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To my son Michael, who carried himself with dignity, respect and maturity through incredibly challenging times, and to my daughter Anya, the strongest and most beautiful person in the world who, despite her struggles, always found a way.

— Nick Stride






PROLOGUE

ON A RUGGED BEACH of fiery red sand, shark-infested waters and patrolling crocodiles somewhere in the remote reaches of Australia’s far northwest, a little family are fighting the battle of their lives.

Penniless, they’ve fashioned spears from young saplings in the hope of catching a few fish and octopus in the rockpools to cook over their campfire with their last handful of rice, but they’re rapidly running out of food, of water, and of hope.

They’ve been living for five months now like this, in absolute isolation on this curve of gritty sand under the relentless Kimberley sun, the last dregs of a total of three years hiding out off the grid on the furthest frontiers of the lonely Dampier Peninsula. But now the ragged, barefoot family of four – British man Nick Stride, his Russian wife Luda, their son Michael, aged 17, and daughter Anya, 16 – realise they can’t survive like this for much longer.

They’ve been on the run for over seven years from one of the most powerful men in Russia, the one-time deputy of Vladimir Putin, and for three of those years also from the immigration authorities in Australia who refused to help them after they fled to the other side of the world to seek asylum. Now, however, they know their time as fugitives must be coming to an end.

‘It was all becoming too much,’ Nick says. ‘It was so, so hard living like that. By then, we were all absolutely as tough as nails, but we were starting to crack under the pressure. I think a lot of people might have died in that situation. And I knew we well might if it went on.’

Along the way, the tight foursome has battled crocodiles, sharks, snakes and deadly spiders, and survived cyclones and bushfires that raced across the land with a speed and fury that destroyed everything in their path. They’ve been stranded at sea on a tiny dinghy with a broken engine, drifting into ever-deeper waters; stuck in a quagmire of sand in battered vehicles; and forced to wade through waist-deep floods when the monsoonal rains broke.

Now, in threadbare clothes and with their skin stained a deep red from the pindan dust, so fine it has seeped through everything, they are ready to give up, close to the very end of their limits.

And then, one day, a man drives from seemingly nowhere onto their beach. They’re startled. The reason they chose this place was that it’s so out of the way, no one ever chances by. And the man looks back at them, plainly shocked too to see other human life in such a spot.

‘Hello there!’ he eventually calls, approaching them, realising from their dishevelled appearance that there must be something terribly wrong. ‘Are you all right?’

Nick tries to force a smile and keep his voice from trembling. ‘Yes, mate,’ he replies, not wanting to raise suspicion. ‘We’re fine, thanks.’

The man looks doubtful. ‘Hey,’ he says, looking at the family’s dog, Molly. ‘I’ve got a bit of chicken here for your dog.’ He tosses a couple of chicken wings, still with plenty of meat attached, to the ground and Molly pounces on them. The family stand transfixed.

‘We were open-mouthed at the sight of chicken, and of our dog eating it,’ Nick recounts, later. ‘We were all thinking, We could have eaten that. It looked so good. We were all close to starving, but suddenly, Molly is eating better than any of us!’

The man notices their distraught expressions, and coughs politely to attract their attention. ‘Actually,’ he says, ‘I’ve got some beefburgers in the truck. Would you like some?’

The family stare at him in disbelief, as if he’s just offered them the keys to the kingdom of heaven.

‘The taste of meat after so long, it was incredible,’ Nick says. ‘It was then I realised we couldn’t go on like this any longer. Everything, and everyone, was falling apart. We’d been through so much up to that point, but I knew, however nervous I’d been of the threats from the Russians, and then of our family being split up and deported to different countries by the Australian immigration authorities, this was turning into a living death. We had to get out.’

And he wonders, not for the first time, how the hell his and his family’s lives have gone so catastrophically wrong.






PART ONE TO RUSSIA WITHOUT LOVE







ONE TO RUSSIA WITHOUT LOVE


HE’D LOST HIS WIFE, his two children and most of his will to live when that fateful call came through with the offer of a job in Russia. Construction worker Nick Stride was taken aback. He knew nothing about the country, beyond what he’d seen in James Bond movies, but it sounded like a great adventure, and the money was good. Besides, he was keen to get away from everything at home. His life was a mess and every attempt to fix it had failed. He was desperate for a fresh start in a new place, far away from everything, and everyone, he knew in the UK.

‘Yes, I’ll take it,’ he said down the phone to his old boss at the glazing company where he’d once worked. His boss was surprised. Nick hadn’t even asked what it was he’d be doing, or in what part of the massive nation he’d be located. ‘I didn’t really care,’ Nick says now. ‘I just wanted to get out and go somewhere new.’

