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Foreword


It’s a dubious luxury for a novel based on real events to have those events continue to unfold as the book makes its way into print. The writing of this novel was prompted by the untimely and unusual death of a man involved in the transfer of one of the world’s most powerful and profitable companies—a Russian energy company—from state to private ownership after the end of the Soviet Union. Because this novel is based on real events, the first draft used the company’s real name. Unfortunately, people connected to the company keep getting murdered (at least five in the last six months), and that’s made publishing a book about it a slightly more delicate issue. And anyway, this isn’t a work of journalism, it’s a novel based on real events, so certain things about the company, including its name, have been changed.


As it happens, nearly all Russian energy companies follow the convention of choosing names that use the word gaz, which means gas, or neft, which means oil, or both. Rosneft, Gazprom, Transneft, Northgaz, and Rusneftegaz comprise an incomplete list. So to strike a neutral tone, for the purposes of this novel, our company will be called Gazneft.


What I can say about Gazneft without giving its identity away is that it is one of the largest publicly traded energy companies in the world and one of the largest companies of any sort in Russia. It’s a major supplier of energy to NATO countries. Russian energy exports helped pay for Russia to invade Ukraine, which meant that as Europe rushed to help Ukraine fight off Russia, it also paid for Russia to keep fighting. This got the rest of the world wondering what was going on, who was controlling what, and who was controlling whom. Meanwhile, an unprecedented series of sanctions hit Russia. Switzerland violated its own neutrality to join them. And yet, aside from losing a few of their yachts, Russia’s political elite seemed to weather the storm well.


People began to notice the deep ties between Russia’s energy infrastructure and the West’s political elite. People heard that a former foreign minister of Austria had worked for Rosneft and a former German chancellor had worked for Gazprom. That a former Austrian chancellor and a former American Assistant Secretary of State had worked for Lukoil, and that a former French prime minister had worked for two Russian energy companies, Zarubezhneft and Sibur, simultaneously. “Oligarch” was the word of the day and to say the geopolitical situation was muddled and confusing would perhaps be an understatement.


The genuinely crazy story herein will do little to clear any of that up. Sanctions have caused Gazneft’s share price to plummet to levels not seen since its IPO and, as of my writing this, Gazneft shares aren’t trading at all. The bizarre story of Gazneft’s IPO, and the way in which many of those shares came to be owned by their current oligarchic owners, is the story of this novel.


(And while Gazneft does represent a specific company, I suspect its story could be generalized to many denationalized companies whose corrupt and murder-y acquisition by a small number of men created Russia’s oligarchy.)


One last disclaimer, as regards this book being fiction based on a true story. For the reasons I’ve already given, and other reasons that will be obvious if you read the book, I don’t want to be too specific about what’s real and what isn’t. Don’t assume it’s the crazier parts—the Caspian Sea fishing trip, for instance, or the club-feud kidnapping—that are made-up. It was mostly the banal, technical stuff that seemed most likely to get people into trouble. Those two bits of borderline absurdism, and many others, really happened. Post-Soviet Russia was the Wild Wild West of the East.


—Josh Haven




CHAPTER 1


JUNE 2, 1994


London has more bars—pubs, places to drink adult beverages—than just about any other city in the world. There’s an endless supply; an endless variety of quaint or ancient or Victorian or Churchillian or sleek and ultramodern. There’s also a bar in every hotel restaurant in the city. Some of them are pretty famous; they serve diners who want an aperitif or a nightcap or an excuse to put on a tux. They’re not “drinking” bars. The only reason for actually drinking at a hotel bar in London is if you’ve already emptied the minibar.


John Mills was fed up—to the back teeth—with London, the world, banking, business, his job—his former job—with being away from the United States, away from his wife and their home in Texas. So he’d quit a very good, very high-paying job with a top investment bank and bought a plane ticket to Dallas Fort Worth. His flight left in the late morning. Including time to pack all the junk he’d been lugging around for three years—from Texas to Tokyo to India to London—he still had time to get drunk, tell the world of multinational finance to go to hell, sober up, and be at Heathrow in time to sleep for ten hours on the plane.


