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Prologue



‘How many have you got for me?’ said the woman.


‘As many as you want,’ said the man, shrugging. ‘You can have twenty, if you like.’


‘I don’t need twenty,’ said the woman, with a touch of steel that belied her sing-song tone. ‘I need the number I told you on the phone, and by the date I told you. No more, no less.’


‘Well, as I said, you can have ’em – if you can pay!’


The woman laughed, a cold, mirthless bark that fitted well – thought the man – with the rather wolfish cast of her features.


‘Don’t worry about that,’ she said. ‘This isn’t my first time around the dacha, believe me.’


And he did believe her: she was clearly an experienced customer, with who-knew-what kinds of horrors under her expensive-looking belt. He knew almost nothing about her, barring her air of slightly faded glamour and her unusual tastes when it came to off-the-books purchases.


Unusual? Bizarre, even – but then again, who was to say what was normal any more? Perhaps it was just to be expected these days that one might at any moment receive a call offering to buy things that were not, strictly speaking, for sale – things that weren’t, indeed, really just things at all, and whose transfer, paid or unpaid, would break a host of laws both federal and local. The man was risking a great deal by entertaining the sale – but then again, he would risk even more by turning it down.


The woman looked around her, first to her left up the alley that led towards Ulitsa 40 Let Oktyabrya and the centre of Tayga, and then to her right, down the narrow pathway that led back towards the railway station. But it was a cold Tuesday afternoon in early November, and most Taygans had more sense than to brave the chill wind on foot. Seeing nobody, the woman took an envelope from her jacket and slapped it against her wrist.


‘So,’ she said, ‘do we have a deal?’


The man looked down at the envelope, a basic, no-frills A5 affair of the kind they sold in the stationery kiosk by City Hall on Lermontov. It was strange to think that such an everyday item could start a chain of events that could land him in jail, or worse. But what choice did he have?


He lifted his head and nodded, a single yellow streetlight throwing his hollow, unshaven cheeks and black-bagged eyes into sharp relief. Then he stretched out a hand, a slash of worn blue fabric appearing briefly at the end of his sleeve, and took the envelope from her gloved fingers.


She nodded in turn, a faint smile playing around the corners of her lips and conveying (thought the man) an unpleasant sense of expected triumph.


‘I’ll be in touch to arrange the handover and transportation,’ she said. ‘Don’t forget the – ah – special requirements I mentioned. You’ll need to stage everything yourself.’


‘Don’t worry about that,’ he said, tucking the envelope into his pocket. ‘My operations always go to plan.’


The woman opened her mouth as if to add something, but turned at the sound of footsteps. ‘I’ll be in touch,’ she said again, and stalked away up the alley and into the darkness that lay beyond the streetlight’s fitful glow.


The man’s route lay in the opposite direction, past the pedestrian now walking up the narrow path, so he pulled his collar up around his face and marched rapidly on, averting his eyes as he passed. He had deliberately dressed in the most nondescript clothes he could lay his hands on, and barely a scrap of his flesh was visible to the casual glance. But the pedestrian stopped and looked after him, nonetheless, standing and watching until he moved out of view.


She could have recognised me, said the man to himself as he strode along, bare hands balled into angry fists in his pockets. Yes, she could have . . .


He saw a bin by the side of the path and kicked it in frustration, then came to a halt, resting against a concrete fencepost with his head in his hands.


‘I can’t – I can’t risk it,’ he muttered to himself. ‘If she did, she’s got to go.


‘Yes,’ he went on, lifting his hands from his face. ‘It’s her, or them. It’s her – or them.’


He repeated this to himself again and again, each time speaking in softer tones, as if he were uttering a calming mantra. Finally he nodded to himself, put his hands back in his pockets, and moved on, walking more slowly now and with his head raised above his collar. Behind him, the bin lay still on the damp earth, its contents spilled upon the ground.










1



Cold Counsel


Night was falling when Olga Pushkin arrived at the rendezvous, the building’s half-familiar outline softened by twilight as if its edges were anything less than hard concrete. The failing light stole the bright red of the canopy over the door and turned it to grey, as if the owners had tried to match the interior with a more fitting livery in the first place. And though Olga had passed the location many times on trips to Tayga, she moved now along its rain-soaked flank as if her very life depended upon the maintenance of secrecy.


‘Just a little more,’ she muttered, struggling to catch her breath as she scurried along. ‘Just a little – ah!’


She had caught her knee on an unseen drainpipe, the impact swinging her shoulder hard into the wall on her right. She swore without thinking, but clamped a gloved hand over her mouth. Now, more than ever, she had to be silent, for just a little longer – for just long enough to get there unobserved, do what she had to do, and come away again, as if she’d been in her little rail-side hut all along.


‘Pushkin, is it?’ came a voice, a very loud and very male voice, from the doorway under the canopy.


Olga hushed him energetically, and for good measure flapped her hands at him, too, to indicate the need for silence.


‘Pushkin – I thought so,’ continued the voice loudly, which Olga now saw belonged to the overweight middle-aged man with whom her rendezvous had been arranged. ‘What’s the problem? Why are you shushing me? Relax! Come inside! Get a vodka!’
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‘So what if someone saw you?’ said the man, after they had sat down together a few minutes later, shrugging his camo-clad shoulders, and unfurling his meaty hand in a gesture of unconcern.


‘Well, obviously I – I didn’t want to be seen coming here, to be seen by someone who might know me,’ said Olga Pushkin, leaning forward and glancing from side to side as if to convey the need for discretion. ‘My meeting you here – well, it could be a bit embarrassing, couldn’t it?’


‘Embarrassing?’ said the man, bald head wrinkling with incredulous lines. ‘You are embarrassed by me? You should take a look in the mirror. Maybe it’s the other way round!’


Olga blinked, glancing down at her sensible outfit of winter jumper, waterproof trousers, and sturdy walking boots, before running a self-conscious hand over her tied-back hair. Had he expected her to doll herself up for the meeting, she wondered – to turn up in a cocktail dress and full warpaint? She knew he was an old army man, and therefore likely to be traditional in some ways – but on the other hand she’d thought his current occupation would place certain limits on the classic chauvinism of the Russian male at large, deriving, perhaps, from a bookish personality forced into the ranks and regiments at the behest of some old-school patriarch. And yet here he was, openly disparaging his newest client in the very public surroundings of the Rising Sun, Tayga’s half-hearted effort at a Japanese restaurant.


