CHAPTER FOUR:

Moscow Does Not Believe In Tears
There is something thrilling about being in bed with a Kiwi, even if he is your gay best friend, I thought, as Misha gently kissed my cheeks and tickled me. I sighed as if in pleasure, when, really, my mind was occupied with the thought that this had really been the house party to end all house parties.

“Get me some coffee,” I whined beseechingly. 

“Codeine chasers?” he asked me, getting out of bed. 
My bedroom fronted Novinsky, but the incessant hum of the traffic lulled me to sleep, being the good New Yorker that I am. Cricket sounds always keep me tossing and turning all night. Our secret location is cricket noises. Nothing but cricket noises. I had a big brass bed in the middle of a vast ballroom, angled under the chandelier the way Warren Beatty used to angle his hats just so over his eyes. That was the only furniture in the room, aside from a large and heavy gold leaf mirror which I’d picked up in Prague years ago and leaned against one of the walls.

I would have described my flat as dilapidated grandeur: six large rooms, with wooden floors, boasting of high ceilings and floor to ceiling windows, decorated with columns bearing angel and harp motifs and accessed by French doors -- all with an air of by-gone better times. Painted a pale yellow and softly lit by a number of gentle 25 watt bulbs, the atmosphere reeked of Countesses undone.  However, I lived in a Stalin Building, which, when I first moved to Moscow, I assumed would mean a square, anonymous building, thrown up to house the glorified worker and bearing little resemblance to anything a human would actually want to call “home”.  A Soviet Battery Park City. 
Talking to my sister on the phone the night before the viewing, she had agreed with me. “You don’t want any part of that!” she’d opined. I had reluctantly arranged to even look at the flat and climbed those dark stairs with a heavy heart.
 But Stalin built beautiful things – things we were meant for and that were meant for us. And I gloried in my flat and milked every moment I lived there. If you’ve ever seen the movie, “Charade,” my flat was a lot like the deserted flat Audrey Hepburn comes home to after her husband is murdered and she returns to Paris. And now, even though it’s one of my favourite movies, I can’t watch that scene without it making me homesick and I turned to Simon the other night, choked with tears, and said “Turn it off! Please, turn it off!”
 When I’d moved in, no particular room was obvious for any particular function. I made it up as I went along and, not needing a ballroom, decreed that room my bedroom.
“Of course!” I answered Misha. “They’re in the medicine cabinet.”
“This was the house party to end all house parties,” he remarked.

“I was just thinking that!” I agreed with a laughing nod and made the soft teddy bear I’d grown up with nod at him too.
The living room was littered with our colleagues and Misha picked his blond and built physique over them towards the kitchen while I wiped my face with a Dove face wipe and simultaneously took out my lenses and off my Chloe boots.

Eventually, after I’d lit a cigarette and changed into my Juicy Couture sweat suit, he returned with my coffee and some bread and cheese. The codeines he’d placed extravagantly in an egg cup.
“Why are you really here?” he suddenly asked, spreading some brie on a slightly over- its-due-by-date baguette.
“Why are you?” I responded carefully.
We eyed each other dramatically until Hasha barged in, rubbing her mascara soaked eyes and saying, “God, Dasha.....You have some strange power over men. Even gay guys now?”  sending the two of us into hysterics.

Well, this is a serialised novel and being in hiding leaves me a lot of my time on my hands, so I will address you ‘Gentle Reader,’ as they did in the serialized novel days, and tell you why I was there. Because I never told Misha (He’s a Kiwi: he was there for the money. They make even less in New Zealand than Australia). 
Well, that’s not exactly true. I did tell Misha once, much later, very drunk at Crisis, but he just said “Da. Da.Da” and ordered us another round of vodka shots.
But, of course, Gentle Reader, you know already: I had a broken heart. It went something like this: I fell in love with (and spent a lot of time fucking) a married man (God! I loved him! So much, that even writing “I loved him!” gives me pleasure still. I loved him! I loved him!). My long-term, live-in boyfriend was displeased and left me. The married man couldn’t leave his wife because, though only thirty-five, she’d had a debilitating stroke after a cocktail party which left her completely dependent but perfectly alert.
I knew Carlene and she’d known me. And, to be perfectly truthful, the affair had started before her stroke. But the affair didn’t cause her to collapse, an aneurism she’d been born with did. Carlene had been sociable, an avid exerciser and a person who would eat only zucchini. When my lover took her to restaurants (before and after the stroke), she’d bring her own zucchini for them to prepare. I’d always thought she was a complete whack job. 
My lover and she had been at a cocktail party that I had also briefly attended, before having to leave for a birthday party of a friend. It was an event at the British Museum and she’d been in top form. On the arm of her rich and powerful husband, dressed in Prada, soothed in diamonds, friendly to all, intimate with none, she’d shone like a faded piece of silver.  We’d briefly met towards the beginning of the evening and she’d unexpectedly kissed my hand.  “Dearest. Most beautiful girl,” she’d whispered. The hairs on my neck had stood up.

