 CHAPTER TEN:

Peace and War, Punishment and Crime 

“You’re not going anywhere,” Andrei said after I’d hung up the phone and told him about the conversation.
I hemmed. I hawed. I mean, my God: Of course I wanted to stay. Of course I wanted to go.  And, I can tell you frankly, the fact that the Clash sang about it, did not help. Like, at all.

“Just hire bodyguards,” he suggested, sitting down on the couch and drinking the rest of the champagne from the night before straight from the bottle and pulling me onto his lap once again. I spent more time in that man’s lap than I did in my mother’s.
“Bodyguards!” I repeated, impressed.
“Of course,” he said softly, holding the champagne bottle to my lips. “Drink! Security. It is what everyone does. And you are the verb of my life, the adjective of my existence. So, you cannot go anywhere. You cannot. Or I cannot get out of bed tomorrow. I will have no reason to get out of bed tomorrow. And I will not. It will all be useless.”
(The Russians are even more dramatic than I am.)

I sipped the champagne obligingly and widened my eyes.

“Yes. Okay. But am I your noun?” I finally asked, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand and looking him directly in the eye.
“You are more than that. You are my gerund,” he answered, putting his forehead to mine and closing his eyes. “My gerund.”

“Ah – your gerund,” I said with a smile he couldn’t see, but I knew he could hear. “Not your infinitive?”
“You are - all my parts of speech and all my tenses,” he said, helplessly, taking another swig from the bottle and raising one eyebrow.
“Well, there it is,” I said with a shrug which I actually felt. “We’re fucked now. And I’ll probably end up dead. And you’re probably a spy. Or an assassin. And the whole thing is a palaver.”

Andrei, confidently grinning, stood up. “We were fucked the minute we met,” he said, leading me back to the bedroom and then proceeding to fuck me in a very split infinitive way.
And you should never, never split an infinitive. Go boldly. But don’t ever boldly go.
So, I was left in “charge” whilst security was arranged and Simon and Misha dealt with the head office and Pinkerton’s back in London, with a promise to return after the Christmas Holidays, three weeks away. 
Russia doesn’t celebrate the traditional Christmas on December 25th, but the Russian Orthodox Christmas on January 8th. So, from our Christmas on, it’s pretty much closed for business until the middle of January. The entire first week of January is a public holiday, New Year’s Eve, a night of red champagne, being the biggest holiday in the Russian calendar, a tradition started by the atheistic Soviets and now deeply ingrained in the Russian way of life.
And now, with seagulls cawing greedily in the background, as I eat some fish and chips they desperately want to steal from me,  I can tell you what it was like with me as titular head of the JV.  I can pretty much assure you: if I didn’t work with 65,000 hard working Russians (and they work like dogs), we’d all have had nothing to fight about. The profit would have been zero, frittered away on Moet & Chandon and black caviar, blue cheese and horseradish. 
Every lover thinks this, I’m pretty sure. But we turned water into wine. And if it was wine, and we wanted water, we turned the God damned wine into water too.
We just stopped working. I was incapable of achieving anything because of the crisis between GC and STB, anyway. And Andrei worked, ostensibly, for me. We fucked all night, got in at 12, had lunch for a few hours, checked our emails and left for champagne. It was like working for the Wizard of Oz. And it was wonderful. Even now, remembering, I can’t help but smile. 
There was a moment during all this where Andrei said to me at my flat in the middle of the day, “We never should have started talking – that really is going to fuck up our lives.” But we never seemed to run out of things to talk about: we didn’t have to simply catch up with each other’s lives, we had to catch up with each other’s cultures and historical settings as well.
64,998 employees running amok while the other two fucked each other.
I remember a particular morning when Andrei decided to kiss every strand of hair on my head while we ate Egg McMuffins and drank champagne. And we spent all day on that Project.  So: you get what it was like.

