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About the Book

A marvellously funny and sharply observed account of a journey to Russia by one of Britain’s most talented young writers. Moscow - a labyrinth where the humans try to keep one step ahead of the roaches. Everyone on the move, some in search of the quick buck, and others just trying to survive. All dazzled by the neon glare of the western dream. The soviet monolith has broken down in tribalism, tribes who go to war not just on the streets but in overheated rooms, with drugs, vodka and Cindy Crawford carrier bags. James Young gives an unparalleled account of today’s Moscow from the bottom side up. He takes us on a odyssey through this strange no man’s land where East meets West, where the old certainties have gone, the KGB men wear Italian suits, the Mafia tycoonskis style themselves on the Godfather flicks and the rest are queuing to change dollars.


About the Author

James Young was born and grew up in Oldham. He has tried his hand at a number of careers, including working in a cotton mill and as a car park attendant. In the early 80s he abandoned a promising academic future at Oxford to become Nico’s piano player, after which he wrote his first book – a biographical account of the eight years he spent with the doomed Warhol chanteuse. Moscow Mule is his second book.
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For our Mam


‘Ostorozhno. Dveri Zakryvayntsya. Sleduyushchaya Stantsya … (Careful, the doors are closing. Next station is …)’

Moscow Metro


Are you now or have you ever been …?

I’M A MUMMY’S boy.

Mother was a Communist. Briefly. Just long enough to make sure I didn’t get religion. She’d always been a regular attender at Hope Congregational in Oldham. But she lost her faith for a long time. She doesn’t know why, exactly – something to do with the war perhaps, the certain knowledge that human beings are never happier than when they can see their neighbour’s head on the end of a stick.

In August of ’39, a month before ‘hostilities’ began, my mother took my two brothers Peter (seven) and Malcolm (two) – on a trip to Germany, just to see what was going on. (My father hated ‘abroad’. He’d been over to France once, when he was young, with a couple of fellows from the Doris Mill. A lady of the night proffered her rouged Gauloise and asked him for a light. That was enough. Straight back on the Southampton-Dieppe boat train.)

Mother – never ‘our mam’ – went down well in Germany. She was a bit of a looker, with her blonde curls, and the boys too were perfect Aryan specimens. They became the toast of a small spa town in the North called Bad Elsen, where the waters were pure and the Juden verboten. She was driven around in an open-top Gestapo car by the local SS. Life was good under the Reich – would she not prefer to remain in Germany and share the sacred destiny and kinship of all Aryan peoples? If not – how much for the two boys?

The children are not for sale – danke schön. By the way, what is the shooting coming from the direction of the forest that can be heard day and night?

It became prudent for this inquisitive young woman (she was twenty-seven) to leave Germany immediately. She and my brothers took one of the last trains out.

I was born in ’52. I’d always assumed I was something of a surprise, a mistake even. But I recently learned that I came about through a sudden surge of optimism in the dying loins of my father.

It’s possible, sometimes, to think there is not just a safe world but a good one to bring a child into. I think there was a belief around in the immediate post-war period that people just have to get on with each other, that ideas of race and destiny turn us into grotesques and make the world an abattoir.

During the war, and after, my mother organised tea parties for refugees who found themselves in North Manchester and Oldham – a long way from the salons and coffee houses of Vienna and Budapest. At any of these gatherings there might be three or four languages being spoken. It must have seemed an odd noise emanating from a terraced house in College Road, as well as an unusual sight for the neighbours to see émigré professors and doctors coming and going in their once-elegant, now threadbare, clothes.

The tea parties reached the attention of an acquaintance of my father, a fat cop, ‘a special constable’, called Eustace. Eustace was a closet Nazi with the door wide open. Bald and pock-marked, he bore a striking resemblance to the late Julius Streicher.

‘I see you’ve got your Jews round again,’ he growled.

Mother showed him the door. He turned up in his Gestapo-style uniform not long after my father died, sympathetic, wanting a kiss. Take it from me, you’ve got to watch those types who love the uniform, they want to fuck your mother.

My father died of lung cancer in ’56, when I was four. At the time we were comfortably off and we’d just moved to a bigger house. As a young man he worked in a cotton mill for ten years. By day he was a cotton spinner, at night he went to art school where he learnt the skills of a commercial artist. He did the logo for the ‘Little Drummer Boy’ toilet soap and the Co-op wheatsheaf, as well as tons of those family ads with fathers in big jackets smoking pipes.