It was one in the morning, and the only people in The Goring Hotel’s dining room were the barman and a crowd of raucous businessmen—stockbroker types in striped shirts and white collars—celebrating something. John was in the sort of mood where the sound of happy people having a good time makes you want to throw empty bottles at them. John didn’t have an empty bottle. He had an empty glass. He held it up for the barman to see. The barman came over and filled it up again, with some obscenely expensive Irish whiskey. John wondered how much longer he’d be able to afford the good stuff, having quit his job.


The barman finished pouring, John thanked him and, before he could walk away, said, “Can I ask you something?”


“Certainly, sir,” said the barman.


“Why is there a hotel in London named ‘The Goring’? It’d be like having a hotel in Pearl Harbor being named ‘The Admiral Yamamoto.’ ”


The barman began to walk away. John called after him. “Why not just name it the Hotel Wernher von Braun and stop beating around the bush?”


The barman ignored him. He was pouring another round for the stockbroker guys; apparently, the final round. The host, speaking lightly accented English, had called to the barman for slivovice—Czech slivovice—nothing else would do—for a final toast. John wondered if, once they closed their tab, the humorless Goring barman would issue a last call and begin closing up. The Hotel Admiral Yamamoto—how could someone not laugh at that? Philistine.


John wasn’t sober enough to eavesdrop so he didn’t catch much of the slivovice man’s lengthy toast; only that the group seemed to have struck it big on some trade or something. The men—six of them, all pretty young, late twenties to late thirties—all drank their plum brandy and, after some handshakes and hugs, began to file out of the restaurant.


John waved the barman back over. “You got a pack of Camel filters back there?”


“No, sir,” said the barman. The slivovice guy was counting out money as he walked toward the bar. Probably coming to settle up and pay his czech. John laughed inwardly.


“What have you got?” said John, to the barman.


“Nothing, sir. I’m afraid I’m out of cigarettes,” said the barman. “We’ll restock in the morning.”


“Perfect,” said John. “A fitting end to the day.” He finished his drink.


“Can I offer you one of mine?” said the slivovice guy.


“I’d appreciate that, thank you,” said John. “What’re you smoking?”


The slivovice guy was walking down the bar toward John, pulling a pack out of his breast pocket.


“Laikas,” he said, flicking the bottom of the pack to pop a cigarette out, holding it out for John.


“Huh,” said John. “Never had one before. You bring these from home?”


“No,” said the slivovice guy. “They don’t sell these in the Czech Republic. Only in Russia, and—apparently—London. I saw them at a newsstand. I was curious.”


“How are they?” said John, accepting a light from a nickel-plated Zippo.


“Fine,” he said. “Not very good, not very bad. Fine.”


John took a drag and nodded his agreement, then added, “Any cigarette, when you haven’t got one, is delicious. Thank you.”


“Don’t mention it,” said the slivovice guy. “Mr. . . . ?”


“Mills,” said John, extending his hand. “John Mills.”


“Petr Kovac,” said the slivovice guy. They shook, and John waved over the barman. “Can I offer you a drink, Mr. Kovac?”


Petr Kovac looked at his watch, then shrugged. “Yes, thank you. Call me Petr.”


John nodded, held up two fingers to the bartender and said to Petr, “Slivovice?”


“Perfect.”
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An hour later, they had moved from the bar to a table, taking the circular slivovice bottle with them, and were exchanging life stories—the clichéd two sides of the same coin—John, the born and bred capitalist, a multinational investor, and sick of it; Petr, the born and bred socialist who had only recently taken the plunge into the new free markets in his home country—and had just made his first million dollars.


With Communism gone and Czechoslovakia on its way out, the new, pseudo-interim government needed to privatize formerly state-owned socialist businesses; the whole country had to restructure.


With the help of the International Monetary Fund, the Czechoslovakian government had issued stock vouchers to every Czech and Slovak. They were negotiable—transferrable—and entitled the bearer to a percent of ownership in whatever company a voucher applied to, if presented at an eventual voucher auction. The simple math example was, if a hundred people showed up to the voucher auction, each with one voucher, then they’d each get 1 percent of the company’s newly issued stock.


In post-Communism, no one had any idea if socialist Czech industries would survive privatization, let alone the split of Czechoslovakia into two independent countries.