The one substantive decision I decided to make was to go ahead with the Christmas party towards the end of the month. Mainly, because I wanted to wear a beautiful gown I’d bought in Paris for it and for Andrei. Secondarily, I wanted to see him in a tuxedo. Russians and expats alike were astounded by this rare executive decision.
“Dasha,” Ellen complained to me one icy morning while we were chatting in my office, “the strife is too much. The party can only end in disaster – why bother?”
“I want to wear my new dress,” I explained lazily, smoking in my windowsill and half out the window.

“Be serious,” she demanded with a laugh, putting her feet up on my desk.
“Actually, I am being serious. But, anyway, how can a party make things worse? It’s a good idea to go ahead with it. It might raise morale. Let’s see,” I suggested, with a shrug and a flick of my ash.
“Does Simon know about this?” she asked quietly.

“I’ll let him know later. Right now, he’s occupied with the head office and the British PM. He’s got bigger fish to fry.”

“Well,” she said in resignation, “I better get myself a new dress or risk being outshone by you.  I guess you’re going with Andrei?”
“Of course I am,” I replied, throwing my cigarette stub out the window and hastily shutting it against the cold.

“I’d never go out with a Russian,” she said shaking her head slowly.

“Why not?” I asked, rubbing my cold cheeks.
She shrugged. “Cultural differences. Vodka.”

“Well,” I replied, my hackles a little up. “I’ve never seen Andrei take a sip of vodka and we actually find the cultural differences fun.” Now, with respect to said differences, that wasn’t exactly true, but you say what you say in those situations. Some of them were actually quite a challenge.
“Whatever,” she said. “I don’t know what to say to him. I’m just impressed you do.”
“I suppose I say the same things you say to Luke,” I said. “Except we don’t argue about Oz.”

She laughed. “Touché.” Then she kissed me fervently on both cheeks and left.
I’d decided to have the party at the State Historical Museum in Red Square. Lenin’s limousine would be in the middle of the room, and I’d have canapé trays on the hood. The Museum was splendid:  a vast hall decorated in blue mosaics with stairs leading up to a delightful mezzanine. Waiters would move through the crowd with champagne and vodka and a small orchestra would play for us. There would be dancing and candlelight. If people wanted, they could take private tours of the exhibits upstairs and see things like Ivan the Terrible’s throne or some Faberge eggs. I’d ordered water pipes, which the Russians loved because, to them, this was the definition of chic. Something unknown and unavailable in Soviet times. Though to me, they only reminded me of days past spent in Dubai with horny sheiks trying to prove they weren’t wearing any underwear under their white robes....
Eventually, during a quick check-in telephone call, I did tell Simon I was going ahead with the party.
“I’m okay with that,” he said. “It’s probably a good idea to try and keep it together over there.”

“How’s it going there?” I asked.

“Gordon Brown is going to talk to Putin about all this. But I don’t really know what that will achieve,” he answered.

“Well,” I said, “Putin will only say it’s not his problem.”

“I know. I know. But he’s probably behind it all or at least helping STB. I can’t tell for sure. Well, you go on with your party and keeping it going over there. I’ll see you in January. You okay? Bodyguard working out for you?”
“Simon, I didn’t actually hire one,” I confessed. 
Andrei had just laughed at the idea of a Russian bodyguard, explaining they’d be the first to sell me out. “And for a pittance,” he’d added.
“Jesus! Dasha! Are you crazy? I really think you could be in danger,” Simon responded.
“I just don’t think I am and I didn’t relish the idea of giving up my privacy. Once you get the Pinkerton’s guys, okay. But a Russian bodyguard is as much of a problem as a solution, I think,” I explained. “Anyway, Andrei thought so,” I added.
“Well, watch your back. And tell Andrei I told him to watch it too. Okay?”

I agreed and we hung up.

