
РТ MARK AMES 

CHAPTER SEVEN: 
VANITY AND SPLEEN 

“Someday this war’s gonna end...” 
Robert Duvall, Apocalypse Now 

hen I received my first hate-mail letter, [ was 

terrified. Not just ordinary-terrified, but the 

kind of undignified panic that they never 

show in the movies: I was the guy on the sink- 

ing ship screaming like a bitch . . . kicking 

mothers in the teeth for their life jackets, toss- 

ing their children overboard to make leg- 

room for myself in the lifeboat. 

It came via land mail to the Living Here offices. I didn’t know that land 

mail actually made it anywhere in Russia. Especially into the Soviet tangle 

of buildings and annexes in which our office was hidden. Even the crusty, 

hunched security guards who stood inside the double-doored entrance in 

their worn gray Soviet suits, army stripes pinned to the breast, reeked of 

peeled yellow Brezhnevian incompetence: there’s no fucking way on earth 

they'd let a piece of mail get through the door. Living Here was located on 

Gazetny Pereulok, dom 3 (just down the street from my first office, where 

Га sold wine and Seagram’s liquor in late 1993), a huge yellow and white 

turn-of-the-century building that the government leased out for free to 

the Gaidar Institute. 

In turn, the Gaidar Institute leased out space to businesses 

for its own profit. The Gaidar Institute was set up as a 

Russian think tank to assist the government in its economic 

reforms. The Institute was founded by Yegor Gaidar, the first 

Prime Minister of Russia, the frog-faced architect of 

“reform” and “shock therapy” and every other curse word 

associated with capitalism in Russia. Gaidar is the guy 

responsible for shaking down the entire Russian population, 

and handing over their belongings to a few well-placed 

comrades. He will go down in Russian folklore as one of the 

most terrifying villains ever to set foot on Mother Rus—his 

name will be invoked by parents to scare their children into 

going to bed and brushing their teeth. 

‘And now, he was Living Here's landlord. For the small 

two-room space, no more than twenty square meters in all, 

we paid a whopping $1,500 a month. And to top it off, the 

fucker never fixed our heating or faulty telephone lines. 
Gaidar was learning the landlord trade quickly. A real 
reformed kinda guy, that Gaidar: from Homo Sovieticus into 

Homo Mr. Roperius of Three’s Company. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

How could a hate-mail letter actually make it from one 
place in Moscow to another, then into a mail slot for Living 
Here's offices in the Gaidar Institute, all on account of me? 
You always heard rumors here that no one ever received 
anything more than a postcard. All the enveloped mail was 
taken to some location (in Moscow, the mail dump was 
reportedly somewhere near Sheremetyevo Airport), torn 
open by the half-starving, unpaid postal service employees, 
and stripped of any valuables. Then the remains were 
dumped in a huge, open lot, and that was that. 

I stormed into the office and grabbed the letter from 
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Perhaps the only letter in 1996 to have been successfully transferred from one point within the Russian Federation to another. It still burns to the touch. 

Manfred’s hands, noticing a strange, cringing expression on 
his face. I read the first paragraph, then looked up and tried 
to force a laugh. But it didn’t come out. Just a squeak of 
some kind. 

The dignified thing would have been to laugh it off, make 
a light James Bond-ish quip, then move on to some admin- 
istrative matter. But instead, I panicked, and it showed. 

“Who do you think sent this?!” I demanded. 
Manfred shrugged. He didn’t seem to want to talk about 

it much, although he did clearly enjoy seeing me panic. 
“It was Owen, don’t you think?” I said. “Or maybe 

enine. Yeah, she’s pissed off because I made fun of her cat 
in my column. You know how women are about their cats, 
Especially overweight, lonely American women. No wait, 
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this was written by a Brit, and Genine isn’t а Brit, so it had 

to be Owen.” 

Manfred didn’t reply. He just smiled with that feckless, 
Amsterdam-café-toothed expression of his. I think Andrei 
was in the office at the time too. Andrei was an effeminate 
street kid whom Manfred had “hired” to help design adver- 
tisements. He had wavy dark hair and the soft features and 

crooked white teeth of a prepubescent. Andrei could barely 
speak a word of English. He tried hard, but he couldn't. He 
had a learning disability of some kind. Probably Munfred’s 
domineering way of dealing with Andrei didn’t help. There 

was something unpleasant about their 
relationship. I hated being in that office. 
Manfred was always more than willing to 
pile his own work on the poor kid so that 
he could go out drinking with his friends, 
making quirky, witty, Social Democratic 

wisecracks around the stolovaya or spout- 
Е ing Beigeist alterno-guy opinions on 

quirky underground bands. A bunch of 
fucking Schweiks, all of ’em 

I couldn't read the whole thing until I 
got home. I stuffed it into my bag and 
turned to leave. Manfred made me go eat 
а meal with him in the cockroach-infested 
Gaidar Institute cafeteria (the real Gaidar 
was dining down the road at the 5-star 
Metropol Hotel). I couldn’t eat my cabbage 
soup. My heart was beating into my ears. 
I slung my bag over my shoulder and 
headed home, dry mouth, pouring sweat. 
It was a thirty-minute walk home, down 
the poplar and birch-lined promenade on 

РОССИЯ 

Dutchman Manfred Witteman eyes his advertising underling Andrei like a toasted Gouda sandwich. 
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the Bulvar Ring, past the statue of Gogol, whom I reveren- 

tially bowed to as always on my way past. I lived in a tilted 

studio apartment in the Kropotkinskaya district. My build- 

ing even had a name, “Bolshevika,” in honor of the lower- 

level functionaries who were rewarded for their quiet, 

unflinching servitude by getting apartments in this presti- 

gious region. It wasn’t the highest quality building: although 
only 20 years old, the brick apartment block already had its 

problems. Wall plaster crumbling and peeling. Doors that 
didn’t close. Balconies giving way. The Stalin-era buildings 
are the only quality ones in Russia. After that, everything 

went downhill. 