I think he’d tried to provide for the future but his affairs were in a mess. Invoices were outstanding for work he’d done, but the cheques never arrived. My eldest brother had just got married and my other brother had to do his National Service. It was just me and mother.

For all her self-education and resourcefulness, my mother had no skill or profession outside of being a wife and mother which, she has always maintained, should be the most esteemed skills of all. She tried to run a corner shop for a short time, while I acquired the skills of shoplifting. When the shop failed we hit the bottom – a two-up, two-down at the arse-end of town, watching the mice write suicide notes.

I started to imagine my father’s ghost lived in the wardrobe – a massive Edwardian thing that half filled the tiny bedroom. I would talk to him before I went to sleep. He never came out and I never looked inside, though I’d stare deep into the recesses of the mirror to try and catch a glimpse of him. He frightened me. I wanted him to either come back and stay, or leave for ever and not be this lost thing the Chinese call ‘a hungry ghost’.

A friend suggested my mother train to become a teacher. It was a good idea. She was one of those teachers who have the gift. Her pupils used to call her ‘Mother Young’. We left the shithouse for an end-terrace a bit higher up the hill.

Mother was hungry for learning. Like many of her class and generation her intellectual appetite was fed by the Manchester Guardian and the ideals of the New Left. She believed in a stout pair of shoes, the freedom to walk her beloved moors and stride the fast and icy streams of the Pennine Hills. To get out of the bronchitic fog of Oldham and breathe in deep lungfuls of sweet air became like a religion to her.

I hated every second of those gruelling hikes. She’d take me to places because they were good for me but, strangely for such a good teacher, she never explained their significance, she just assumed that I would understand. Because she was a woman, she couldn’t show me things the way a father can to a boy – to play games that reveal the power of things and how they work. We’d go to the Halle because good music feeds the soul – but it was too rich a diet for a child.

When I was about eight years old she took me to hear a recital by an up-and-coming young pianist called John Ogdon. He’d just won the Tchaikovsky competition in Moscow, yet he’d been booked earlier to play a community hall in Saddleworth. We were sitting near the back, the seats were hard. I think it was an all Beethoven programme. I was bored and listless, but polite enough, as children then were, not to fidget or cough or yawn. It was a relief to hear the applause at the end. I think I even enjoyed the encore because I knew it would be brief and frivolous, not solemn and grand. Then my mother told me we were going to wait behind. She wanted me to meet John Ogdon – to meet ‘a genius’.

He was standing alone in a small, makeshift dressing-room. I don’t remember what anyone said – perhaps my mother told him I’d begun to learn the piano. I just looked at him, at his beard and his big frame and his thick glasses. I saw that his tie was crooked, and his collar was trying to fly away and his shirt was not entirely fresh. He reached out to shake my hand. His hands were white and podgy, this surprised me in a pianist. I didn’t like to touch people, and I didn’t like them to touch me. Tentatively I reached for his hand – it was like electricity! A handshake charged with energy and enthusiasm, imparting a massive generosity of spirit.

I know my mother wanted me to reach for the higher things in life. She probably hoped I would follow Ogdon’s path. I could never be that. But it was a great thing to do, and meeting John Ogdon taught me that, though there’s a lot of clever guys around dressed for the part, a genius is a man who never looks in the mirror.

When the Red Army Choir and Orchestra came to Manchester in the same year, Mother and I went along to the Palace Theatre. Of course, in retrospect, it was souvenir Russia. There were protesters outside, reminding people of the USSR’s brutal suppression of the Hungarian uprising. But I didn’t see them. Instead I saw big men with serious faces in their green uniforms with the peaked cap bearing the red band of the Revolution, playing instruments I didn’t know like balalaikas, accordions and whistles – all of which had a breathing, expressive quality I didn’t find in the conventional orchestra. I saw wild, impossible dancing, not the pissy Royal Ballet I’d been dragged to in the past, but something with a point to it, something that invigorated people and held them together.

But more than the dancing it was the singing, particularly a marching song for massed choir called ‘Vperyod! (Forward!)’ It was a song that crept out of the mists across the Pripet Marshes and filled the packed Palace Theatre. Remorseless. Heroic. I’d never heard a sound like this before, voices so deep, with a subsonic growl that made me shiver. It was a form of singing that took me so far out of myself that my Clark’s shoes were soon stamping the soft carpet floor, and my fist thumping the plush velvet arm of the seat beside me.

