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The 14:31 to Paris

Leaning against the window, I looked up at the iron ribcage arched across the roof of St Pancras, blue sky blazing between its bones. It appeared to be rolling back, when I realised it was we who were moving. The 14.31 Eurostar to Paris hummed out of the station, and I sat back, warm spring sunshine flashing into the carriage. As London fell away, I tried to breathe in as much of the city as I could, hoping to hold it in my chest until we met again in seven months’ time. A long journey lay ahead, a journey that would take me around the world. Exactly five years ago to the day, I’d stepped off the Charminar Express in Chennai, marking my eightieth train journey around India. With nothing but a three-month rail pass, an outdated map, and hopeless naivety, I’d travelled 25,000 miles – the circumference of the earth – reaching the four points of the country’s geographical diamond. In between hanging from doorways, squatting on steps and snoozing on piles of laundry, I’d come to understand why Indian Railways is known as the ‘Lifeline of the Nation’.

Having narrowly avoided a number of scrapes, I’d sworn never to take on anything so ambitious again. Little did I know that the railways had followed me home – their dust in my hair, their rhythm in my bones, their charm infused in my blood. Slowly, the symptoms began to manifest: I’d linger on bridges watching freight thundering below. On warm afternoons, I’d buy round-trip tickets just to sit in the window and read, and at night, I’d lie awake listening to distant horns sound through the darkness. It became a sickness, one that had no cure. At least, no cure that I’d find in London. I had to get back on the rails – but I couldn’t just pack up and leave. After returning from India I’d eased back into the swing of London life, working as the subeditor at The Week magazine, and, by all accounts, the job was the stuff of dreams: I swanned in at ten o’clock, and spent the day reading newspapers and drinking tea, with Coco the office dachshund asleep in my lap. In essence, I was being paid to do what most people did on a lazy Sunday. And now there was someone else to consider, my fiancé Jeremy, who had proposed a few months earlier, next to a bin outside St John’s Wood tube station. Knocked out of the way mid-proposal by a group of Japanese tourists wearing waterproofs and wellies, he had asked me to marry him, in the rain, on the very spot where we had met for our first date.

Dismissing the idea of leaving, I carried on with the humdrum of daily life, suppressing the urge whenever it rose, until I finally gave up the fight: there was too much to discover on the rails, and the trains were waiting – but not for long. Train travel is evolving at high speed: bullet trains are multiplying, long-distance services running out of steam. Sleeper services are being phased out, and classic routes fading away. According to economists and pessimists, the romance of the railways is dying a swift death, but I refused to believe it was true. Nowhere in the world could rival India’s railways, but I knew that every country’s network would possess a spirit of its own, it just needed a prod and a poke to unearth. Trains are rolling libraries of information, and all it takes is to reach out to passengers to bind together their tales.

After a final cup of tea, I patted Coco goodbye, and bade farewell to The Week. Jeremy – better known as Jem – agreed to join me for a month along the way, and I set about organising the trip. Hanging a world map on the living-room wall, I punctured it with pins, and tied coloured string from one to another, watching the next seven months of my life unwind around the globe. Surrounded by stacks of guides and maps, I sat cross-legged on the floor of our flat, poring over routes, flagging up significant events, and planning with as much precision as such a journey would allow for. One of the greatest mistakes a traveller can make, is to believe a journey can be controlled – least of all one of this magnitude. Nothing but disappointment can result from such a fallacy, and I’d made allowances for delays, cancellations, and general tardiness on my part. When I’d travelled around India, the plan was to have no plan, which had served me well within the confines of a single country; but this adventure had too many cities, countries and crossings for me to ride by the seat of my pants. As the day of departure approached, Jem grew ever more quiet, until one morning he sat down next to me.

‘Are you going to be okay for seven months on your own?’

‘Yes,’ I said, in a small voice that surprised me.

‘Are you sure?’ He stared at the map. ‘There are some pretty hairy places under those pins. Iran? Uzbekistan?’

‘I’ll be fine.’

The truth was that I wasn’t sure I’d be fine. In India, I’d been groped on a night train, cornered in a station, chased down a platform, stared at, leered at, spat at, shouted at, sworn at, and spent numerous nights crouched in hotels after dark with my bags piled up against the door. Above all, I didn’t want to leave Jem behind. What a waste it would be, to travel around Europe, Russia, Mongolia, China, Vietnam, Thailand, Malaysia, Singapore, Japan, Canada, and America, with no one to build and share memories.

Now, as I looked at the passenger in the seat next to me, I knew we’d made the right decision. Jem had quit his job, bought his first rucksack, and was accompanying me for the entire journey. Alarmed by his suggestion that all he needed for the next seven months was a new pair of boat shoes and a couple of jumpers, I’d taken off his Tag Heuer, handed him a Swatch, and marched him to Blacks for waterproofs and socks. Having grown up in the backwaters of Cobham, Surrey, Jem wasn’t used to bags that weren’t on wheels, and I suspected we were in for an interesting time. That morning, I’d made a last-minute dash to Stanfords in Covent Garden to pick up a notebook for the trip. Turning it over, I stroked the newness of the leather, and opened it up to document the first of eighty trains, sliding the ribbon into place. Looking out of the window, I saw that the train was approaching the Channel Tunnel; I took a deep breath as we went underground and England faded from sight.

Contrary to what they implied, Eurail passes were perfect for people who planned, people who lacked spontaneity, people who knew exactly where they would be having dinner and at what time, ninety days in advance. I am not one of those people, and was rapidly finding the one-month rail pass a hindrance to our travels. For fixed itineraries it was fine, paying itself off within five or six long-distance journeys. But for people like us who woke in Paris wanting lunch in Barcelona, it didn’t work to our advantage. Each booking incurred a supplement fee, a cancellation fee or an administrative fee, and I spent the first week in Europe indoors, standing in stationary queues, waiting for refunds.

While I’d been filling in forms and moving from one counter to another, Jem had come up with a list of sights and cities that he wanted to visit, handing it to me over lunch in a cafe in the Marais.

‘Gaudí’s House … Valencia … Lourdes? Really?’ I asked, as the waiter placed a basket of freshly sliced baguette on our table along with two paper placemats and a carafe of water.

‘Yes,’ said Jem, trying to spread hard white butter across the bread, and tugging it apart.

‘But you’re not religious.’

‘I know, but I’m curious. You know how you hear about places when you’re a kid and you imagine them to be a certain way, I’ve always wondered what Lourdes is like.’