So far, the conversation wasn’t going quite as she had expected. In fact, if she were being truthful – and she tried hard to be as truthful as possible, these days – she’d have to admit it was almost the exact opposite of what she’d envisaged when Ekaterina Chezhekhov had arranged the meeting with Slava Sergeivich Kirillov, accredited counsellor and self-trained occupational, physical, marriage and karate therapist.


‘Oh, he’s the best, Olga,’ Ekaterina had said the week before, squinting at her through the usual blue-grey cloud of cigarette smoke as they stood together on the platform at Tayga station. ‘He’s helped so many people round here – Grigory Pavlov, and Igor Babanin, and that signal engineer, too, I forget his name. You know, the one with the long beard.’


‘All men, though, Ekaterina, are they?’


‘Well, yes, but he works with women, too – I’m sure he does. Oh, he’s just what you need, Olga – a no-nonsense outsider to talk things over with, get some closure on Vassily and Rozalina, and all those other situations you’ve had to deal with, too. Nevena, Ivanka, the lot. And you’ve still got the Roslazny gang on your hands – Papa Mikhail, and Aunt Zia, and old man Solotov, to boot. And don’t forget your book!’


‘Don’t worry about my book,’ Olga had said, secure in the knowledge that her masterpiece, Find Your Rail Self: 100 Life Lessons from the Trans-Siberian Railway, would soon be profitably distributed to bookstores from St Petersburg to Saratov. ‘My book can look after itself!’


‘If you say so,’ Ekaterina had replied, but casting a troubled look at her friend all the same. Olga was certainly an accomplished railway engineer (second class), and had also shown a deft hand in managing her way out of some tricky – and indeed downright dangerous – circumstances over the past year, but Ekaterina worried that she expected altogether too much from publication day. Ekaterina was a little older than Olga, and had had enough experience of the world to doubt Olga’s confident belief that books-on-shelves would automatically equal roubles-in-pocket – roubles that Olga desperately needed to quit her track-maintenance job and go to Tomsk State University, the Stanford of north-western Russia, to study literature and become a professional, full-time writer at last. ‘Look, I’m sure you’re right – but even so, it can’t hurt to get another perspective, da? And it’s only a thousand roubles, for the first meeting.’


‘That’s quite enough, when you’ve got a whole household to feed on a Russian Railways salary,’ Olga had replied, thinking of her brother Pasha, recently discharged from the army, and her friend Anna Kabalevsky and her three small children – not to mention Olga’s Siberian white-breasted hedgehog, Dmitri, all of whom depended on Olga’s slender earnings for their sustenance and shelter.


‘But nothing’s more important than your happiness, Olga Mikhailova Pushkin,’ Ekaterina had replied, ‘and you haven’t been happy since Rozalina came back, have you? Well then,’ she’d nodded, when Olga confirmed that indeed she hadn’t, ‘you’ve got to do something about it. Nobody expected her back,’ she’d continued, squeezing Olga’s arm. ‘I don’t think even Vassily really thought he’d ever see her again. And arriving just at that moment, too, when you’d got past all the dangers at last – oh, Olga, it must be the hardest thing you’ve ever had to bear.’


Not quite, Olga had thought, remembering the death of her beloved mother, Tatiana, long ago – but it was still true that she hadn’t felt quite herself since Vassily’s lost wife had returned out of the blue barely a month ago. She’d tried everything she could think of – burying herself in her rail-side hut and working round the clock, scribbling down ideas for a sequel to Find Your Rail Self, helping Anna with the kids, even engaging with Fyodor Katin’s crazy schemes for the improvement of Russia – but nothing had yet managed to dispel the gloom. Rozalina’s return might not be the hardest thing she’d ever endured, but it had certainly come close. And Ekaterina was right: her happiness was important – so important that uncomfortable things like appointments with counsellors might have to be borne, even when those same counsellors insisted on meeting in a public space, on drinking vodka during the consultation, and now insulting his prospective client by suggesting that her appearance embarrassed him.


She opened her lips, intending to change the topic and keep things constructive, but Slava Sergeivich Kirillov barged on regardless. ‘I mean, look at you . . . I’ve got a reputation to consider, you know! I’ve got men coming to me from the army, from the police, from security operations – from the FSB, for God’s sake. So a lady engineer, by comparison . . .’


‘I’m not a lady engineer,’ said Olga, tight-lipped and angry. ‘I’m an engineer, second class. I’d love to see somebody like you survive a day – no, an hour – in my shoes.’


‘I wouldn’t be caught dead in civvy shoes like that,’ said Kirillov, darting his cigarette tip downwards. ‘There’s only one type of thing for this weather: standard-issue army boots. Look at that quality!’


He lifted a heavy foot sideways so Olga could see, then moved it back under the table, kicking its leg in the process. Kirillov swore as his glass toppled sideways over his plate, dousing his fish-filled pelmeni in a pool of clear vodka, and signalled for a cloth to a waitress dressed half-heartedly in a replica kimono.


‘Not bad, this place, nyet?’ muttered Kirillov, as the waitress helped him clear up the mess. ‘I always have my meetings here – best food in Tayga. But, you know,’ he said, in a lowered voice, leaning forward as the waitress left, ‘we’ve still got unfinished business with Japan. 1905. Always remember 1905!’


Olga looked at him incredulously: was her counsellor-to-be suggesting Russia might once more go to war with Japan to avenge defeats of more than a hundred years ago?


‘Oh, yes,’ he went on, ‘once we’ve taken care of business to the west, there’s a whole list of people the other way who’ll need to go carefully. This is only the beginning. So now can you see? My job’s to help prepare us for that – I owe that much to my old regiment. I’ve got to sort out all the men who come to me, so they can fight, if need be. That’s honest work. But I don’t have time for a heap of old maids coming to me with a heap of made-up problems.’


‘They’re not—’ began Olga loudly. But then she noticed several pairs of eyes swivelling in her direction, and proceeded more quietly: ‘They’re not made-up problems! I told you I’ve spent the past two weeks digging out an ancient siding because of some order filtering down from Kemerovo – look at these blisters!’


‘And why shouldn’t you dig out a siding, if your superior asked you to?’ replied Kirillov. ‘Aren’t you paid by the state to do the state’s bidding? Looks like you could do with losing a few pounds, too,’ he went on. ‘As for the rest – I reckon that sergeant’s better off with his wife, after all, if this is what you’re like. Oh, yes, Ekaterina brought me up to date. Classic female hysteria! And your book? Well, it sounds like the kind of rubbish only women would read, anyway, so what’s the difference?’