Afterwards I remember asking my mother ‘what is a hero?’ She said it’s a bit like family or friends, but that it includes people you don’t know. The Russians call it comradeship. These men in the Red Army are comrades. But a hero is something more – a hero is someone who will lay down his life for his comrades, even the ones he doesn’t know.

Then she told me that in the war many Russian people died, more than in Manchester and all of Britain, giving their lives so that their comrades would not be enslaved by Hitler. So Russia became a nation of heroes, she said.

I knew one day I would go to Russia. But first I had to become an international concert pianist and Hero of the People’s Army …

I came close. When I was twenty-eight I got a job playing piano for a German singer who had a voice that rolled like a Valkyrie chariot out of the great Teutonic past. Her name was Nico. She was born in Köln, grew up in Berlin, modelled fancy clothes in Paris and Milan, got herself a part in Fellini’s La Dolce Vita and ended up in the late sixties as the ‘chantoose’ with the Velvet Underground. Bleached blonde hair, vacant stare and a voice deeper than the foghorn on the Bismark, she was every queen’s dream of a Valkyrie in Vogue.

In the seventies Nico found her métier as a solo singer, accompanying herself on a portable Indian harmonium. Because English was her second language she had a singular take on the song lyric. Never afraid of rhyming ‘kind’ with ‘blind’; ‘gold’ with ‘old’ she still possessed some kind of ritualistic power in performance, so long as she wasn’t accompanied by riff-raff with guitars and drums. Nico ended up in Manchester in the early eighties. She’d been recording an album with some nasty French junkies in Ladbroke Grove in yet another futile attempt to try and make her a Pop entity. She liked Manchester. Let’s face it, the scag was cheaper and the musicians were two a penny. Suddenly everyone got a job.

Nico was another mother figure – we even called her ‘Mum’ behind her back, never to her face, of course, because face forward she was like a man. ‘Built like a brick Bauhaus,’ said a Manchester wag. She had a kick at the end of her steel-capped motorbike boots that laid many an impudent fellow low.

Nico’s favourite target was the vast frame of her manager, my old Manchester school chum, Dr Demetrius. He pulled her out of the gutter to worship her pouty hauteur. The ‘Doctor’ tag could either be of theology or medicine, depending on the company – intellectual snobs went for the ‘authorised version’, whereas the Bag Lady of Rock ’n’ Roll was prone to the Rockin’ Pneumonia and the Boogie Woogie Flu – she needed the medicine man.

Everyone around Nico, and that was a consistently mixed bunch of hustlers, smack-artists, conmen and at least one college boy on the lig, all needed her. She was our habit. Dr Demetrius loved the cruel boots. Though pain and humiliation inevitably resulted from each tour he came on down the sewers of rock and roll, the Doctor knew that one day their spirits would co-mingle and he would share the sacred destiny of the Aryan people.

When Nico died in Ibiza in ’88, after falling off her bicycle, his grief was such that he became a true elder of the sacred flame. An altar was erected consisting of her old harmonium, a holdall containing her old rags and leather trousers with her motorbike boots on top. It’s still there, in the bedroom of a council flat in Moss Side, Manchester.

Little could assuage the grief of Demetrius … even the special group discount at Raffles Sauna offered only a temporary refuge from the veil of tears that had become Whalley Range. As for Nico’s musicians, we tried to give it a go without her, replacing her with another surly girlie. But it didn’t work. Demetrius wasn’t in love with her, and his sure-fire flare for fiasco never took hold. No one could come close to his great obsession, the Cruel Beauty, the Ice Cold Warrior Queen of the Nordic Races.

Until one day in the autumn of ’93, he read an ad in Loot.

‘Who will save me from this terrible world? Russian woman seeks correspondence with English Gentleman …’

He had rescued Nico in ’81, when she was on her uppers. Now all the ‘doctors’ could come into play again: the psychologist, the theologian, the physician.

Demetrius’s flair for the florid billet-doux was resurrected. He got a letter back from a town 200k south-east of Moscow called Riazan. It was written in decent English. There was a phone number. He called her. He liked her voice.