Amid the din of conversation and scraping chairs, I looked around the cafe with a growing admiration for the way in which the French cared for nothing else when it came to meal times. Over a pichet of wine, they tore bread, wiped it in cream, cracked crème brûlée, sipped dark, perfect coffee, and drew out the afternoon as though it were a Saturday instead of the middle of a working week. No one seemed to have a job to go to, turning up with coiffed canines, manicures and perfect tans – the women were well turned out, too. Lifting a crisp, sticky chunk of confit de canard, I thought about going to Lourdes, and decided that it wouldn’t hurt to find salvation along the way.

After lunch, we boarded the train to Limoges from where we were continuing the journey to Clermont-Ferrand, then Béziers – one of the longest single lines of track through France, known for the views over the Massif Central. While waiting around for the connection in Limoges, we shared a Coke and paced the cool, empty station, listening to the squeak of our footsteps and admiring the domed roof, the interior of which was engraved with four partly clothed women: Le Limousin, La Bretagne, La Gascogne and La Touraine. Circled in wreaths, carrying chestnuts and overlapped with acorns, oak leaves and vines, the allegories represented the four regions served by the train. Ropes of oak leaves snaked towards the dome, culminating in a circle of stained glass. For such a provincial town, the station was unusually ornate. Curious about its exterior, we wandered out into the forecourt, unable to see the roof from where we stood. Over the road, we found a seat on the wall of a fountain from where we could take in the full splendour of the art deco building and its clock tower. Of the stations we were to pass through in Europe, Limoges-Bénédictins turned out to be one of the loveliest, a haphazard and serendipitous discovery – thanks in no part to our rail pass.

France’s TGVs – Trains à Grande Vitesse – have revolutionised train travel across Europe for commuters, but for idlers like us whose sole intention was to spend the afternoon gazing out of windows, the high-speed trains served little purpose, reducing the views to a blur. There were few passengers on the slow trains from Limoges to Clermont-Ferrand, and Clermont-Ferrand to Béziers, most of whom moaned about the heat, fell asleep in the heat, then jumped off within a couple of hours, leaving us to wind down the country alone.

‘Look what they’ve missed out on,’ said Jem, edging to the window as the train rumbled across a canyon, at the bottom of which were children playing in dinghies and leaping off limestone rocks into the water. Stopping their games, they looked up and waved paddles as we crossed the bridge. Over the next three hours, we crept through the depths of dark forests, silver trails of water whispering by. With the windows open, the clean smell of pine filled the carriage, as we rocked our way south to Béziers. An alert sounded on Jem’s phone and he glanced down.

‘I should have been going into a weekly meeting right now,’ he said, leaning back with his eyes shut, a small smile on his lips.

From Béziers a connection via Toulouse brought us to Lourdes just in time for the evening procession. We ambled down the hill with the tributaries pouring into the sea of pilgrims making their way towards the Grotto. Expecting a quiet town with a few nuns scattered around a trickle of water, I felt like I was caught up in the aftermath of a football match. Rammed with pizzerias, kebab houses, and bars outlined in neon, Lourdes looked like the Magaluf of Christendom. Souvenir shops with names like ‘A La Grâce de Dieu’ and ‘Mystères de Marie’ lined the pavements, each one trying to out-flash the other with commemorative teacups, fans, doorstoppers, and cigarette lighters shaped like Jesus. Wandering around in bemusement, Jem pointed at a foot-high fluorescent statue of the Virgin Mary rising over us.

‘Imagine waking in the middle of the night and seeing that staring at you.’

‘Would you like your car to smell like the pope?’ I asked, finding a collection of car fresheners that purported to smell like different saints.

‘What does Joan of Arc smell like? Charcoal?’

Each one of these supermarkets of religion was stacked with postcards, rosaries, snow globes, paintings, incense, and bottles of holy water – their prices rising by a few euros at a time the nearer we got to the Grotto.

Among the crowds heading towards the procession were children in wheelchairs, haggard parents pushing them along. The sight filled me with frustration. I’d once considered myself a Hindu, accepting the religion into which I’d been born with very little thought – largely because it didn’t require me to do much but treat others as I’d hope to be treated, and eat barfi and biryani during festivals. Happy to go along with the idea that there was an unknown entity above, I’d mutter the odd prayer from time to time: in the moments before sleep, at a temple, or while perched on a back-row pew in Hampstead Parish Church in the quiet midweek. However, after my travels around India in the company of a self-confessed ‘devout’ atheist, I began to question the existence of a higher power and my need for religion as a whole. Time and again I encountered so-called ‘godmen’ exploiting the poor and vulnerable, priests extracting money for nothing, and blind faith leading to disappointment. By the end of my journey I concluded that the existence of a god went against all logic and reasoning and that I had no need for any kind of religion. Feeling freer and more awake than ever before, I found myself unable to ever pray or consider god again. Now, as I watched sick pilgrims streaming towards the grounds, carrying expensive candles and cans to collect water, I felt a renewed sense of my own conviction. Even if the experience brought peace to the needy, knowing others were profiting from their desperation wasn’t something I could accept. However, at the last minute I bought a tiny bottle, with a gold lid shaped like a flower, to fill with water and keep as a souvenir, if nothing else.

Arriving at the sanctuary gates, Jem and I moved to the side as patients were wheeled in from a nearby hospice, their beds layered with blankets to stave off the evening chill. The sky had darkened and a deep purple bruise glowered over the Byzantine Rosary Basilica, as it loomed above the thousands holding candles and murmuring prayers. Taking our chance to slip away to the Grotto, we joined the queue, passing a man with a suitcase filling up plastic tubs of holy water. In silence, we edged through the tunnel, the trickle and drip echoing around. Beneath the statue of Our Lady, the rock wall glistened with water running down from her feet. From behind, impatient pilgrims stretched their arms over my head to touch the cold surface, bringing their fingers to their necks, lips moving in quiet prayer. As resistant as my feelings were, I was surprised by the calm that overcame me as we left the passage. On the way out, I had stopped to fill my water bottle, screwing the lid tightly shut and placing it in my pocket, when I noticed Jem lingering around the Grotto.

‘If it’s okay, I’d like to light a candle for Dad,’ he said. We chose a tall, slim gold candle and placed it in the holder together, watching the flame dart sideways in the wind, before walking back towards the thoroughfare, where the procession was well under way.

One Sunday, aged fifteen, Jem was polishing his father’s Church’s brogues – a weekly ritual – when he saw him break out into a sweat. It was a cold January day and Jem eyed him with unease, knowing that something was wrong. Within a few minutes his father was leaning over the arm of the sofa, clutching his chest, before collapsing on the floor with a heart attack. Jem watched on helplessly as his father died before his eyes, aged just forty-four. Losing a parent at such a young and formative age jilted his entire outlook on life. The suggestion that his father’s death was god’s will insulted him, and he rejected others’ attempts to use religion to find reasoning in such an unjust event. Instead, he made a pledge to himself that every day from then on would be lived to the fullest, with career and money taking a backseat in favour of making the most of his time with friends and loved ones.