But Petr had had the idea that, if a little hard capital flowed into the country, they’d do just fine. He also didn’t share the fear that his country would dissolve into a bloody civil war, as Yugoslavia had. The Balkan wars were raging just two hundred miles south. But Petr was willing to bet (literally bet, everything he owned) that Czechs and Slovaks didn’t really dislike each other, that they wanted independence but would be happy to part as friends, that a split would be peaceful and the conclusion would be two countries ready for prosperity.


He’d scraped together all the money he had and had flown to London to spend it trying to meet a few market guys in the City and sell them on his idea: buying up vouchers en masse. He exuded an air of not only confidence, but competence.


He got five guys to put in half a million pounds each—pounds sterling—and went back to the Czech Republic with a suitcase of cash—in American dollars. He’d bought a car and drove around Prague, and Pilsen, and Brno, and Ostrava, and the countryside in between, buying up the vouchers of anyone who wanted to sell.


Most of the people who sold to him thought he was insane, trading hard currency—stable, real money that wouldn’t lose 80 percent of its value overnight—for near worthless slips of paper in rundown Communist claptrap companies. Petr and his little investment fund ended up owning big chunks—5, 10, 20 percent—of hundreds of Czech industries. Everything from bus companies to glassworks. Today they’d liquidated part of their holdings. The two-and-a-half-million-pound investment had turned, in about two years, into stock valued at nearly a billion Czech koruna—or about twenty million British pounds. And now Petr was one of the wealthiest men in his country.


John had had a very different kind of day. An ordinary day, until the midafternoon, when he began to read the American morning papers with his lunch. There’d been a piece about a classmate of his, another Harvard Business guy, who’d just capitalized a new hedge fund. 


Henceforth he would be his own boss, managing half a billion dollars. And that was fine—John didn’t begrudge anyone’s success, financial or otherwise. The reason this specific news item bothered him was that this particular classmate of his was an idiot. A total goddamn idiot. There had been tufts of grass on Boston commons with higher IQs. But there he was, head of his own fund, answering to no one but the people whose money he would certainly be losing over the next few months. It was galling.


John had put the paper down and stewed for a little while, in a big pot of self-loathing. If a Cro-Magnon like this ex-classmate of his was running his own life, making his own decisions, then why wasn’t John? Why was he still sitting on a step on the corporate pyramid? Could it be that a man who was routinely outwitted by inanimate objects had more gumption than John had? More confidence in his ability to swim when others sank?


John felt the stirrings of an existential crisis. Too young for a midlife crisis, right? He was thirty. Already thirty, but he’d never climbed a mountain or fought a bull or been in a car chase. He’d boxed in college and been an Eagle Scout before that, but he’d never been a soldier, never shot at anyone or been shot at. He’d spent his life as an office drudge, pushing other people’s paper. It was time for a change.


John leaned way back in his chair, lit a cigarette, and looked at the ceiling. A few cigarettes later, his boss, the head of the European investment portfolio, knocked on the glass door in the middle of the big glass front of John’s office, and stuck his head in.


“John, sorry, you can’t smoke in here.”


“Really?” said John, puffing out a lungful of blue tobacco smoke.


“Really.”


“Well, heck,” said John tossing the cigarette into a half-drunk cup of coffee. “I quit.”


“. . . What?”


“I cordially tender my resignation, Alan. Spread the word.” John stood up and began to clear out his desk drawers. A few minutes later, the head of the London Branch in toto was in John’s office, offering to install an opaque glass front and a separate ventilation system so that John could smoke without anyone knowing about it. John politely declined, shook the boss’s hand, and left the building with a small cardboard box of personal items. A photo of his wife, his Rolodex, a few books—that was it.


He’d gone back to the hotel where he lived, asked the concierge to arrange his flight home, called his wife to tell her the news—as expected, she was thrilled to hear it; she’d had to go back to Texas to take care of her parents and was sick of being five thousand miles away from him—packed his bags, and hit the bar.


“Jesus,” said Petr. “That’s quite a day.”


“Yep,” said John, accepting another Laika.


“But congratulations. You’ve got what we call in Prague, chutzpah.”


John laughed.


“What will you do now?” said Petr, lighting another Laika of his own.


