations, but Leah always worried it could happen 

and would make it impossible to see each other again. 

“Hello, Avram, Leah. You two look so serious. Today isn’t a day for serious 

thoughts.” A young man stood at their table, a smile radiating through his thick red 

beard. The rain had started and his clothes were wet, his hair matted down. Rivulets 

of water ran down his cheeks and disappeared into his beard.  

“Berel, come join us,” Avram said, pulling over an empty chair. “How are you? 

What’s happening in your life?” He signaled to a waiter to take the new arrival’s 

order. The appearance of his old friend and classmate was a welcome break from 

strained conversation with Leah.  

“Thank you,” Berel said. “I have good news. I’ve dropped out of the 

university.” The smile on his face turned into laughter. His look made it obvious he 

had more to say. 

“That’s good news?” 

“I’m going to America,” he shouted. He stood, raising his arms in triumph. 

Avram and Leah stood with him, hugging their friend and offering congratulations. In 

a few moments all the patrons around them were laughing and cheering,  

Avram lifted his coffee cup in a toast to his friend’s bold step. “I’m happy for 

you, Berel. Where will you be going?” 

“I have an uncle from Kishinev. He went to Cleveland five years ago.”  

“Cleveland? Where is Cleveland?” 
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“I have no idea, but it’s America and that’s all I care about.” 

“When are you leaving?” 

“The day after tomorrow,” he said, the excitement in his voice unabated. “I 

have to go home and pack my things and say goodbye to my family.” 

“God bless you. Have a safe journey and a good life.” The friends hugged, 

hiding their tears from each other. Berel left the café waving in farewell, skipping 

like a happy child. 

Avram thought to himself. First take care of business, Then maybe 

America,. 

    * * * 

Mendel Feingold had kept a gun hidden in his shop. He told his son years 

earlier, it was to keep the hooligans away. How he acquired it was a mystery to 

Avram, who guessed that he’d bought it from someone in the army who needed 

money. He knew the old man had never fired the weapon; he was probably afraid to 

go near it. For years the old revolver and ammunition lay untouched in an office 

drawer, hidden until Avram found it after his father’s death. 

The idea of shooting a policeman came to him when he found the weapon. To 

acquire one on his own had been out of the question. The police would know almost 

immediately if a Jew were to make such a purchase. To let anyone know he was 

looking for a gun was also risky. There were spies everywhere and suspicion would fall 

on him if it were used to kill an official. But this was ideal. The weapon was old. The 

person who sold it had made sure there would be no way to trace it to himself or the 

one who bought it from him. 
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Avram’s plan was simple. He would find a way to come face to face with a 

policeman on an empty street. Late at night was best. Until he identified his target, 

he’d conceal himself in a doorway or some such suitable hiding place. At the right 

moment he’d approach his victim and, to dispel suspicion, wish him a good evening. 

Then he’d take the gun from his pocket, shoot, and walk away. He could dispose of it 

by tossing it into a storm drain or into the harbor, then go about his life as if nothing 

had happened. There would be no fame or glory attached to the act, just the personal 

satisfaction of doing something to get back for the pain he’d endured so long.  

Odessa was notorious for its petty criminals and crime bosses. An investigation 

would certainly focus on those elements. Even if inquiries were made at the 

university, there were known anarchists and radicals on the campus who were capable 

of such an act. They would come under suspicion first. With no links to him, he could 

marry Leah and get on with life, knowing he’d struck a blow for justice.  

The gun was dirty and rusty, If his father had ever had to fire it, he thought, it 

would most likely have blown up in his hand. Avram spent hours cleaning the revolver, 

and once satisfied, he loaded cartridges in the cylinder. Test firing would be a 

problem. It would make too much noise and draw attention. But not testing would be 

worse. Suppose it wouldn’t fire. He would be dead before he could blink.  

He rode out to the old cemetery, the place where he and Leah had often gone 

to be together. He found a spot far enough from the roadway to avoid being seen, as 

if there’d be crowds in the cemetery in the middle of the night. He muffled the pistol 

with a pillow he brought from home, and fired it. To his amazement it discharged 

without exploding.  
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But strange feelings gripped Avram, exhilaration mixed with foreboding. Sitting 

amid the gravestones and monuments, he began shaking. To calm himself, he lit a 

cigarette. In the match’s flare he saw next to him the grave of one Esther 

Rabinowicz, whom the stone revealed died ten years earlier at the age of nineteen. 

Leah is nineteen now, he thought. How old will the policeman be whom he shoots? 

Would he have a family, a nineteen-year old daughter, perhaps? 

  “Why am I here? What should I do?” he asked, as if Esther could hear him. He 

told her how much he loved Leah and how much he wanted to build a life with her. 

He told her about his parents. For what seemed like hours he sat on the ground 

waiting for answers to his questions. The answers came as the sky lightened in the 

east. 

It was time to leave. After only a few steps Avram turned back to the 

gravesite. He picked up a pebble from the ground. In keeping with tradition, he 

placed it on Esther Rabinowicz’s headstone as a sign that her grave had been visited. 

Then he recited the mourner’s prayer for her. 

 “Thank you for listening to me, Esther. Thank you for the advice,” he said 

softly. He was on his way to Leah’s home to spend the day with her. Reb Krensky 

might not like seeing him at such an early hour, but the old man would have to accept 

it. On the way, Avram tossed the gun into the first sewer grating he could find. 

 