The next two weeks passed by in a blur of high-speed trains. Leaving Lourdes, we travelled to Toulouse, then Barcelona, shooting across to Madrid, looping down to Valencia, and curving back up the coast to Barcelona. From there we’d crossed the south of France and Monaco, coming to rest in Italy. There were twenty-eight countries available with the rail pass – almost one for every day we had in Europe – but it was impossible to devote a significant amount of time to any one place. Narrowing it down to a few old favourites, we chose to travel through cities that were havens of glorious food, better wine and even better beaches – but the trains were proving a disappointment. No one spoke, everyone slept, and there was little to differentiate one journey from the next. Efficient, punctual and easy to use, Europe’s trains served no greater purpose than to take passengers from one stop to the next, with a few pretty pastures in between. In the absence of sleeper services, these short hops didn’t lend themselves to the high-octane adventure we’d been hoping for.

Sitting in a cafe in Milan, I scanned the list of trains we’d already taken. Every time I bent down to write, the sound of mopeds distracted me, as young women with legs like Bambi put-putted past in sandals and summer dresses, revving over the cobbles like something out of a Dior advert.

‘I’m the one who’s supposed to be leering, not you,’ said Jem, pressing his beer against his cheek.

‘I can’t help it. Italian cafes are designed for leering. Everyone’s drinking and you’re sitting on the pavement with your back to the restaurant with no one to look at but pretty girls in pretty dresses. Anyway, it’s not like those transition lenses are fooling anyone. I can see you perving behind them.’

Jem looked put out. ‘Don’t make fun of my lenses.’

‘You know, we’ve already taken fifteen trains.’

‘Feels like more,’ said Jem, offering me a piece of melon draped with sweet, stringy Parma ham.

‘I’m pretty sure we’ve spent most of our seven-month budget on bookings and fees,’ I said, watching the owner flap his cloth across a table, and kiss a couple of regulars on both cheeks. Italian agents in Rome had refused to change tickets that I’d booked two days earlier in Monaco through French agents, who had refused to amend a booking made two days before that in Valencia by Spanish agents. Each insisted the other company was responsible for voiding the tickets that were no longer needed, and declared that any refunds had to be requested by post – for a fee. I’d been directed towards a queue, which turned out to be a queue for tickets for a second queue that was for refunding pre-bought tickets, at which point I gave up – which was probably what each company hoped passengers would do. Binning the whole load, I decided it was time to leave Europe before I lost the will to live.

‘Don’t forget we need to pick up our laundry,’ Jem reminded me as we finished lunch and walked back towards the hotel.

The bell of the laundromat gave a happy tinkle as we arrived to collect our clothes. The strong smell of laundered sheets hit me as we closed the door, and I immediately began sweating from the heat of the dryers. The iron hissing beneath her weight, Vittoria waved and put her glasses onto her nose, looking down her clipboard, before lugging a plastic-wrapped pile onto the counter. Vittoria didn’t speak a word of English, and we didn’t speak any Italian, yet with the combination of sign language and good faith, we’d managed to explain that we wanted everything chucked into one machine, and by the looks of things, she’d done a perfect job. Running my finger down the edge of our clothes, I waited for her to tap the total into a calculator. Hovering with his hands in his pockets, Jem handed me a twenty-euro note, as Vittoria turned the calculator around and took off her glasses, which hung from her neck by a chain. The screen read €109. Every inch of my skin prickled with horror, the tips of my ears turning hot. Looking up at Vittoria without saying a word, I felt my mouth fall open. She looked down, then laughed, shaking her head. I sighed with relief and, turning to Jem with my eyes wide, mouthed she’d forgotten the decimal point.

Only she hadn’t.

Vittoria had forgotten to add an additional €9 for a pair of knickers, and the total came to €118.

I turned to Jem in a panic. ‘She wants €118 for our laundry!’

‘That can’t be right.’

‘I’m not paying that for a bunch of clothes that were shoved in a bloody washing machine.’

Vittoria laid out the sheet on which she’d listed our eight T-shirts, two pairs of jeans, three cotton dresses, four pairs of socks, a stack of underwear, and a cardigan that was now missing a button – I saw that she’d listed the prices on a sheet from a nearby five-star hotel. Wagging a finger in front of her, I shook my head. ‘No, not paying,’ I said.

Pulling out her phone, she began speaking into her Google Translate app before showing me the screen, which now read: What would you like to do?

‘Tell her you want to burn down her shop, the thieving …’

‘Shush, hang on,’ I said to Jem.

‘No way, I’m not letting this woman fleece us. Tell her she can keep our crap. In fact, it would probably cost less than that to replace it all at H&M.’

‘It would cost less than that to fly home.’

Jem seized her phone. ‘We are not paying this,’ he said into it.

Vittoria pursed up her mouth and read the screen, turning on the sound. Laughing, she shrugged in the infuriating way that only Italians can do, and tapped a new figure into the calculator, knocking twenty euros off the total.

‘We are not paying that. You are cheating us.’

Vittoria listened to the deadpan automated voice, and smirked, throwing both hands in the air before speaking into the app.

‘There is an ATM down the road,’ came the voice.

It was like listening to C-3PO and Stephen Hawking having the most passive-aggressive argument I’d ever witnessed. Tapping at her watch, Vittoria was not about to budge, and her shop was about to close. Offering a further ten-euro discount, she moved our clothes out of reach, at which point I was ready to explode, knowing that Vittoria had exploited the vulnerability of two foreigners unable to speak her language. Sweating from the steam in the shop and the steam in my ears, I dragged Jem out onto the pavement and went in search of the ATM.

‘We have to pay it, she’s never going to give our clothes back otherwise.’

‘Fine, but I’m going to come back after dark and put a brick through her window.’

*

After the laundry episode, we had blown our budget for Europe, and had no option but to leave under a dark cloud, winding our way up through Switzerland and Germany, crossing through Lithuania and Latvia, from where we were due to board the train to Moscow from Riga. On the train from Milan to Zurich, I found myself sitting at a table opposite an imposing figure dressed head to toe in black and drinking wine. It was the middle of June and he was wearing a black T-shirt and a pair of drop-crotch black trousers. With his grey beard and dark eyes, he looked like a film noir in human form. Glancing up a couple of times, I could see he was obviously listening with undisguised interest to our musings over Russia. Mark was from Stoke Newington, and was on his way to shoot a story for the Sunday Times Style magazine.

‘Are you going to Moscow, then?’ The tone of his voice didn’t inspire me with hope.

‘Yes, we’ve never been before. Have you?’