“Start my own fund, I expect,” said John. “I was at our Tokyo office until a couple years ago. There was a guy over there—a guy who’d started with a sewing machine factory and ended up with a manufacturing empire—we got to be good friends. He’d been a sailor in the Imperial Navy during the war—he was actually at Midway—had a long list of remarkable stories to tell. It’s not often you get to hear about history firsthand. Especially the Japanese side of the war; it’s not talked about much over there, aside from the occasional Yasukuni Shrine argument. Anyway, he told me if I ever wanted to strike out on my own, he was in for a million. I’ve got some other contacts. Plenty of them, really. I think I can raise the money—I just need to decide what to do with it.”


Petr nodded.


“Any more voucher privatizations going on?”


Petr shook his head. “Only Russia.”


John exhaled a puff of smoke. “What’s wrong with Russia?”


“Well, look at it like this—when Communism in Europe collapsed, all these countries started fresh—us, Hungary, Poland, Lithuania, and so on. They were the winners. They had defeated the specter of the USSR. They were able to go forward with the national unity and brotherhood you get from winning a war.


“But Russia, they hated Communism, but better to be Communist winners than capitalist losers . . . you know what I mean? They like that Gorbachev and Yeltsin mean they don’t get thrown in gulags anymore, but they hate Gorbachev and Yeltsin for cutting off their balls. If you know what I mean. They don’t have Václav Havel, or Lech Wałęsa. They have a government they don’t respect, no clear authority, no sense of pulling together for a new beginning. They feel . . . screwed. By the West, by the satellite countries, by their government, by each other.


“And remember, Russia isn’t a nation-state like Czech or Slovakia or Poland. ‘Russian’ is a nationality and ‘Russian’ is an ethnicity, but not all Russians are Russians, you know? You also got Belarusians, Tatars, Bashkirs, Chuvashes, Avars, Chechens, Mordvins, Darghins, Kazakhs, Armenians, Udmurts, Ossetians, Ingush, Tuvans, Uzbeks, Laks, Kalmyks, Jews, Georgians, Karelians—Koreans, in the Far East. You see? I could go on for half an hour. And mostly, they all hate each other. Some have gotten out, to their own nation states—Belarusians to Belarus, Uzbeks to Uzbekistan, Jews to Israel, et cetera. But mostly they’re still there, and it gives the country characteristics of a giant Yugoslavia.


“Then add to that an enormous army, which is now mostly not getting paid, an enormous secret police force—also now largely not getting paid—and the largest black market in the world. Investing there, it’s not like investing in Estonia. It’s like one of those lawless mining towns in the American Old West. Like that Humphrey Bogart movie, yeah? But instead of a town, it’s the largest country in the world. You talk about free markets—this is the freest market in the world. If someone screws you, you got no one to call for help.”


John was nodding along. He knew all that. And he knew Petr was right. It was why he hadn’t put any of his company’s money into Russia. . . .


But this voucher thing . . . Russia had some of the most valuable companies in the world. And the Russian economy—the Russian people—needed hard currency a damn sight more than the Czechs had.


“Have you spent a lot of time in Russia?” said John, after a moment.


“Not a lot, but enough. Before the vouchers, I sold Czech office supplies around the western USSR.”


John nodded. “Do you speak Russian?”


“Yes.”


“Fluently?”


“Yes.”


John nodded again, and scratched his chin. After a moment, he refilled his glass, and Petr’s, took a sip, and savored it. “Petr . . . let me ask you. When you were growing up, and you heard about those Old West mining towns in America, Gold Rush towns—did you think, man, I’m glad I wasn’t there, that sounds like it would have been dangerous?”


Petr swished his glass, waiting for John to continue.


“Or,” said John, “did you think, damn, I wish I’d been there with a six shooter and a cowboy hat and a goldmine.”


Petr swished his drink another moment, and then drank it down.




CHAPTER 2


The night concierge was able to change John’s ticket to Dallas into a ticket to Moscow. John told his wife that there was going to be a little delay in his getting home—gave her a précis of the plan—that he just wanted to have a look around, see what the Russian business climate was like; see if there were any opportunities.


