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Chapter 1



Gare de Nord Train Station in Paris, in late summer, 2001.
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“Excusez-moi!”

It’s been a long, tiring day sightseeing in Paris. I can’t wait to catch the train back to my holiday apartment to relax, sit down and take the weight off my feet. These pointed toe stilettos are killing me! This is in spite of selecting to wear my low-heeled kitten stilettos.

“Excusez-moi, mademoiselle!”

Is that man addressing me? He’s not getting a response from the other passengers. But what does he want with me? I don’t want to get involved.

“Excusez-moi, mademoiselle!”

He appears agitated; his voice has got louder. I could have been his target all along! I had better oblige by answering him. Unfortunately, the minute I turn round and respond to him, I will become involved....

Oh, no, it’s too late! Our eyes have met!

“Je voudrais compagnie ce soir sur le voyage en train.”

It’s just as well I don’t understand, at least it lets me off the hook. Since I don’t speak fluent French, it means I won’t have to converse with him.

He is staring intently at me, waiting for a response. How can I help him? I’m a stranger in France, and I’m not familiar with the language. I’m also not a regular passenger on this line; I’m only here on a short visit, so it’s all rather foreign to me.

At least I have understood a little French since holidaying here and what I’ve managed to pick up from my general French phrase book. Enough to understand that, ‘excusez-moi’ means ‘excuse me’ and that he is addressing me as ‘mademoiselle’, ‘young lady’.

I’ll give him a blank look to convey I’m confused: that I don’t wish to engage with him or that I don’t understand. Hopefully, this will deter him from bothering me and get him to go and hassle someone else!

“Excusez-moi, mademoiselle. Je voudrais compagnie ce soir sur le voyage en train.”

He doesn’t appear to have interpreted by my vacant expression that I want to be left alone. Since my French language skills are limited, I’ll brush him off by speaking in my native tongue. This should be enough for him to go and pester someone else.

“I’m sorry; I don’t understand.”

Good, he is giving me a blank look. I’ll reiterate to hopefully get the message across:

“I’m sorry; I don’t speak French!”

“Ah! You speak English!”

Oh, no! He speaks English! Now he is confident we speak the same language, he’s walking down those steps of the concourse to join me on this platform....

Judging by that smug look on his face, he appears pleased he has successfully found a way to engage me in conversation.

“I said I would like some company this evening on the train journey.”

He is looking at me in earnest. Is he attempting to solicit me? Why did I open my mouth? I should have continued to play dumb!

“I have startled you!”

He is obviously capable of making acute observations: he has correctly interpreted my open-mouthed gesture in response to his odd request.

“I am only asking for your company on the train journey. What is wrong with that? It is merely a polite request.”

What can I say? How should I respond to such a strange request?

“I do not like being ignored!”

Oh, no, my non-committal response appears to have angered him! That angry glare in my direction was intentional.

“All I am asking is for you to sit next to me on the train.”

He is looking at me in earnest again, no doubt, registering my silence as a reluctance to be his companion for the train journey. Why would I accompany a complete stranger by agreeing to his bizarre request?

His English is surprisingly fluent. He must have spent some time in England to be so articulate in the language, with only the smallest hint of a foreign accent.

“If you must know, I have had a very stressful day and I would like to talk to someone. I simply desire some company on the train journey this evening.”

He is still staring at me. He’s gripping onto that briefcase he’s holding, as if he’s carrying the full weight of his stressful day, contained within it. I don’t want to be a party to anything it may contain!

But he has posed me with a dilemma. How can I get out of agreeing to sit with him without being rude? I don’t wish to cause offence; besides, he may not take too kindly to it. He has already taken umbrage at my delayed response. Since he is forward enough to make such a strange request, who knows what his reaction will be if I refuse! I just want to be left alone, but how can I tell him this without causing any upset?

“I am not asking for much, simply for you to sit with me for the train journey. Why do you ignore my polite request?”

He is insistent, too insistent! Why doesn’t he ask one of these other passengers standing around on this platform? They might be willing to sit with him.

“Why do you disrespect me by not giving me your reason for denying my simple request to accompany me on the train this evening? I deserve an explanation, at the very least!”

Oh dear! He thinks I’ve slighted him by, in effect, refusing his request: “Erm ... I don’t think I would be very good company.” Hopefully, this will suffice, enough to get me out of trouble.

“Allow me to be the judge of that!”