‘Ha!’ Mark threw back his head and laughed, folding his arms across his chest. ‘I haven’t been since 1987 when I went on a joint trip from school with my film studies classmates.’ He visibly shuddered. ‘The history studies group came too and the two groups hated one another. It was an awful trip. I ended up being pursued by Russian urchins after they were arrested in our room.’

‘Wait, what? Why were they in your room?’

‘These two lads appeared from the shadows and asked if we wanted anything: flags, champagne, fur hats, all black-market stuff.’ Mark poured out the rest of his wine, shaking the last drops into the glass. ‘So, me and my mate Andre arranged a party in our room, basically an impromptu bazaar of the army uniforms and accessories they had touted to us, and said we’d take a cut of the sales. The rest of our film studies group bought tons. Anyway, the police turned up and they had to do a runner, so we held on to all their stuff in a few suitcases.’

‘That’s a bit harsh.’

‘We did get it back to them after they stalked us around Moscow for three days, trying to catch hold of us in the street, and loitering around the hotel.’

‘We don’t have that much time in Moscow,’ said Jem, ‘just a couple of days, as we’re taking the Trans-Mongolian to Beijing and it only departs on certain days of the week.’

‘Probably not a bad thing,’ said Mark, narrowing his eyes. ‘Russians don’t tend to be particularly warm towards, how should I say it, people of your …’

‘Colour?’ I prompted.

‘Precisely,’ said Mark, looking relieved.

‘You’re not the first person to tell us that,’ Jem replied.

Jem’s mother is Malaysian and his father half Scottish, half Lithuanian. However, the Malaysian side of the family won the gene war, and he is as black-haired and brown-eyed as I am.

‘Who knows though, things change,’ said Mark. ‘We did the train from Moscow to Leningrad. I remember it was boiling,’ he said. ‘I was so depressed, lying in my bunk, hearing a party next door, where I knew the boy I adored was. I was in a constant bad mood all week and spent a long time weeping as I was madly in love with him, and he slept with a girl. I remember lying there in my ridiculous cashmere John Flett coat, full of unrequited love. Oh, my god that train!’ Mark buried his face in his hands as my enthusiasm for Russia slowly dissolved into nothing. ‘I remember our pathetic little plastic bags of boiled eggs and weird stuff that we bought at the train station. We thought we were going to die of malnutrition, and lived off a family assortment of biscuits that my friend Ceri brought. I think I blocked it all out, but now that I recall, she also had a single orange, and we were granted one segment each.’

‘Was the food that bad on board the train?’ I asked.

‘Black bread, and eggs swimming in oil. Make sure you buy your own food. I remember Ceri slapping my hand away from the Peek Freans, and screaming “Stop! We need to ration them!” ’ Mark sat back and looked out of the window. ‘I also remember sending a message home to my dad asking him to meet me at the airport with Perrier and freshly squeezed orange juice, neither of which I could find in Russia. I still can’t drink mango juice because it’s all they had and it reminds me of that long, long, long week. I did come back with a luxuriant rabbit fur hat though.’

The thought of five days on board a train eating nothing but black bread, oily eggs and biscuits, drinking nothing but mango juice, was enough to make me nauseous, and I made a mental note to stock up on food before boarding the Trans-Mongolian.

‘My lasting memory of the trip was how fucking depressing Moscow is. The city, I understand, is still a shithole. I’ve not been able to bring myself to go back since. One of the history studies group wrote a feature about it, and it ran as a full page in the Daily Mail. I have it somewhere.’

A few nights later, Jem and I were lying like dead fish, rocking in the darkness as the train from Riga sped towards Moscow. My blanket drawn up to my chin, I stared at the berth above my head where a skinhead in a vest was asleep, his wrist hanging over the side. It was almost the girth of my thigh. Staring at the wrist as it swung with the motion of the train, I began to dread the next few days, praying that Mark was wrong about Moscow. He hadn’t been there for almost thirty years and it had to have changed since then.

Neither of us slept, knowing that we would soon be arriving at the border for customs and passport checks, but we were too scared to talk in case we woke our companion. Slowing for what felt like an eternity, the train finally creaked and juddered to a halt. Muffled voices and footsteps approached immediately, and a torch flashed through the window. A woman screamed as a German shepherd straining on a leash came panting up the aisle, throttling itself, lurching up at Jem, then snuffling around my berth. Jem froze against the wall, his blankets on the floor. A torch shone into my eyes, and a voice said something I couldn’t understand. Handing over our passports, we sat still as the dog tugged at the leash, and another pair of footsteps clumped up the aisle. A guard stopped at our berths, crossed both forearms in the air and gestured for us to get up. Throwing all our bedding to the ground, he lifted up the berths, checked inside to where our bags were stored and rummaged around before signalling for us to move back. Returning our passports, the first guard gave us both one last look, then tugged at the dog and moved on to the next carriage.

‘We were the only people they checked,’ whispered Jem.

‘We’re the only brown people on board,’ I whispered back.

Jem’s hands were like ice. He hated dogs, and although I adored them, even I had felt my bowels loosen at the heat and smell of the sniffer dog’s saliva in my face. As the train squealed and began to move on into Russia, the snores from above deepened, and I eventually turned on my side and allowed myself to fall asleep. We’d wanted adventure, and I could tell it was about to begin.
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A Small World

Bombing trains is rife in Moscow. Commuter services and metro carriages are prime targets, particularly new stock that has just been rolled into use. It takes nerve, skill and speed to bomb trains: there’s a high risk of being arrested, but the adrenaline rush and respect from other crews fuels the addiction. Planning takes precision. Crews check police schedules, study train timetables, and scout out hiding places, plotting escape routes in case things go wrong. One grey afternoon, we got bombed on the way back from Kubinka to Moscow. Groaning to a halt in between stations, the train was seized by masked men who scaled the sides with SAS stealth, bolting from one end of the carriage to the other. Amid the faint rattle and hiss of spray cans, I could smell the fumes of fresh paint. Before we realised what was happening, the train’s guards jumped down and chased them away, but not before the group had tagged the carriage with chunky neon letters spiked with black.

Russian graffiti writers are part of a growing community of street artists, many of whom use their work to express their dissidence. Government authorities are quick to conceal the art, which makes train-bombing more attractive to writers who use the carriages as mobile galleries, watching with pride as their work tours the city. The ubiquity of graffiti by train lines never failed to darken my mood as we crossed the country. From time to time I would spy a wittily placed tag, but overall it rarely extended beyond misogyny or vandalism – the adult equivalent of using a compass to scratch a cock and balls into a school desk. As we waited for the train to proceed, I noticed – alongside a bulging, angry ‘SLUT’ – the same UTOP tag that had appeared a number of times along the route. Wondering if it was a political movement or the Russian slang for whore, I looked it up and found a two-minute music video of the UTOP crew, in which the writers used power tools and metal cutters to remove a grille and drop into a metro tunnel. Overnight they painted an entire carriage orange, writing their name in neat, bold lettering, with a pair of eyes peering cheekily through a slit. Not only did they document themselves at work, they made sure that one of their crew was on the platform the next morning to film the train arriving in all its glory. Considering the potential repercussions at the hands of the Russian government, it was an impressive stunt.