‘She’s beautiful, I just know she’s beautiful. Let’s go and get her! She’s The One!’

As for my life in England, well, cher reader, I was living (and still do, until the world recognises my genius) au bord de L’Oxford Canal … Where the ducks dive and the willows weep and the crack heads come to burn a few pipes in peace and quiet. At the end of my street is a hedge and a small path that leads to a coal yard. Here the ephemera collector can indulge his passion for the truly arcane. On any given day you might find at your feet: freshwater oyster shells, calcified yet still recognisable, left by the monks who lived and fished from the stream here in the fifteenth century; a high strength condom; a used hypodermic; a snakeshead fritillary, with its pixie bell flower; empty cans of Special Brew or the occasional Hereford Scrumpy left by the more discerning wino. But none of these can compare with the inhabitants.

Some years ago the city council decided to dump its damaged souls somewhere out of sight where they could do no harm to anyone but themselves. Occasionally one of them bursts out, like the guy a few doors down who was found wandering around Trafalgar Square with an axe in his hand.

Or take the animal who prowls around my den – Gadzo. Musclebound, he walks as if he’s carrying a sack of kittens under each arm. Yet he’s no health fanatic, he’s just been built that way up at Castle Frankenstein.

Gadzo sleeps till midday and spends the afternoons smoking and gobbing phlegm in an attempt to win the Golden Tumour award for services to the Great Gasper. He switches on and lights up, mug of tea and ashtray locked in position. Occasionally things flicker across Gadzo’s screen that he doesn’t like, fings vat are ‘aht of awder’ – me for example. There’s only room for him on the pavement. And when he goes out at opening time he’ll stand motionless in the street for a few seconds, wearing his look of confused indignation – as if the world dealt him some great injustice. It did. It gave him life.

Close by, lives an ancient dwarf, Edwyn. He’s been wearing the same greasy cap for a thousand years. Simian and sly, he hates everyone, especially after his wife ran off with ‘a nigger’, taking the children. He used to be an abattoir man. If the weather gets cold he likes to talk of the really hard winter of ’62 when everything froze: the stream, the canal, the pipes, the ground. The only way he could keep warm at work was by plunging his arms to the hilt into the guts of a freshly slaughtered pig or cow. Whenever I go outside he’s always hovering around like a sad little chimp, chattering and cursing. He collects the glasses at a local pub and drinks himself into a stupor every night.

Down the road lives ‘Auntie May’, my girlfriend, so called after the ancient Irish spellmaking tradition, as in ‘see what auntie may bring’.

Auntie May and I got to talking one day when she was cleaning windows. I offered to help. (I should have noticed the broom outside her front door.) She has to live near water. Auntie May says she was a seal in another existence – what the Scilly Islanders call a ‘Silkie’ – charming sailors to their death. Come to think of it, she has the look of a seal – sort of smooth and nosy with big dark eyes and, thankfully, no moustache. She’s never out of the water. She nearly drowned a couple of years back, swimming between islands. She’s a powerful swimmer, does thirty lengths a day. She looks beautiful in her element, very shiny and pretty. She’d have you swimming off with her into waters deep and icy at the flick of a flipper.

Auntie May does spells. There are some she calls ‘harming’ which she says she’ll never do because they come back to you. But there’s others to just help things along a little – ‘bidding spells’.

She’d love it if we were what she calls ‘together properly’ – locked in a death embrace in front of ‘Coronation Street’. Truth is I’ve always found the permanent companionship of women something of a disappointment. (I’m sure they feel the same way about me.) The 5 denier glamour soon snags as your bathroom becomes a forest of dripping tights. Could you turn the music down? Your friends are banished yet your world becomes strangely crowded by the love lives of third rate celebrities and their sex scandals. You begin to realise you’ve as much chance of being involved in a sex scandal as Thora Hird does of getting a job as a cigarette girl at ‘The Pink Pussycat’.

Still, Auntie May’s a good lass even if Sister Victoire at her convent said she was ‘a choilde of Satan’. Nonsense of course, though she’s a dab hand at the Wicca magic – here’s a tip from Auntie May about ‘passing’ spells. Never touch a package of any kind (eg, a box, a pack of cigarettes) at the crossroads. It might look innocent enough. That’s the idea. Leave it alone. It could be a ‘passing’ spell. For instance, you could pick up the pack, open it – nothing inside. You walk away. Pretty soon you’ve got a rash on your hands. This is because the person who left you the package had eczema and has passed it on to you by placing a minuscule piece of the dried skin inside.