To Nick, at that time, it felt like something of a lifeline. He’d married young, at twenty-one, in 1989 and, within the first few months, realised it was a terrible mistake. By then, however, his wife was pregnant and, having grown up with a mother and father who’d both suffered as a result of their parents’ broken marriages, and feeling it was the only honourable path, he resolved to stick it out.

His son was a joy from the moment he was born, and his daughter, who came along less than a year later, was the apple of his eye. He’d never before felt so fulfilled. He doted on his children, even while he and his wife seemed to be growing apart. They wanted completely different things out of life and had little in common. He loved the great outdoors and yearned to travel and explore the world; she seemed perfectly content to stay in their city of Southampton in the south of England.

Their children were the glue that kept them together. Whenever Nick came home to the family’s modest two-up, two-down house, his son and daughter would race to meet him at the door, and cling to his legs, until he’d pick them up, kiss them and then take them into the loungeroom to play. By now, his son was four years old and into everything, and his daughter was a gorgeous, bright little three-year-old. Most evenings, he’d play and read to the children and see them fed and bathed before they went to bed, and then either sit with a book or watch TV.

But one day in late 1993 when he came home from work, expecting his kids to come scurrying to meet him, the door opened to an empty corridor. As he closed it behind him, he heard an echo he’d never noticed before. The house was strangely, disturbingly silent, and his heart lurched. A sudden thought hit him, and he sprinted into each of the children’s bedrooms – to find most of their clothes and their toys gone. He raced into his bedroom, and it, too, had been stripped. Frantic, he rang every one of her friends he could think of, but no one seemed to know what had happened, or where his family might have gone. His wife had left no trace.

Nick contacted the police but back then, in 1994, they said there wasn’t much they could do. There was no sign of foul play, it was unlikely any crime had been committed and, as such, it was a personal matter between Nick and his wife. ‘But my children,’ he implored them. ‘How can I find my children?’ The officer looked back at him with obvious sympathy but shrugged his shoulders. They weren’t willing to get involved. Nick was devastated. He’d grown up with a strong sense of right and wrong, and this was obviously so wrong, but there appeared to be little he could do.

Over the next few months, Nick visited every school in the south of England, searching for his son and daughter, but they were nowhere to be found. No Strides had been registered at any of the schools, nor any children in his wife’s maiden name. ‘I was desperate,’ he says. ‘I went to every one of them, but nothing. I think by the end, I was starting to look a bit suspicious, lurking around so many schools. It’s a wonder I didn’t get arrested.’

Finally, in despair, he engaged a solicitor to see what could be done. It took three months, but eventually his wife and children were tracked down, and she was summoned to appear in court. Nick attended that day with his heart in his mouth, but neither she, nor the children, turned up. The court ruled in her absence, however, that Nick should have access to his children. It took many more months for a reunion to be arranged and to take place, and that day is seared forever on his memory.

‘As soon as my son saw me, he came running to me, just like he used to,’ Nick says, tears in his eyes. ‘My daughter was more hesitant, shyer. But when it was time to go, my son grabbed me around the neck and clung to me and wouldn’t let me go. They had to pull him off me. He was crying and I was crying and all the social workers who’d organised the meeting were crying. It was horrendous. And then, suddenly, it was all over. And I realised that this was an impossible situation, and I would probably never see them again.’

Back in the empty house that evening, Nick felt so devastated he considered taking his own life. ‘I was in so much pain,’ he says. ‘It was incredible. I absolutely doted on those kids. They were everything to me… I was absolutely convinced I’d never see them again, and I didn’t know how I could ever cope with that.’

Salvation came, however, from the most unlikely source: an old schoolfriend, Kev, who’d kept in contact with him over the eight years since they’d both left. When they next met up for a drink and a chat, it seemed Kev could see the anguish on his mate’s face and sense his hopelessness in the way he sat slumped at the table over his untouched beer.

Not knowing what else to do, Kev came up with a suggestion straight out of left field. ‘Look, mate, I can’t bear to see you like this,’ he said. ‘You need to get yourself together. How about a trip, the two of us, to… Australia?’

Nick looked up, shocked. Kev looked back at him, also seemingly surprised at his own suggestion. ‘Really?’ Nick asked.

Kev recovered himself quickly, though Nick could see he was putting on a brave face. ‘Yes, really,’ he replied. ‘Let’s do it!’

Nick pondered it for a few moments, then asked, ‘Do you have any money?’

Kev looked uncomfortable. ‘Well, no, not really.’

‘Oh, bugger it,’ said Nick. ‘I’ve got some. I’ll buy two tickets.’

That night when Nick went home, he wrote a list of the ten things he wanted to do that year, with diving with sharks on the Great Barrier Reef at number one. ‘They were all things I’d normally be too scared to do,’ he says. ‘But I remember saying to myself, “Right, now I can do whatever I want without fear, because I’ve already faced the very worst thing that could ever happen to me”.’