That morning, we’d taken the commuter service to Kubinka to visit Patriot Park, Putin’s latest provocation. Dubbed a ‘military Disneyland’, the park had opened two days earlier and had been featured on news around the world, with footage of children clambering over tanks, missiles, and rocket-propelled grenade launchers. It had looked like the ideal way to spend a couple of hours, so we had taken the metro to Belorussky station, an asylum-green kingdom of domes and spikes, and caught the train seconds before it left. At once I knew that we were making a mistake: the inside looked like an old school bus, with seats harder than concrete, and faces harder than the seats. Even the rust flaked with rust. We ought to have abandoned the trip, but the whole point of travel is to do things you would never normally do, so the fatalist in me sat tight as the train creaked and left the station. For the next hour we passed unbearable poverty, rolling by rough sleepers, hungry-looking children and makeshift homes covered in plastic. Unsure if these were Russians or Ukrainian refugees who’d fled the violence in Donetsk and Luhansk, I sank into my seat, the unease growing in direct proportion to our distance from Moscow.

Life had not been kind to people here, their knuckles cut and calloused by labour, their slip-on shoes unfit for the rain. Pale eyes stared out of bloodless faces – not subtle glances, but fixed, purposeful staring. Folded arms revealed fading green tattoos; downturned mouths were marked with cold sores. Shrinking myself into a corner, I stared out of the window, avoiding eye contact, wishing we’d stayed in the capital. Over an hour and a half, the crowded carriage dwindled to two men and an old woman. Dressed in vests and tracksuit bottoms, the men turned around every few minutes, wrapping biceps around the back of the seats as they watched us.

‘Should we change carriages?’ Jem whispered.

‘Maybe. I’m praying they get off first.’

‘At least the old lady is still in here. They won’t do anything if she’s sitting behind us.’

I glanced round to look at her. ‘She hasn’t moved for an hour and I think she’s soiled herself.’

The train slowed and I saw with relief that the platform of Kubinka station was approaching. Wailing and banging her head back and forth on the seat in front of her, the woman had woken up and begun hurling indiscriminate abuse, urine puddling around her feet. The men were the least of our problems, but as we crossed the footbridge they followed closely, spitting at my legs as they passed.

‘Why are we here? Let’s just get the train back to Moscow,’ I said, stepping over the glob.

‘We’ve come this far, let’s find the park, have a quick nose round, then head back. We can take an Uber back to Moscow if you like.’

No one seemed to have heard of ‘Patriot Park’. Even though the Russian translated as ‘Park Patriot’ and we’d written down the Cyrillic, wilful ignorance – paired with open hostility – made our attempt to find a taxi impossible, until a driver in fatigues herded us into the back of his car and sped off towards the motorway.

‘Is this an actual taxi?’ Jem asked, scrabbling for the seatbelt. ‘There’s no meter.’

‘I’m too scared to ask.’

The driver seemed to know where he was going and accelerated down the slip road and onto the motorway, weaving around cars, tearing past trucks and lorries, before turning around to ask questions in Russian. With nothing but a free app downloaded onto his iPhone, Jem attempted to hold it against the driver’s ear. Smacking away the phone with a paw-like hand, he pulled off onto a road that led to a huge car park.

‘Park Patriot,’ he said, slamming the brakes.

There was nothing to see but a convention centre and a couple of tanks. Strains of communist music played through speakers.

‘This can’t be the place, there’s nothing here.’

‘Park Patriot,’ he repeated, thumping the steering wheel with each syllable. Throwing open the door, the driver lumbered off as though looking for information, then disappeared into a pink portaloo.

‘Shall we sack it off and go back to the station?’

‘Probably best.’

Wiping his hands on his shirt, the driver got back in and tore away from the kerb, careering around the empty car park. Leaning forward with his app, Jem asked the driver to go back to the station.

‘Electrician?’ he asked.

‘No. Station. Train,’ said Jem, making wheel motions with his arms.

‘Electrician?’ the driver shouted, turning a purplish hue.

Jem turned around. ‘Why does he keep saying electrician?’

‘I have no idea, let’s just go back to the station.’

Holding up a finger and nodding, the driver appeared to have got the message and swung out of the car park and back onto the motorway as Jem yanked his seatbelt back on. ‘What’s this weird add-on bit on the belt? It looks like it’s been …’

‘Cut out by emergency services?’

‘That’s what I was thinking.’

Our driver overtook every car in sight, then cut across three lanes, clipping the bumper of a Lada as we veered off onto a slip road.

‘He’s going to kill us,’ Jem said.

‘Hang on, we didn’t come this way.’

Bumping down a dirt track flanked by fields, our driver had brought us to the nearby Kubinka Tank Museum. As the taxi pulled up outside, we wound down the window and saw a shirtless teenager on a stool having his head shaved. A couple of girls were selling Stalin and Lenin fridge magnets.

‘Right, we’re going back to the station,’ I said.

‘Electrician?’

‘Why does he keep saying electrician?!’

‘I have no idea, but make the train gesture and maybe he’ll get it.’

Muttering, the driver reversed, almost hitting a small girl on her bike, then sped back to the station where he pulled up in front of a stall, knocking over the awning. He turned around with barely concealed fury as the shop owner banged on the windscreen. Activating the central locking system, he flashed his hands twice.

‘Jesus, he wants 2,000 roubles.’

‘Give him three if it means we get out in one piece.’

Counting out the notes, Jem handed over an extra 500 and the locks popped up. A crowd had gathered behind the shop owner, who wrenched open the passenger door as we scrambled out and ran towards the platform where the train back to Moscow was already waiting.

That evening, we sat in bed reading all the hype on Patriot Park. The park was still under construction and was currently being used as a venue to hold conferences and exhibitions; the footage had come from ‘Army-2015’, nothing more than a military exhibition that showcased equipment. However, in the process of our research we came across a word of warning on the Kubinka Tank Museum website:


A difficult system of the local trains network and the lack of ads in Russian can lead to the fact that a tourist without knowledge of Russian language can be in a different location remote from Moscow. Sometimes being in the platform of the RR station and even inside of the local train wagons (elektrichka) as unaccompanied way may not be safe. Especially the Asian type tourists from China, Malaysia, Japan. Foreigners are very attracted to crime. For your security it is recommended to use a Russian speaking escort or the car with the English speaking driver (or guide).