Talking of crossroads. Near the crossroads at the end of my street Richard the Lionheart was born. But I was born in Oldham. Home of the Tubular Bandage. And not one square inch of Oxford has a place in my heart.

One day, not long ago, an old lady appeared in my street, accompanied by her granddaugher. She wanted to see the house she had lived and worked in as a young woman. In the back where a kitchen and bathroom now stand there used to be a big copper boiler. As a girl she would take in laundry from the newly founded ladies’ colleges. She told me the worst job of all was cleaning the sanitary towels of the undergraduates.

So, why am I here? Because the only time I feel in the right place is when I’m leaving it, en route to somewhere else. Et in transit ego. The place I like is the journey. I live next door to a railway station and a bus that can get me to Heathrow in 50 minutes. The only thing I like about where I am is it’s easy to get out.

As for that other Oxford – the bucolic reverie, the vintage port, the dreaming spires … I rarely go out. But on the few occasions I’m obliged to, I invariably encounter some of our future rulers at play and no matter how agreeable the company, the evening always ends with a taste of ashes, a nagging sense of defeat that once again I’ve failed the revolution by neglecting to bring my AK47.

Dr Demetrius planned his campaign. He would drive, with suitable companions, to Riazan. Though follicly challenged and over-fond of the cream cheese bagel, he would woo The One with all the charm of a flaxen-haired undergraduate, whispering sweet nothings on an Oxbridge lawn at May morning.

He wanted to take a pal of his, Eggie, as backup driver; and me as emotional backup. Eggie was doing time for fraud. I didn’t know him too well. We’d met a few times over a cappuccino at the ‘San Giorgio’. Wayward flies, cakeshop eyes, bucket gut and a habit of looking at the waitress’s chest as he orders a chocolate cheesecake with double lashings of cream – Eggie is a kamikaze diabetic.

Eggie is given to sudden impulses. Before his trial began he knew he was going to be sent down. He needed one last hedonistic burst before slop-out. Demetrius and I set off for a big night out in Sheffield with Eggie following behind in his own car. Suddenly he wasn’t with us. He’d taken a turn off the motorway to Ringway Airport, booked a flight to New York and done everything you can on $50 – which, for someone who doesn’t care where he sleeps, what he wears or what he eats, can amount to quite a lot – even in New York. Where did he stay? On a bench in Central Park. You’d have to be a mugger with critically low self-esteem to roll Eggie.

Demetrius went to see Eggie in chokey. After six months on a hospital diet they couldn’t figure out why he wasn’t losing any weight. Through the prison battering system he was getting a regular supply of Mars bars in return for his advice on fiscal planning. Though he was enjoying himself inside, he was keen to go to Moscow when his stretch ended. What could be more liberating than to get out of jail and find adventure (and maybe romance) in a land that had just got out of jail?

Demetrius and I planned the trip. At first it was going to be by car via Berlin and Warsaw, but his beloved warned him that it was a suicide road of black ice and Polish highwaymen. Far better to fly. But Demetrius couldn’t fly. He had to absent himself from all the Nico tours that required air travel. He’d tried it once – it made his brain explode. Maybe boat? But the seas were treacherous at this time of year.

I took the academic route and found a copy of the The Present State of Russia in a letter to a Friend by Dr Samuel Collins, ‘physician to the court of the Tsar’. Published in 1671. It spoke of drunks freezing to death in the street. ‘Tis a sad sight to see a dozen people brought upright in a sledge frozen to death,’ and, strangely prescient, ‘this much I know: the Empire is impoverish’d, depopulated and spoil’d so much in ten years, as it will not recover its pristine prosperity in forty … the best of the land is harass’d, the rest untill’d for want of men. All things are there become scarce; every thing six times the rate it was formerly.’

Maybe nothing had changed at the heart of Russia.

With the sudden meltdown of the Soviet Empire, what kind of people were picking through the debris? Though I began to watch any and every TV documentary, including the CNN coverage of the battle of the Russian Parliament, I found it difficult to grasp what life must be like for the ordinary Russian, to wake up one day – precisely, January 1st 1992 – and no longer belong to a great empire. What if the USA and its military, economic and cultural influence suddenly disappeared one cold January morning? What if, even here in this sad vassal outpost of the American empire people suddenly started tearing down McDonalds signs and throwing them into the Thames? Would the salmon leap once again?