She told him she loved him, to be careful and come home safe, which made John feel a little more like a gold prospector on his way out to them there hills, where people didn’t need no stinking badges. Which, if he were honest, was about 50 percent of his reason for going. It made him feel a little heroic—or at least, a little courageous. He promised her he’d be careful, said he loved her, and then jogged to the gate, where Petr had been standing, pointing emphatically at his watch. Everyone else had boarded.


The two men didn’t talk much on the flight; they both had bad headaches to sleep off—though not nearly as bad as they might have been, after John got his first experience in the freest of free markets. Petr had been rubbing his temples for about half an hour after takeoff, head back, eyes closed, when they popped open, and he pulled out his wallet. He leafed through the cash inside it and turned to John.


“I’ve only got sterling . . . can you change a twenty-pound note?”


“Uh, sure, why?” John pulled his own wallet out, pulled out an American twenty and gave it to Petr, waving away the twenty pounds.


“I want to try something.”


They were flying Aeroflot, the Russian airline that—because of its international business—was handling the collapse of the USSR reasonably well. Well enough that the plane didn’t seem too ramshackle, though John couldn’t help but wonder what kind of safety inspections it could possibly be getting. The attendant call button didn’t work—not a great sign—but Petr waved for a stewardess, who came over in a neat blue blazer, flower-print dress, and a polite, international smile.


She said something in Russian to Petr, Petr said something in Russian to her. She shook her head no. Petr said something else. She cocked her head to one side and thought about it for a moment. She said something to Petr; he held up John’s twenty dollars. She nodded and walked to the back of the plane.


“What did you say to her?” said John.


“I asked if there was emergency oxygen on board.”


A moment later, the stewardess returned with a bright yellow bottle that looked like a little scuba tank. The valve at the top was connected to a brown rubber face mask that looked like it was a relic of the fifties. Petr handed her the twenty, she handed him the bottle and walked away.


Petr squinted at the Cyrillic instructions, then put the mask over his mouth and nose, opened the valve, and took a deep breath. He did this five or six times, then lay his head back and took a deep breath of normal cabin air.


“That’s very nice,” he said, then rolled his reclined head toward John. “No more headache. Try it.”


John did. It worked like a charm. By the time he was done, Petr was asleep. John was only a minute or two behind him.


They woke up when the airplane bounced off the runway in Moscow. It bounced again and then shook like a blender as it rolled to a stop over a landing strip badly in need of repaving. There were a few minutes of taxiing, and then a twenty-minute wait while a set of rolling stairs was located for the passengers to exit by. 


The Moscow international airport terminal was all neon lights and linoleum, wood from when it was cheaper than plastic, and brutalist seventies abstract sculptures. John and Petr presented the visas Petr had obtained at the Russian embassy in London that morning (after a generous gratuity to hurry the process along). The unsmiling, expressionless passport officer—in a military-esque uniform—looked at each of the men carefully, then at each of their visas and each of their passports, stamped them, and slid them back through the little slot at the bottom of his window. John thanked him. The man waved for him to move along.


They retrieved their luggage from an unceremonious heap of bags and went outside again. There was a line for taxis. It was a warm summer day, slightly overcast; the taxis were all Ladas, and when they reached the head of the line, they stuffed their things into a cab’s trunk and climbed in the back. Petr said they were going to the Hotel Metropol. Not speaking Russian, John followed along as best he could.


The driver quoted a price. Petr said it was absurd. The taxi driver told him he could get out then. Petr shrugged and opened his door. The driver quoted a new price. Petr rejected it and made a counteroffer. The cab driver was deeply insulted, and made a rebuttal, which Petr rebutted. Finally they settled on five pounds, though Petr said the driver would take four dollars instead. John handed Petr a five, who held the bill up and said he would pay when they arrived. The driver insisted on being paid in advance. Petr opened his door again. The driver started the engine and pulled away from the curb, with the door still open. Petr shut it, and John shook his head in amazement.


The airport—Sheremetyevo—was about twenty minutes north of the giant ring road around Moscow. Unlike any major international airport John had ever visited before, the drive took them through undeveloped forest. It was like Sheremetyevo was a dacha in the country. The ring road marked the edge of Moscow. Moscow’s outskirts were every bit as dreary and depressing as they looked in spy movies.


From the ring road to the city center—where the famous Hotel Metropol sat a block from Red Square, two blocks from the Kremlin—the city went through a magical transformation.