Olga felt the blood rushing to her cheeks. She balled a fist under the table to contain her rage, and with the other hand gathered up her handbag prior to leaving – but Kirillov was still speaking.


‘Listen,’ he said, ‘it’s simple, da? Toughen up! Do your work without complaining, like a soldier! And forget about this book nonsense, too – you’ll never get anywhere with that, or nowhere worthwhile, anyway. Stick to hammers and nails, wood and steel – that’s the Russian way. And this Rozalina woman? Just find a way to make life uncomfortable for her. Get her to leave of her own free will, and vualya! Problem solved. And last of all, don’t worry about what other people think! Who cares if some fancy man saw you coming here to meet with me? Just go your own way and the hell with everyone else.


‘There,’ he went on, knocking the table with his fist and looking at her with a satisfied smile. ‘Consider yourself counselled! That’ll be a thousand roubles.’
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A thousand roubles, thought Olga, as she strode out of the café – enough to buy several meals for the household she’d sworn to support back in Roslazny. A thousand roubles – and for what? For a few words of idiotic advice that she could have extracted free, gratis and for nothing from any number of the bullet-headed has-beens that she saw on the trains and at Tayga station, flocking like swarming Kirillovs in identikit military gear, and with identical opinions to match.


And, of course, Kirillov had her over a barrel, since she’d been foolish enough to tell him some of her troubles before she realised what kind of ‘counsellor’ he really was. She’d only told him things in outline, admittedly, but with enough substance to be embarrassing if he chose to spread them around. Her father Mikhail, who earlier that year had unceremoniously ejected Olga and her brother Pasha from the family home, would fall on such juicy details like manna from Heaven, as would Zia Kuznetzov, Mikhail’s sister-in-law and Olga’s aunt, and their associate, Vladimir Solotov – not to mention the village gossips like Igor Odrosov, who presided over Café Astana, Roslazny’s sole destination. So Olga had really had no option but to dig into her handbag and stump up the required cash, which Kirillov had gathered with satisfaction, before rolling it into a little tube and sticking it in the top of his combat-trousers pocket.


Oh, but he was really a thief, thought Olga, as she walked quickly back towards the station, wondering how on earth Ekaterina Chezhekhov could have recommended him in the first place. A stupid man filching money from honest people in exchange for unmitigated nonsense . . . Surely other countries didn’t allow things like this to happen. Surely, in France or Germany or England, the authorities would stop unqualified people like Kirillov setting up as counsellors or therapists or life coaches! But things were different in Russia, where the authorities let people do what they like in exchange for upward payment. They hadn’t stopped the aristocrats from working their serfs to death, in the old days, any more than they stopped the modern-day oligarchs stripping the country of oil and cash and blood. They started wars to expand their empire abroad and distract from problems at home. And meanwhile the people froze and starved and suffered, in small ways and big. In Russia, life itself was the thief, seizing youth and love and all good things, and turning them to bad. Yes, life was the thief, in Russia.


Olga walked through the streets of Tayga in the falling night, thinking how quiet it was everywhere, and how unlucky she’d been to see someone en route to her ill-fated meeting – someone who might well have recognised her, and later hear that she and Kirillov had been seen at the Rising Sun, and put two and two together . . . If she ever ventured to see a counsellor again, which seemed rather unlikely to her at that moment, she swore it would be somewhere much farther away from Roslazny than Tayga.


After a few minutes she stopped outside the Volkovs’ shop, where she’d planned to stock up on a few groceries for dinner, and rolled her eyes as she saw yet another murder mystery poster pasted in the window.


JOIN RASPUTIN & THE ROMANOVS ON THE MURDER EXPRESS, ran the headline, and below, surrounding a colourful illustration of an old-fashioned locomotive powering through the Siberian snow:




Come to Roslazny (nr Tayga) and experience the DRAMATIC EVENT of the CENTURY! Meet the Tsar and Tsarina, Imperial Captains, and the Maddest Monk in history – all on board a specially adapted Russian Railways P36 steam train. Amid sabres, tsarinas, and sordid goings-on, can you solve the mystery and find the killer?


14‒21 November incl. matinee performances at 3 p.m. and evenings at 8. Tickets 500R. For sale at Tayga station and at all good shops in the area. Don’t miss out – buy today!





Olga sighed and glanced down at her hands, flexing her fingers and wincing at the sharp pains in her joints. The Murder Express did sound quite entertaining, she grudgingly admitted, but she wished it hadn’t come along all the same. It was because of the Murder Express that she’d spent the last fortnight working with the Tayga maintenance crews to clear an old siding near Roslazny, carrying out endless hours of gruelling toil alongside her everyday duties in the rail-side hut. And as soon as tomorrow, she’d have the train itself to look after, too, on the express orders (as he put it) of Boris Andreyev, the red-star-wearing foreman at the Tayga depot and Olga’s immediate superior, in title if not in nature. It was because of Boris that Olga had almost been unceremoniously shipped off to Mongolia earlier that year, and it was because of Olga that Boris’s wings had been clipped so decisively not long afterwards, prompting a grudge that had clearly gone nowhere in the intervening months. He had assigned Olga’s extra duties with such undisguised glee that even the other railwaymen, who normally found such things amusing, had frowned in disapproval – but disapproval was to Boris as a four-foot snowdrift was to the Trans-Siberian: the merest trifle to be tossed aside and immediately forgotten.


‘I wish I didn’t have to do this,’ he’d said unconvincingly, smirking beneath his Ushanka hat, ‘but this is from on high. Arkady Nazarov himself,’ he continued, naming the new Mayor of Kemerovo. ‘I think he must have invested a bit in the show . . . So you see, Pushkin, we need all hands on deck. Even ladies’ hands – assuming you can put off your next manicure for a week or two?’


Olga had never had a manicure, barring the odd night when she and Anna Kabalevsky had had a few too many vodkas and ended up painting each other’s nails in outlandish colours – but it hadn’t seemed worth mentioning to Boris on that particular occasion. Unfortunately, Olga had never been privy to the secrets that her putative replacement, Polina Klemovsky, had used to blackmail Boris into letting her take Olga’s spot on the Mongolian exchange, so Olga could hardly try to manipulate him herself. For the moment, her best option was to keep moving forwards, like a Luhanskteplovoz 2TE116 diesel locomotive barging ice and slush aside on the Tomsk‒Irkutsk route. If she just stuck to doing what she knew, and doing it well, good things would surely come – or so she kept telling herself, when times were tough.


