CHAPTER TWO: Face Control
Last night started with a few drinks after work before a birthday party for Big Misha we were having at The Most. "Most" means "bridge" in Russian and this pecopah is on Kutsinsky Most, a street that must have, at one time or another, led to a bridge across the meandering Moscow River that shows up here and then, unexpectedly, shows up there.

Though when pronounced correctly using the Cyrillic alphabet, "Pecopah" is "Resauran" ("p" being "r", "c" being close to our "s" and "h" being "n"), to me the word will always remain PECOPAH from my first days in Russia, when the alphabet was a mystery to me and I read things solely in the Roman alphabet. This goes for lots of other words as well: 24 hours will always be “yaca 24” and a bar will always be a “bap” and a 24 hour bar (which all are, as are all Nike stores, restaurants, supermarkets, drugstores etc.) will remain a “bap yaca 24” in the innermost recesses of my mind.
The Most is close to work, in the centre of the city, near the Kremlin. It is in an old French castle and glitters with OTT:  gold leaf, chandeliers of thousands of (fake) candles and large gilt mirrors the size of horses. It is the quintessential Western idea of Oligarch-ish. And we end up going all the time because if you take out of town visitors there, there’s a chance they might understand our lives in Moscow. But, in my experience, understand it or not, out of town visitors are dying to leave Moscow when the time comes. In the basement, there is a hip nightclub and, after dinner, you can get into this nightclub from the restaurant without having to suffer through the terrors of Face Control. 
What Face Control basically means is that you can’t get in if you’re ugly, badly dressed, fat or ethnic. And, by the way, this can even happen to you at a restaurant. And it can even happen if you have a reservation.

And therein lies the final secret to our continued patronage of this place -- because a night combining family or friends from out of town and Face Control would be nothing but disastrous and humiliating for all involved (except maybe security, who seem to enjoy the gruff “Niets” involved).
It is very expensive to eat at Most and the portions aren’t sufficient to feed a gerbil, but we are all on lucrative hardship expat packages, with our living expenses paid, and, so, money doesn’t really matter very much. As the Kiwis say, “eating is cheating” and you can get very drunk very fast at Most. Frankly, even that gerbil could.

I had figured that Face Control might be a problem last night because we had an Asian with us and a person on the heavier side of anorexic. You can’t fuck around with Face Control in Moscow. The week before this dinner, I hadn't been let into my local supermarket (affectionately pronounced Aza Bazooka by us all because we can’t pronounce the Russian name) because of it. I’d been wearing yoga pants and Tevas and hadn't showered, having just come off a plane from Siberia. I’d wanted to run in and grab a few things because my refrigerator was empty. And not the kind of Moscow empty we’re used to: but stone empty. Not one thing in it. Security stopped me with the gruff  "Niet" and I’d had to thaw out a frozen pizza that night for dinner, washed down with straight vodka, the only two things remaining in my hard won freezer. (The flat had not come with refrigeration appliances, just a hole in the kitchen wall to a shelf clinging precariously to the outside of the building, which, if you took into account objects like milk, would work in neither summer nor winter at the preservation of perishable food stuffs.)
We decided to start the festivities at the Ritz Carlton, near the Bolshoi. The rooftop terrace was pleasant during the three-minute summer, overlooking Red Square and the Kremlin and providing heavy wool blankets to wrap yourself in against the omnipresent chill in the air. The sight of beautiful Russian women, dressed to the nines in cheap, gaudy clothing evoking disco in the tropics, huddled in blankets is always guaranteed to provoke amusement.

There were six of us and we all ordered two orange juice and vodkas, as we did every Friday night, to help ward off scurvy. This had originally been Ellen's idea and we had all embraced it enthusiastically. No matter how hard you tried in Moscow, things that grew in the ground were difficult to come by. At least, edible ones. We drank the first round down in seconds, like shots and then settled in with our second. I convinced myself that I felt the vitamins coursing through my veins...