The elevator in my apartment building was broken, so 1 
had to march up seven flights of stairs. By the time I got 

into my apartment, I was a human amphibian—a terrified 

human amphibian ... И was all too familiar, like being back 

in the suburbs of California: scared and sweaty. 

Intellectually, I had to tell myself, no, this isn’t the suburbs, 

this isn’t California. But I wasn’t convincing. 

I opened the letter and read. 

It hurt. It hurt even worse than I feared it would. 
Because I knew I'd have to publish it. Manfred had seen the 

letter. To attempt a cover-up, after Ве’ seen it, would be 

worse than fleeing. Much worse. That wasn’t even an 
option. Was this how Nixon felt, opening the papers every 

morning? . . . 25,000 readers. 25,000! О, the humiliation! I 

was sure that the backlash was about to begin, that pub- 

lishing it might bring other angry, disgruntled readers out 
of the woodwork. As in, the entire expat community. 

They'd gather below my window with torches and rakes 
and hoes! They'd drive me out of Living Here and out of 

town! 
For the first eight months of Living Here’s existence, I'd 

sort of lived the literary equivalent of a Serbian sniper 

overlooking Sarajevo, taking the odd potshot at old ladies 
shopping for a loaf of bread, blowing the top of their skulls 
off...then taking long breaks to pound a bottle of slyivovice 

and chew the fat with Miloslav and Bosko. I didn’t worry 

about the consequences of what I wrote because I spent 

most of my first year hiding. I mean literally hiding. Га 
sneak up on the community with a couple of articles, 

whack them on the head with the proverbial rubber chicken, 

then flee back to my apartment. It was always the same: 

come production day, Г4 get the courage up to write the 

kinds of things Ра always written for my own private pleasure: 
pure bile, unchecked invective. Then, the day the newspaper 

would come out, Га suddenly be struck with a loss of 

courage: Why did I just do that?! They'll kill me! So I hid. 

VANITY AND SPLEEN 

And when по backlash came, Г4 crawl out of my hole, 

slowly build up my courage again, fire at defenseless civilians 
from my totally secured nest high up in the hills, flee back 

to the bunker, and brag to the partisans about the kid on 

the bicycle and how he rode around in a circle after I blew 

his head ой... “Like a headless circus bear! Ha-ha-ha!” 

“Oh Ames, you're a card!” 
My first direct target in the expat community was a 

Canadian photographer, Heidi Hollenger. She gained a 
crust of fame in Moscow by photographing the far-right 

Vadkovsky рег. 
a. 3/8 kv. 76 
June 1st 1996 

Dear Sir/Madam, 

Consider the thought-provoking opinion piece from issue 14 of 
Living Here, written by People’s Columnist Mark Ames. It dealt 
with the fascinating demi-monde of the Moscow expatriate 
literati, auspicious journalists from that august publication, 
the Hoscov Tines, and the esteemed editor-in-chief of Living 
Bere himself. 

On the one hand, the article railed against the inconsequential 
parochialism of’ features in the Moscow Times, whilst, on the 
other hand, emulating that very same thing. 

When Living Here first appeared, we welcomed a refre: 
alternative to the established English-language pres: 
find that by its fourteenth issue it had become the 
of its former self. Perhaps the change in editorship 
fundamental reason for this. Mr Ames has metamorphosed 
Jean Mackenzie. In a country which bombs its own citizer 
Чл which the minimum wage canfiot assure survival, he cons 
the reduced spending power of its expatriate community to be a 
“painful issue". 

We wait with bated breath for iesue 15. What burning questions 
will be on the agenda - shopping for cleaning products, 
{racking down Pampers, or maybe even interviewing nannies and 
maids? 

(oo Batt 
Joanna Lillis 
Paul Bartlett 

opposition. She sweet-talked her way into the bedroom of 
Vladimir Zhirinovsky and got him to take off his pants for 

a photograph. She had been interviewed in the local press 
about her photos, and came across as a complete moron. 

“J hate Americans,” she was quoted as saying. “I was 

always a Marxist. Г4 never date a Republican.” 

One expat invited me to her photography exhibition, at 
a gallery off Gogolevsky Bulvar. Why I went, I don’t 
know—one of those masochistic thrills, I suppose. We 
came to the opening night party. The gallery was impressive in 
a kind of central European way, newly remodeled, white- 
painted walls, lacquered parquet floor, expensive industrial 
light fixtures that hung down from the ceilings. Most in 
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attendance were sub-middlebrow expat barons, dressed as 

they thought they should for a photo exhibit: tweedy 

sports coats, moddish skirts, lots of African silver on the 

necks and wrists. Free wine and cheese and crackers. 

The expats crowded into the large room, talking, occa- 

sionally whispering about how bad they thought the pictures 

were, only to hush up if Hollenger rushed up to introduce 
someone to them. On the other side of the gallery, a small, 

shady group of fascists, the subjects of her photos, gathered, 

nervous and out of place. One was bearded and heavy. A 

few wore Soviet suits and stood uncomfortably, shifting 

from foot to foot, afraid to go near the wine and Brie, 
because the expats were gathered there. The only one who 
moved with ease from fascist to expat was Nazi-lite Sergei 

Baburin, the suave nationalist Duma deputy. 

One of Heidi’s friends, an American redhead grad student 

from Duke, bounced up and down when she saw Baburin. 