Anticipation for the party grew and grew and I was quite pleased with myself. As people began to plan their outfits and buy their secret Santa presents, morale did take a leap forward and I felt satisfied with the whole plan. Andrei agreed: it had been a good idea. With Simon and Misha gone and Boris and his mates sticking to STB headquarters, our offices began to feel a little bit like normal and, once again, Russians and expats chatted in the kitchens or nodded in the hallways at each other.
Finally, the night arrived and I left early to get ready.
“Don’t forget your pedicure this weekend,” Dima, co-ordinated in yellow and boasting his new mullet hairstyle, said to me, with a wink, as I left. “Or that you have to pay Maya.”
“I won’t!” I laughed and swiped myself out of the office and into the snowy streets below. It was only 3:45, but it was already pitch dark. I decided to walk home.
I often walked home, provided I had remembered to bring in my good snow boots. The walk only took about 35 minutes and a car in the afternoon traffic was pretty much guaranteed to take the same amount of time. If I had forgotten my boots, I took the Metro two stops and got out at Barrikadnaya, in the shadow of my Seven Sister, just on the other side of my Garden Ring, where the Communists set up their barricades in 1905 and 1993 (“And the Democrats did in 1991,” Andrei once told me, “but not much, just some measly stuff around the White House.”)
The Moscow Metro system is a marvel and it makes you wonder that if Russia can have a functional transport system when nothing else works at all, why can’t the rest of the world? It costs pennies, has swipe cards, is extensive, clean and safe. A train comes every 90 seconds and the stations are beautifully designed. I’ve never known it to break down or have a delay.
When I arrived at my flat, my 60 year old housekeeper, Maya, was just leaving and the place was spotless, the laundry done. I’d abdicated responsibility for running the household ages ago as she’d proved incapable of controlling. I liked my jeans dried in the dryer, but Maya wouldn’t use it and so I bore with them air dried, for example. I hadn’t known I was a slob until she came into my life: I’d always been very neat and tidy. But, Maya came every other day for ten hours and I’d taken to leaving towels on the bathroom floor, clothes ripped off in lust on the couch and hastily prepared meals half-eaten on my desk.

I found my gown: a low-cut, pale blue velvet number that went perfectly with my diamonds, and proceeded to wrap myself up in it to delightful effect.

Andrei called the mobile while I was putting my hair up, adorning it with delicate white butterflies I’d found at the markets at Izmaylovskaya the past weekend, amidst antiques, marushka dolls, pirated DVDs and fake fur coats.
“Will you pass by and pick me up?” he asked. “Then we can arrive together. I have some things I have to take care of.”
“Of course I will,” I said.

“Around 7:00?” he suggested.
“Perfect.” 
“I love you. Poka,” he said. I hung up and resumed the butterfly operation while listening to Enya or the ilk and drinking a small glass of Moet.
Then, as I was putting in my diamond drop earrings (the fruits of a failed marriage to a very rich, but very boring man), the land line rang again. That damned land line.
“Allo? Privet?”  I said with a smile in my voice and my heart and a bit of trepidation in my mind. “Simon?”
“Baby?” the voice of Christmas Past said.
“Da?” I said, a bit off my game.

“It’s me. My love, Carlene is being institutionalized at last. I need to see you. I need you in my bed. Can you make Paris next week? Or maybe London the week after?”

I immediately felt dizzy. “But I’m going to a party,” I whispered in astonishment, a bit petulantly, fluffing my dress to prove the point.
“What? Well, then the week after that. What does it matter? Soon, anyway. I can’t stand another minute without you. I’ll come to Moscow if I have to.”

As I drove in my Gypsy cab to pick up Andrei, swaddled in velvet and fur, I decided to mention this conversation LATER. I’d decided that if I mentioned in that night, the evening would have been ruined. Andrei took forever to come down to the car and it was getting late, almost 8:00.
Slightly nodding off and thinking lackadaisically about my earlier phone conversation, my head leaning against the fogged window, I was startled when he suddenly opened the car door and let the Moscow winter and himself in. 

“Everything okay?” I asked, blurry, as he bundled himself quickly into the car.
He laughed and pulled me to him, kissing my mouth passionately. “Of course! My own darling! You are stunning! You smell like champagne and poetry. I’m sorry you had to wait, my love. I wanted to fuck my wife, she looked so sexy. But we can go now.” He turned to the driver and said in Russian, “Driver! Let’s go! State Historical Museum, as fast as you can!”

COMING NEXT WEEK: Down the Rabbit Hole, Through the Looking Glass and Napravo