Olga brushed aside the inconvenient thought that this was more or less what Kirillov had advised, and gazed instead at the small pile of books that Madame Volkov had on display. The Volkovs were quite a literary family, by Tayga standards, and each month ordered in the most popular books from the Tomsk suppliers in the hope of selling a few to passers-by. Olga had often dreamed of her own book featuring in the small but tasteful displays of Madame Volkov, and half closed her eyes as if she could see her own title, Find Your Rail Self, nestling at the top of the carefully arranged heap of bestsellers.


But then she opened them wide, staring in horror at the glossy hardback that Madame Volkov had placed prominently on a stand surrounded by cardboard cut-outs of railway track, stations and locomotives, with several copies set out at artful angles.


The book itself was called All on the Line, by one Inessa Ignatyev, whose name was scrawled in improbable fonts across the base of the cover, beneath a colourful (if inaccurate) painting of a Russian Railways diesel shunter at work. But the thing that made Olga’s breath catch in her throat was the subtitle, running from side to side as if to steal her life’s work in a few well-chosen letters: Eighty Life Learnings from a Trackside Engineer. She staggered back in horror, reeling at this new and most unexpected blow. Was everything going to go wrong today, she asked herself, or only the most important things?
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‘But don’t you see, Ekaterina?’ cried Olga twenty minutes later, waving a copy of Inessa Ignatyev’s book – unwillingly purchased from Madame Volkov – from side to side. ‘It’s my book! Somebody’s stolen my idea and written it up. All on the Line? Find Your Rail Self. Eighty Life Learnings? 100 Life Lessons. It’s the same bloody book. I don’t know who this Inessa Ignatyev is, but she’s about to find out who I am!’


Ekaterina Chezhekhov took a drag of her cigarette and handed it to Olga, then took the book from her hands and inspected it closely. ‘Inessa Ignatyev – a TV journalist, with a couple of books under her belt already . . . And it’s published in Novosibirsk – isn’t that where your publisher’s based? Well, then,’ she went on, handing back the book and taking her cigarette again, ‘there you go.’


‘There I go – what?’


‘It’s your publishers. They liked your idea, but wanted to make sure it sold. So they roped in an established author, knocked off a copy, and banged it out before yours to ensure Inessa gets all the credit. But then, if it takes off, your book would be a nice little extra – picking up on the trend and hoovering up the interest.’


Olga stared at Ekaterina, wondering where on earth she could have got such ideas. ‘But the publishers – I’ve signed a contract with them. I’ve signed a contract with them,’ she repeated, much louder, to be heard over the gentle strains of a 3TE25K2M getting up speed at the head of thirty heavy-laden goods wagons.


‘Olga, Olga,’ said her friend, when the noise had died down, smiling sadly at her through a cloud of smoke. ‘You’ve signed a contract with Russian Railways, too, but do you think that would stop them hanging you out to dry if it served their purpose?’


Olga glanced around her, taking in the well-worn sights of Tayga station but also viewing them with a different eye, seeing not just shunters and sidings but the remorseless efficiency and ruthlessness of a giant corporate machine that would indeed, as Ekaterina had said, sacrifice an Olga Pushkin without missing a step. She turned back to Ekaterina with a sigh, and raised the book once more, intending to comment on the poverty of invention and style displayed by the supposedly brilliant Inessa – but the words died on her lips as Ekaterina stepped forward and took her arm.


‘Look, Olga, I’m sorry to add another burden to your shoulders, but there’s something else you should know.’


‘What now?’ snapped Olga, feeling she couldn’t bear it if another single thing went wrong that day.


‘Oh, it’s Boris,’ said Ekaterina, rolling her eyes as if to soften the blow. ‘You know how he is – and you know how he is about you.’


‘I do,’ said Olga, drily.


‘Well, I happened to overhear him talking earlier on – when I was getting rid of my receipts. By chance, I chose a bin near Boris’s office ‒’


‘By chance, of course!’


‘‒ and I didn’t like what I heard at all. He was talking about how Russian Railways should adopt new technologies, adapt to the modern world – the usual der’mo. But then he started talking about you in particular, and how your hut was a relic from the last century ‒’


‘Just like him!’


‘‒ and how they could easily replace you with a drone, inspect the track from the air and call in the standard rail-mounted crews for repairs.’


‘Replace me with – with a drone? You mean – one of those little helicopters that boys play with?’


‘I know, Olga, I know – it’s ridiculous. No drone could do what you do.’


Olga shook her head. ‘But if Boris puts his mind to it . . . Oh, Ekaterina, I can’t lose my job yet, especially if this other book takes away all my sales. What am I going to do?’


Ekaterina gripped her arm again. ‘Look, Olga, you’ve beaten Boris before, and I’m sure you can do it again. Besides, I don’t know if he could even get it past the inspectors – they still like boots on the ground, Pavel tells me. I can’t see some spotty kid with the latest gadgets replacing someone like you, Olga – a strong, independent woman, an experienced engineer. No, Pavel would never allow it. I’d see to that!’


Olga smiled despite herself: Pavel Veselov was the latest in a long line of Ekaterina’s romantic conquests, and as a member of the Kemerovo railway inspectorate he was definitely a step up from the usual engineers, drivers and signalmen.


‘Well, I just hope you’re right, or we’ll all be out in the snow again with nowhere to go.’ She reached out a gloved hand and took another of Ekaterina’s cigarettes. ‘What? Am I not allowed to smoke now? Am I not allowed to ease the tension, just a little, even if it is on Russian Railways property?’


Ekaterina shrugged. ‘Of course, Olga. The more customers I have, the better.’ Then she added: ‘Oh, I almost forgot – how was Kirillov?’


Olga gazed back at her friend, short, round and vivid in one of her memorable dresses, topped with a heavy coat and multi-coloured scarf against the November twilight, and with sharp eyes that twinkled as brightly as the tip of her ever-present cigarette – an ongoing drain on her profits, since she was a cigarette vendor by profession, and had spent the best (or the worst) part of the last decade selling Primas and Belamorkanals to railwaymen and passengers, tourists and policemen, soldiers and bored housewives and nervous teenagers alike. And Olga had known Ekaterina for even longer than that, having made her acquaintance via an early boyfriend when Olga was still studying at the Irkutsk Institute of Railway Engineering – or, rather, its under-funded outpost at the Tayga Community College. She’d known her for so long, indeed, that she could hardly believe Ekaterina had thought Slava Kirillov was the right man to help with her undoubted challenges. Nobody ever really knew you, she thought, and you never really knew anybody. Or – better still, for Olga was always on the lookout for proverbs she could bestow on the Russian language – one woman’s pelmeni was another’s poison.