“Introduce me, introduce me!” I heard her cry. 
She wore a tight black miniskirt with a skimpy tank top 

and black pumps, a halfway attempt at playing the 

dyevushka, very out of place on ап angry-looking, 
makeup-less American grad student. Her corpse-white legs 
were covered in bright red mosquito bites. She didn’t even 
try hiding them. When she met Baburin, he was cordial. 

He smiled blankly and held out his hand, bored and 

halfheartedly enjoying the attention. The expat men, for 

their part, were nervously discussing business and their 
planned vacations to Italy and Spain, keeping an eye out 

for Heidi, just in case they had to reiterate, in their loud, 
positive voices, how much fun they were having. 

Heidi was dressed up in a peach dress and pearl necklace, 
like some sorority girl, entertaining everyone and guffawing in 

that loud, obnoxious way of hers. She acknowledged me 

once. “Who's this tall, handsome man?” she said, ironically. 

It hurt bad, and triggered my worst panic attack since 

my stepfather’s death. How was it that she—SHE—this 

МОКОМ— о! famous! She didn’t deserve it! She’d never 

paid a red cent for that fame! She did nothing to earnit. It 

wasn’t fair, wasn’t fair at all. Fame of that sort wasted on a 
dumb, talentless dilettante who didn’t mean a thing she 

said or did. Stolen from under my feet, scooped, scooped 
again! 

Т held that hatred of Hollenger as something sacred, a 

rallying point for my mind’s troops. And issued my own 
internal fatwah to never forget her, to never let her get 
away with it. “The Hollenger Must Pay!” was chanted at 

many an angry student demonstration inside of my head, 
late at night. 

So a year and a half after her photo exhibit, I held to my 
promise and wrote a column slamming her, Then hid. 

And nothing happened. I expected to run into her some- 
where, but didn’t. | expected a lawsuit, ог a phone call. 

Instead, I even got a few compliments. As it turned out, 
most people who knew Hollenger even agreed. 

Later, I hurled invective at the editors of the Moscow 
Times, particularly opinion page editor Michael Kazmarek, 
who'd banned me from ever writing for the Moscow Times. 

He told another journalist friend of mine, “Mark Ames is 

exactly the kind of writer whom ГА never publish in my 
opinion pages.” 

Like most cowards, I was emboldened by the lack of violent 

backlash. My strategy of keeping myself safe, up to that 
time, had been pretty foolproof. I had a small circle 
of acquaintances—about two or three—and my Belgian 

girlfriend. 
Now, after getting that piece of hate mail, the honey- 

moon with Moscow’s expat community had ended. 

After receiving that letter, I hid for three days inside of 
my apartment, only slipping out to buy the basics, or to 

scurry down the block to Suzanne's apartment for some 

bland, boyfriend-girlfriend sex. The sex only increased the 

panic. I felt betrayal everywhere. ГА sulk back to my apart- 
ment and work and rework my editor’s reply to the 

poison letter, but each one came off as serious and hurt 

and defensive. So I had to come up with a better response, 
if I wasn’t going to look like an asshole. I had to mask my 
hurt, and go on the offensive. I couldn’t fake James Bond 

nonchalance, but I could definitely try to fire a salvo of 

GRAD missiles. 

In the next issue, I published the hate letter. And my 

reply. I was cheap and unfair. I picked apart the grammar 
mistakes, then, in a cheap shift to racism, accused the 

authors of hiding the fact that they were really just a lone, 

envious African student from the People’s University in 

Southeast Moscow. Fuck you, nigger! Learn how to write 
grammatical English, or shut the fuck up! That was my 
response. 

After printing it, 1 ran back and hid in my apartment, 
waiting for the building to be burned to the ground. I tried 
closing my curtains—until I remembered that in my studio, 
there wasn't even а curtain to close. Just some dark orange 
cloth hanging from a broken curtain rod. So I left the open 
part in the far corner, and quickly scuttled past it on my 
way from bathroom to bed. I waited for several days for the 
flames to rise, the windows smashed, smoke pouring in. . . . 
But the days went by, and nothing happened. Nothing at all. 

’ 
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У heroes were always hated figures. When 1 
was seven years old, I discovered the old 
Oakland Raiders, the Jack Tatum and Kenny 
Stabler Raiders. Everyone in the suburbs 

where I lived rooted for the San Francisco 49ers, Declaring 
your allegiance to the 49ers wasn’t just a shallow Sunday 
afternoon hobby. The 49ers were, in the besieged ’70s, the 
glue that held the white suburban Bay Area together. Like 
having a Mexican maid and dragging yourself out for 
а game of tennis. Everything about the 49ers was 
Eisenhower-America: the red and gold uniforms, the quar- 
terbacks with 4-H Club names like John Brodie and Steve 
Spurrier. ... They were the kind of people you'd have a 
Sunday bar-b-que with. Even their black players were 
“good” blacks. They were golden retrievers with red ban- 
danas, great for taking into the park and throwing the 
Frisbee to, harmless and friendly to everyone. 

The Raiders, on the other hand, represented the threat 
to suburbia. In the early and mid-’70s, white suburbia was 
under siege in California from all sides. With Zebra killers 
and Black Panthers creeping around, whitey wasn’t safe. 

