CHAPTER ELEVEN:

Down the Rabbit Hole, Through the Looking Glass and Napravo
 


“WHAT?” I demanded, pulling myself violently away from his embrace.

“What’s the matter, baby?” he asked, incredulous, shocked as the driver moved slowly down Tverskaya towards the Kremlin.
“Your what? You fucked WHO?”

“My wife. I told you: I wanted to fuck my wife,” he replied matter-of-factly, as if he was telling me his toilet had overflowed and he had had to unclog it.
I put my arms out helplessly and opened my mouth in wonder.

“Okay, baby,” I began deliberately. “Don’t you think you should have mentioned a wife to me? After all, you know what I was running away from. You know what my situation was.”

“It’s my business. My problem. You have your business and your problems. What’s the difference?”
I put my forehead in my hand and massaged my temples.

I sighed. “I don’t relish the idea of being a serial mistress. I rather hoped it was a one-off.”
“Okay. Then, I’ll leave her. If that’s what you want,” he replied, putting his arm around my waist and kissing me on the cheek. “Is that what you want?”
“I’m not saying that’s what I want,” I said, suddenly remembering the phone call and Carlene’s institutionalisation. “I’m saying it’s a shock. I have no idea what I want. I’ve not thought about it. I didn’t realise I had to.”

“Do you want to marry me? Stay in Russia? Have babies with me? Because, of course, that would be wonderful.”

I put my hands up in surrender. “It does sound wonderful but I haven’t thought about it,” I said emphatically as we pulled up to the Kremlin. “I haven’t thought about it.”
The future was something you forgot about when you lived as an expat in Russia. I’d like to say it was because you lived in a Zen state of the now, but, really, it was nothing like that, it was more a matter of survival. My horizon had become the next day and any idea of what I wanted from my life had left me ages ago to go hunting for someone living a sustainable life and guide them instead.
“Well,” he said, as he paid the cab driver, “perhaps tonight is not the best night to think about it?”

“I’m Alice in Wonderland,” I muttered, as he came around to my side of the vehicle and opened the door, giving me his hand.

He laughed with a shrug. “It’s Russia.”

“Yes, yes, I know,” I replied, exasperated, taking his offered hand to get out of the cab and carefully negotiating the snowy sidewalk so as not to ruin my silver shoes. “It’s Russia. It’s Russia.” And then I laughed and laughed.
He chucked me affectionately under the chin. “Good girl,” he said with a smile. Which just made me laugh the harder. I stopped and pulled his face to mine with my satin gloved hand and kissed him ardently, with the lights of the Kremlin and Red Square in the background, over his shoulder.
“I love you,” I murmured into his cold ear.
“I adore you,” he answered fervently, putting his hands around my waist and pulling me closer. “I’m sorry if I should have told you earlier.”
As we approached the door to the Museum, I said: “Shall we?”

He nodded with a smile, took my hand and we entered the twinkling furore of 500 already-drunk executives.

The party was as lovely as I’d hoped. The orchestra was playing an aria from La Traviata when we entered and people were milling about, drinking champagne elegantly or downing vodka shots violently, depending on their sex. Russians and expats seemed to be speaking together in small clusters and everyone looked stylishly attired. I caught a glimpse of Ellen and Luke across the room, she dressed in a long, black gown with gold piping and he looking decidedly un-Australian in a tuxedo and frisky green bow tie. I waved at them, but they didn’t notice me.
Little Misha was the first one who saw us. Though he didn’t work for us, I’d invited him to the event because I was worried he’d be lonely with Misha away in the U.K.
“Privet!” he said as we moved quickly through the security gates.

“Privet, Misha,” I answered, kissing him on both cheeks.

Andrei shook his hand and they exchanged pleasantries in Russian for a little while before Andrei took our coats off to the coat check.

“Are you well? Thank you for inviting me,” Misha said in his heavily accented English, handing me a glass of champagne he quickly snatched off a passing waiter.
“I’m a little off my feed, frankly,” I said.

“What?” he inquired, trying to understand the expression.

I gave a little wave. “Don’t worry about it.”

“You look lovely.”

“Well, anyway, thank you for that,” I said, taking a sip of champagne and looking out for Andrei. “How are you doing without Misha here, then? Lonely?”

“Ah, yes, it is very lonely without him,” he said forlornly. “I love him so.”