“I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be rude, but I’m very tired after an exhausting day spent sightseeing. I would just like to rest quietly for the length of my journey until I reach my final destination.”

“You are not the only one! I am also very tired after the stressful day I have had.”

If this is the case, then why is he so desperate for company?

“How far are you travelling?”

“To Lille.” Damn! I shouldn’t have been so hasty to give him an immediate reply. But how can I lie if I don’t know what other stops are before Lille?

Judging by that smirk on his face, he must be congratulating himself for finding a subject on which to engage me in conversation.

“Ah! So you are travelling all the way to the terminus at Gare de Lille-Flandres.”

“Yes.” I keep forgetting that the Lille terminus was renamed ‘Gare de Lille-Flandres’ in 1993, as I recall. Some of the older editions of the tourist’s guidebooks refer to its former name of ‘Gare de Lille’.

“C’est bien. This is good.”

Yes, for him! Now he knows he will have my company for the duration of the journey. That is, if he is going all the way to the Terminus at Lille.

“Bien. I get off at Douai, the stop just before Lille-Flandres.”

Oh, no! Just my luck! Judging by that smile spreading across his face, he appears to have now got it into his head that we are going to sit together. This means I will have to endure him for nearly the whole journey!
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I wish that train would hurry up! 

The longer we have to wait for that train, the more time this stranger has a chance to start asking more questions, perhaps of a personal nature.

Thank goodness, he is now preoccupied with looking at the contents inside that briefcase he’s placed on a bench nearby, instead of bothering me. 

Judging by his appearance, he appears harmless enough. But then appearances can be deceptive. The idiom, ‘you can’t always judge a book by its cover’ comes to mind.

He looks like a professional person, smartly dressed in that dark brown suit, teamed with that cream-coloured shirt and matching, subtly patterned brown and cream-coloured tie. Even his tan-coloured lace-up shoes look as though they have been highly polished to a shine.

His well-groomed appearance is also evident in his neat, short haircut, which flatters his dark receding hairline and his glowing tan. His rimless glasses give him a serious look that accentuates his smart appearance. But I don’t like the way he stares at me; it’s unsettling!

But he’s certainly nothing out of the ordinary, judging by physical appearances. He’s of average height with a stocky build. He looks like a typical commuter, returning home after a tiring day at the office.

But why has he picked on me? Why does he want to befriend me? Why me, when there are plenty of other passengers standing around on this platform waiting for the train?

I suppose he picked on me, because being a lone female, I am more vulnerable. He wouldn’t get the same response from a man.

But why stick with me when he may not be as fluent in English as he may be in French? He could have wandered off and pursued someone fluent in French.

Maybe he selected me specifically because I speak a foreign language, so if others overheard what he had to say to me, they wouldn’t understand? He would then have free rein to say what he likes, based on the assumption that the majority of this eclectic mix of passengers is not as fluent as him in spoken English.

If the other passengers were ignorant regarding the content of his conversations, it would mean he would have fewer witnesses to what he had to say to me. It would therefore make perfect sense to engage with me, if he assumes the other passengers won’t understand what he is saying. At least this is the impression they gave when they heard him speaking in English: they simply carried on what they were doing or turned away.

Is he trying to pick me up? It’s a forward chat-up line to invite himself into my personal space by suggesting that we sit together on the train. Has he viewed me as an easy catch?

Am I dressed inappropriately? If I had dressed more smartly, indulged in the practice of power dressing and not dressed so causally, he would have felt too intimated to approach me. Like these chic French women standing around on this station who he has obviously not felt inclined to approach.

Dressed in these casual clothes, consisting of this mid-length, tiered, floral summer skirt and this matching lilac-coloured plain top with a simple Peter Pan lace collar, he probably viewed me as more approachable. I suppose I look like I wouldn’t be so off-handed and reserved.

My simple hairdo also matches my casual outfit. I’ve left my dark brown, naturally wavy hair to hang loosely over my shoulders. Its tousled look probably gives the impression that I have an easy-going manner.

Maybe I look like I’m on my holidays and not exactly dressed for the office. My appearance more than likely encouraged his casual approach.

He could have got the wrong idea! Perhaps he thinks I’m one of those ladies of the night, to put it in polite terms. But I’m not wearing bold, dramatic make-up, big hair, and showy jewellery. It’s not like I’m dressed to kill and flaunting myself by wearing high heels or a skimpy, short skirt and a low-cut blouse, or a tight-fitting, see-through dress for that matter. Maybe that would have been too obvious.