A few minutes later, my lover followed me to the bathroom and pushed me into a dark corner, up against a statue of Nefertiti.
“She knows,” I said, as he kissed my neck.

“She doesn’t. She suspects,” he replied softly into my ear.

“Be careful,” I warned, stroking his lovely hair.

“I don’t give a shit,” he responded, looking me straight in the eye and pulling my hair with one hand while he stroked my cheek with the other. “I really don’t give a shit.”

Apparently, they’d gone home without incident a few hours later and she’d taken off her clothes, changed into a robe and went to wash up. They’d spoken of the children and their plans for the weekend in the car on the way home and she’d seemed fine and calm. She’d been taking forever and my lover was getting annoyed because it was late and he wanted to brush his teeth. He opened the door of their bathroom and discovered her prostrate on the floor, unconscious and nearly dead. Remembering my words, he’d assumed, after what had occurred, that she’d taken her own life in despair over our relationship.
After the stroke, she went through intense rehabilitation in London and abroad, but the furthest she’d gotten after two years was to be able to walk exactly one foot from her wheelchair IF she was still holding onto it. Her face was slack, her speech, incomprehensible, except for the word ‘zucchini’. It was an incredibly awful, awful situation for us all. And she adored her husband – the only thing that could make her smile was the sight of him. Otherwise, all she wanted was to have died. And. Well, you can imagine how he felt.
 At some point (and this went on for years), something led me to make the ridiculous announcement that I was thinking of moving to Russia because I could not take the situation anymore. The threat was received by all and sundry with derision, no one really believing for one second that I would just take off and move to Russia by myself. So, yep, I kinda had to. Except the married guy: he thought I was so brave and exciting. So, yep, I kinda had to. Brave and Exciting being a mistress’ most important qualifications. We planned on seeing each other every 59 days (that being the longest period we’d not seen each other during our love affair. Those 59 days were the days just succeeding Carlene’s stroke) in romantic, European destinations. 
The parting that occurred between us is something unspeakable. We had been well met and we well loved. We were the voices in each other’s heads.
I remember landing in the snow from Dubai where I’d gone to get a bit of sun: I just shook my head at myself and said “You really got yourself into it this time, Neill. This is one for the books.”

 But you don’t get a clean slate in Moscow, you get a whiteboard that someone accidentally used magic marker on, and, in my particular case, I figured coming back to the country my grandparents happily fled because their babies were getting raped to death, was probably just a bad idea. But I’m full of bad ideas and I was told once that my ability to make the worst possible decisions in any given situation might just be one of the most charming things about myself.
There was clearly not going to be enough bread and cheese for all the Expats who had stayed over and I decided to be a decent hostess and run down to the Aza Bazooka for some croissants and some juice. You don’t exactly “run down” to the store in Moscow, you trek. Down Novinsky Boulevard without a break from the traffic, down the stairs, cross under Novvy Arbat (a street with Soviet style buildings turned into Las Vegas), up the stairs, into the shopping centre, past security and face control, past Hermes and the Dior counter, down the escalator and into the store. Try to imagine living on 42nd  Street and Broadway and having to go to the Cinnabuns shop in Macy’s basement on 34th and 7th, and you’d have a pretty good idea of what was involved. And still, not quite.
I grabbed my wallet and opened my thick, porno black leather and metal door and rushed down the dark stairway that is reminiscent of something you’d find in the Bronx and out onto the street. It was raining again, of course, and I ducked my head down and pulled my collar up and began walking quickly and purposefully.
Moscow is the only city on Earth, where, if you see the police, your heart sinks. In Moscow, you’d rather see a bunch of drunk men with guns and knives fighting each other and leering at you.  That particular situation is quite common, but, for all the rumours, those types of encounters never result in harm to oneself. Unlike in England, where the thugs have their masculinity to prove, Russia is such a misogynistic, machismo place, these guys are generally harmless – they are confident in their power. It’s true that violence is almost always the first resort of a Russian man, but it is generally directed at each other or at their wives. Passer-byes are pretty much safe. As long as you’re white.
On this morning, I ran into the police. Despite the law that we all are required to carry our passports at all times, I have to say that when you’re hung-over, tired and rushing out for croissants it IS possible to forget your passport. I was thankful I hadn’t forgotten my wallet and 2000 Roubles later I was a free woman, successfully having negotiated my “fine” but completely having obliterated my cash reserves. I walked around for another half hour in search of a cash machine that would work, to no avail and, eventually, returned to the flat empty handed.
A few months before that, such a result would have reduced me to tears of frustration and hysterical sessions on Expedia finding flights out. Now, I just walked in the door and announced: “It’s Russia,” with a shrug, and suggested we go out for breakfast to the Starlight Diner about a 15 minute walk away from my flat. All were agreeable.
There was quite a good Russian movie called “Moscow Does Not Believe in Tears”, but, for a place that doesn’t so believe, you shed an awful lot of tears in Moscow and even though that Saturday didn’t start that way, it certainly ended that way. 
The movie is set in Moscow from the late 1950’s to the late 1970’s. It is about three provincial girls who come to Moscow to find their fortune. One of them, Katerina, who is trying to earn her degree and also working very hard at a factory, goes to a party and meets Rudolf who works as a cameraman for a television channel. He seduces her and she becomes pregnant. Rudolf decides that he can’t marry Katerina and leaves her alone with the baby. His mother offers her money, but she outright refuses it. 
The movie then leaps 20 years ahead in time and Katerina is now a director of a large and important factory. She has a lover named Volodya. On a train trip, however, she meets another man named Gosha and they fall in love. 
However, Rudolf unexpectedly returns to do a report on the factory’s impressive production rate. He eventually recognizes his old lover and wants to reconnect with her and his daughter. Katerina refuses. Undeterred, he shows up at her flat and surprises her and Gosha at dinner. He tells them about the interview and Gosha finds out that Katerina is a director and that her salary is much larger than his own. Being a man, he can’t let a woman be on top of him in any way and he leaves her. Eventually, Gosha, drunk, is convinced to return to Katerina by the husband of a mutual friend. Katerina, grateful, cries and says “I’ve been looking for you for so long.” 
“Eight days,” Gosha responds.

