SNAPSHOT

I am at a large Company in Moscow, Russia, confused and unfocused. The Company sells refrigerators. In the morning I saw a strange dream about a guy—a foreigner—probably with physical disability—with a wooden leg or something—sitting tensely on a toilet with his face to the wall, his body stretched, legs around the bowl, trousers down, peeing inside the bowl. I cannot understand what does that dream mean. Then my wife called me from the airport: her flight was delayed for two hours with no explanation. She is flying to St. Petersburg because her business is there. We don’t see each other about half of the lifetime. The weather is beautiful. Spring is early in Moscow this year. The sun is shining. I badly need vitamin D. But if yesterday everything was more or less OK—only my wife lost a customer, I was refused to be published in two outlets but in a friendly way, and the rest was good enough—today is a heavy and difficult day. My boss came in and asked if I had translated the two letters from the suppliers. The idea was to pass the translations on to those decision-makers in the Company who don’t read English. I replied that I verbally explained to them the content. In my opinion, translating the letters is a waste of time. The Boss was upset with my reply. After his reprimand I don’t feel comfortable wandering around the Internet instead of doing something worthwhile for the Company. I still sneak into the Internet because I am not in the mood to do the most important thing: to write, though there is a lot that I have to write. I have deadlines and obligations to a few media, and the three novels I am writing simultaneously have been interrupted after I wrote the first draft of the first quarter of each of them. I imagine that I am an organ and write polyphonically on different registers simultaneously. But the fact is I can’t concentrate on any one of the novels. Is this a writer’s block?

I assess every day as a chain of small successes and failures. Today there were three little failures simultaneously: the bad dream, the wife’s plane delay and the boss. I console myself: if that’s all, the rest of the day may be better. If on my way home the tube is not delayed, it will be a small success, balancing the rest of the day. 

In December a banker was killed on the steps of the 1st floor apartment that I rent here in Moscow. He was just another banker from among many who are killed in Moscow every year. I was watching TV with my wife, when we heard three shots? The last one after a pause (the ‘control shot’), and then sounds like squealing of a dog. It was the banker’s soul leaving his body. I called the police and the ambulance and my wife gave an interview to several newspapers. The police would turn the banker’s body around like a pillow. He was lying on the ground for hours in an unnatural pose, like a puppet, his right hand left forgotten underneath the body, his immaculate suit  covered with dirt. His mobile phone was ringing and ringing for hours, and nobody would pick it up. I was watching the scene and thinking that this did not concern me much, except I wasn’t going to be able to walk anymore on the part of the sideway where he was killed. The rest of our neighbors don’t care much, though. A young woman’s suitor wrote “Natasha, I love you” with a colored chalk, on exactly the same part of the ground where the body was lying. Natasha asks people not to step on that message, but they don’t care and walk over it every time. The message is still there, however, until a new rain.

Did the banker deserve that kind of death? He was young, 34, ten years younger than myself. Perhaps all who are killed like that somehow deserve it. Perhaps not. Perhaps his lifetime, assigned him by his destiny, was over. Perhaps he knew that himself in advance. On the tube I look around and try to imagine who could be a killer. There are a lot of bankers and therefore a lot of killers here in Moscow. “Killer” has become a Russian word, a profession, sometimes respected, sometimes exploited. I don’t trust the guys around anymore, even if they look nice. Anyone could be a killer. It is so easy. Just a sound of squealing.

I don’t know what is my position in the Company except for ‘the guy who knows English’. I am a business advisor but my suggestions are not needed. If they are accepted I am denied credit for them. Because of that I got fed up with making them. I just mark time. However, I don’t leave because they still give me money and I can do my literary work here in the office during the working hours. Until recently I had a separate office room. Now two additional persons are put in it, which makes it more difficult for me to call my lover, editors or literary agents from the office. The signs tell me that change may happen at any point. I may be asked to leave or to do things that I am not interested in. They may cut my Internet access. I have it because I know English and I am connected to the suppliers. Others don’t have it because then they’ll disappear in the Internet playing instead of working. 

When my colleagues hear my speedy typing they wonder what do I write all the time. They cannot believe it is all for work but they cannot imagine what else  could it be for. They assume the boss has asked me to do a secret strategic task. They don’t dare to ask what do I do. They don’t approach and look at my computer screen. If they do I change the screen to an Excel file, which is open all the time exactly for that purpose.

For three months I was given the chance to do almost nothing worthwhile during the Company working hours and work exclusively on my writing. I feel that I couldn’t return anymore to the enthusiastic work for the aim of making the sales of refrigerators smoother.

I have learned in this Company not to plan ever: all decisions are made ad hoc, during the night hours, between 9 in the evening and 3 in the morning. I don’t want to tell the employer that I might be going away for a few days in a month’s time, to do some moonlighting as a journalist. I don’t know if the boss will agree to consider it a part of my paid holiday or I will have to take days off at my own expense. I will tell him immediately before leaving. Every Friday I have a class to teach. Last time I just simulated an illness to get out of the Company in the afternoon. This time probably I will do the same. I should think what to do for 8 additional Fridays to come. I cannot manage without money the Company pays me, but I have to teach and write, otherwise I’ll die. But they don’t pay much for teaching and writing in Russia, so I have to do it as a hobby.

My previous job was in London and it was comparatively well-paid. I ended up in an office romance with a beautiful woman under my supervision who left because she had a fiancee. I wrote a novel about that and published under a pseudonym. The office learned about it and they made my position redundant. There were, of course, other reasons for that decision in addition to the office romance and the politically incorrect novel. But these two reasons, though unspoken, were some of the major ones. I was happy to come back to my old country—non-existant USSR—even if there is much less sunshine in Moscow than in London. 

I have to lie all my life about my love to writing and publishing. I am used to that. All my life I had to say that I was a political scientist, a scholar, a consultant, a teacher, a trainer or at least a journalist—I couldn’t say I was a writer. I had to seriously try to be all that because the only thing I always wanted was to be a writer. If I said that I was a writer I would never get any worthwhile jobs. It is probably easier to write something worthwhile if writing itself is half-prohibited. In the Soviet times one could be proud of writing and not publishing because his writing wouldn’t pass the censorship anyway. Today you can write and even publish but if you need money better don’t declare that that’s what you do. If you are a writer you are a misfit. If this suspended situation in the Company continues on for a while and if they don’t ruin my mood perhaps I will finish another novel at their expense. I will be very grateful to them. But there is no another office romance looming. It is good that business in Moscow is still so inefficient. In London I couldn’t write at work: I had to work hard with all my soul. They ate my soul in London. Here there is still a chance to keep it to myself. I am not a banker, so most likely my soul won’t squeal when the time comes. A little success.
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