The Raiders played dirty, gratuitously—even stupidly so. 
They'd slug opponents in the head or bite their exposed 
flesh during a pileup. Jack Tatum put Daryl Stingley in a 
wheelchair for life after spearing him in the spine. They 
came from Oakland, home of the Black Panthers. Even the 

white people on the Raiders didn’t look like “our” whites: 
unshaven, scraggly, overweight, crude, they looked more 
like truck drivers or Hell’s Angels than grown-up home- 
coming kings. The Raiders didn’t do charity functions or 
bar-b-ques. They banged speed and planted coke on 
unfriendly journalists. They wore black and silver. And 
their fans wore shower caps and Activator. They were gods 
to me. People from the suburbs didn’t dare go to the 
Oakland Coliseum. My great-uncle, a selfless old ham, took 
me once. He was terrified, and so was I. He stopped making 
wisecracks the minute we stepped out of his convertible 
Cadillac in the parking lot, and absorbed the bloodshot 
stares of 50,000 Schlitz-soaked Negroes. I was eight years 
old, and I was sure we were both going to die, We escaped 
alive. It was the only Raiders game I ever went to. 

The Raiders were just part of my problem. I was a curi- 
ous child who always got into trouble. I started down that 

route at age seven. We broke into a neighbor’s stash of 
Scotch whiskey, and drank so much that the youngest guy 
in our group nearly died from alcohol poisoning. A few 
months later, I convinced the same kid to help me try to 
light a neighbor's estate on fire. She was a crippled widow 

VANITY AND SPLEEN 

who lived on а huge hill surrounded by 50-foot high pines 
and eucalyptus trees. The fire destroyed a shack at the bottom 
of the hill and about a half acre of land before the firemen 
put it out. I got off with a warning. A couple of months 
later, we took sharpened rocks and destroyed the car that 
belonged to the woman who had called the neighbors on 
us. Again, a warning, a few tears, and I was off scot-free. 

At age eight, I was already a pothead and a kleptomaniac. 
I stole from every store 1 could—usually cigarettes, but 
also candies, posters, trinkets. I could never figure out why 
they never busted me. ... The other kids always seemed to 
get busted. Maybe I was more slippery back then. Another 
time we went on a joyride in а neighbor’s parents’ car. The 
local sheriff ran us off the road. The car reeked of Panama 
Red. My brother and 1 got off with warnings; the others 
were put on probation, 

My parents enrolled me in St. Andrews, a private 
Episcopalian school, in second grade. Two years later, after 
terrorizing the teachers and students, I was thrown out, 
and told that I was never allowed back on their property 
again. 

That was when my parents divorced and we dropped a 
few socioeconomic rungs down the middle-class ladder. 
The American dream we had tried to live out had been 
under siege for years by hippies and intellectuals. By the 
mid-’70s, it was dead, for us at least. The hippies had won. 
Everything was turning upside down. Even my baby-sitters 
were fucked-up hippies. They were always wigging out on 
some drug or other when they came over. My parents had 

no idea: they were just getting used to the new world of 
singles bars and group therapy. Sometimes the baby-sitters’ 
hippie boyfriends would come over and chew me and my 
brother out for molesting their teenage girlfriends. They 
were real disgusting trolls, those hippie boyfriends. One of 
them even smacked me. He’s one smelly, hairy reason why I 
joined the Republican Party in the mid-’80s. 

By high school, my spleen kicked into high gear. After 
getting stomped by jocks, I withdrew into the hills of my 
mind and trained. I learned how to be far meaner than the 

inarticulate surf-rats. How to hurt without getting hurt. It 
earned me the reputation of a real jerk. People talked 

about my problems at home. They talked a lot back then, 
about things I'd rather not get into. Let’s just say that I 

took it all out on those who a) were meanest to me, and b) 

least likely to beat me up. That is: popular girls. I sent at 
least three of them packing from our high school, and 
helped trigger bulemia complexes in a few others. 

I played football and tried to live out my heroes’ lives 
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from the Raiders of my childhood. I played defensive end, 
and I played cheap. My trademark was my “rip; Ра swat 
the opposing lineman’s helmet with my padded fist, ringing 

his ears long enough for me to slip by. 
In the last game of my my junior season, playing against 

Monte Vista High, a 225-pound black tight end complained 

to me. He told me to stop swatting him in the head. I didn’t. 
Then the ref told me to stop. And I didn’t. So the next play, 

he grabbed me by my jersey, ran me out near the sideline, 

lifted up the breast plate of my shoulder pads, and peppered 
me in the diaphragm with his fists, about thirty lightning 

blows, until I was blue and sucking for air. I lay on my back 
like a roach soaked in Raid, twitching. The ref watched the 

whole thing. I crawled up to the ref, and, gasping, wheezed, 
“Не... hhhie!...can’'t... hhhie!...do... hhhhhhiieee!... 

that... hhhie!” The ref shrugged. Ending my dreams of 
becoming Jack Tatum. 

These incidents are the exciting parts, the bad-boy ones. But 

the other 99 percent of the time 1 spent playing the coward 
and collaborator, trying and failing to fit in with middle- 

class suburban California, vacillating between repeated 
failed attempts at trying to fit in, shame, and raw hatred. 

No matter how much I tried stirring things up, I couldn’t 

even make a tiny ripple in the waters. The flat suburbs 
couldn't be shaken. Not even the San Andreas Fault could 
fuck my suburb up. 

My imagination, by most standards, was starting to take 

a major detour. The “R”-rated violent movies that they 

began showing in the early-’70s gave form to dormant fan- 
tasies. The earliest one I remember seeing was Bluebeard, a 
B-movie which graphically showed each mistress getting 
murdered in her own special way. Those murders were 

catalogued in my memory, and slated for permanent rerun 
on the local syndicate. 