“He’ll be back soon,” I reassured him with a smile. “No more than a few more weeks.”
“Dasha!” I heard. When I looked around, though, I couldn’t recognize where the voice had come from.
“When we met,” Little Misha continued, “it was very romantic.”
I leaned against a column and looked at him. He was very young and obviously very much in love. “How did you meet?” I asked, settling down my body and my mind from recent excitements.
“I was wearing an ‘I heart New York shirt,’” he began. “I was in 3 Monkeys, which is a very popular gay club here in Moscow. And when Misha saw me (he was quite drunk, I will tell you that) and he asked me about it because Misha loves New York so much. You know how much Misha loves New York. So, if I had not been wearing that t-shirt, we might never have met and then I would be very sad. And Misha too. He would be very, very sad.”

I smiled. “The strange moments of fate,” I sighed. “A choice in club wear can determine the whole course of a lifetime.”
“Exactly,” Little Misha concurred. “Exactly. See? It is very romantic. It is very romantic because it relies on so little. And changes so much.”
I nodded just as Andrei returned with two glasses of pink champagne. “Let’s mingle,” I suggested to the two of them, finishing my glass of champagne quickly and taking the pink champagne from Andrei. They agreed and we moved off in different directions. 

As the hostess, I tried to say hello to everyone, including Boris and his crowd. Boris was like most Russian businessmen: most of them they look like they could have come straight off a worksite and no tuxedo in the world can change that, they just look silly and uncomfortable. Florid, heavy, jowled and squat, they lack the refinement in successful men we are used to at home. By the time I reached him, Boris was drunk out of his mind and in a friendly mood.
“The beautiful Dasha,” he announced as I made my way into his circle. “Let’s have a traditional Russian toast! To Dasha! And beautiful women everywhere!” he cried, downing a shot of vodka and then crushing me in an embrace and wetly kissing both my cheeks.
“Thank you,” I smiled appreciatively, taking the shot glass offered to me by one of Boris’ compatriots. I downed it in one gulp which made Boris laugh.

“You are becoming Russian,” he said. “It is very good to see.”
“Or Native American, eh Boris?” I said, laughing slyly.

He shrugged and gave me a tight, little smile. “Ah! Do not be angry with me. It’s Russia.”
“I think if I hear that again tonight, I’ll scream,” I said, taking a glass of champagne from the waiter. “I can’t tell anymore if it’s really the resigned observation it’s meant to be or just a feeble excuse given by you Russians to justify the chaos of your lives. A chaos you yourselves have created.”

Boris suddenly looked grave. “You are too serious tonight for such a pretty girl. Trouble with a man?”

“Trouble with Russia,” I explained. “And many men.”


Unobserved, Andrei had come up behind me. “Which men?” he asked in his deep voice over my shoulder as he put his hand possessively on the centre of my back.

“We’ll talk about it later,” I said with a smile as he shook hands with Boris.


“We will talk about it now,” he replied, turning back to me without a smile and taking a long sip of his tall gin and tonic.

“I will excuse you,” Boris said, moving off towards a group of Russian executives near the winding staircase. “You two obviously have much to discuss. Dosvidaniya and have a good evening. Thank you for a lovely party, beautiful Dasha.”

I quickly told Andrei about my lover’s phone call, my hand on his arm.

“And this you consider ‘trouble’?” he asked.


“Not really,” I answered. “Just unsettling.”


“So you want this man back?”


“I don’t know what I want. I told you, I haven’t thought about it. It’s been an eventful evening. Let’s just talk about this later, in private,” I suggested, nibbling on a piece of crab pate. “Oh! This is good. You should try one.”

At which point, he threw the contents of his gin and tonic at me, soaking my face, drowning a butterfly or two and ruining my dress, causing those standing closest to us to move quickly away.

Just then, as I stood there shaking my head silently, my mouth agape and Andrei glaring at me, there was a stir across the room and some shouting. I turned to see what was happening whilst trying to pat my face dry with the napkin I’d taken along with the crab pate. The crowd began to separate and I was suddenly face to face with the police.


“Dasha Neill?” one asked me gruffly, as the others flanked him, hands on their pistols.

“Da?” I said, trembling a little and shrinking back. “What is it? What’s happened now?”

“You are under arrest!”


Later, at the police station, while changing into something the Russian police consider “more comfortable” than a sopping ball gown, a slice of lime fell forlornly out of my beautiful, but also wet, La Perla blue bra and onto the cold concrete floor of my cell. And, chuckling dryly to myself, I could only mutter, “It’s Russia...............”
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