‘Oh, he was . . .’ she searched for the mot juste ‘. . . he was – er – enlightening. I definitely learned something. But I don’t think I’ll need to see him again.’


‘Did it in one session, did he? Well, that’s Kirillov,’ said Ekaterina, beaming at her. ‘That’s Kirillov!’
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It certainly was Kirillov, thought Olga, as she walked back out of the station and towards the road where she’d parked the car, Prospekt Kirova. Olga couldn’t think of anyone, counsellor or otherwise, who could have put her off future meetings so effectively and in such a short period of time – anyone apart from her father Mikhail, that is, and his cronies, Zia Kuznetsov and old man Solotov.


She walked up to the car, a rusty Lada Granta, and dug in her handbag for the keys. She’d borrowed the car from Nonna, who occasionally babysat Anna’s boys Boris, Gyorgy and Ilya, while Anna was out on her never-ending, ever-fruitless search for work. Nonna was a hotel maid by profession, but her jobs were always quite short-lived and she seemed permanently hard up – too hard up, at least, to take her car to the washer-men by the petrol station in Tayga, so the Lada was filthy inside and out. Olga stepped in gingerly, to avoid her coat skimming off the surface layer of mud on the door, and tried once again to clear the rear windscreen with ever-diminishing gouts from the windscreen spray. She sighed, opened her window and stuck her head out to look behind as she began to reverse.


‘Want a hand, devushka?’ said a brusque voice that belonged, she realised, to the Roslazny butcher, Nikolai Popov. A large, rotund man, Popov was standing on the pavement with his wife Nadya, who was looking at Olga with narrowed, unfriendly eyes.


‘Oh, it’s you, Olga,’ went on Popov. ‘Didn’t recognise you with that scarf on your head!’


‘Hello, Nikolai – Nadya,’ she said, rather reluctantly, and then, feeling that more was expected, she added: ‘I’m just in town to see Ekaterina Chezhekhov and – and to pick up some shopping,’ she concluded, holding up the despised book by Inessa Ignatyev.


‘Look, you’re doing it wrong,’ said Popov, stepping forward and grabbing the wheel through the open window. ‘Left hand down and back, then right hand down and forward, and Bogdan’s your uncle!’


‘Oh – well, thanks, Nikolai,’ said Olga, striving to hide her annoyance. ‘Yes – yes, I can see what you mean. See you back in Roslazny!’


She rolled up the window so that Popov had to withdraw his hand, reversed quickly – a little too quickly, with the back wheel grinding against the kerb – and then took off at speed along Prospekt Kirova, angry with herself for breaking her resolution to be truthful at all times.


She’d made the promise to herself earlier that year, when she’d finally plucked up the courage to leave the house she’d shared with her father Mikhail – and it had seemed even more important after Rozalina had come unexpectedly back into their lives, like a character suddenly reappearing in a TV soap, robbing her of Vassily Marushkin just as things had seemed about to change at last. This final heartbreak had convinced Olga that life, in the end, was nothing more than a short and brutal fairground ride – a ride too short, and too brutal, to allow for any prevarication. She’d spent her whole life dancing around other people’s feelings, but it was too late for that now. And yet there she was, simpering and thanking the ridiculous Roslazny butcher for his condescending driving advice as if she were a twenty-year-old debutante straight out of some tsarist-era finishing school!


She pushed her boot down hard on the pedal and accelerated towards the end of the road, feeling a fierce satisfaction as the engine revved and the Lada approached the upper reaches of its possible speed, slowing only at the last moment and turning into the narrow road that led to Roslazny. Why did everything have to be so difficult? she asked herself, bumping and swaying along the road at a higher rate than was strictly advisable at this time of year. And why did her life feel so cursed? A lost wife turning up like a bad kopek, a rival author worming out of the woodwork, a disastrous visit to a counsellor, witnessed by all and sundry – and now a renewed threat to her job, too, on top of weeks of hard labour clearing the siding, all so that some wandering troupe of puffed-up theatrical has-beens could perform a heap of nonsense about the last days of the Romanovs . . . It just didn’t seem fair. But, then, who ever said life would be fair?


A few minutes later, Olga pulled up at Nonna’s house in the same black mood, slamming on the brakes until she skidded to a halt outside the low breeze-block building with peeling-off white paint and a few half-hearted strokes of graffiti on one corner – the work of the teenage Petrovs, probably, who liked to pretend they lived in an edgy district of St Petersburg rather than on the outskirts of a half-empty village in Siberia. Vassily’s bowl-headed son, Kliment, was far too kind-hearted to damage another person’s property like that, however dilapidated or ramshackle it was in the first place – wasn’t he? Olga was sure he was.


She got out and slammed the door, then marched up to Nonna’s door, a sagging blue number on rust-red hinges, and banged on it with her gloved fist. She heard a faint cry from within, and the sound of breaking glass, and sighed at the inevitable delay. Could anything go right – anything at all?


She squatted down and leaned back against the wall to wait, plucking out her new pack of cigarettes and lighting one with a faint frisson of forbidden fruits, knowing that the small jet of pleasure was bad for her, but enjoying the moment nonetheless. She gazed at the ground beneath her feet, speckled with gravel and mud and dead leaves and shreds of cast-off plastic bags shifting in the breeze, until she saw a spider make its way across the little patch of ground. Then her deep-set eyes became deeper still, assuming a faraway look that ranged beyond the house by her side and the aggregate upon which she stood – for she was thinking of her mother, Tatiana, and the far-off days when she’d lived in Roslazny with Olga and Pasha and their father, Mikhail.


‘You think this is empty ground?’ she’d said to Olga once, sitting on the dry earth one summer day when the trees swayed, dreaming, in the heated air. ‘Just look for a while,’ she’d gone on, when the six-year-old Olga had nodded in response. ‘Look, and wait, and things will come – you’ll see. Just like people: if you wait, they will come. If you can open your eyes, you’ll see – unlike most people, who only see what they expect, or what they want to see.’ And indeed, a worm, and then a tiny moth, and then another spider had appeared as if by magic, and more after that, populating the little space with teeming life as if it were a great forest seen from afar.