When Jaws came out, I was eight years old. I was so 

enthralled by the movie—particularly the scene where the 
half-eaten head floats out from under a boat wreck—that I 
bought the book and devoured it. ГИ never forget the way 

that Peter Benchley described that first shark mauling of 

the hippie girl in the surf: “crushing her organs like jelly ...” 
When I started writing, it was because I wanted to repro- 

duce that effect on myself that Benchley had produced on 

me. Most of the rest of the book was oddly bland, 

suburb-bland: adult relationships, affairs, divorce . . . familiar 

stuff, filler between the shark’s mangle-feasts. My attitude 
was, why not make the shark maulings the main part of the 
book, while the other stuff, the boring humans with their 

little, boring problems, just glossed over? 

Years later, in a creative writing course at Berkeley, our 
teacher, Thom Gunn, asked us all to say why we chose to be 

writers. All of the students gave pretentious answers that 

they'd probably read in Paris Review interviews or literary 
biographies, My own, which I thought was honest, was: 

“I write because everything I read sucks, so I hope one 
day to write something readable.” 

I told that to Dr, Dolan, who was at the time a Rhetoric 
professor of mine. “Why didn’t you just tell them the 

truth?” he said. “Tell them the reasons you write ate vanity 
and spleen.” 

I remember being shocked. I'd never thought about it 

from that angle. I admired Dolan’s cynicism, but I took it as 

just that: reactionary nihilism colder and cleverer than my 

own. I couldn't believe that the only reason I’d write was to 

become famous. The spleen part—yeah, that was obvious. 

But vanity? If I was merely vain, then Га write vaguely sen- 
timental workshop fiction stuff, quiet, diminished 

Raymond Carver stories with ever-so-slight epiphanies. 

But what I was writing—it was bound to get me nowhere. 
Then I graduated. And that’s when I ran into that mas- 

sive, scary wall of Beigeism. It was so large and immovable 
that it couldn’t even be measured. A wall impossible to 
breach. 

met Edward Limonov nine months after moving to 

Moscow. Limonov had been one of the reasons I chose 

to move to Russia. Two of Limonov’s books in trans- 
lation, Memoirs of a Russian Punk and His Butler’s 

Story, are, in my opinion, the best works of fiction published 
in the ’80s. The former book painted a portrait of provincial 

Soviet Russia that made me salivate: violent, cruel, and yet 

full of possibility for a kind of minor epic life. The latter 

book made me writhe in envy for being about the only hon- 
est, nonliterary account of modern America I’d read. What 
really drove me crazy was His Butler’s plot: would Limonov 
get published and famous, thus allowing him to get laid 
more easily, or not? It was so cynical and antithetical to 
everything that 20th-century literature had preached, and 
yet, it was . . . honest. For the sheer bravery of it all, he 
deserved my awe. 

Thad heard about Limonov’s lecture through his former 
publisher, the gay journalist and poet, Sasha Shatalov. I knew 
Shatalov because, a few months after moving to Moscow, I 
decided that I had to ingratiate myself into Limonov’s circle. 
I tracked Sasha down at the Writer’s Union; we met, and 
became friends. Shatalov is a shaven-headed, bucktoothed 
intellectual with a penchant for scandal. When I met him, his 
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former lover, the young journalist Yaroslav Mogutin, had 
just dumped him for an American artist, Robert Fillipini. 1 
had the sense, in my meetings with Shataloy, that he was 
hoping to score me and get back at his old lover. And I led 
him on a little bit, never making clear my aversion to cock 
until I was able to get close enough to his star writer, 
Limonov. 

Tt was at a library lecture that I met Limonov, The library 
was well lit and not too different from any neighborhood 
library in America, except that it was in the bottom floor of 
one of the zillions of block apartment buildings. The audi- 
ence ranged from old literary ladies dressed to the hilt to 
younger, half-nerdy college-age girls. Shatalov brought me 
backstage, into a small square office with a couple of librar- 
ians. Limonov paced back and forth, in his black leather 
jacket, black jeans, and black boots. He was, of course, 
“smaller than Г4 expected,” which is to say, as tall as every 
star ever is. When Sasha introduced me, he told Limonov 
that I wasn’t a “typical American.” I clumsily broke into an 
anecdote about seeing the Grazhdanskoye Oborona riot, 
and told him that Podrostok Savenko was my favorite novel. 
He seemed mildly impressed. I realized that I was light-years 
away from his plane of fame, that we were communicating 
from different universes. 

Limonov was cordial, if a little nervous, around me. I was 
completing a manuscript at the time, Skin Plows, about my 
bout with the worst episode of scabies that anyone had ever 
suffered in modern medical history. It’s still not the kind of 
book that I'd like to show to anyone I know. 

A nervous middle-aged woman with huge horn-rimmed 
glasses and red hair piled up into a bun stuck her head into 
the room and announced that the lecture should begin. I 

nearly bumped into Limonov trying to walk through the 

door—like one of those slapstick scenes where the big guy 
and little guy get squeezed in the doorframe . . . “Uh, heh- 
heh, you first...” 

When we walked out into the main hall, 1 couldn’t believe 

how many people had shown up: there must have been 
almost a hundred, seated in cheap plastic or wooden chairs 
arranged in rows. A hundred people, almost all women! In 
a library! In Russia! I took a seat near the back, and scanned 
the faces, noticing, to my further horror/envy, that at least 

one-quarter of the hall consisted of attractive student types, 
who had taken the time to make up their eyes and cheeks 

and lips, set their hair, and wear their finest respectable lace 
and faux-silk blouses. 