The next morning, Nick went straight to a travel agent and booked two return tickets on Royal Brunei Airlines from London to Darwin for himself and Kev for their two-week adventure. They left just a few days later.

Darwin was a shock to them both. Hot and sticky and lush and tropical, it was a jarring contrast to life in one of Britain’s biggest – and greyest – port cities. Every day was gloriously sunny and warm, everyone seemed cheerful and friendly, and the population was a vibrant mix of what seemed like happy-go-lucky people from all parts of the world. With less than half the number of inhabitants of their hometown, and spread over an area forty-four times bigger, it still felt very much like a knockabout hillbilly town. The main thoroughfare, Mitchell Street, was lined with rowdy bars and restaurants, where dusty, sunburnt locals and visitors drank as if their lives depended on it. But they were all very welcoming, even if fights did sometimes spill over onto the street outside.

On his first day in Darwin, Nick tore up the return part of his ticket, thinking he never wanted to return to England. But Kev was the opposite. He hated every minute of being there. The pair did the main sights together: walking along the waterfront lapped by the aquamarine Timor Sea; checking out the elegant Supreme Court and cyclone-battered Government House buildings; wandering through the landscaped greenery of Bicentennial Park; fish-feeding down at Doctor’s Gully; and then eating freshly caught fish at the old wooden Darwin Wharf. Nick was eager to see, and do, as much as he could, to stop his mind wandering back to his children and to the despair that he always felt when he pictured them. One day, he’d tell them about this, he mused. And maybe one day, he’d do it all again – and with them this time.

Further afield, he and Kev went swimming at crocodile-free Howard Springs National Park and watched the saltwater crocs on the Adelaide River jumping to snap up meat dangled from the end of poles. Then, on the Thursday night of the weekly Mindil Beach market, they bought food from the myriad Asian food stalls clustered on the seafront and sat on the sand, eating out of cardboard boxes, as they watched the fierce oranges, reds and yellows of the sun setting over the water.

‘Can you imagine anything better than this?’ Nick would ask Kev.

His mate would shrug. ‘What I’d give now for sausage and chips,’ he’d reply. ‘And a decent pint. And a beach where everything’s not trying to kill you.’

At night, the pair would go out drinking, play pool and chat to the locals, while telling each other how much – or how little – they missed home. Kev trumpeted Southampton for many things – being the original departure points for the Mayflower in 1620 when the Pilgrims set out for America, and of the Titanic almost three centuries later when it embarked on a similar, but much less successful, voyage. Then there was its most famous comedy export, Benny Hill. Nick remained unmoved. They were all in the past; Australia promised so much for the future. But Kev was hopelessly homesick, and by the end of the two weeks, Nick was relieved to farewell his friend.

Though he’d fallen in love with Australia, he was fast running out of funds. People always seemed keen to offer him a helping hand, however. One woman he met in the bar of his hotel turned out to have her own cleaning company and said there was plenty of cleaning work around, if he didn’t mind doing that. He didn’t mind at all, and so spent some of his time cleaning houses at the navy base HMAS Coonawarra, a ten-minute walk from the city centre, and the rest at the army’s new Robertson Barracks about fifteen kilometres out. The only downside lay in the officers inspecting the work.

‘We’d go in and bleach the walls and clean the floors and take all the drawers out of cabinets and wipe all the runners,’ Nick says. ‘You’d be sure there wouldn’t be any dust left, but then some army officer would come in and just pull everything apart. And if he found a speck of dust… all hell would break loose. But the money was enough to live on, to pay for accommodation, food, beer and entertainment.’

It was a good time to be in Australia, and Nick was starting to come around to the idea that he might never leave. John Howard was celebrating the end of his first year in office, and the economy was well out of the recession of the early 1990s. Inflation, interest rates and unemployment were all low, there was steady wages growth and plenty of confidence in the future. There were cuts in immigration, but the Government was talking about increasing the quota of skilled migrants, which would suit Nick fine, giving him an easy path to both work and residency.

The country seemed a vibrant, endlessly fascinating place to live. Ski instructor Stuart Diver had survived the Thredbo landslide, politician Pauline Hanson was being caricatured as Pauline Pantsdown, everyone was talking about a constitutional convention on the way to becoming a republic, actor Geoffrey Rush had won an Oscar for Shine, and a little movie made for $700,000 in eleven days, The Castle, was becoming a box office mega-hit. Tennis player Pat Rafter had won the US Open, sprinter Cathy Freeman had become the first Australian woman to win a title at the World Athletics Championships and the ingenious jail escapee dubbed the ‘postcard bandit’ by police was staging a series of daring bank robberies all over Australia.