The Ladas were replaced by Mercedes. Or at least, half of them were—half the cars looked like they’d been built in the fifties, and the other half were Mercedes and BMWs and one Lamborghini Diablo. Most of these looked brand new and were immaculately waxed and shined. Everywhere, new buildings were being built. Also everywhere were half-built new buildings, with construction halted. There were blocks of cement and plaster buildings next to blocks of glass and flashing lights, like little Times Squares. Every surface was plastered with advertising. Every sidewalk was filled with people buying and selling. It made John think of the stalls along the Seine in Paris.


There were frumpy women in babushkas and hard-worn men in hard-worn raincoats scattered among men wearing gold chains and white suits, and a bevy of long-legged, short-skirted women who looked like they belonged on catwalks in Milan.


At the Metropol, the Lada taxi pulled up at a red carpet. Its door was opened by a valet in a livery overcoat and white gloves, and Petr handed the five-dollar bill back to John and said, “Don’t pay him until I get our luggage out of the trunk.” Petr and the white-gloved valet unloaded the bags, John handed the cabbie the five, the cabbie waved for John to get out of the car, and then sped off into the thick Moscow traffic.


Inside the Metropol, the lobby was abuzz with activity—a three-way mix of foreigners, who were obvious by their clothes, nouveau riche Russians, even more obvious by theirs, and stunningly beautiful women—some of them affixed to the sides of escorts, some clearly available to be escorted.


A wide staircase ascended from the slightly sunken doorway; the steps were marble, the fixtures were brass, the coffered roof was supported by brightly polished wooden columns. The red carpet was a little threadbare.


The valet deposited their bags at the reception desk, where a man in a poorly tailored but still—somehow—expensive-looking suit greeted them in English. He talked them up from two rooms to the two-room Hermitage Suite. He was the first person in Russia that John had seen smile.


Petr paid in advance for two weeks with two fifty-pound notes, and the reception man rang a handheld bell he had sitting on his desk. When no one responded, he shouted “Slava” at a suited man in his late twenties who was deep in conversation with one of the girls. Slava brought a luggage trolley over, loaded it with John and Petr’s bags, received a Russian instruction and a pair of keys from the reception man, and led the way to an elevator. It had an operator on a small stool inside; Slava said something to him and the elevator began to ascend. Bumpily.


They emerged on the top floor, into a hermitage-esque hallway. The elevator operator—a kid of about sixteen—held his hand out for a tip. Slava smacked the hand away and led John and Petr to big double doors at the hallway’s end. Inside was a lavish suite with bedrooms on opposite sides of a large sitting room. All the furnishings looked prerevolution.


John and Petr looked around and Slava said, in heavily accented English, “Will the suite be satisfactory?”


John looked at Petr, who nodded.


“Perfectly, thank you,” said John, pulling a five-dollar tip out of his wallet.


“Is there anything else I can provide you with? Food, drink, reservations for dinner in our restaurant?”


“Are reservations necessary?” said John.


“No,” said Slava.


“Then I think we’re fine,” said John, looking at Petr, who again nodded.


“Would you like to speak to one of the girls from downstairs?”


“Uh, no,” said John, slightly taken aback by the question.


“How much are they?” said Petr.


“Of course, you may negotiate with them, but perhaps fifty dollars for the night.”


“Thanks,” said Petr. “Not right now, but we’ll be in touch.”


Slava nodded, placed two keys on a small table by the door, and withdrew.


“I can see you’re concerned,” said Petr, when he’d left. “I’m not going to get a prostitute.”


“You’re a bachelor,” said John. “It’s none of my business.”


“What it is,” said Petr, lighting a cigarette and tossing the pack to John, “is a very good indicator of the strength of the local economy. Last time I was here, you could have the best one for ten dollars a night.”


“Huh,” said John. He lit a cigarette of his own. “Maybe we should start trading hooker futures.”


Petr laughed.