Jem stared at me. ‘Foreigners are very attracted to crime?’

‘I think it means foreigners are a clear target.’

‘Could you not have found this before we set off?’

‘You’re only half Malaysian.’

‘Great, so we had only half a chance of being victims of racist crime.’

‘Ha! He wasn’t saying “electrician” he kept saying elektrichka, which is the commuter train.’

‘Don’t dodge the topic.’

‘I’m not. Anyway, I wouldn’t worry about it, from tomorrow we’ll be fine. The Trans-Siberian is famous; there’ll be plenty of foreigners on it.’

‘You are the first English people I have ever met on board this train,’ said Aleksandr. ‘And you are the first English people that he has ever met on board this train,’ he continued, pointing to his room-mate, who was also called Aleksandr.

That afternoon we had boarded the Trans-Siberian, the godfather of trains. Strictly speaking the Trans-Siberian is not a train, but a route, spanning more than 5,700 miles from Moscow to Vladivostok. Featuring high on bucket lists, the train is the benchmark by which rail enthusiasts measure one another. If you say you haven’t taken it – but that you will one day – their eyes glaze over as you cease to exist. In fact, we were travelling on the Trans-Mongolian, a more interesting route that drops down through Mongolia and ends in Beijing. Riding all the way to Vladivostok held no appeal other than that we could then tell people we’d ridden all the way to Vladivostok. There was nothing we wished to see at the end of the line, and the last thing we wanted to do once we’d arrived was turn around and come back. On the other hand, the Trans-Mongolian opened up far more opportunities for onward travel than simply wandering around the edge of the world map looking at Orthodox churches. We’d already stood in awe overlooking the Disneyland domes of St Basil’s Cathedral on Red Square, and from then on, all other architecture was underwhelming. In spite of being one of the most familiar images in existence, the presence of the colourful domes – like big beautiful swirls of gelato – striped, latticed and topped with gold crosses, was glorious to behold. Via the Trans-Mongolian route, Jem and I could break up the journey in Irkutsk for two nights, then carry on to Ulaanbaatar in Mongolia, before eventually arriving in Beijing – eleven days after leaving Moscow.

After our first Russian train experience, we had boarded the Trans-Mongolian with trepidation, anticipating a mix of Russians, backpackers, students, weirdos, train geeks, and retired couples ticking off their bucket list. Met with familiar stares, we quickly realised we were the only foreigners on board. Having looked through travel-agency photos of the ‘Rossiya’ service, we’d expected air-conditioned cars with soft berths, power sockets and flat-screen TVs, only to find ourselves staring down a grubby hard sleeper with a broken window and a condom wrapper under the seat.

No one else entered our compartment until early evening, when a middle-aged man with grey hair and a slight squint had looked inside the door. Carrying a small gym bag and a black case, he’d placed them underneath his berth and then, ignoring us both, sat by the window staring at birch trees for four hours. As a gesture of goodwill, we had bought him a Magnum ice cream, which he accepted, then laid on the table in front of him. We’d sat at the edge of the berth quietly licking our own ice creams, wondering what would happen next. The temperature was pushing forty degrees and the ice cream began to melt. Few exercises were as excruciating as sitting in silence, watching a rejected ice cream melting. To give him space, we’d taken ourselves off to the dining car, returning an hour later, only to find the Magnum exactly where he’d left it, weeping into a wet patch. He hadn’t even thrown it away, leaving it as a silent, but clear, rejection of friendship. Taking out his phone, Jem opened up his Russian-language app and tried to chat to our companion, who had misunderstood everything we had tried to say, and in reply, taken out his own phone to show us photographs of him carrying a hunting rifle. We soon began to wonder what was in the black case.

It was at that moment that ‘Aleksandr I’ had peered into our compartment and bellowed: ‘Do you have a problem?’ Convinced that if we didn’t before, we certainly did now, I shrank at the sight of this blond giant in an Adidas vest. It turned out that Aleksandr II had walked past the door and seen us trying to use the app to chat to our room-mate. Knowing that Aleksandr I spoke English, he had sent him to our compartment to help us translate. Trouble averted, we then caused a genuine fight by offering to buy the Aleksandrs a couple of pints by way of thanks; the gesture implied that we thought they were too poor to afford their own drinks. Cultural differences settled, all four of us then moved to the dining car where we were now forging a friendship over tankards of Hoegaarden, pleased to be free of our room-mate. Aleksandr I and Aleksandr II were amused to see us on board their train, confirming our suspicions that we had indeed been booked onto the slower, poor-quality service for Russians – our home for the next five days.

Aleksandr I was a young lawyer who used the train to attend court hearings in Kirov once every two weeks, a seasoned traveller on this route. He was translating for Aleksandr II who was on his way home to see family in Chita. Over the jarring sound of techno-house, I strained to catch the discussion between the two men – not that I stood to glean much, knowing fewer than four Russian words, but it catered to the illusion that I was involved in the conversation. An elderly waitress named Oksana had taken a shine to me and Jem. Each time she wheeled her trolley past our table, she reached out to stroke my hair, before shouting and shaking a finger at the Aleksandrs.

‘Why is she angry?’ I asked.

‘She thinks that because you are buying us drinks we are taking advantage of you. She is telling us not to scam you,’ said Aleksandr I.

Relieved to have an ally on board, I smiled at Oksana who flashed a toothy grin then snarled at the Aleksandrs. ‘Please tell her that’s not the case.’

‘I can’t say anything more. Anyway, what would you like to discuss? What would you like to know about Russian people?’

‘What’s the Russian opinion of English people?’ Jem asked.

‘That is direct. You want to know the popular opinion? Okay. Britain is a very conservative country, pro-America, with an arrogant opinion towards any other country, even within the European Union. The UK is portrayed like a spy of the USA inside the EU, placed to split the European nations.’

This, too, was direct – and frighteningly incisive given that the Brexit vote was yet to take place. Aleksandr II was slumped on the table mumbling into his folded arms.

‘He is very frustrated that he cannot talk to you,’ explained Aleksandr I. ‘He makes a joke, he wants to know if you are English spies.’

‘They would never let me be a spy. I talk too much,’ I replied.

Aleksandr II picked his ear and frowned, before asking a long and detailed question. Compared to Aleksandr I, he was tiny, with deep-set suspicious eyes and a thin mouth. In the sweltering June heat, he too was wearing an Adidas top, and sliders.

‘He wants to know where you stayed in Moscow,’ said Aleksandr I.

‘Are you sure that’s all he asked?’

‘Mostly, yes.’

‘The Mercure in Baumanskaya.’

‘And what was the price of the hotel per day?’

‘About £35?’

‘In roubles, he wants to know.’

‘Why?’