‘It just seemed a very fun, optimistic country and that’s something I really appreciated,’ Nick says. ‘I still had dark days when I thought about my kids and I missed them so much, but I had to face the fact that I’d lost them, and I had to get on with my own life. Australia seemed like the perfect place to get away from all that misery and despair, but sometimes it would still catch up with me and overwhelm me.’

After two months of cleaning houses, Nick had a free afternoon and returned to his backpackers’ lodge early for a swim. He started chatting to another man, Nathan, who asked him what he was doing and how long he was planning to stay. Nathan had a couple of motorbikes that he was looking to take down to Brisbane, some 3500 kilometres away, and asked Nick if he could ride a bike. Still game for adventure, Nick readily agreed to accompany him – especially as Nathan said he’d pay for a plane ticket for him back to Darwin afterwards.

It was a fabulous five days, with the pair stopping off along the way to see some of the route’s best-known landmarks. They followed the trail through Kakadu to the mighty Jim Jim Falls, swam in the thermal springs, ate steak and chips in the classic 1930s outback Daly Waters Pub and explored the site of one of Australia’s biggest gold rushes at Battery Hill by Tennant Creek. Then they turned east to cross into Queensland. When they hit Mt Isa, they drove up the city lookout for the 360-degree views of the town and its infamous smelter stacks, then roared off through the outback via Julia Creek, Richmond and Hughenden before making for the coast at Townsville.

‘You’ve seen more of Australia than most Australians!’ Nathan said to Nick. ‘What do you think of it so far?’

Nick didn’t hesitate. ‘Marvellous!’ he said. ‘It’s like another world. I love it.’

Queensland was so different to the Northern Territory, but Nick liked it just as much. This state felt like a permanent holiday destination because, for many Australians, it was. In Townsville, the pair took a snorkelling tour off the Great Barrier Reef, where Nick was amazed to see small reef sharks circling their boat.

‘Diving with sharks, tick!’ he said to Nathan, who looked confused. ‘Only nine more to go.’

The pair rode on down the coast, often dazzled by the sun in their eyes, and the sight of the ocean and the golden beaches along the way. By the time they reached Brisbane, Nick had decided Queensland would be an even nicer place to live than the Northern Territory. He liked Brisbane instantly, too – a slick capital, small enough to be easily navigable, but large enough to lose yourself in. He loved all the great views of the glittering Brisbane River, and the cafes, restaurants, bars and music venues.

Again, he found the locals extremely friendly. One businesswoman he found himself chatting to one day in a bar said if he wanted to stay, she’d be happy to sponsor him through her company. They became good mates and met up often at the weekends with her little boy. One day, they were sitting around at an outdoor bar, and someone nearby started teasing her son. He immediately ran over to Nick and jumped straight into his lap.

The woman looked surprised, then smiled. ‘I thought you said you didn’t have any children,’ she admonished him.

‘No, I don’t,’ he fibbed.

She shook her head. ‘You lying bastard. I know you’ve got kids. My son would only go to someone he feels absolutely safe with. So I reckon you’re a dad. How many?’

Nick knew when he’d been caught out and confessed he had two, but that he didn’t see them anymore. At that, he felt the dark cloud coming down again until it engulfed him.

‘So what do you plan to do?’ she asked, gently.

‘Well…’ he started but then stopped abruptly.

‘Tell me,’ she urged.

‘I have this list of ten things I want to do,’ Nick finally confessed. ‘I started with diving with sharks…’

‘And when you’ve completed those ten things?’

Nick looked down into his beer and could feel his eyes start to water. By the time he looked up, the whole world had blurred. ‘I didn’t think much further than that,’ he said. ‘But maybe… when I’ve done them all… I’ll just walk off into the outback and die.’

The woman put her hand on his shoulder. ‘No, Nick,’ she said. ‘You can’t do that, you can’t think that way.’

‘Why not?’ Nick replied, despair in his voice. ‘Without my kids, I’ve got nothing to live for.’

‘Listen to me,’ she said. ‘What’s your son going to do when one day he travels all the way to Australia and finds you’ve gone? What’s it going to be like for your daughter to know her dad had given up on life? Nick, honestly, you can’t be that selfish.’

That evening, back in his motel room, Nick thought about what she’d said. It made sense and it had jolted him, he couldn’t lie. Maybe he was being selfish, wallowing in his own misery. What if one day his kids did try to find him? He’d hate to cause them any more pain and suffering.

The next morning, he woke up feeling a new lightness. He realised that he’d decided yes, he needed to start living again. That was Australia’s gift. Now, after three and a half months away, he needed to go back to Britain, tie up loose ends, agree to file for divorce from his wife, try to see his kids again, and then work out what he should do with his life.

He flew back to Darwin the next day and went into the travel agent. There, they told him he still had a valid ticket back to the UK on their books, despite his having torn up his own copy.