CHAPTER 3


Petr was the guide, and their first stop was a club called the Hungry Duck, already becoming famous as the Studio 54 of Moscow. Petr suggested it would be a good place for up-to-the-minute gossip on the voucher issuances and, besides, he knew the owner, a Canadian named Doug Steele. They’d met in Prague while Doug and a friend tried to get visas to go to Russia. This was right around the time Yeltsin had had to fight off a coup, and Doug had been stranded for a while before someone at the Canadian embassy was able to come up with the name of the right Russian embassy worker to bribe. 


After bouncing around Moscow awhile, Doug’s friend had gone home but Doug had fallen in love with the city and decided to stay. He’d opened a bar called the Moosehead with a trio of partners from the Caucasus—a Kalmuck and a two Chechens. One day, the Kalmuck had disappeared with all the club’s capital. The Chechens had held Doug responsible because Doug had introduced them to the Kalmuck. Doug had squared things by giving the Chechens his third of the club and walking away—that’s when he’d started the Duck, and now the Chechens wanted half of that too.


At least, that’s what Doug had said on the phone, when Petr called and asked if they could give him dinner at the Metropol. Doug had laughed and said, “Yeah, I’m not going to be out and about for a while. There’s a contract on me.”


John, who’d listened to the conversation over speakerphone, assumed Doug was joking. Apparently, he wasn’t. He’d suggested they meet him at the Duck, where he was holding court like normal. Petr had never been before but Doug told him how to find it—directions that proved unnecessary because the cab they caught outside the Metropol (another Lada) knew exactly where it was. He pulled up at an archway leading into a somewhat dilapidated-looking courtyard, which was filled with men standing around in knots, smoking and drinking and checking their watches. At the far end was a narrow door with four large bodyguards in front of it, in two sets of two. Petr and John wended their way through the crowd and approached the guards.


The four guys looked like they were straight out of an eighties Schwarzenegger movie, with tailored leather coats, gelled hair, and steroid muscles. Before Petr could say anything, the man directly to the right of the door said, with practiced dismissive rudeness—and in English (did they look so obviously Western?)—“No men.”


“We’re here to see—”


“No men. Come back in an hour.”


“We’re here to see Doug Steele,” said Petr. The man took a step forward.


“See him when you can get in. Come back in an hour.”


“We came to meet him now. Go check with him,” said John, sticking a cigarette in his mouth. “You have a lighter, or only matches?”


The man looked over his shoulder and said something to one of the other men. The man stepped in through the door; John could see him walking down a narrow stairway into a basement. He must have opened a second, soundproofed door, because, for a moment, thumping music spilled out into the courtyard, and then went quiet again.


“Lighter?” said John, making a striking gesture with his thumb. Without changing his expression, the big Schwarzenegger guard pulled out a Zippo, flipped it on, and held it out to John. John lit his cigarette, exhaled a puff of smoke, and said, “Thanks—care for a smoke? Laikas.”


“You don’t have American cigarettes?”


“No, but these are okay.”


“Yes, fine. I’ll take one,” the man said. John held out the pack. As the man put the cigarette in his mouth, John took out his own lighter, flicked it on, and lit the man’s cigarette. The man gave John a funny look; his colleague reappeared, said something in Russian, and the Schwarzenegger guard stepped aside.


“You can go down,” he said. “Mr. Steele is at his table in the rear corner, that way.” He gestured left.


“Thanks,” said John.


“Spasiba,” said Petr, as the two men walked past the guards, down the stairs, and through a heavy, recording-studio-style padded door.


On the other side of the door, the thumping music was back—but the scene was not at all what John had pictured. He’d assumed “no men” meant the club had too many guys in it and they weren’t going to let in any more until a few left. In fact, the opposite was true—there were no men in the club at all. Just hordes of Russian girls, most of them very attractive, dancing, drinking, chatting—and watching a male stripper.


John and Petr looked at each other, and then back toward the center of the room, where the male stripper was pulling a girl up on stage and slipping her shirt over her head.


It looked like, beside John and Petr, this stripper was the only man in the room. The bartenders were girls too; so were the cocktail waitresses. Then Petr tapped John’s shoulder and pointed to a corner booth visible on the other side of the stripper and his squeeze, where a rather unassuming man was smoking and reading a newspaper.


Petr leaned in close to John’s ear and shouted—to be heard over the thumping—“THAT’S DOUG.” John nodded, and they began to head that way, pushing through the mob of dancing, shouting girls. A few of them shrieked happily when they saw the two men moving amongst them, and John was pretty sure he got groped once or twice before arriving at Doug’s table.