Limonoy stuck to political issues, although most in the 
crowd wanted to talk about his writing. He paced back and 
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forth, making little eye contact. He told the crowd that lit- 
erature was, for him, too effete, that his only interest was 
politics and revolutionary struggle. He compared himself to 
George Orwell and Ernest Hemingway, recounting, in his 
half-bored, half-raspy voice, his battle experiences starting 
in Yugoslavia, where he fought on the side of the Serbs in 
Bosnia and Krajina, up to the last, failed battle at the White 
House in 1993. The day after that White House battle, there had 
been rumors that Limonov had been killed. Or that Ве been 
wounded. . .. Then came news that Limonov had gone under- 
ground. After the Duma granted an amnesty to those who had 
taken part in the uprising, Limonov came out of hiding. It was 
an epic story that I was determined to deflate. 

During the question and answer part, | rocked nervously 
in my seat, thinking about how I could penetrate his fame- 
shield. “The slow blade penetrates the shield... > No, I never 

believed that line. Too Zen for my tastes. I knew what to ask 
him—Dr. Dolan and I had discussed this issue many times. 

Finally, after getting the Russian words properly arranged 
in my head, I stood up and asked: “You said in your book 
His Butler’s Story that you wanted to die in a hail of bullets, 
in a great battle. But you wanted to wait until you were 

famous enough to make your death worthwhile, so that 
your death would be reported on the front pages. When I 

read that you were in the White House during the battle in 

October, I admired and even envied you, until I found out 
that you survived. So my question is: Why didn’t you die?” 

He was stunned. A low rumble of laughter rippled in the 
audience. A few turned and stared at me. Limonoy stum- 
bled, then offered a weak answer, about how a comrade had 
died in his arms and bled on his jacket. He knew I was right: 

By his own aesthetic standards, he should have been killed 
in the White House and been made a martyr of the Dark 

Side. He claimed to have nearly died, but that wasn’t good 
enough, not for an envious lit-twerp like me. 

Afterward, Limonoy sat at a table to sign books. People 

lined up a mile long to get their book signed. One girl, 
young and attractive, asked me for my autograph, thinking 
I was a writer. She approached me with large, wet brown 
eyes and an inviting smile. I fled. Later, much later, when I 

sat alone in my communal apartment room, punching my 
pillow and biting my knuckles, I regretted—no, not just 
regretted, I denounced that. I denounced that and 
denounced myself and promised both to punish the guilty 
(me) and replace myself with a new, quick-thinking, 
brighter version of me. I replayed that foolish reaction, that 
simpering “aw-gee-shucks” idiocy, and realized, no, I hadn't 
changed. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

~The Limonov X-Files 

by Edward Limonoy 

have met Mark few years ago, in apart- 
ment of my publisher Alexander 
Schatalov, ог to be precise, at Schatalov's 

kitchen. Most of a Russian’s friendships are 
started in kitchens, no doubis. Mark appeared 
to me as American should be - a huge, big 
man, wearing a boots of fifties size, or at least 
size forty eight, Mark said that he read few of 
my books published in the United States, and 
that he liked my books. Then we lost each 
other for a few years. 

‘One day somebody gave me a newspaper 
called if 1am not mistaken Novaya Gazeta 
with an article signed by Mark. It was entitled 
*Limonov is not punk, but Zhirinovsky is rot- 
ten.” In his artide Mark wanted to say that 
Zhitinovsky is “more punkish than me, 
Limonov. I was offended at that statement, as 
1 believe that 1 am most punkish person on 
whole territory of Russian Republic and prob- 
ably on all territory of ex-Soviet Union also, 
Maybe Shamil Basaev is comparable with me. 
So, for a while I was angry at Mark, for his 
preferring Zhirinovksy. Then we have met 
again when Mark came to my party “bunker” 
accompanied by a man called Manfred, they 
together wanted to publish newspaper and 

In Praise of a 
Sick Punk Newspaper 

they wanted me to collaborate, to write some 
articles for their newspaper. 

1 said *Yes*, 1 will write in my broken 
English, boys, and you will type it, preserving 
my terrible Russian English style, please. 
Майк was surprised that I wasn't angry at him 
anymore for his preference of Zhirinovsky, 
Meanwhile, as time have passed, Mark under- 
stood by himself that Zhirinovsky is much 
Jess punk than Limonov is. To bea chairman of 
National Bolshevik’s Party is tougher occupa- 
tion than to be a chairman of Liberal 
Democratic Party, isn't i? 

After some time Mark splitted from 
Manfred and started to publish eXile. For 
some time I wrote for two competing English 
language newspapers, then Manfred gave up, 
and now eXileis only one of its kind on the 
‘Moscow's market. 

I should say that Mark's paper is probably 
the freest English language publication in 
whole world. And craziest as well, I am sure 
that such publication is impossible to publish 
and maintain in the United States or elsewhere. 
Only in Moscow's climate of permanent revo- 
lution of conscience is possible to publish 
such a sick, crazy and funny paper as eXile 
ог my National Bolshevik's Limonka, 1 
‘imagine that in ten years time some American 
and Russian university professors will be 
studying eXile as а cultural and political 
phenomenon. The changing of one political 
regime by another one is profitable to incred- 
ible freedom, Such freedom will not last for 
Jong, But Iam happy to live now, to be an 
editor of a revolutionary Limonka and to 
collaborate in extravagant eXile. Your and, 
Mister Mark! Troublemakers of the whole 
world, unite you! 

But it will be fair to repeat, Mark, that 
Limonov is more punkish than Zhirinovsky is, 
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After the lecture, I followed Limonoy out 

of the library and walked him to the metro 

stop. On the way down that long, deep езса- 

lator, designed to protect the population 

from nuclear-bombing raids, 1 asked him 

how he copes with being a hated, controversial 
writer. I wouldn’t let him leave until I got 

some answers, He was, after all, the only 
writer who served as a sort of light for me. 