Nick caught the first flight back that had an empty seat, full of optimism about rebuilding his life. Once he’d seen his wife and children, he planned to return to Australia, but knew that first he’d have to earn some serious money to make a new start possible. His plane landed at Heathrow on Christmas Eve, and he caught the train straight back to Southampton to stay at his older brother Andy’s place. The day after Boxing Day, he started a new job at a glazing company.

It was still proving problematic to see his children, and Nick soon felt the familiar darkness descend. He wondered if he’d last even the minimum six months he knew it would take him to earn enough money to return to Australia.

And then his phone rang with the offer to go over to Russia to work. Nick leapt at the chance. He had no idea what it might involve, but he didn’t care. It would mean leaving Britain and the bad memories behind, he’d earn a lot of money quickly and he’d be well placed either to return to Australia or try somewhere new.

‘I was excited by the thought,’ Nick says. ‘I thought it was such a lucky break. It was exciting. What could possibly go wrong?’






TWO A STRANGER IN MOSCOW


ARRIVING IN MOSCOW IN March 1998 felt, to Nick, like landing on another planet. The weather was cold and wet and just as grey as it had been back home in England, but the people wore drab clothing, the buildings en route from the airport looked grim and depressingly utilitarian, and the traffic was horrendous.

Nothing, however, could dampen his spirits. He was somewhere new and exotic, and for someone whose favourite reading, as a boy, had been poring over the family atlas, it felt like the biggest adventure of his life.

‘I’d tried to do some research before I left but it had been impossible to get any concrete picture of what it was going to be like,’ he says. ‘The company had painted a Cold War kind of image. They’d told us to take cigarettes out there with us to barter for food – which turned out to be completely wrong – so they didn’t have much of an idea either.

‘The only things we all knew about Russia were from James Bond movies, and the villains were nearly always Russian. There’s never a good Russian. But I was excited to be there and away from Britain. I’d briefed a lawyer about a divorce so that would be sorted out while I was away, and I just wanted to go for it and start on a new life.’

Nick, along with the other nineteen workers from the company, were on a mission to help build a new British Embassy in Moscow. They were picked up from the airport in a van and driven for two hours through dense traffic straight to the site, in the upmarket Arbat District in the city’s historical centre. As a construction glazier – a glazier who specialises in the delicate work of constructing free-standing glass walls – Nick had expert skills that were in high demand, as well as something even rarer among the team working there: no criminal record. As a result, at the meeting with British security that took place immediately on site, Nick was told he’d been appointed a supervisor and one of a select group of four of the men who’d just arrived who would have access to the highly restricted inner core of the embassy.

The security briefing was thorough and not a little daunting. If they were one of the few to be permitted inside the Chancery, they had to be aware that they’d be working in close quarters with highly classified documents that Russian intelligence would love to have access to. As a result, they might well be regularly photographed coming and going by agents from the Federal Security Service (FSB) of the Russian Federation – the successor to the former Soviet Union’s KGB. It was possible they’d be approached by them too as potential leakers of information, and they should be wary of any locals trying to befriend them, or even chat, when they were out and about. In fact, they should avoid socialising with Russians, full stop. Of course, the Cold War was in the past, but who knew what might happen in the future?

The security chief said that many expat workers routinely ended up with Russian girlfriends, and they weren’t in a position to stop that, but he stressed that anyone becoming romantically involved should bring their girlfriend’s passport to the embassy to be checked. It was common practice for any intelligence service to set ‘honeypot’ traps for foreign workers. It was likely as well that the FSB would enter their apartments when they weren’t home, looking for documents, although they’d leave no trace so no one would ever know they’d been. And, importantly, whenever any high-ranking Russian officials came into the area in their motorcade of black cars, flanked by police cars and motorcyclists, no one was ever to take a photo. It was rumoured that someone had once tried… and been shot for their trouble.

Then the group was divided into threes – Nick was paired with his mate Nolan and another Kev – and driven to the apartments that had been allocated for them. ‘It was organised by a Russian company,’ Nick says. ‘They determined where we stayed and how much we paid. We were paying US$750 a month, where normally an apartment like ours, a bare little place with a basic cooker and no washing machine in a four-storey block, would be less than US$60. There was a grandmother living there with her adult children and, at first, they said the grandmother would have to stay and share with us. We immediately said, Sorry, we didn’t think she’d fit in. It was very strange. But it was just so interesting to be there and be learning about the country and how it worked from the inside.’

While the work was demanding and entailed long hours, Nick quickly began to enjoy both the challenges of being engaged in such a prestigious project, and his time off. The men who’d come over with him were mostly heavy drinkers and regarded their time in Moscow as an opportunity to earn good money and go wild in a place far from home that sometimes seemed to revolve around the ready availability of cheap alcohol. Their nights out inevitably ended up in huge fights with the locals or other foreign workers.

