CHAPTER FIVE:

The Discreet Charm of the Bourgeoisie


There is something thrilling about being in bed with a Russian, even if he is telling you things you were better off not knowing, I thought, as Andrei’s hand followed the line of my body down from my neck to my hip. I sighed as if in pleasure, when, really my mind was occupied with the thought that THIS WAS A REALLY BAD IDEA.


“I love you,” he murmured softly. “You love me.”

“Don’t be ridiculous!” I exclaimed, rolling over on my side, away from him and those delicious pianist hands. “Stop it.”

What Andrei had been telling me was this: that my flat was surely bugged. The conversation had gone something like this:


“Don’t you think it’s lovely that we can be like this?” I had asked.


“What do you mean?” Andrei, who had been complaining about the political situation in Russia, had inquired, kissing my stomach and stroking my thigh.

I had made a deep and meaningful remark, something like: "Yes, but things have changed! Twenty years ago, we couldn't have been lying naked in bed together, talking openly about politics. An American and a Russian! The flat would have been bugged! The KGB at the door!"
 I had even had a moment when I said it of feeling very world peace-esque and proud of humanity and democracy etc. Self-righteous in the progress of it all.

"Silly woman!" Andrei had exclaimed, throwing his head back and laughing. "Of course the flat is bugged!"

"Well," I had replied humbled and awed, "at least the KGB's not at the door......."

So, I was being bugged! This was a development. A turn of events. A horse of a different colour.
“Today at least!” he laughed again.

My night with Andrei was one of those events which make you believe in the one night stand. Something compels you to each other, which you mistakenly assume is alcohol. Then, you wake up, and everything compels you to each other, as we discovered later, over omelettes and castles in the sky.

“You are mine now,” he said, pulling me back towards him so he could kiss my mouth and opening my legs with his knees and entering me ever so slowly. “You are mine.”

It was to great fanfare that GC and STB joined forces three years ago, the first British-Russian venture of its kind. Tony Blair and Vladimir Putin themselves came to the signing ceremony, which Simon remembers as being very possibly the best moment of his life, which includes, mind you, the moment his son was born. 
By the time I joined the company in Moscow, it employed 65,000 people and controlled 675 thousand barrels per day of installed refining capacity. Our principal refining plants were located in Ryazan (which is near Moscow), Saratov in the Urals-Volga District, Nizhnevartovsk in Western Siberia and Lisichansk (in Ukraine), all places I would eventually know like the proverbial back of my proverbial hand.

STB is owned and run by Oligarchs, of course. Powerful men, who, no matter what they look like or act like, turn me on. I love everything about the Oligarchs: the drama, the arrogance, the wealth, the power, almost as much as Simon fears and hates everything about them.

The Joint Venture had done grandly. During the past three years, our Oligarch partners had received $20 billion through dividend payments and asset sales. This fact alone had pushed one of them up the Forbes list of 100 richest billionaires. For us, it represented a quarter of our production and a third of our oil reserves and we were making money hand over fist.
 Of course, in the three years GC-STB had been operating, British-Russian relations had hit a new low since the end of the Cold War, what with the battle over Russia’s refusal to extradite the chief suspect in the death of Aleksandr Litvinenko, a former Russian security service officer turned British citizen, who was assassinated dramatically by radiation poisoning in London in 2006. Recently, Russia and the United Kingdom had each expelled diplomats and the British Council had been forced to close all but one of its offices in Russia after it was accused of operating without the correct license.

The two sets of Board Members and Shareholders had been unable to reach an agreement about the fate of the profits for four long months, when the first snow fell and tensions in the office between the Russians and the Westerners reached unacceptable levels. Relations between the two had never been friendly, but they had always been at least civilised and cordial. No Westerner socialised with Russians and no Russians seemed even remotely interested in hanging out in an Expat world. The Russians had their friends, families and real lives in Moscow; we only had each other and booze and casual sex. Anything that happened in Moscow was never going to count for us: our real lives were miles away and we lived a life blind with no consequences.
With GC’s visa situation still unresolved and Fred as yet unable to re-enter the country, we were all still trapped in Moscow when the snowflakes began their opening parlay.