Suddenly Dr Demetrius postponed his crusade. Fighting his way through the labyrinth of British and Russian bureaucracy, he bought The One a flight to Manchester.

At the time he was living in Prestwich, a suburb of North Manchester. The houses are gothic and grand, built by Greek shipping magnates when the Manchester Ship Canal was in use. Now Prestwich houses Britain’s second largest Jewish community. Over the century it’s become a quiet refuge for people fleeing the endless pogrom of Central Europe. Trouble is, it’s too quiet. There are no shops, no movement, no street life. Just privacy. Which, after all, I suppose is what you want when nobody likes you.

Demetrius had done his best to impress, renting a swinging sixties town house, a real ‘pad’, with green carpets, blue walls, globular lighting, comfort-free furniture – the decor hadn’t been altered since George Best signed for United. The One preferred Russian apartment blocks with neighbours – the sense of safety in numbers, rather than the English obsession with privacy. Moreover, there was another presence – the pad had paw marks. Elvira, a doe-eyed Jack Russell was more than a man’s best friend, she was deeply in love with Demetrius and would fling her paws around him whenever he returned from even the briefest errand. She hated to be apart from him and was bitterly jealous if any other female, canine or human, should become the object of the doctor’s affection.

Man, woman and dog stood before the Manchester Registrar and, when it came to the question of anyone objecting to the marriage the witnesses seemed to glance over to Elvira at the end of her lead. She looked so sad and wronged.

Now there was no going back, no more wandering along the B roads of Rock and Roll. No more soul-searching, no more trying to find oneself.

The first whiff of morning sickness and Dr Demetrius knew his travelling days were over.

But I was going to make it to Moscow. The phone rang constantly – Demetrius insisting he’d be coming too. Maybe he’d drive, maybe he’d even suffer the horrors of flying.

He wasn’t going anywhere. Eventually my answer machine said it all in his basso profundo. ‘James, dear boy, be warned:

Married life can be a bore.

She screams, she shouts, she walks the floor.

The knives are in, the nookie’s out,

The days she finds the Porn Drawer!’

I was really up for the trip. Bags packed. But I was nervous. Not just because Russia seemed to be on the brink of civil war, not even because gangs of muggers supposedly roamed the Moscow streets with impunity. It was just that to go there alone, without even a handle on the lingo, seemed reckless.

I was never going to learn Russian. The sight of it made my eyes swim. It looks beautiful, it sounds beautiful, but the truth is I can’t grasp foreign languages. That part of my brain is forever occupied by a pink-skinned Britisher on a deckchair with a knotted handkerchief on his head and Blackpool Tower in the background.

Eggie was released from jail. He too had been genning up on business possibilities in the new Russia, as well as filling his cell with Slavic blondes. He called me up, dying to go – instantly. But I didn’t fancy kipping on any park benches in Moscow. I had the phone number of a young guy – a musician called Misha. Demetrius had met him in Manchester. Misha was working as a translator for a Moscow bank. He’d been sent over to London with a party of Russian bankers but had nicked off to Manchester in search of music.

I called him. He sounded … well, Russian … hesitant, thinking deeply over every statement. He spoke good English, with an English accent and not the universal American. I told him I wanted to rent a place in Moscow and maybe work with some Russian musicians. Could he help me find somewhere to stay? This time there was no hesitation.

‘Do you want horrible, or very horrible?’


Loss Leaders

16th October 1993

I KNOW LITTLE of the Russian century – the pram remorselessly rolling down the Odessa steps. But here’s a Revolution that comes at you with all the sad chaos of a Tesco trolley rattling down the stairs at Sheremetyevo Airport.

The whole plane load funnels into one mass, choking the stairs. Some Brits begin to moan. Others, old hands, joke loudly among themselves, scoffing at the cheap uniforms of the soldier boys. They look so incredibly young, eighteen or nineteen, these spotty boys who are all that’s left now to hold back the barbarians and their bangles.

There are two boys in a box, checking passports. There’s a weak, jaundiced light … and that smell. I’ve met it before in Poland or somewhere else – a mix of chemical air, dust, and misery. The smell of school.