Her mother had left something out of the picture, though, thought Olga, a few minutes later, as she finally handed over the keys to a flustered, red-wine-stained Nonna, turned on her heel, and set off homewards. Her mother Tatiana had left out the giant military-issue boots favoured by people like Kirillov – boots that would come along at the worst moment and plonk themselves down on the middle of the miniature world, squashing it to oblivion. Or it might be a pair of the expensive Italian leather shoes worn by the politicians and the oligarchs, which – though more delicate – were just as effective at wiping out everything in their path.


Olga hurried past the road that led to the police station, whose familiar outline brought an unsettling mix of memories surging to the surface: Vassily’s posting there earlier in the year, resurrecting the abandoned building from its slow, cold sleep in the snow; the detective work they’d carried out together, narrowly avoiding death but also discovering Vassily’s long-lost son, Kliment; the more recent excitement prompted by the return of Olga’s old friend Nevena Komarov, and Olga’s own brief imprisonment in the crumbling cells; and lastly the evanescent hope that Vassily might return Olga’s love, before Rozalina miraculously resurfaced and dashed her hopes for ever. Despite herself, she glanced down the road, seeing a faint gleam of warm yellow light spilling out of the low windows and casting dim bars across the potholed street towards the trees opposite, the source of yet more remembrance: omens of breaking branches and heavy early snowfall.


The snow, thought Olga. I wish the snow would return and blanket us all in white nothingness. Then perhaps I could forget. Then perhaps I could stop imagining them in there together, sharing vodka and gherkins and the heat thrown by Vassily’s gap-toothed, Soviet-era fireplace with the missing tiles. Then perhaps I could stop hating myself for hating Rozalina.


She hurried on homewards, pausing at Café Astana and peering in at the windows to see if Anna Kabalevsky or her brother Pasha might be there. They weren’t, as it happened, but the bar was busy – unusually so for a Tuesday evening, in fact, and with several customers that Olga didn’t recognise. Or so she thought at first – but didn’t one or two of them look oddly familiar? There, drinking together in a group by the end of the counter, with a bottle of Odrosov’s Rocket Fuel vodka to share between them – that man in his forties with long hair and a beard, and the woman he was talking to, a little younger and glamorous with glossy red hair and a tight-fitting dress, and next to them an athletic man in his late thirties – weren’t they faces Olga had seen before somewhere?


The faint sense of recognition danced at the edge of her consciousness, but yielded no firm results in her tired mind. No doubt she’d remember at three in the morning, when she’d been woken by Anna’s youngest crying for his night-time feed, when Olga would lie and stare at the ceiling, thinking of the past and of a future that might have been.


She shrugged, and turned away, but as she did so one of the group – the lithe figure in his thirties – strode rapidly across the bar, phone in hand, and came out just as Olga passed the door, almost walking into her in the process.


‘Sorry,’ he muttered, behind a hand, and rolled his eyes as if to communicate his annoyance at having to answer the call. He was good-looking, in a rather obvious way, and his smile was charming. Olga found herself smiling in return, and shrugging to dismiss the supposed inconvenience. Again she had the feeling that she had seen him somewhere before. He clearly wasn’t a railwayman, though, which didn’t leave her with many avenues to explore.


‘Thanks for calling back,’ said the man, who had turned and was walking in the same direction as Olga, who hung back a little out of politeness. ‘It’s Rodion. Rodion Rultava.’


Olga frowned: now she was absolutely sure that she’d come across him before. Where on earth had she heard that name?


But Rodion was still talking.


‘Da, da. From the show. Well – it’s odd. I think it’s happened before. Can you look into it and get back to me? It’s only because—’


He turned again to walk back towards the café, nodding once more at Olga as they passed, and the rest of his conversation was lost to her. Olga grimaced again, for in spite of her immensely frustrating day she could hardly help finding Rodion’s words interesting ‒ what show? What was odd? And what had happened before? – and yet she could hardly follow him back to Café Astana to hear more. Maybe Odrosov would overhear something, she thought, while hovering around the bar; she could ask him tomorrow. The man might have been talking about the Murder Express, she realised – that was a show, of a sort. Maybe this Rodion Rultava was some kind of theatrical critic, and thought they had stolen their script, or their poster, from some other troupe, just as Inessa Ignatyev had stolen the idea for Find Your Rail Self from Olga. But Rultava had gone, and she would never know.


Reluctantly she turned and forced her feet onwards, but then she stopped as something flashed past the corner of her eye. She turned quickly, a swivel of the hips, and started as she saw a man walking quickly along the opposite side of the road, ducking his head under the low-hanging eaves punctuated by broken fragments of old guttering. At least, she thought it was a man, judging by the cut of his coat, though his head and face were hidden from view by a substantial scarf and fur hat, and there was a certain sinuosity of movement in his gait that seemed to confuse her eye. Glancing across to where the man had sprung from, Olga saw a glowing red light on the ground: a discarded cigarette. So he had been – what? Standing there behind an old water butt or makeshift bulwark? A hen-pecked husband sneaking a forbidden smoke, perhaps? Or someone waiting for interesting conversations to overhear?


She watched as he looked quickly behind him and jumped across the road in two quick steps, before disappearing around the corner. Olga couldn’t tell if he’d gone into Café Astana or not, but she thought not. Maybe he, too, had found the conversation interesting, and had intended to follow the other man into the café, before changing his mind when Olga appeared on the scene – or perhaps he’d just been out for a smoke.


Olga shrugged again and turned to head for home. Whatever was happening, she told herself firmly, it was no concern of hers. She’d had enough goings-on for one day, and besides, Vassily was more than capable of keeping an eye on things around the village. Vassily and Rozalina, that is. Vassily, and Rozalina, and Kliment, but not Olga Pushkin. Her home was not the police station but the house she shared with Anna and Pasha and the boys.


She pushed open the gate and walked up the narrow path that led to the front door. But then she stopped and gazed up at the house she had bought for Anna and Pasha and the boys, thinking of Inessa Ignatyev and Boris Andreyev and little drones operated by spotty teenagers in Russian Railways uniforms.


Her home, yes, her home – but for how long?
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Early Departure


‘Oh, Olga,’ said Anna Kabalevsky the next morning, her eyes glowing. ‘It must have been the actors you saw!’


‘From TV?’ said Boris, Anna’s eldest. ‘There are people from TV here in Roslazny?’


‘No – just from the train that’s coming,’ began Olga, but Anna cut in.