I would have to describe my own state at this time as: part drug addict, part depressive, part alcoholic, part manic, part workaholic and part devastated. Physically stuck in Moscow and emotionally stuck on my lover, I begged him to come to Russia after the 100th day had passed. He made the plans and we joyously anticipated our reunion with the usual emails about big cocks and wet cunts you’d expect in such a situation. Long story short: Carlene found out (because coming to Moscow isn’t an easy thing. You need an invitation from a Russian organisation just to be able to apply for a visa from your local Russian Embassy), collapsed in despair and the voyage and our meeting was indefinitely put off. Most mornings, I just cried and cried on Misha’s floor moaning, “I am forsaken. I am forsaken”, the sound of his “Da. Da. Da.” soothing me as much as the codeine.

I was talking quietly to Simon in his office about relatively mundane management matters one Thursday afternoon when Tim ran in looking terrified.
Simon’s office, like the rest of ours, was badly lit with the worst fluorescent light you can imagine. I had taken out all my bulbs and bought lamps so that my office, like the Russians’ which had inspired me, was dark and homey, more living room than corporate headquarters. In the fluorescent light of Simon’s office, I could actually see the blood draining from Tim’s face.


“What’s the matter?” I cried, jumping down from the corner of Simon’s desk where I’d been sitting, actually clutching my hand to my throat in a gesture worthy of Greta Garbo.

“FSB,” Tim sputtered and then collapsed into a chair, just as, sure enough, uniformed FSB Officers ran past the door and down the hall, brandishing machine guns and yelling in Russian.

The FSB is the successor to the Soviet-era KGB.



I stood transfixed, my mouth slightly agape. People began rushing out of their offices, shouting, crying, only to be pushed towards the walls by the officers. Everything suddenly became mayhem.

“Stay here, Dasha,” Simon commanded as he rushed across the room and out into the frenzied hallway. I ran after him as fast as my Jimmy Choos would let me.

“Simon!” I shouted, grabbing onto his grey gabardine jacket. 

“Let me handle it!” he shouted back and attempted to stop the next FSB Officer who was going past.


Suffice it to say, it’s really too bad none of us ever bothered to learn any Russian.


“Get a Russian!” Simon said to me after he was unable to get anyone to understand that he was the boss of the place, and we saw Peter, one of the managers, being thrown against a wall and handcuffed. “I’ll go help Peter.”

Shaking, with unwanted tears of fear running down my face, I ran down the hall towards the Legal Department, past scores of panicked employees, taking off my shoes and lifting up my short skirt for better speed just as all the lights went off and I found myself running in complete darkness. Everyone started screaming and shouting. It seemed like Armageddon.

By the feel of the carpet beneath my feet, however, I could tell when I’d reached the Russian Ghetto, the carpets down that way not having been upgraded during our recent renovation. I ran through the first door I felt along the hallway, screaming frantically “Help us! Help us!”

It was Andrei’s office.


I would like to say that I’ve changed the names of people to protect their identities, but with the Russians, you really can’t do that: there are only about six names that are used for each sex. If you’re a man, you’re either an Andrei, a Vasily, a Dimitry, a Vadim, a Konstantin or a....Well, I can only think of five. If you’re a woman, you’re either an Ekaterina, a Natasha, a Daria, an Anna, a Svetlana or an Irina.


I’d had some meetings with Andrei; he was pretty high up on the STB side. I remembered he’d once been an engineer at one of the plants.

“Shhhhh,” he whispered, finding me in the darkness and taking me in his arms. “It will be okay.” I laid my head on his shoulder and just wept while trying to tell him they were arresting people.

I finally calmed down enough to explain we needed him to help translate and he took my hand and led me back down the hallway, though he told me he thought it would all be rather useless, under the circumstances. Ahead we could see flashlights running in all directions and papers flying all around. It was bedlam.

“What’s happening?” I asked him quietly.


“I honestly don’t know,” he answered, his voice coming softly from the blackness.


“Thank the Lord!” Simon exclaimed when he saw us. He put his hand out to Andrei, who simply raised an eyebrow and cocked his head towards the melee outside Peter’s office.


Simon withdrew his hand coldly and said, “Please can you find out what is going on and tell them that they really must, I mean MUST, answer to me?” He turned to me. “Dasha, go into my office and lock the door. I left Tim there -- make sure all the file cabinets and documents are locked away. Destroy the computer if you have to.”

“Destroy it?” I hesitated. I mainly hesitated because I couldn’t think of how you’d do such a thing without a hammer. Maybe with one of his golf clubs?

