On the Trolley Bus Ring
Vladimir Skrebitsky

Translated from the Russian by Avril Pyman

It was yet another day he hadn’t done his stint — not making the round even of half
the trolley buses running along the Garden Ring, not picking up even half the cancelled tick-
ets from the floor. If things were to go on like that, he’d simply get the sack: who would
want such a worker!

But what could he do, how could he make it in such a jostle — just as you try to bend
down, they almost lay you out. Everyone’s in a hurry, no one cares for you, everyone’s got
their work, their own problems.

His work consisted of picking up tickets. He had to go through all the trolley buses
of the “B” (Belt) route making sure not a single ticket was left lying on the floor. His shift
started at eight and ended at five, with a one hour lunch break. Then, obviously, someone
else had to take it over. But that was not his responsibility. He wasn’t complaining. After all,
this job wasn’t any worse than many others. Take, for example, one of his neighbors, who
was a cashier at a food store: sitting in her booth all day long, asking which department,
clicking her abacus . . . What was so much better about that?

His other neighbor was a waitress at a cafeteria. He would go there during the lunch
break. It was very convenient because the cafeteria was located just opposite the trolley bus
stop. He would eat his lunch and, losing no time, go back to work. As for him, though, he
would never, not for love nor money, agree to work at a cafeteria. He wasn’t into stationary
jobs: he needed to be always on the move, always traveling, changing places, keeping himself
continually busy. That, after all, is the very essence of any job. That’s why it feels so scary to
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think you might lose it. It’s not that you’d have nothing to live on — you could manage
somehow — his allowance was small, anyway. But having nowhere to go, nothing to do —
that’s what was really terrifying! What’s the use saying that housework is never done, notin a
hundred years. Nonsense. You can’t stay indoors for long, the walls start closing in on you.
Being at loose ends is equally absurd. You’ve got to work — you can’t live without it. If only
it could be a little bit better organized. But how? How did one set about it?

Several times he tried to think through the matter, but nothing ever did come out.
The thoughts were absolutely hazy, he couldn’t even remember who had assigned him to
this job, who had told him what to do, when to start and when to end his work. Definitely,
there was someone, for he couldn’t have devised it all by himself. But, when he tried to think
about it, he had a somewhat uneasy, uncomfortable feeling, as if something inside him was
being displaced. He even felt nauseated. That’s why after two or three unsuccessful attempts
to find out, he realized this kind of activity wasn’t good for him. And, after all, did it really
matter? He knew for certain that he had to turn up at work, he knew where and when, he
knew what he was supposed to do. So, what else?

There were times, however, when he suspected he wasn’t doing quite the right thing,
But who hasn’t had such suspicions? To think about that was just pointlessly racking your
brain. Sometimes he was overcome with an idea that nothing had ever needed to be done in
the first place: do it or not — what did it matter? But this idea seemed so disgusting that he
always tried to fight it off. It didn’t stay long, anyway.

Oh, no. Not always. Sometimes it did. And it didn’t just stay, it pressed down on
him, squeezing him flat. Then, he would stay in bed for a day or two or three. It felt so sick-
ening both inside and outside: as if everything was covered with slime, and there was only
one desire left — to fall asleep and never wake again.

But then it would pass. He would wake up in the morning — as if nothing had hap-
pened. Everything forgotten. Hard even to bring it back to mind — what was it, why was it?
He wouldn’t want to remember it, anyway. Everything bad seemed to have been scrubbed

off him, and he again needed to go to work. And how good it felt!

On that day, he couldn’t stay late at work. He needed to go to the Polytechnic Mu-
seum. Some kind of exhibition was on, something related to trolley buses. He wouldn’t say it

interested him that much, but there was someone he had to meet there. Or, rather, someone
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had told him he should visit the exhibition and hinted that he was also going to be there
himself.

He had never seen the man before. He had unintentionally struck up a conversation
with him on the trolley bus, having noticed the man seemed interested in his work.

Normally, he wouldn’t talk to passengers — what was there to talk about: they were
getting to work and he was at work; to each his own. But that man’s look was very earnest,
as if thoughtful; probably, that’s why he had dared to accost him. What’s more, as he was
telling him about his work, the man didn’t smile not once, but instead kept nodding, and
even looked slightly sad as if he felt sorry for him. He had even wanted to cheer the man up,
telling him not to worry because his job wasn’t that bad, after all.

Then, it seemed to him the man couldn’t make up his mind whether to tell him
something or not. And then, the man had decided to tell him about the exhibition, saying
that he should definitely visit it . . . and shot him a significant kind of glance. And then added
that he was certainly going to be there himself.

He had agreed without a second thought and even pretended the exhibition inter-
ested him very much. Leaving the trolley bus, he had again confirmed (on his own, this time
nobody urged him to) that he’d be sure to be there that evening, and inquired about the ex-
hibition’s closing time. The man bent his head and closed his eyes, as if to say it was a deal
and they’d see each other again tonight.

As soon as he got off the trolley bus, he realized he shouldn’t have made this ar-
rangement. What use to him were that exhibition and that man? Why the hell should he go
there, who made him promise all that?

How he hated the idea of going there, how stupid it all was!

He started talking himself into doing it, but somehow got so confused and felt such
anguish that he was almost willing to fling himself under a car.

As always, his work saved him. While he was scuttling between trolley buses, trying
to decide which one was better to board, his anguish started to dissipate. It was not so tragic,
after all; maybe the exhibition would arouse some interest in him. If only it had been possi-
ble to end his work a little bit eatlier and take a break first.

But how! He could hardly get home and have a cup of tea, when the exhibition

closed at seven. . .
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When he pushed into a crowded Metro carriage, the absurdity of the idea of going to
this exhibition became absolutely clear to him. He must have been a total idiot to let himself
agree to anything so stupid.

“All right, all right, since it happened, it couldn’t be helped” — he kept on reassuring
himself — “I’ll just drop in for a minute without looking at the exhibits, what the hell use are
they to me! I'll just ask the man what he wants from me, and go back home. Go back and hit
the sack!”

Near the entrance to the Museum, a sn
recognized the man he was expecting. He was
a newspaper. He went right up to him. The ne'
man he didn’t know wearing spectacles.

He entered the vestibule. A group of p
hide someone. He went straight through the m
hind them.

... Already half an hour had passed an
feeling different people staring at him, yet nob

