‘He says to me he is “just interested”.’

‘About 2,800?’

Aleksandr II looked satisfied enough, then tapped Aleksandr I on the arm. Another long discussion ensued while Oksana settled herself at the opposite table scowling at the pair and slapping the table with her serving cloth. Aleksandr I exhaled, then smiled: ‘How do you like our President Putin? This is his question. He wants to know what your impression is.’

Over the next three hours Aleksandr II managed to find out where I bought my watch; our mortgage repayments; how schools cleared snow in winter; the price of a butcher’s chicken; whether village football was popular among local people; and why the English were so uptight. In return we learnt that he was a freight-train engineer from Chita. If anyone at the table worked in intelligence, it certainly wasn’t us. Preferring to fade into the background and observe, I embraced the ambassadorial nature of our role; Aleksandr II had never met an English person on board the train and he was as interested in us for his own ends, as I was interested in him for mine. Satisfied, and clearly the worse for wear, he swirled the dregs of his third pint, whereupon a woman came up to the table and shook him by the shoulder. Her messy bun was wet with sweat, her face puffy and pink, as though she’d been sleeping. Shrugging off her hand, Aleksandr II dismissed her, but not before she’d slung a few insults. I didn’t need to speak Russian to know abuse when I heard it. Rolling his eyes, he grumbled into his glass.

‘His girlfriend is angry that he is sitting here with us and she is left alone, and he is drinking, and it is just a tragedy,’ explained Aleksandr I.

‘He left her alone? I didn’t realise he was travelling with anyone.’

‘Yes, they are two, and there is another girl in our compartment travelling on her own.’

‘I feel so guilty.’

‘Don’t feel guilty, it’s okay. He wants to stay here and talk to you. He says he will not quarrel with his girlfriend if he stays here.’

Based on the shouting from their compartment that night, this was not true.

An hour after we had ordered them, a plate of chips arrived on a saucer, drowned in oil and draped with dill. Food was not the train’s high point and this was more a drinking car than a dining car, but at least there was more to eat than black bread and oily eggs. With its red fairy lights, red booths, and Eurodance on a loop, the car had the seediness of a Soho basement bar, the kind you end up in at the end of the night after exhausting efforts to find anywhere better. Anyone who actually wanted to eat had set up picnics in their compartments, the tables piled with fruit, cartons of juice, and dried omul fish wrapped in paper, a local favourite. A fishy fug hung around the corridor from the yellowing omul, which was long and narrow as though ironed into strips. After his fourth pint, Aleksandr II stumbled off for a cigarette. Smoking was banned on the train, but everyone smoked – from the passengers hanging out of windows, to cooks lighting up off the hobs. Aleksandr I pulled back the curtains and peered into the darkness.

‘He jokes that I have a lot of state secrets because I work in prosecution, and he thinks I’m going to reveal it to you. He is worried that you are a spy.’

‘Is he, or are you?’

‘I am not worried.’

I wasn’t sure whether his response was a compliment or an insult. ‘Do people use the trains a lot?’

‘Yes, Russian people use the trains a lot. After travelling by car, trains are the second. This is a normal train for us, without it many of us can do nothing.’

‘Is this considered a comfortable train?’

‘This train is trash! In my opinion this train is terrible. I hate it. I hate to travel to Kirov because this train is bad. You are crazy to use this train.’

Aleksandr II returned with an SLR camera and pointed at my notebook.

‘He likes your handwriting, he thinks it is very beautiful,’ said Aleksandr I. ‘He asks if he can photograph it.’

Impressed by his ingenuity, I was about to respond when Aleksandr II grabbed the notebook, turned it around, and began photographing the pages as though documenting a crime scene. Far from exposing state secrets, all he would discover – if he bothered to translate the pages – were a few tedious descriptions of birch trees and some pretentious notes about how humans evolved with the landscape.

From across the car, an old man in a muscle vest approached and leant over our table. Taking my hand, he performed a lengthy monologue before kissing the back of it, then retreated to his table where he continued to stare over his cans of Stella.

‘What was that about?’ I asked.

‘He is welcoming you,’ said Aleksandr I. ‘It is a way of telling you that you are welcome in Russia and welcome on the trains.’

‘That’s nice,’ said Jem, smiling at the man.

Overcome with emotion, Aleksandr II suddenly jumped up and shook both our hands before drawing us in for hugs, smiling for the first time. He smelt of stale beer and fresh sweat, leaving a wet patch on my cheek. From over his shoulder I saw Oksana shaking her head.

Exhausted, we went back to our compartment where I dug out a bowl of instant noodles, then stood in the corridor filling it with boiling water. Each carriage was fitted with a samovar that was perfect for making tea and noodles, soaking flannels, and exchanging gossip. Jem went off to clean his teeth while I waited for the bowl to cool. Just then, the connecting door opened and the hand-kisser came through and took my hand again, a borscht stain down his front. Smiling politely, but warily, I pulled away as he reached for the second time, gripping my wrist and kissing my forearm. My instinct was to fling the boiling noodles on him, but I was hungry and didn’t want to waste them. Panicked, I used my free arm to hammer on the carriage guard’s door, just as the man seized me around the waist. Our guard, or provodnik, was a friendly chap with a lisp, incidentally also called Aleksandr – or Sasha, for short. He and I had spent the afternoon swapping coin souvenirs from different countries. I prayed that he was in his compartment. Sasha opened the door and prised the man’s fingers from my wrist with a reflex that suggested this was not his first time dealing with gropers. Placing a hand on the opposite wall, Sasha pushed himself between us and pointed down the corridor. The man hovered with a pout, refusing to go; until Sasha shouted one last warning, at which point he threw up his hands and flounced off to his carriage. Grateful for the intervention, I ducked into our compartment to find the last of the English money I was carrying. Finding nothing smaller than a ten-pound note, I took it next door to Sasha.

‘Nyet, nyet, nyet, no, no,’ he said.

‘Souvenir,’ I said. ‘Charles Dickens.’

His face lit up. ‘Haaaaaa! Okay! Rouble rouble!’ he said, passing me a calculator. I tapped in the exchange rate as he watched closely, his mouth wide. ‘Waaaaah!’

‘Souvenir,’ I warned.

‘Yus, yus,’ he said, beaming at the note.

There was no way that he would keep 800 roubles as a souvenir, but it was his to do as he pleased with. Ten pounds was a worthwhile tip for a harassment-free five days.

