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First the high-pitched squeak of the brakes on the rails was heard. Then the screams of the 

passengers. Some children burst into tears as the smell of the burnt metal inundated the place. 

The whole carriage had ended up leaning to the left. The screams of panic slowly abated when we 

confirmed that no one had been injured. 

The trains on this particular line were very old and breakdowns were frequent. I always carried 

books and knitting with me which both calm the nerves but a derailment was a first time 

experience for me. An hour previously I had left my village and my family, with whom I had spent 

the Christmas holidays, and I had boarded the train heading towards the town where I was 

studying. I had a rucksack of clothes with me and a large cardboard box. 

The train staff helped us safely off the train, one by one as the door was quite a distance from the 

ground. Outside it was dusk and it would have been fairly dark had it not been for the light 

reflected in the snow. 

The nearest station was three kilometres away. As there was no road network near to the scene of 

the accident we had to walk along the railway track. The crunching sound of shoes in the freezing 

snow created a rythmn which helped me to walk mechanically. From the start I had rejected the 

idea of leaving the package on the train. It contained the present that my grandmother had 

prepared for my birthday. She had lost my grandfather two years before and spent countless hours 

crocheting. She had recorded the dates of birthdays and names days of her children and 

grandchildren and prepared our presents months in advance.  Of course I could have opened the 

package and taken the present out had I had a knife or another sharp object. However, my mother 

sealed all packages with strong parcel tape and bound them so well that I had difficulty opening 

them even when at home.  

I was therefore following the convoy of passengers. We looked like people who had hurriedly 

abandoned their houses, to save themselves from some kind of danger, dragging along their scant 

belongings. My thick clothes impeded my movements. The package felt like it contained rocks and 

the rope was cutting through my hands. “What on earth did my mother put in which has made it 

so heavy?” I wondered. Every time I came across a hitch, I had the same thoughts “Why is this 

happening now? Why especially to me? Why couldn’t I have foreseen this?” 

In the past I was very young and wasn’t aware of why I always expected only pleasant experiences 

in life. I realized much later. I was my parents’ second child after the death of their first – born. 

They had given me her name. I had spent my childhood going from one person’s arms to 

another’s. By Christmas in the first year of Primary School I could read a newspaper. My relatives 

thought I was something special. I wasn’t of course. My mother, who had only finished Primary 

School, solved numerical problems for instance. “Why can’t you understand? It’s so simple,” she 

would say, and explain when two cars setting off ten minutes apart and at different speeds would 

reach their destination. They had always had high expectations of me and now I was studying at 

University they had even higher ones. They had placed me directly at the top of a tower despite 

the fact that I felt more comfortable on the ground floor. 

My co-travelers started to overtake me and at some point I was ready to abandon the package in 

the fields. I didn’t in the end as it would have been like throwing away endless hours of effort, care 

and love which were meant for me. 

When I finally arrived at the station, I found myself in a room which was chock a block full, 

suffocating due to the cigarette smoke. I went outside for a bit but the cold forced me back inside, 

this time armed with patience. The wait would be over three hours. A different train would come 

from our destination. Having to wait in that room seemed worse than the accident itself. I checked 

whether the cardboard box was strong and if it would handle my weight and greatly relieved I 

confirmed that I could use it as a seat. I got an apple and a book out of my bag. The book “If one 

wintery night a traveller” by the Italian Calvino. Inside the author tells half-finished stories. In one 

of them a man and a woman were working different hours. The hours were hardly ever the same. 

Despite that they shared the same bed, which each of them warmed in turn. It was a sad story and 

somewhat absurd, but the fact that I was at a station in the middle of nowhere one winter’s night 

waiting for a train to continue my journey seemed even more absurd. The fact that I was sitting on 

my package with my supplies from the village. It contained my birthday present and all sorts of 

shower gels, soaps and detergents that my grandmother had given me. My mother had made all 

the food I loved. Dolmades made with cabbage leaves, Spinach Pie, Pickled aubergine and Pralines 

with prunes and almonds. There were even fresh eggs among thin bags of lentils so they wouldn’t 

break. And it was then that I remembered finally what was making the package so heavy. My 

mother had shoved potatoes into the gaps between the various packets. Potatoes! She believed 

they were the tastiest in the world. Indeed they were. She grew them herself in a field opposite 

our house. 