‘Boris is right!’ she cried, smiling fondly down at him. ‘Several of the troupe have been in soaps and commercials and gameshows and – oh, lots of things! Look.’


She dug in her handbag and pulled out a crumpled flyer, before showing it to Olga in triumph. ‘See – there’s Sonia Alikovsky, from Dni Nashikh Zhizhney, you remember? She played Tania Golubev for years! And there’s Larissa Lazarov, who used to be on that gameshow – oh, I forget the name, but she used to hold up those number placards. Red hair, tall – oh, you remember her! And there’s Panteleimon Pomelov, who was on the drama channel for ages playing that tsar – Peter the Great, I think. And Rodion Rultava, from Domoy i v’ Put – he’s so handsome, Olga. Aren’t we lucky to have them in town?’


Anna continued waxing lyrical about the troupe, which also included the director and playwright Ilya Putyatin – ‘The same name as my own little Ilya! Could it be a sign?’ – and his actor wife Agapa, who had once had a regular slot on the national weather channel, among other things. Olga smiled at her friend, and raised her eyebrows at the right moments, and nodded as enthusiastically as she could – but she couldn’t help thinking of Rodion Rultava and what he had thought was odd about the show, and what had happened before. He hadn’t been a critic, then, but an actor, on the inside of the troupe. So what was he worried about?


It was hard to concentrate on this, however, because Anna and the boys kept rattling on so excitedly about the stars who were coming to town, or rather to the village. For Olga’s part, though, she couldn’t help but think that these actors all seemed a little past it. None of them had done anything on television for years, and there was a fixity to some of their smiles in the publicity shots that spoke to Olga of faint desperation – a desperation sufficient to take on roles in an obscure murder mystery train touring the provinces at the start of winter. But Anna was so excited, so transparently elevated by this tangential dose of fame, that Olga didn’t have the heart to contradict her.


Anna had enough to deal with, after all, with her three boys to look after and no job on the horizon, forcing her to rely on handouts from Olga to survive. Her livelihood had disappeared earlier that year together with her husband Bogdan, who had secretly re-mortgaged the hostel they ran together while simultaneously piling up debts so large, and from such dubious sources, that he soon felt obliged to flee the region altogether – leaving Anna quite literally holding the baby. No: if the train’s visit to Roslazny was enough to make Anna just a little happier, then Olga was all for it.


‘Well, it sounds great to me,’ put in Pasha, poking his head through the window that led to the kitchen. ‘The boys and I can’t wait for the first performance – right, Boris?’


‘Oh, Pasha,’ said Anna, frowning at him with all the vigour of a parent who had hoped a difficult topic would not arise. ‘I’m not sure if the boys can come. It sounds quite an adult play. You know, with people being’ ‒ she dropped her voice to a stage whisper – ‘murdered.’


Olga smiled at the inevitable chorus of dismay that arose from Anna’s boys, who now jumped to their feet in unison to petition their mother so that they could attend after all. She shook her head at Pasha, who smiled and shrugged before ducking back into the kitchen to continue preparing the boys’ breakfast. Pasha was a different breed from Kirillov, thought Olga, as her brother began singing old Red Army songs in his somewhat tuneless tenor. There weren’t many ex-army men who would voluntarily surrender their freedom to help bring up three small boys, but that was Pasha all over. He, too, had lost his livelihood, having been discharged in disgrace when his superior learned his true nature; he, too, had to rely on handouts from Olga, repaying his end of the bargain with endless childcare, housework and maintenance, supplemented by the occasional impersonation of Olga when it was necessary for her to be away from her rail-side hut unobserved.


A knock came at the door, prompting a temporary interruption of the debate between Anna and the boys.


‘I’ll get it,’ said Olga, prompting the debate to resume. She got up, walked to the door and opened it to behold Fyodor Katin. The villagers called him Mechtatel, the Dreamer, on account of his endless schemes for the reform of Russia – schemes that had yet to progress much beyond the composition of large unpublished manifestos and little-read blogs on his personal website, Dead Square, in which he called (among other things) for the restoration of the tsars and reparations for Communist crimes committed by the Bolsheviks against Russia and the world.


Today, however, he had rather more local plans in mind, centred upon the gift of a basket of eggs from the Katin henhouse.


‘It’s not much,’ he said, stepping in at Olga’s invitation and stopping dead as his glasses steamed over. ‘Er – hang on.’ He plucked the spectacles off and began wiping them on his scarf, which smeared the moisture around until he had made matters worse than they were to begin with. ‘Thanks,’ he said, as Olga came to the rescue with some tissue, then beamed at the room and its occupants as his vision was restored.


‘Good morning, Anna,’ he said shyly, ‘boys – Pasha. I’ve got some eggs.’


‘An egg a day keeps the doctor away, is that it, Fyodor?’ called Pasha, grinning.


‘I – I don’t know what you mean,’ said Fyodor, cheeks burning crimson.


‘He means Dr Vinozev,’ cried Boris.


‘It’s Zinovev,’ said Anna, shushing Boris and casting an anxious glance at Fyodor. Dr Zinovev had attended to Anna’s children for years, Olga knew, offering free clinics at the community hospital in Tayga, but she suspected that his interest in the Kabalevsky family ranged somewhat beyond the professional sphere. It would be hard for Fyodor to compete with a qualified doctor, thought Olga, especially when a doctor would be so handy a person to have around a house with three small children. Her eyes softened as she looked at Fyodor, who was gazing at the carpet through his moisture-smeared glasses, scarf wrapped untidily around his neck and dangling over his ill-fitting patchwork coat. There was no doubt where her sympathies lay, but equally there was no doubt that blogs and pamphlets were a poor match for paediatric expertise on tap.


‘Those look like good eggs, Fyodor,’ she said softly, taking the basket from his hands.


‘Oh, yes,’ he said, ‘the best! I thought that A‒ I thought you could do with them. And I also – well, I also thought—’


‘Spit it out, chelovek,’ said Pasha, merrily, leaning on the side of the counter with a cigarette on his lips. ‘What did you think?’


‘Well, I wondered if you . . .’ Fyodor turned to Anna. ‘I wondered if you were going to the show later. The train on the play. I mean, the play on the train. I thought I might go, and, well, you’re probably busy, but—’


‘No, we’re going,’ said Anna, smiling at him, then down at Boris, Gyorgy and Ilya. ‘I suppose you want to come too?’