Petr and John sat down on either side of Doug, whose back was to the corner. It was a round table with a round bench around it, and it took some shimmying to get close enough to Doug for the men to talk.


When Doug saw them he half stood up—as much as he could in the booth—and reached a hand out to shake Petr’s.


“Petr! So good to see you, guy, it’s been a while! What brings you to Moscow? And you must be John—” Doug stuck his hand out again, and John shook it. “You want a drink? We’ve got some fantastic Pilsners, if you want a taste of home.”


Petr nodded. “That’d be great.” Doug waved to a drop-dead gorgeous waitress, put up three fingers and shouted, “Urquell.”


“What the hell’s going on here?” said Petr with a big smile on his face and a wave toward the sea of girls.


“This, friends, is the greatest marketing idea since P. T. Barnum popped off. It’s ladies’ night—which means ladies only until ten o’clock, no cover charge, free local beer, and male strippers. They party to their hearts, content without worrying about impressing guys—and then at ten o’clock, we let the guys in. At which point some of the girls leave, and the rest stay in a hunting ground of happy, horny girls. We could charge men a month’s salary to get in here and they’d still be lining up around the block.”


John laughed and nodded—P. T. Barnum–esque indeed. On stage, the girl and the stripper were both naked, except for the stripper’s leather vest; he was holding her up, her legs were wrapped around his waist, and they were either having very public sex or else doing a very good imitation of it.


The waitress returned with three draft beers.


“So, what brings you to my door, boys?” said Doug, taking a sip. He was wearing a chic black suit and no tie, but John felt instantly at ease with his Canadian accent and manner.


“The Russian government’s been issuing vouchers for stock auctions, for stock in state-run companies. You heard about it?”


Doug laughed. “Of course I’ve heard about it—they’re absolutely everywhere. I bet half the girls in here right now have some in their purses.”


“We want to buy some,” said Petr. “Or at least, we want to find out if it’s possible to buy some—buy a lot—in bulk.”


“It’s definitely possible,” said Doug. “It’s not my area, but they’re definitely negotiable—I see people on street corners selling them, I’ve seen little kiosks set up to sell them. I’d say you have to know where to look but, honestly, they really are everywhere.”


There was a type of “Ladies and Gentlemen—The Beatles!”–esque scream from the girls as a Black stripper in gold sequins jumped onto the catwalk.


“What about banking?” said John. “Is there a bank you trust for us to wire money to?”


“Hmm,” said Doug, nodding his head thoughtfully. “Well—wait, hold on a sec.” He put a finger up to shush them; at the same time, the Black stripper was silencing the crowd. He put his hand to his brow in a perfect, formal military salute . . . and the Russian national anthem began to play.


The women in the room all started singing it. Some of them looking serious, some of them laughing—when it got to the chorus, the lyrics briefly became chaotic as some of the women sang the words “partiya Lenina” and the others sang something different. John had heard the anthem thousands of times over the years, at the Olympics and so forth—rarely with the words, though. It hadn’t occurred to him they’d have to be changed, to be decommunized.


The anthem ended and the music gracefully transitioned into Pat Benatar singing “Heartbreaker.” Doug resumed: “There’s one guy you can talk to about banking—I don’t use him personally, because I’m not moving money in and out of the country, but I definitely trust him. He’s an interesting guy, a real character, name of Benny Sheldon. He just backpacked into town one day, after the wall fell, looking for a soup kitchen to volunteer at. He couldn’t find one—there literally aren’t any, that I know of, in Moscow. 


“At the time he was living at a hotel with a shitty gym, so he decided to start an American-style gym so he’d have a place to work out. It’s called the Moscow Beach Club, got super popular. He missed American food, so he started an American-style diner, along with the only bar in town that I don’t own that’s worth going to—it’s called Uncle Guilly’s. And he started making a lot of money—he came from the banking world, Goldman Sachs maybe? Anyway, he needed a bank he trusted so he started one, with a couple Russian kids who had big plans but didn’t know shit about the technical side. It ended up as part of the Dialog finance group—it’s called Troika Dialog? Heard of it?”
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