I, though wearing a tight white sweater dress and a leather jacket, shivered a little.

"Blanket, darling?" Misha, who sat to my right, asked helpfully.

"Don't be ridiculous," I replied.

"Drink faster," Tim offered. 

"Fuckin' weather," I grumbled.

"Fuckin' Russia,” Fred said.

"Fuckin' Russians," Luke added, as usual. 
"Fuckin' sushi," Heather, another American and of Asian descent, said perusing the menu. The Muscovites inexplicably have a passion for sushi. If you’re in an Italian restaurant, or a French restaurant, or an Indian restaurant or a Chinese restaurant, there will be sushi on the menu, even, I discovered, in Belarus. Which makes absolutely no sense in a landlocked country having a rightful claim only to fish that were conceived near Chernobyl. At the Ritz, it’s the only choice for bar snacks. The only choice. But, then, eating is cheating and you can get very drunk very fast at the Ritz.
"Save your appetite anyway," I suggested, "our reservation is in an hour." 
“Eating’s cheating,” Misha, a New Zealander, added helpfully.

Heather tossed the menu aside contemptuously and we all looked out at the Kremlin, the silence only punctuated by Hasha’s continuing sighs. From above, it is just a big red fort.

We were a group of diverse people thrown together to work and live together on the moon or some other, similar spot with none or very little gravity. Or, maybe, Biosphere III. Trying to find the thin line between mere survival and mere oblivion. I lit another cigarette. A pack of cigarettes costs 30 cents. Luke had dropped a pack the other day on the street and hadn't even bothered to pick it up. 

This was the kind of thing that Fred kept telling us was getting to him. He hadn’t even wanted to go out because he was worried that the “List” would be once again gotten through during the course of the evening. (It was). All he wanted to do was get on that plane to Sydney.

Fred’s list was called “Things I Look Forward To Tonight” and was:

1. Hetero women pashing gay men

2. Random hook-ups between people at work

3. People who don’t speak Russian, speaking Russian

4. People throwing 100 Rouble bills on the ground because they can afford to

5. People dropping  packs of cigarettes and not bothering to pick them up

6. People ordering 8000 Roubles of champagne and then leaving the bar due to #2

7. People throwing up and then ordering another drink

8. People throwing beer all over themselves

9. People getting into fights

10. People losing their passports/wallets and walking home

11. People’s spouses telling me how they aren’t getting fucked and how much they hate Moscow.
The reason I call Fred, Fred, and not his real name is because his real name is something innocuous that I can never remember. Innocuous in the sense that he doesn’t look or act like it. Daryl or Darren or something else that sounds like it comes from a character on the Seventies TV series Bewitched. I can assure you, he doesn’t look or act like a Fred either, but now it’s a term of endearment and I can’t stop. And now I’m sitting here thinking about it, maybe something like Steve or Price would have been better, Fred being of the stoic, dark, handsome bent. A kind of punkish soap opera hero. 
Fred came to GC-STB two years ago as a surveyor and worked his way up to Vice President of Business Development. He works about four hours a day and spends the rest of the time playing live computer games with Luke and Misha. When you walk by his office, you’d swear he was intensely working. But trying to reach any consensus with the Russians on strategy has proved nearly impossible, so, for the time being, all our business development efforts are going into Lexar and similar games.
Fred, like Luke, is an Aussie boy - in Moscow to earn US Dollars and take them home after two to five years.  It’s hard to get people to come to Moscow – but the Aussies always need cash because you can’t make money in Australia (I know, I’ve tried) and Moscow is crawling with them. Fred has a girlfriend back home who is given to making ultimatums, and he remains true to her despite the immense temptations the Russian women offer. Most Western men spend their time in Moscow drinking and fucking: first, Russian women, until they get very, very sick of that and then Western women, until they get very, very sick of that.
Ellen has a friend who takes beautiful Russian women out (they are so beautiful it is almost painful) to chic restaurants and reads books to himself during dinner.  Then, he takes them home and fucks them all night.  The Russian girls seem to consider this the perfect date. But if it goes on for a longer period of time, they expect a fur coat.
Luke, a rugged man’s man hailing from Brisbane, has two claims to fame: one is that he refuses to learn a single word of Russian and the second is that he is madly, madly, madly in love with my friend Ellen, either despite or because of the fact that she owns and operates a parasol. Because of that, he, like Fred, struggles a little bit more with the Russian women. Each week, he swears off the fucking and each weekend he ends up sitting on his bed, with a different blond kneeling between his legs, the shades of blond hardly varying at all. Every now and then, he’ll get more drunk than usual and cry out “Ellen, I love you” and she will lower her eyelids and turn on her Louboutins and call over her shoulder “you’re drunk, Luke. Go home.” Luke’s in charge of the company’s finances.
Ellen, Hasha and Tim work for the Legal Department. Tim is English and is the General Counsel of GC-STB. Besides Hasha and Ellie who are the only expats working in the department, Legal has about five Russian lawyers who work through the chaos that is Russian law. 
And then there’s Misha. Misha has a boyfriend we call Little Misha who is Russian and all of nineteen years old.  Misha is one of those men who are simply gifted and his job around the company seems to be one of crisis control, though his title is simply “President”. When I’m upset (which is often), I lie on the floor in Misha’s office and stare up at the rafters and listen to him type away or handle phone calls during which he often says “Da. Da. Da.” 
 And, eventually, Tim will come in and say something erudite like “Listen, Dasha, when I went bankrupt a few years ago, I spent about two years doing coke and fucking whores. I know where you’re coming from.” Or he’ll say “Listen, Dasha, when I got divorced, I developed an obsession with anal sex and watched anal sex pornography all day long until I got fired. I know what you’re going through.” Then, he will leave, without further adieu, and I’ll look after him speechlessly from my position on the floor while Misha looks down at me and profoundly comments, “Da. Da. Da.”
We all work at a British-Russian oil and gas joint venture for a man named Simon Rider. Rider is almost a caricature of the proper Englishman, standing at his post while the native hordes descend and burn everything to the ground. The one thing about our boss that stands out the most in my mind is that he absolutely loathes the Incas. He thinks they didn’t do anything of much value but move big stones around and eke out a living on very thin soil when what they should have done was go down the mountain and live in a land of plenty so they could develop art and philosophy and math. His trip to Machu Pichu pissed him off.
I’m his right hand man.

But Rider wasn’t joining us last night, thankfully. He’s a bit too posh to ever really have a good time around. If you do let go when he’s around, you feel like one of the native hordes instead of one of the defenders of Queen and Country.

Pierre came into the picture about the same time as my hummingbird leg and breast a l’orange was served. One of those “Sorry to interrupt, but would you recommend the duck?” moments.
“Western women stage,” Misha mouthed across from me, as Pierre placed a manicured hand on the back of my chair.

Now, for Moscow, which generally has food that you wouldn’t feed to your dog and you certainly wouldn’t feed to anyone trying to lose five pounds, The Most isn’t bad. My duck wasn’t swaddled in sour cream, nor accompanied by a fried potato pancake swaddled in sour cream. My $250 lobster salad, had been divine. So, yes, I recommended the duck with graceful enthusiasm and my hand touching my long, loose hair.
Pierre’s table joined our table and Franco-American-Aussie relations were vatfuls of vodka warm. For the first time in a long time, I spent time with the French without anyone mentioning the “Freedom Fries Incident.” But Moscow levels the playing field: it’s the Russians you have to worry about and little things like The War pale in comparison.
Club one. Club two. A metal detector. House party.

Voila and Zut Alors: I wake up in the morning with Pierre.

COMING NEXT WEEK: Two Ducks and a Treadmill