The boys shrieked in pleasure and danced around their mother, while Fyodor grinned in delight. He stepped forward and picked an egg out of the basket, tossing it in the air and catching it again – but his fingers slipped as he did so, and the egg fell from his grasp and cracked upon the hard wooden floor.


[image: Illustration]


Olga walked up to her little rail-side hut, opened the door and popped her head inside to check that all was well. The iron stove had gone out overnight, so she gathered some wood from the store outside and bundled some paraffin-soaked rags on top to get it going again.


‘There you are, Dmitri-dimi-detka,’ she crooned, as her white-breasted hedgehog poked his nose out from the pile of old teacloths that served as his bedding. ‘I’m sorry to wake you, but it’s getting cold and I need to light the fire.’


But Dmitri only snuffled in response, before burying himself deep in his teacloths again.


‘Sensible boy,’ muttered Olga. ‘That’s what I’d do myself, given half a chance.’


She lit the stove, then stood up and looked around the hut, taking in the low, sloping roof-beams, the fractured white paint, the bleached photographs pinned on the walls, and the rather dilapidated bookshelf that still held the classics her mother had bought for her on a visit to Tomsk State University, long ago. And the smell . . . She realised it wouldn’t exactly qualify for bottling as perfume, but for her it was a blend of many familiar things: heat and fumes from the stove, the scent of tea from the samovar and paraffin from the rags, a hint of mouldy paper and damp wood, and threaded through it all the reassuring scent of diesel oil from the tracks outside.


She hadn’t meant to stay long in the hut – indeed she couldn’t stay long, for she was due to welcome the train to the siding in less than ten minutes – but now that she had stepped in she found it hard to tear herself away. So much had happened there, from the writing of her masterpiece to the discovery of that poor tourist’s body by the tracks, and so much had changed since she had first walked into the hut with its faded paintwork and peeling Russian Railways logo . . . So much had changed, and Vassily above all: first he had gone behind her back with Nevena Komarov, albeit with the best of intentions, and now he had vanished from her life altogether, withdrawing into domestic bliss with Rozalina and Kliment. Yes, she had lost Vassily, and with this new book from Inessa Ignatyev she had probably lost her bestseller – and now she might lose her job and the hut, too, if Ekaterina’s words were true. And then she would have lost everything.


Dmitri snuffled again under his teacloths, and Olga smiled despite herself. ‘Well, almost everything,’ she said, bending and gently stroking his head. ‘As long as I have you, and Pasha, and Anna and the boys, I’ll survive, won’t I? I’ll survive, little Dimi, little detka.’


She closed the door with a sigh and set off down the track towards the siding, thinking how much she would give to go back to the year before. Then perhaps she could have done something to prevent what had happened since, or cast some spell to keep things as they were.


The track unfolded by her feet as it always did, a sight Olga had seen so often that she knew the individual sleepers and even many of the fixings that kept the shimmering metal rails in place: there was one she’d had to hammer into place in the coldest winter she could remember, and another she’d had to coax to the side after a thermite welding repair following a shunter derailment. The tracks changed over time, but not really: it was as if they were a face known of old, which matured as it aged, and whose wrinkles did not change the underlying continuity.


Some things, she had to admit, had stayed the same in Roslazny, even if – unlike the well-worn tracks – they were rather undesirable in themselves. Roslazny was still plagued with petty wrongdoing, for example, keeping Vassily Marushkin busy on the trail of numerous crimes with no obvious suspects – just as he had been earlier in the year, when a devious and skilful operator had undertaken to frame Polina Klemovsky, Olga’s proposed replacement during her aborted trip to Mongolia. (Olga still wondered from time to time what might come of the threats Polina had made upon her departure – or, rather, tried not to wonder: nothing good could ever come from the life and work of Polina Klemovsky, clog-wearer, hedgehog-kicker and bureaucratic rule enforcer par excellence.)


Her father Mikhail was still up to no good, for another thing, in conjunction with his long-standing cronies, Vladimir Solotov and Zia Kuznetsov, Olga’s aunt. They had purchased the Kabalevsky Hostel from the bailiffs not long ago, and were now busily setting it up as a rival to Odrosov’s Café Astana. Since Roslazny barely had the populace to support one restaurant, this raised the unpleasant possibility of Mikhail Pushkin & Co running Odrosov out of business and presiding over the village’s sole watering hole. The Red Star, as they called it, had already cornered the catering for the Murder Express performances, cutting out Odrosov with bargain-basement pricing and a shrewd exclusivity clause.


She could see them now, in fact, setting up a stall with – predictably enough – a red star on top, like the stars the Soviets used to fix on the smokebox doors of old steam engines. Mikhail had placed it near the tiered seating that the Tayga workmen had put up the week before in preparation for the Murder Express, complete with roofs and heaters to protect the audience from the elements. As if sensing Olga’s gaze, Mikhail caught her eye, quickly looked away and barked an order at Zia. It was lucky, thought Olga, that the stall was on the far side of the seating. Otherwise, she might have had to talk to them.


She reached the buffers she’d set up with the help of the mobile track-maintenance crew and looked at her phone for the time. 09:59, she read, and the train was due at ten – they’d be late, then, as there was no sign of it yet, but Olga didn’t really mind. She was just glad she had arrived before the Murder Express, for there was no more glorious sight for an engineer than a P36 steam locomotive seen from the smokebox end. Olga had no illusions about the past, which (as her mother Tatiana had told her) was drenched in oceans of blood – but one thing at least had been better then: the engines. What could be more evocative, more romantic than a locomotive sweeping along snow-bound tracks at full steam, wreathed in clouds of white and grey, pistons thrashing and connecting-rods moving faster than the eye could follow? And the carriages coming behind, decked out in dashing red or gentle blue and punctuated with glowing windows offering snapshots of events within, a parade of fleeting dioramas portraying romance, small disagreements, or high affairs of state. Revealingly, she always thought, her father Mikhail had never cared for steam engines, despite half a lifetime spent working – or pretending to – for Russian Railways. ‘Waste of time,’ he’d said to her whenever they saw one on the tracks. ‘Too slow, too expensive, too bloody noisy.’ But Olga had never listened. For her, the old steam engines were the epitome of life on the lines, the true expression of the spirit of the railways.


Maybe that’s where my next job will come from, she said to herself. I could move to St Petersburg, work on the old engines at Moskowsky or Vitebsky . . . There could be worse fates, she thought, her eyes crinkling into a smile as she heard the unmistakable sound of an approaching locomotive under load. Yes, there would be worse things than looking after tamed monsters like this.
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