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  PERHAPS ALL NIGHT TRAINS HAVE this air of the confessional, if two people find themselves in the right carriage, sleepless,

  watching small stations pass through them like waking dreams. I must have been watching you for a very long time, watching you without appearing to be interested in you at all. I knew we had a long

  night ahead of us; we had time. And I knew as soon as you opened your mouth that you had a story to tell and that your story would stretch across this troubled country of mine. It was a slow

  winter. Our journey through X and X and X had a surreal quality to it, as if we would never get to our destination, as if we would spend our lives on this night train, seeing the deep snow glow a

  little in the dark, the beautiful old lettering of some of our stations light up for a minute and then be gone.




  I was staring into the night thinking that no one ever fathoms the dark. The dark is like a mirror. I could see only shapes in the night. I couldn’t make them out.




  You paused before you mentioned that this love you talked on and on about through the snow and through the small stations of X and X and X, through the thick, conspiratorial darkness, was a

  woman, and when you mentioned this you looked down into your furs and then looked quietly up again to see my expression. Your lashes blurred at the edges and you blinked prettily, as if you were

  saying, Are you surprised at this, that here I am this very pretty woman, and here this great love of mine is also a woman? They have an expression I heard used in England quite recently which made

  me laugh. (I have a loud laugh that is perhaps off-putting. I often try to dim it down.) The expression was get over yourself. I think this a good one for many reasons; perhaps all of the

  problems of the world are to do with the fact that we simply cannot, any of us, anywhere, get over ourselves.




  English is not my language and it is not yours; so we could say, we shared English for the night as well. There is a certain camaraderie to be had from sharing a language that belongs to neither

  of you. You search for the right word; you appreciate what the other finds. The language becomes a kind of a dance; you take one step, I take the other. We both pronounce English differently, we

  emphasize the wrong part of a word just like beginners in Russian often don’t get the sounds right. They never manage the B pronounced like the v of void or X close to the ch sound in the

  Scottish loch. Sometimes we forget perfectly ordinary words. You say to me, ‘How do you call this green stuff?’ and it takes me ten minutes to work out you mean grass.




  Let me describe you because you are a woman who likes listening to descriptions of herself. How do I know this? I don’t know. Only that I know it. You will smile prettily and your eyes

  will shine with self-delight. I have met women like you before.




  You have very dark eyes, that widen when something surprises you. You are demure. You have long eyelashes. You have beautiful bone structure. You look like a great beauty, like an actress. You

  have those kind of looks that makes a stranger think they already know you because your beauty is classic. It is known. What is not known are your thoughts. Who ever heard the tormented thoughts of

  the great beauty? You have thick dark hair. You are wearing dark red lipstick. You are wearing a fur coat. Something in your expression tells me you have recently been having not a good time of it.

  I don’t know what. But as soon as you opened your mouth, I knew that you wouldn’t be able to stop, that you would be forced to tell me everything. And I would have to find some way to

  absolve you. We know things without knowing them.




  You knew that your jealousy was a form of craziness, yet you walked towards it. You walked towards it in the pitch dark when all of your intelligence was saying stop. And so, how was it the poet

  put it? ‘The heart that can no longer | Love passionately, must with fury hate.’




  When I looked back on that journey with you, I knew I would be able to remember the exact moment your story began because I had been watching you, waiting for it to come. Strangers on the train

  can be so very intimate; this is true, is it not? We shared that night together and we will never meet again and yet, I don’t want to sound melodramatic, for goodness’ sake, I am a

  little pedantic, and the pedant hates melodrama, but it might not be an exaggeration to say that I felt something towards you that night like love. That journey will stay with me as proof that I am

  capable of profound intimacy. And yet I knew if I took your number that I would break the spell, that we could not ever repeat it. I think it was different for you than for me. I know you better

  than you know me. Isn’t this always the way in relationships, that one person knows the other better?




  Here is how you started. You leaned forward to me and you said, and it was a typical question but it didn’t put me off, ‘Do you know how long it will be before we reach X?’ You

  spoke right away in English. I said, ‘I’m not sure, the train seems to be running behind schedule, but it is so difficult to tell in the night.’ You sighed. You were cold. I

  offered you my scarf and you took it, wrapping it round your neck. I cannot say what pleasure that gave me, watching you, such a great beauty, take my green scarf and wrap it round your neck. If I

  had known you better I might have asked you to do it again.




  You sighed again and hugged yourself. Then you said, ‘Do you think if you tell somebody something you still do not believe yourself, that it would help you to believe it?’ I nodded.

  I was uncertain I wanted to hear what you clearly wanted to tell me. Part of me was enjoying sitting opposite you, making you up to myself. I wasn’t sure I wanted you to come suddenly alive,

  to do your own thing. But I nodded because we were two people in the same carriage on a long night journey through the snow and what kind of human being would I be if I could simply not bear to

  listen? What is the cost of listening, do you think? And why are some people what they call good listeners and other people talkers? And how come talkers never get to be good? I wondered if being a

  good listener was really such a virtue. I am a terrible cynic because I have been betrayed so many times. Yet I am somebody who is a good listener.
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