“Yes! Destroy it!” he hissed.


“The woman’s no use against these guys,” Andrei told Simon. “Let her stay here where we can make sure she’s okay.” Then, he actually sauntered, sauntered, over to the group around Peter and began speaking to them forcefully in Russian with much gesticulation of his hands.

I watched him in the half-light of the flashlights. For a Russian man, who are generally hideous, he was handsome. He was tall and strong, bearded, with Slavic cheekbones even higher than mine. He had very full lips and perfect teeth. He had to be young, I thought, certainly younger than I, but seemed to have the confidence of someone Simon’s age. His hands resembled those of Chopin which I’d studied years ago in a portrait hanging in the Louvre when I was studying music in Paris: pale, delicate and long-fingered, the nails short and clean.

I remembered I’d very specifically gone to see that portrait which had been done by Delacroix because only half the original painting was kept at the Louvre. The other half, a portrait of George Sand, was in Sweden, I think. Sand’s son, in a fit of jealous anger over his mother’s affair with Chopin, had torn the painting in two.


Peter was crying and the contents of his office and many others were being removed by what seemed to be armies of men. Simon and I stood side-by-side, not speaking, but every now and then, glancing at each other with worried looks.

About five minutes later, Andrei came back to talk to Simon.


“He is accused of espionage,” he announced bluntly. “There’s nothing you can do.”


“Espionage!” Simon cried out, incredulous. “That’s utterly absurd! What the devil are you talking about?”

“We are all of us under suspicion,” Andrei continued.

“All of us?” I breathed in horror.

“Well, actually, all of you,” he answered, smiling.

“Oh this is low,” Simon muttered angrily. “Did you know about this? Did you all know about this?”

“Of course I didn’t. No one did. It is the government. What do I or anyone else here have to do with the government?”


“I wonder,” Simon said looking at him tightly.


“If I or any other Russian had known,” Andrei explained patiently, “we would not have shown up to work today. No one wants to spend an afternoon with the FSB.”


“He didn’t know, Simon,” I interrupted. “When I found his office, he was as confused as I was. And, see,” I continued, “they’re taking papers from the Russian offices as well.”

“Well, anyway,” Andrei said after a moment, “none of us are to leave the building. We are all to stay for questioning. They are going to get an interpreter for you.”


“Go get Tim,” Simon barked at me. “Tell him to get started on legal redress. Lawyers. Whatever he thinks we need. Tell him to do it right away. Go!”


“Okay,” I nodded and turned to return to Simon’s office.

“Where are your shoes?” Andrei asked me.


“Don’t worry about them,” I said. “They will show up eventually. Unless they too are under suspicion and get carted away.”


“I doubt anyone will be ‘carted away’,” he said, chuckling, “including your shoes.”

“I’m not so sure of that,” I said, watching Peter, still in tears, being led into the elevator by three brawny members of the Russian security forces.
“Well, I am sure,” he replied with a grin. “So, why don’t you have dinner with me after all this is settled? We’ll both need a drink in any case.”

“Tonight?” I asked.

He nodded.

“Alright, that would be lovely.”

I smiled at Simon, who appeared to be seething with rage, and went in search of Tim.


The raid, and our detention, lasted about five hours and we weren’t let out of the building and into the fresh air of Petrovka until ten o’clock. In the end, no one really asked us any questions of a very difficult nature. Just: were we spies? Did we work for MI5 or, in my case, the CIA? Had we ever been spies? Were we trained in espionage? Niet. Niet. Niet. Niet, we answered. 
Afterwards, on the street, Misha, still sartorially impeccable whilst I was in a state of complete dishelvement, said to me: “I wanted to just Da. Da. Da. them, but under the circumstances, I felt the Niet was wiser.” To which I whole heartedly agreed.

“Does New Zealand have any spies anyway?” I asked him playfully.

“Maybe one or two,” he answered as he climbed into a car with Simon and sped away from the building.


Andrei took me to a little restaurant called The Discreet Charm of the Bourgeoisie and, over pizza and oodles of Champagne, we reviewed the day’s events and the events of our lives until we were both of us very, very drunk. Then he was sketching me. Then we were kissing. Then we were dancing and people were smiling and applauding us. Then we were making out in a gypsy car and then we were fucking like animals on my big, brass bed.
Coming Next Week: Suffering From a Grief Apropos of Nothing 