“No,” Katerina says. “I’ve been looking for you for so long.”

The previous week was the week the Russian board of STB decided to tell us what their vision of the future was. Put simply, they wanted to take all the profits and dividend them out to the joint venture partners and re-invest nothing in the Joint Venture. STB had ambitions abroad and they wanted the money to directly to compete with GC in other markets, we suspected. Decisions like these require a 100% vote. In other words, both my company, GC, and the Russian company, STB, had to agree the plan. 
There was no way Simon was going to agree to that plan which really was just a rape of the Joint Venture and a really, really bad idea that would weaken our future profitability and ability to successfully compete in the market. The meeting on Monday had ended with no agreement. The meeting on Tuesday had ended with no agreement. The meeting on Wednesday had ended with no agreement. The meeting on Thursday had ended with no agreement. The meeting on Friday had ended with the Russians not showing up and then a lot of us (obviously not the Russians) went out to Opera and got really, really shit faced while we watched naked women dance on stage with dwarves and donkeys.
Tim lost his wallet again and fell asleep, moaning, on my table in the dining room, which was towards the back of my flat and which overlooked a leafy courtyard. Luke took a whore back to my flat and fucked her in the second bathroom tub, where we found him the next morning without his Rolex. Hasha kissed a girl. Ellen danced with only her bra on (which is what made Luke get the whore). The Mishas fell more in love. Simon went home at the first appearance of the donkey, muttering “As you were, as you were.”
The next night, Saturday night, I ended up with the usual crowd at Cafe Pushkin, for a nice quiet dinner and a bit of the hair of the dog. Cafe Pushkin is a Moscow institution, open 24 hours, where the food is good, the service perfect and the atmosphere authentic. It is dark, with white tablecloths and large windows that look onto the Second Ring, with its trees and parkways. Moscow works on a ring system. There’s the outer ring. Then, my Garden Ring, then the beautiful Second Ring which Pushkin looks out onto, and then the inner ring of the Kremlin. Anything within the Garden Ring is City Centre. Anything within the Garden Ring is, and always has been, suspect by Revolutionaries.
 Cafe Pushkin is a wonderful place for a romantic interlude or a family brunch or a breakfast after clubbing. I think it the most perfect place I’ve ever been. I had champagne and cheese there once, upstairs in the Library, with someone who would eventually be very dear to me. I can’t think about it now. I’ll think about it tomorrow.
About four bottles of Moet & Chandon into the evening, our mobiles and blackberries started to go off. Blackberries are illegal in Russia because of something having to do with encryption codes and nuclear weapons, so we generally try not to read them in very public places like restaurants or the Metro. We smuggle them in from the U.K. and the system picks them up as U.K. phones. So, we all reached for the mobiles and we all had the same text message from Simon.
“I have been informed that GC’s visa situation has suddenly changed. No one can leave the country until we receive a new one. Please cancel all your travel plans. A new visa should take about eight weeks. Have a good weekend. Cheers, Simon.”
Now, the only way to survive Moscow for an Expat, as Luke warned me when I first arrived, is to very, very regularly leave Moscow. The next weekend about half of us had plans to leave. The weekend after that, the other half. Ellen was supposed to be going to meet her parents at their house in Tuscany. She hadn’t seen them in a year. Tim had his monthly child-visitation rights in London. The Mishas were going to Cyprus for their first real holiday together. Luke was supposed to be in Australia next week for his sister’s wedding. Fred would never be able to get back into Russia from Sydney under these circumstances. And I?

Well, I was to meet my lover in Paris, at a perfectly lovely flat we’d rented there and it had been 50 days since we’d last seen other when I got the message.

Trust me, Moscow believes in tears.

COMING NEXT WEEK:  The Discreet Charm of the Bourgeoisie