The boys check my passport and visa, running it under a squat gunmetal box that resembles a teas-maid. A third youth joins them and compares my photo with my face.

‘What is the purpose of your visit?’

‘Business.’ I’d been told to say ‘Business’ whenever asked. My visa says ‘Business Consultant’. It just speeds things up. The independent traveller, if no longer a security risk, is still something of a nuisance.

The flight indicator at the baggage carousel says Istanbul, but the tumble of bags is international. Luggage is collapsing and piling up indiscriminately. A Xmas turkey seems to have dislodged itself from someone’s suitcase and is making a slow, sad progress around the luggage belt. No one seems concerned. Eventually my bag leaps out of the hatch, as if it’s just been thrown (it has).

A guy comes up to me clanking a crippled trolley. ‘Two dollars.’

I kick my suitcase towards Customs.

A well-groomed, heavy-set man, with a double-breasted Italian suit motions the trolley man over to the carousel and points to his bags. They are loaded up and they clank off to customs. I tuck myself behind the big guy as he mows a path through the crowd.

There’s a thick glass partition. I don’t see Eggie, and I don’t know what Misha looks like. But there’s a whole bunch of other big guys nodding and smiling at our big guy. One of them comes over and shoves a document in front of the official. The customs officer looks weedy and nervous. His uniform is too big for him, in every sense. He stamps the piece of paper anxiously, without reading it, his thin grey hand poking out of his sleeve. The big guys kiss and slap each other on the back.

Caught in the wake of their authority I’m waved through. I still don’t see Eggie in the lobby. He said he’d be there. His flight was from Manchester via Amsterdam, and was due to arrive an hour before mine. And then there’s Misha. Misha is a musician. I look around for a thin, muso type. There’s a biker jacket and pony tail loafing about with some pals, but he’s all jacket and no bike. I reckon a Russian musician would buy a guitar first.

‘You want taxi?’ A short guy in a brown leather cap and donkey jacket taps me on the shoulder.

‘Maybe … I’m waiting for someone.’

‘If they come – good for you. If not – good for me. I stay with you.’

‘Don’t bother. Could be a long wait.’

‘No such thing in Russia.’ He laughs and walks away.

It doesn’t feel too good to be alone in Moscow. Only a couple of years ago it would have been impossible. I’d have been part of some official tour group with some sanctioned tour guide, and permitted to stay only at State-approved accommodation. Now I’ve wandered into a bazaar. Every form of hustler and international low-life is crammed into this tatty airport.

Over by the arrivals gate stands a familiar outline: Hawaiian shirt undone, cotton slacks sliding down the soft underbelly of Europe, no socks, muddy tennis shoes, finished off by a pair of electro-blue wraparound shades. It’s Eggie, dressed for the Russian winter.

‘Greetings, Tavaresh!’

Standing slightly apart from Eggie, and surrounded by a jumble of plastic carrier bags are two young men. One is tall, with lanky hair and a loose, hangdog posture, like he’s trying to look smaller. He’s listening to Eggie with a hard stare of concentration. The other guy is average height, with tight blond curly hair and steel-framed glasses – he looks fit, and he moves from Reebok to Reebok. He too is listening to Eggie, but with a slightly confused expression. Neither of them look like musicians – like they do or don’t do drugs, like they care or don’t care about global issues – they look small town, normal, like people did before the world itself got small.

‘James. Welcome to Moscow,’ says the tall one, in a languid, educated voice. ‘I am Misha, and please allow me to introduce Georgi.’

We shake. Misha weakly, Georgi firmly. Georgi’s anxious to get moving. He doesn’t like the airport.

‘Too much bad guys. Too much militia. We got a car waiting … so please, it’s high time to go now.’

As soon as we are outside the building, Georgi lets go a powerjet of phlegm into the freezing air.

There’s a constant steel-grey rain. We drag our bags across mud puddles, towards a waiting Mercedes with driver. Maybe these guys are rock stars after all. I ask whose car this is. Georgi says it belongs to his boss.

‘What does your boss do, Georgi?’

‘Little bit of something, many things.’

Georgi sits in front with the driver, giving directions. I’m in the back with Misha, Eggie and his bags. I seem to have a carrier bag of dirty laundry on my lap. I ask Eggie why he has so many carrier bags. He tells me there were more, but he got rolled in Amsterdam.