‘It was a pretty wild place,’ says Nick. ‘I’d never drunk much and I didn’t over there either, so I ended up avoiding a lot of the English nightmare. They’d go to the pubs all the time, drink like fish and then you could feel in the air that things were about to kick off. Then they’d have these huge punch-ups – that was their idea of a good night out. They ended up barred from most of the bars in Moscow but there was one bar they went to all the time that was owned by a local mafia group that loved them as they spent so much money there. That group gave them protection and if any Russians or Finns started amping up, they’d be taken out the back and given a good kicking.

‘It was just such a crazy time, and it was like there were no laws that applied. Some people would get arrested but then just bribe their way out of trouble. One night, a lot of the lads were fighting Russians from the Militsiya – like the traffic police and detectives – in a bar and it became such a scrum, the military police turned up. They were all armed with rifles, but the English were still fighting them. They eventually all got arrested but when they didn’t turn up for work the next day, the foreman went down to the station, paid money and got them all out again. So, I’d do my best to avoid them and I’d just go out with Nolan or Kev to different clubs to see what they were like, and relax and try to find out more about the Russian way of life.’

Communication, however, was a big problem. Few locals spoke English and while Nick tried to pick up a few words of Russian, it proved a tough task. Even buying food was difficult – and the packs of duty-free cigarettes he’d brought over from Britain were no help. Everyone simply smoked dirt-cheap cigarettes from Afghanistan, so he ended up selling them to his workmates instead. But the main problem was that, in the food shops, everyone had to stand in interminable queues until they reached the front where the food would be on display behind the counter. You couldn’t just pick up what you wanted; you had to ask for it. Even when Nick pointed to what he planned to buy, the shopkeepers often didn’t seem to understand.

‘The place was crazy fun, but the lack of communication made everything really, really hard work,’ he says. ‘I remember one evening coming home from work with Nolan and I was starving. So I said I’d go down to the local shop. At the counter, I saw what I thought was a big chunk of cheese so I pointed to that, eventually made myself understood, and they wrapped it up for me, and I paid. And when I got home, I was so excited about this cheese. But as soon as I bit into it, I discovered it was lard.’

Gradually, Nick picked up a smidgen more of the Russian language and started venturing further afield. He studied the maps of the Moscow Metro, the underground train system that ran throughout the city, and would catch trains to different stations to explore.

The one thing that shocked him more than anything else was the level of homelessness in Moscow. There were so many people sleeping on the streets, far more than he’d ever seen back in England or in Australia during his time there. He’d always had the idea that Russia’s communist past would ensure there weren’t huge gaps between rich and poor, but that certainly didn’t look to be true. He often saw small groups of people huddled by station entrances, shivering in the wind, asking passers-by for money. It was hard to believe such poverty existed in a city that otherwise looked extremely wealthy.

Nick slowly began to learn more and more about the country and its inhabitants. Having lost his own children, something that was still never far from his mind, he was touched by the way Russians placed huge value on the importance of family, with all members closely involved in one another’s lives. Children were absolutely doted on by their parents and grandparents, who considered bringing them up well as one of the most important roles in life. Often three generations would live together in one household, and the wellbeing and happiness of the children would be everyone’s priority. Moreover, if any one of the extended family was ever in need, the rest would rally round to make sure they were properly looked after.

Nick couldn’t help comparing that to his own wider family. His father, John Stride, had been serving as an RAF electronics engineer stationed in Singapore with his wife Judith when his second son Nick was born there on 25 March 1968. Two years later, they returned to Britain to settle in Devon and then moved to Southampton in 1977 when Nick was nine years old, his brother Andy was eleven and his sister Claire was eight. Nick was never close to anyone in his family and felt very much the black sheep, with his love of the atlas and his dreams of one day travelling the world. The others never seemed interested in anywhere further than their own city or the annual holiday on the same campsite in France every year. By contrast, Nick was an energetic, outgoing kid who loved fishing, hunting and anything to do with the Great Outdoors. He also adored photography and with a little camera he bought after saving up for months, he’d go to the motor races and take pictures of the cars. His father was dismissive of his hobby. ‘You should forget that,’ he’d tell the boy. ‘You won’t ever make any money out of taking photos.’

His dad wasn’t a particularly loving man. He’d been scarred by his own father, James Stride, a soldier who’d fought at the horrifically bloody Battle of Monte Cassino in a series of military assaults against the Nazis in Italy. He’d even been featured in a newsreel shown back in England, picked out from the regiment as the biggest soldier there. Big Jim had also been captured twice, including in North Africa, and managed to escape on both occasions. But when the declared war hero finally returned home, he was a changed man, a heavy drinker given to violent rages against his wife Ena and to beating his three sons. Nick’s dad, as the eldest, bore the brunt of that, and eventually ran away from home to join the forces and escape his father’s wrath. He never forgave him. It was only towards the end of Nick’s grandfather’s life that they uncovered a secret.