That night I lay in my berth, seething. Had I sent out the wrong signal by allowing the man to kiss my hand? Could he not see I was with Jem? Did he consider it a challenge? When travelling alone I usually dressed as demurely as a Victorian maid, averting my eyes and keeping my nose in a notebook, but the nature of my work impelled me to engage, to be open and approachable. On my travels around India I’d often been harassed – which was never my fault – yet the onus always fell on women to protect ourselves, to dress down, cover up, look away, keep off the streets, go home early, stay in after dark, travel with a chaperone. No one ever told the men not to grope, not to stare, not to touch, not to follow women, and not to rape. The injustice tied my nerves in knots. This was why so few women explored the world with the freedom and abandon of men: they were far too frightened of what might happen at the hands of one of them.

It was Tuesday evening, our second on board the train, and we were now sharing with a Dutch father and son duo named Franz and Rens, who had joined us at Yekaterinburg. Out of the purple flash of an electrical storm, they had appeared in the doorway, water pooling around their boots. Rens had just finished his degree, and the two were on a six-week bonding trip, travelling by train from Amsterdam to Beijing. Franz and Rens were full of fun, and thanks to them we were now sharing traveller tales over metal mugs of Nescafé, fresh bagels, and cups of tiny, sweet strawberries we’d bought on the platform at Perm. They were serious travellers – staying only with Russian families with allotments – and were happy to share ice cream. Subsequently, after our evening of bonding, Aleksandr I had got off at Kirov, and Aleksandr II had spent most of the night arguing with his girlfriend, the rest of the night being sick, and the next four days ignoring us.

‘The Trans-Siberian was never meant to be about luxury among a travelling elite intent on sipping champagne in a spectacular wilderness. It was to facilitate the resettlement of Russian peasants to Siberia. Did you know that between 1891 and 1914 over five million new immigrants sought a better future there?’ asked Jem.

‘Did you? Or are you just reading out loud from Rens’s guidebook?’

Jem peered up from his berth. ‘I might be. At least we know we’re taking the appropriate peasant service instead of some fancy fake tourist trap.’ He pressed open the page and read on. ‘It used to be known as “track of the camel” because it wound and bypassed so many towns and ran through the middle of nowhere.’

‘I don’t like that term,’ said Rens, retying his pony tail. ‘It’s only city people who say “middle of nowhere”. It’s so presumptive.’

‘Like “lost” tribes,’ said Franz, making air quotes with his fingers.

I’d never really considered what was a flippant and commonly used phrase, but now that I thought about it, ‘the middle of nowhere’ was loaded with disdain. Nowhere was only nowhere from the perspective of those who didn’t live there. But for those who did, nowhere was home. From my berth, I had spent most of the day staring out of the window, the monotony of the countryside broken up by smatterings of villages that had names, shops, schools, communities. The phrase chimed with the same arrogance as ‘lost’ tribes, who were only lost insofar as the Western world hadn’t yet succeeded in arriving on their shores to haggle for hand-woven rugs and rate their local brew. Assuming these tribes were sitting around all day waiting to be discovered by some Old Harrovian striding along with messy hair and malaria, was conceited at best and reckless at worst. They were evidently content in their habitation, having chosen not to venture further afield. Guiltily, I made a note not to use the phrase again.

Taking temperatures to both extremes, Siberia’s heat was crippling. The air conditioning barely functioned and the windows served only to channel hot air into the compartments. Tangled in damp sheets, I spent a lot of the journey lying limply, watching leafless trees roll past like rows of unsharpened pencils. Every few hours a farmhouse or two would appear with a Lada parked outside. Scarecrows tilted in potato patches and dirt tracks wound into woods. Having picked up our location on Google Maps in Moscow, I followed the blue sphere as it bobbed across blank territory. It was as though we were crossing a hinge in the earth. By air, the notion of being in-between was constant, but by rail there were always villages, towns and seas emerging like stepping stones between destinations. Neither west, nor east, we were hurtling through the borderlands.

At dusk, halos of mist swirled above ground, orbiting forests like a magical force. Five days on board a continuous train had presented the rare opportunity to read great tomes, and in keeping with our surroundings, I’d downloaded War and Peace, Crime and Punishment and Young Stalin onto my Kindle, hoping to emerge in China a more refined and cultured person. But each time I began War and Peace, the heat and the swaying did nothing but lull me to sleep: I never made it past the list of Kuragins before dropping off.

Between Moscow and Irkutsk, the train stopped at around eighty stations, for no more than two minutes at a time, with the odd one-hour break when the toilets were bolted and anyone inside was collared and hauled out to continue their ablutions on the platform. This was usually Jem, who picked inopportune moments to clean his teeth, and was left spitting Sensodyne in between the tracks. For the rest of us, these hour-long stops presented an opportunity to break free from the tedium, to stretch our legs, and to remember that a world existed beyond the four corners of our compartment, which had begun to smell like an old laundry basket. Russian stations are handsome affairs: painted peppermint with white piping and adorned with old clock towers. Wandering from one buxom babushka to the next, I’d buy a hunk of cheese or cake, or pass the time watching large women in tiny shorts selling rows of omul fish bunched like keys and hooked through the eyes. At one such stop I rifled through the trolley of a lady too busy chatting to a friend to bother with me, and offered her 90 roubles (£1) for a pack of playing cards. She laughed in my face, nudging her friend, who also laughed in my face. Even her son, who was sitting in the bottom of the trolley, covered his eyes with disbelief that anyone would offer more than a cursory glance for what turned out to be a pack of thirty-six cards.

By Wednesday evening I’d stopped bothering to change my clothes or brush my hair, and lounged in my pyjamas in the drinking car where the air conditioning worked, and it was marginally cooler than the sun. Oksana kept bringing me plates of fried mushrooms covered in dill, patting my head and flapping her cloth at anyone who came near me; watching closely as an elderly man offered me cottage-cheese blinis, repulsed by my instant mash. She chatted in Russian, wholly unbothered that I replied in English, neither of us understanding the other, but happy in each other’s company. Provodnik Sasha went to and fro presenting me with commemorative coins from the Sochi Winter Olympics and books left behind by passengers, until I’d gathered a small jumble sale of wares I could hawk. I was beginning to run out of things to offer in return, plying him with toothbrushes that Jem had collected from various hotels. The initial iciness with which the Russians greeted us had thawed, and as the miles accumulated, our shared experience of pleasures and pains spurred the natural symbiosis unique to train travel.

By Thursday afternoon I had lost all awareness of place and time, convinced it was Wednesday, comfortable in my ignorance. Two soldiers were playing cards at the next table, nursing the first bottle of vodka I’d seen since we boarded. Challenging us to a few shots, they chased each one with mouthfuls of Tropicana fruit juice, which defied the hardy Russian image I’d once feared. Swapping souvenirs, I gave them a couple of second-class Christmas stamps, and was amply rewarded with a smoke grenade. It went nicely with the gas mask Jem had stolen from our hotel in Moscow.

On Friday, we arrived in Irkutsk at dawn.
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