‘What did you lose?’

‘Mainly me sense of ’umour, pal – and a couple o’ jars of Branston pickle.’

Misha is curious. ‘Brans-town pickle?’

‘It’s a relish,’ says Eggie.

‘Aaah … “to savour, to delight in” … please, gentlemen, allow me to remark upon particular sights of interest as we make our journey into Moscow.’ Misha’s definitely showing off his wares with the English phraseology. I get the feeling this is annoying Georgi. Misha points to the Protivo Tankovie Yezhi, massive steel criss-crosses, the anti-tank ‘hedgehogs’ which mark the place where the German advance was halted in the Great Patriotic War. The car seems to slow slightly out of respect.

‘An’ where will yer stop the Germans this time?’ asks Eggie, sorting through his bags.

‘Germany is now our economic ally,’ says Georgi, rolling down his window and firing another spit volley. Misha recoils with disgust.

Eggie stares out of the window and sighs. After ten kilometres of desolate agriculture – fields that seem not sleeping but dead – we see great monolithic apartment blocks. Nothing can prepare you for the first shock of Soviet mass housing, except perhaps for an insider experience of factory farming. Every component feature has been prefabricated, including the inhabitants. ‘I live over there,’ says Misha. ‘Recnoj Vokzal. Last stop on the Metro. So far from the centre and in – but so near to the airport and out.’

What’s this boy on about? In and out of what? Doesn’t he like it here? Why not? They’ve only had a thousand years of the boot in the face and the bullet in the back of the neck.

Misha continues. ‘In each block maybe up to four hundred families – perhaps two thousand people.’

All that collective flatulence. Must be like a methane bomb in there.

‘Gentlemen – may I present my home?’ Misha urges Eggie and me to look out and into the smoke and rain. He must see details we can’t in these anonymous incubator blocks. ‘Each one is like a vertical village,’ says Misha.

The car heads down Leningradski Prospekt towards the Garden Ring.

‘Where’s the garden?’ asks Eggie.

Misha and Georgi both laugh.

Eggie is concerned about his blood sugar level. He’s diabetic and carries a pocket blood test machine, techno black and not much bigger than a credit card, it’s the only tasteful thing he possesses. He inserts a small, sterile blade, holds it against his thumb – thwang. Misha and Georgi gape in fascination.

‘Wow!’ Georgi gobs enthusiastically from the window.

‘A thing so simple and efficient.’ Misha’s eyes are wide.

‘Kraut of course,’ says Eggie, letting Georgi examine it. ‘They’re marketin’ a new one soon, ter test fer racial purity.’

Not good. Tut tut. As Eggie suspected, he needs to eat something. ‘Need some nosebag pronto. Where’s yer local caff?’

‘A café? Like I have seen in Manchester? Maybe with some Italian coffee and French croissants?’ Misha laughs.

Georgi knows a place. ‘Moscow is an international city … we have “Rosie O’Grady’s”, a real Irish pub …’

‘For our real Russian Mafia,’ Misha snips Georgi off.

‘Pectopah,’ Eggie has a phrase book. ‘That’s what yer’ve got ter look out for, Jim – it means Restaurant. The P is an R, the C is an S, and the H is an N – goddit?’

The grey afternoon seeps into twilight yellow. The road is steady with traffic. Either side of us it’s solid with Stalinist apartment blocks – but not a Pectopah in sight.

I ask the boys if they reckon we’ll run into any road blocks and if there’s likely to be much burning and looting.

Once again they laugh. Even the driver laughs, and he doesn’t understand English.

‘Sorry. I thought you were on the brink of civil war.’

‘Like cowboys …’ Georgi has three teeth missing on the left hand side. ‘Beng, beng …’

‘Da – Kowboyz …’ nods the driver.

Misha has a more refined explanation. ‘It was a disagreement between the Tzar and his Boyars …’

Georgi interrupts. ‘CNN rent an apartment with best position to see White House [Russian Parliament]. I know they get a good price. Before all other TV companies arrive. Moscow gonna be like Hollywood soon, for sure …’

We’re on a six-lane highway, with some faded pale cream nineteenth-century buildings on one side – workshops and plants – on the other side a group of ‘vertical villages’ twenty-two storeys high.

‘Beautiful Ploschad
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