“When you get published, people don’t 
judge you anymore in that way. They sense 

you have some power,” Limonov explained in 
that emotionless tone he adopts with 

strangers. “It doesn’t matter if you write 

disgusting things. What matters is if you are 

published and seen as being powerful. Then 
everyone treats you with respect.” 

Afterward, he disappeared in a metro car, 

not too happy to have a big, hairy American 

fan stalk him with questions. Not after the 

way I'd treated ‘him in the lecture. He disap- 

peared into his parallel fame-plane, in that 

inaccessible dimension so many dimensions 
above my own. He was untouchable up there. 

A few months later, in a glowing example 
of my gratitude, fulfilling the Sonic Youth 
ethic of “Kill Your Idols,” I wrote a vicious 

attack on Limonov’s incarnation as a fascist, 
accusing him of being a cynical marketing 
whiz looking to move more product and 

maintain his fame. I published it in both the 

English-language and Russian-language 
press, and it eventually made it into 
Limonovy’s hands. 

I tried converting that one article into a 

permanent position as a humor columnist 

for the Moscow Times, particularly since their 
other columnists were so bland. Marc 
Champion, the pencil-necked Brit editor, 
agreed that it might be a good idea to have a 
more “humorous, colorful” writer like myself, 
so he asked me to send him some column- 
samples. The next week, I sent him three 
samples, I read the columns over and over, 
imagining how he might react, eagerly antic- 
ipating а new life. 

That’s when Champion stopped taking my 
calls. 



Finally, I barged into the Moscow Times offices and 
demanded an explanation. He sat me down in his glass- 
enclosed, Ben Bradlee-editor’s office, overlooking the news- 
тоот, and delivered his “fuck off and leave me alone” 
address to me in his quiet, deliberate, educated British 
voice: “The problem is that the Moscow community doesn’t 
want or need a Hunter Thompson, which is how I see your 
columns. Your writing is trenchant but too violent” He 
paused, sighed, then continued with the condescending 
tone of a high school counselor. “If this was the sixties, a really 
crazy time, then you could justify that sort of wild Hunter 
Thompson style of writing [!]. But Moscow is a business 
community. There's just no market for your style of writing. 
It’s not—how do I say this?—it’s not appropriate to 
Moscow.” 

Oh my, what could I say? If he didn’t see it, there was no 
chance of opening his eyes. In fact, Moscow was a thousand 
times more wild and violent than the ’60s of San Francisco. 
I was awake at the tail end of that period: It was nothing, a 
family argument, a few plates tossed against the cupboard, 
compared to Moscow. 

But I lost. I thanked him in my twerpish way, then sulked 
down the hallway of editor’s offices, doors half-open, heads 
leaning to get a peak at me. That was it. Game’s up. It was 

my first reencounter with the local Beigeists’ colonial repre- 
sentative, and I lost. I was routed, in fact, by their age-old 

weapon: silencers. Their twisted, hyper-edited, Orwellian 
view of the world even applied to Russia. Here we were, liv- 
ing in the vortex of one of the century’s greatest cataclysms, 
an economic and social apocalypse, in the capital of one of 
the world’s last great empires . . . but according to 
Champion, it’s “not the sixties,” that “really crazy time”... . 

I wanted to hang myself—if it wasn’t going to happen 
here, it wasn’t going to happen anywhere. I gave up writing, 

and took the job as the personal assistant to a rich Pakistani 
businessman. In a matter of a few months, I got caught up 
in the high world of finance. I was wearing a suit every day 
to work, power lunching with bankers from Credit Suisse 
First Boston, Morgan Stanley . . . going to conferences in 

London . . . helping to manage Russia's first private place- 
ment, working with Deutsche Morgan Grenfell, Norton 
Rose law firm . . . a world ГА never be allowed access to in 

America had I stayed (and never would have wanted access 
10) was suddenly mine, in the same way that a baron’s lackey 

was allowed into the aristocracy—a physical, though not 
spiritual, presence. It was bizarre, that rise of mine into the 
world of finance—a sort of late-20th-century Moll 
Flanders, I guess. I made it through for almost two years. I 
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had to do a lot of lying, to wear a mask heavy and thick. It 
grew more and more uncomfortable as time went by. 

then, unexpectedly, the Times printed a second “opinion 
piece” that I'd written but which Champion had shelved 
for almost eight months, for fear of alienating “the com- 
munity.” It was titled, “The Rise and Fall of Moscow’s 
Expat Royalty”; in it, I wrote about how once-condescending 
expats had been overthrown by a new elite of rich 
Russians, leading to a severe case of “fiscal envy,” and causing 
resentment and bitterness. Expats had fallen from the status 
of local aristocrats who had once scorned the natives into 
the role of a kind of petite bourgeoisie, complaining about 
the high prices and the vulgar wealth. And they couldn't 
take it on the chin with dignity. 

The piece was a sensation by local standards; Champion 
himself admitted that the Times had never printed any- 
thing that drew so many letters. When I went to pick up 
my $125 from the Moscow Times, I poked my head into 
Champion’s office to thank him again. He looked 
stunned—and thinner. Giardia-thin, not healthy-thin. 
He'd cut his hair and dyed it a sort of dirty yellow, and 
changed wire-rimmed glasses frames to something a little 
hipper. 

“T heard you guys got a lot of letters from my article,” I 
bragged. 

He grimaced, and admitted that Ве’ never seen an article 
draw such a reader response. “You really touched a nerve,” 

he said, jabbing his editor’s pen into the air for emphasis. 
It sickened me to get that little concession out of him. He 
swept back behind some deputies, reverse-fog following 
him like some caped villain, and that was the last we ever 
saw of each other. 