In the run-up to Christmas, they saw their grandfather signing cards with the name Jim Gladwin Stride. ‘We thought he must be going senile – now he can’t even remember his name,’ Nick says. ‘But then my dad pulled him up on it, and he said, “Oh, we’re not Strides.” Dad asked, “What do you mean?” And he said, “I never told you, but when I was a baby, I was left in a shoebox outside The Red Lion Pub, below Bargate in Southampton, and I was adopted by the Stride family.” We were all dumbfounded. But then he said when he was in his teens, he tried to track down his real family, and their name was Gladwin. So he must have had a pretty tough life, all in all.’

Equally, Nick’s mum Judith was also carrying around a lot of baggage from her parents. When she was just six years old, her mother Frances, the daughter of wealthy Nottinghamshire landowners the Heron family, abandoned her only child and chartered accountant husband Robert Buxton and ran off with one of the directors of the massive Whitbread Brewery company. Judith, like Nick’s dad did with his father, forevermore held a grudge. Granny Law, as she was known to the family after her wedding to her new lover in 1954, became something of a celebrated personality in the UK. She climbed the six highest peaks in Europe, raced a motorcycle in the Isle of Man TT races and appeared in the George Formby music comedy film No Limit, which made the legendary actor, singer and comedian a star.

After her husband died, however, she’d visit the family for two weeks every year from where she was living in Nottingham. Nick’s parents allowed her to stay but never really had much time for her. They considered her eccentric and strange and didn’t take much notice of her. Nick was quite the opposite.

‘My parents despised her past and her personality, my father most of all,’ he says. ‘She’d come down when Wimbledon was on as she loved tennis but didn’t have a TV. Unfortunately, my dad hated tennis, which didn’t help. She was a strange character and lived almost as a recluse and didn’t even have a record player, nor any clue about money and the cost of living. When she came, she used to sit and drink Dad’s homemade beer, which he’d complain about but he’d never stop her. As soon as she’d arrive, everyone would disappear, but I never understood why. I found her fascinating. I’d sit there, holding her hand, listening to all her stories for hours. Even if half of them weren’t true, they were incredible. I loved it.

‘But nobody else had any time for her. I’d be thinking Nan was such an interesting lady, so different to anyone I’d ever met, while the rest of the family were saying she was crazy. Whenever Mum wanted to have a go at me – like the time, as a young kid, I put cement into the washing machine, copying Dad putting it in his cement mixer – she’d say I was just like my grandmother. Eventually, Dad cut granny’s time with us from two weeks to one, and then, finally, wouldn’t let her visit at all. When I was fourteen, she died and I refused to go to the funeral which infuriated my father. I said I’d always been there for her when she was alive as she was so amazing, and he was only going to her funeral out of guilt. For the next two years, he refused to speak to me, and he walked past me in the house every day without saying a word. But Granny Law left a legacy of over half a million pounds, mostly in shares, which my father kept a secret from me, until one day, I broke into my parents’ security box and discovered them. Meanwhile, my mum passed me an envelope saying Granny had left a little money and my father was gifting us, his children, a thousand pounds each. I refused to take it. I felt it was Nan’s money and it wasn’t his to give.’

Russian families, in contrast, seemed a great deal more normal, loving and tight-knit. Sometimes, Nick found it almost painful to see Russian families out walking together, with grandparents, their children and grandchildren all talking and laughing at the same time. He wondered if, one day, he’d ever have a family life like that of his own.

At those times, he became quiet and morose and thought back to his own lost children, before making a determined effort to shake himself out of it and back into the present. As it was, he was on a contract for ten weeks on and two weeks off, but no one was ever paid for the two weeks when they weren’t working. Nick wasn’t keen on going back to the UK for a break anyway, as he had no desire at all to see his own family, so decided very soon after arriving in Russia that he’d simply work all the way through and earn as much as he could.

Every evening, however, when he came back to his quiet apartment after those expeditions to see Moscow, or a quiet drink in a bar, he tried to concentrate on what the future might hold. But finally, he realised he had to admit his most pressing problem: he was terribly, horribly lonely.






THREE BACK IN THE USSR


IT WASN’T LONG BEFORE nearly all the men who’d come over to Russia with Nick – even the married ones – had girlfriends. The only two who didn’t were Nick and his mate Nolan. They discussed it several times, and agreed they weren’t interested. While many of the women were beautiful, conversation was usually extremely limited by the language barrier. In addition, the others told them local women looking for foreign boyfriends were often interested only in what their new men might buy them.