They were still publishing hate mail a month and a half 
after the article. But all that hate mail only scared 
Champion and his new tiber-Beigeist opinion page editor, 
Michael Kazmarek. Kazmarek told me that he didn’t agree 
with my article, and, therefore, he wouldn't be looking for 

any future pieces from me. He also said that he had 
received a letter in support of my article from a Russian 
office manager. “I didn’t believe it was real, so I called her 
up. I thought you'd planted it,” he said. 

That article led to the community’s hating me, to expats 
sneering at me everywhere I went. I was even stopped on 

the streets twice by expats who noticed me, just to tell me 
what an asshole I was for writing that piece. .. . 

“I’m 5000000 jealous of the New Russians and their 
wealth,” one American real estate woman sarcastically 
screeched into my face when we passed on Kutuzovsky 
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Prospekt. I got phone calls from people asking, “Did you write that? Aren’t 
you ... embarrasse 

A few weeks later, 1 was offered my very own column at Living Hei 

eventually, having earned enough fame and enmity, it led to the eXil 

didn’t expect much from Living Here. I thought I might, if I was lucky, get 
a few compliments from some greasy student-nerds. Maybe а line of free 
coke, an inviting smile from some half-attractive Russian literary student, 

the kind with long, oily hair and a sallow complexion, whose lithe body, 
trapped in bland Univermag clothing, showed promise, What I did expect was 
a violent backlash; or, if not violent, then at least the kind of weaponry used on 
me back hom 

Neither happened. In fact, the more I hammed it up, the more popular I 
became. 

Anyway, it wasn’t as if Га had a choice. I started writing my Living Here 
columns at the age of 30. It’s a little late to change and try to write “responsi- 

ble,” Beigeist articles when you're 30 years old and for the previous 23 years, 
you've been pretty much isolated from and in opposition to the mainstream 

reader, working on coming up with a line as memorable as “crushed her 
organs like jelly...” 

So, as Jake La Motta might have said, I wrote the only way I knew how to 
write. Strangely enough, the more repulsive my first-person romps through 

the epic flames and torn panties of Moscow, the more free drugs and willing 
girls came my way. Lots of them. I didn’t expect it, because my heroes, mostly 

punks and cult writers, never told me that there were regular perks to irregular 

aesthetics. Dolan tried to tell me, but I didn’t take him seriously. I thought it 

was just more envy-inspired cynicism on his part, and not kind words of 
advice from a mentor. 

: the quiet closing down of my one venue. The silence-bomb 

I found out the positive meaning of fame at Living Here’s first year anniversary 

party, on September 20, 1996. We held it at the Duck, knowing that a party at 

the Duck couldn’t possibly fail. Even if Living Here couldn’t attract more than 

the five or six friends and hangers-on, the Duck was guaranteed to attract its 

usual, motley sardine-can crowd of second-rate Russians, alcoholics, sluts, off-duty 

cops, drug dealers, and rednecks. 
It was the first Living Here party that I attended. I usually avoided them 

because I was afraid that either they'd fail, or Г4 get attacked. Not physically 

attacked—that I could deal with—but verbally attacked. So I got blistered 

drunk beforehand, and emceed the event. Afterward, something happened 

that I'd never experienced before: Girls made themselves easily available, not 

for who I was, but for what I was. Several of them, including a young married 
Russian girl who worked at Elle, some other teenager type, and Lyuda, a sort 
of chunky “Westernized” Russian who worked at the International Medical 

Clinic. I was still seeing Suzanne, She was in Belgium at the time, andl was sup- 
posed to fly out and meet her the next day. 

Wednesday, October 4, 1995 

The Rise an 
By Marc Ames 

My first day in Moscow was a shock. Not be- 
cause of the dirty streets, the rude clerks or other 
banal inconveniences (which I'd expected), but 
rather because of the foreigners themselves. | was 
standing in the lounge of Park Place with a group 
of Americans in September 1993'when the man- 
ager introduced himself: “I'm sorry I'm late for the 
softball tournament, but my Russian workers are 
pathetic.” When he heard that I'd just arrived in 
Moscow, he shook his head, put his hand on my 
shoulder and said, “You know, the difference be- 
tween Russian workers and children is that at least 
you can teach children.” 

His attitude was the rule, not 
the exception — at least among ~‘ 

whelmingly expat softball tour- ( (— 
nament. At night, a group of 

bars; later, in Western con- 
veyances, they raced back to 

ments under fear of the night. It — 
was like an automated 18th cen- 

Russian masses as — the masses. 

by two characteristics: birthright and downfall. Itis 
due to their birthright, to the fact that the aristoc- 

that they eventually grew complacent, dull-witted 
— and were toppled by those who had to work 

up to and beyond their downfall, the aristocrats 
are known to have shown a deep contempt for the 

French or Russian revolutions, the last blood- 
stained laugh was on them. 

the early dawn of posicommunism were elevated 
toa sort of aristocracy merely because of a kind of 

script, it didn't take long for most Westerners here 
— particularly those who came to make a buck — 

those Westerners in the over- 

Americans took me to all-expat 

their Western-standard apart- ~ 

tury, with the expats as a kind of 

In the modern mind, the aristocracy is marked 

racy didn't have to earn its exalted place in society, 

harder, who understood reality a bit better. Right 

masses — a contempt in which, considering the 

We Westerners who showed up in Moscow in. 

birthright: our passports. In keeping with the 

to develop a condescending attitude towards the 

I took full advantage. I must have rammed my tongue down three or four girls’ throats, before grabbing Lyuda and 
leading her out on the balcony of the Duck. You reach the balcony by crawling through the windows on the side of the 
bar—it’s actually a flat roof more than a balcony, and this night was a little too cold for people to use it. When I led her 
through the window, we were alone on the balcony, kissing. 
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