‘But whatever the truth of that, I really wasn’t interested in meeting a woman,’ Nick says. ‘To be honest, I wasn’t looking for a relationship. That was the last thing on my mind. I felt so alone and lost, but I’d had enough of relationships. I found Russian women fascinating as they’re so straightforward and absolutely honest and not into playing games. They say exactly what they feel. But I knew they weren’t going to be for me.’

Nick was still wrapped up in working and, in his downtime, exploring Moscow. He visited the Kremlin fortress with its high red walls, the windswept Red Square and the four glorious cathedrals where the country’s old tsars were married, crowned and buried. He was dazzled by the Palace Armoury, glittering with history’s treasures. There were weapons, paintings, Ivan the Terrible’s ivory throne and bear-fur-lined coat, Catherine the Great’s carriages, embroidery studded with pearls, the magnificent silver gowns of the last of the ill-fated tsars, the Romanovs, and a collection of ten of the most exquisitely ornate, delicately carved, priceless Faberge eggs. So many riches, little wonder the peasants were revolting.

He smiled to himself at his joke but then winced. It wasn’t really any laughing matter. He’d earlier read how the last tsar and his family met their fate: told to pose in their finery for a photograph but then shot with guns rather than cameras by their jailors, with the survivors bludgeoned to death.

The fabulous St Basil’s Cathedral, a swirling candy cane of eye-popping colours and architectural flourishes, was always worth a visit, and he loved having a coffee in the square and gazing at the elaborate turrets that felt so familiar from his atlas at home. Another day, he admired the world’s best collection of Russian art at the State Tretyakov Gallery and then rented a bicycle to race around Gorky Park. He was disappointed that he didn’t recognise it better from the movie of the same name in which a Moscow militsiya officer, played by William Hurt, goes to the ice rink at the park to view three bodies. Later, he realised why nothing looked familiar: the film had been made in Helsinki and Stockholm, as the Soviet Communist Party had branded the plot ‘anti-Russian’ and banned the crew from the country.

Wherever he went, there seemed to be both light and dark. There were remnants of a gloriously wealthy past, side-by-side with stories of the misery of the impoverished proletariat. He was startled by such an incredible length and breadth of history, by the soaring highs and crashing lows. While around him he could see Muscovites in their furs and expensive suits being proud tourists in their own city, he was also constantly assailed by beggars asking for a few roubles to buy vodka or bread – usually in that order. All in all, Russia was a staggering place, he felt.

But back in 1998, it was also in a great deal of trouble. It had been only seven years since the Soviet Union had collapsed and its republics had seceded. President Mikhail Gorbachev had resigned, Boris Yeltsin was elected President of the newly named Russian Federation, while a highly ranked intelligence officer with the KGB called Vladimir Putin resigned the position he had held for sixteen years to enter politics.

Now, with Yeltsin in charge and Putin installed as the first deputy chief of the presidential staff, the country remained in an almost constant state of flux. The economy was in dire straits after the war in Chechnya cost it an estimated US$5.5 billion, while huge budget deficits, the 1997 Asian financial crisis, financial mismanagement and the falling prices of crude oil and non-ferrous metals had severely depleted the country’s reserves of foreign exchange. On the streets, Nick could see the evidence everywhere, from the peasants drifting into the city to seek their fortune after a devastating drop in federal subsidies for agriculture, to the coal miners striking over unpaid wages and blockading the Trans-Siberian Railway, to the crowds of kids begging outside every McDonald’s.

Even though Nick could still speak barely any Russian, he could feel the uneasiness around Moscow. People seemed desperate for money. One day, he came out of the Chancery and started helping the Russians working outside.

‘Thank you,’ one of them told him, slapping him on the back. ‘You good man. I have a daughter. You want to meet her?’

Nick tried his best to look flattered. ‘Thanks so much,’ he replied. ‘But no, not really.’

‘But she is very nice,’ the man insisted. ‘You will like her. She is a nurse.’

‘That’s great, Nick replied. ‘But I’m sorry, I don’t have any free time.’

It happened constantly, and Nick turned down offers of nurses, office workers, students and even a mechanic. ‘They were just desperate for money,’ he says. ‘They all wanted to get their daughters married off to a foreigner as they assumed you were rich – or richer than them, at least. People were pretty poor out there at the time, and always looking for a way to make a bit extra.

‘But all in all, Russians are a strange bunch. When you talk to them, or somehow become their friend, they become the most loyal, generous friend you’ve ever met. They’ll do anything for you. It’s remarkable. But then if you don’t know them, they’ll do anything not to look at you, or speak to you, and can be your worst enemy. If you were lying injured on a road, they’d ignore you or walk over you. We were told there was a Russian law that says that if someone’s injured, say in a car accident, and you touch them, then you can be liable for their death if something happens to them.’
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