I’m sure that I look perfectly respectable. How dare he make assumptions about me based on how I dress or look! Doesn’t he know you can’t always judge a book by its cover!

My manner of dress was simply dictated by the seasons. It’s been a scorching hot August summer day, the perfect weather for wearing this lightweight summer skirt and top.

The way he keeps ogling me, I wish now that I’d covered up more. I’ll have to roll these three-quarter length sleeves down to cover my exposed bare forearms.

I thought by not bothering much with my appearance, by dressing down and not wearing much make-up, I wouldn’t have attracted any unwarranted attention. I was wrong!

There are other lone females standing on this platform, but they don’t look as friendly or down-to-earth as I may appear.

Some French women have a sophisticated, almost aloof look, as if to say don’t toy with me! I expect they can give as good as they get; they possess a confident air, which is evident in the way they hold themselves. Their deportment, their dress, and manner all ooze sophistication. He refrains from addressing that sort of woman because he knows they won’t stand for it: they will give him short shrift!

What is it about me that makes me so different and stand out? It can’t be just my manner of dress. Maybe it’s my whole demeanour. Do I look that vulnerable, an easy target? Why do people always tend to approach me? Maybe I appear too friendly? Perhaps I give the appearance of someone who is timid.

I’ve been advised before by supposedly well-meaning, overly confident people:

‘Don’t always bow your head down to the ground; look up and face the world; act like you are more confident.’ And, ‘Stop slouching your shoulders; stand up straight and tall’; and, ‘Don’t hide yourself like a hermit crab hides itself under a shell or rock.’

But I can’t help being shy. I happen to be born under the zodiac sign cancer. Cancerians are introverted, shy, and reserved. They are also known for being emotional and sensitive. That’s my problem: I’m self-conscious and lack confidence in myself.

Perhaps I do look insecure. My posture gives the appearance of someone who is insecure and easily manipulated, and my general manner gives the impression that I am. This stranger could have picked up on this trait in me and is going to exploit it to his own advantage. He won’t be the first one to have done that! He probably won’t be the last.

I’ve been used and manipulated before. Past relationships would testify to that. Why do I allow myself to be manipulated by other people, especially men?

Others, specifically ex-boyfriends, were always in control. They were never satisfied with accepting me for who I am. They were always trying to change me into an image of what they wanted me to be. When you’ve been told countless times of your faults, you begin to believe what you’ve been told. I suppose it’s not surprising I lack self-confidence when I’ve been put down so many times in my life. You begin to accept it as the norm. Is it any wonder I find it so difficult to stand up for myself?

I should learn to say no, put my foot down once and for all and refuse when I don’t want to do something. But it’s hard to break a habit of a lifetime. The problem with me is that I am always too willing to please. I’m what they call a people pleaser.

I always get the short straw when it comes to men. They always try and take advantage of my trusting, kind nature. That’s been my trouble. I am too trusting, kind, and sensitive to other people’s feelings. This has let me down in the past.

I’ve always let my heart rule my head. I take people at face value without giving it much thought. I’ve trusted people in the past and been badly let down by them. They were drawn to me like a magnet because I was an easy target to be exploited by them for their own gain, like this stranger is treating me. I always let my defences down too easily and allow myself to be used. Why do I find it so difficult to assert myself?

I daren’t turn round to face that stranger again. Although it puts me in an awkward position: he will interpret me turning my back on him as a rude gesture. 

His penetrating stare is now burning into my back!
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Perhaps the problem lies more with him.

The reason for this stranger’s uninhibited behaviour towards me could be that he’s drunk! He may have had one too many during the lunch break from the office. 

The French are laid back when it comes to their food and are renowned for taking long two-hour lunch breaks, a midday siesta. The French are also renowned for their love of drink, wine in particular, where they will not bat an eyelid about consuming a bottle of wine over lunch. 

Perhaps he hasn’t yet managed to acquire the drinking habits that are peculiar to the French. This is probably a relatively new phenomenon for him, so he’s feeling the adverse effects.

He doesn’t appear to be tipsy. He is not exhibiting any of the typical tell-tale signs of being drunk. He is not swaying or off balance; his hands aren’t shaking. In fact, he appears composed. Thankfully, he is currently preoccupied with examining some paperwork he has just removed from his briefcase. 

I have avoided making direct eye contact with him, as I would initially with any stranger, so I don’t know whether his eyes were bloodshot. He didn’t have slurred speech. He didn’t appear completely uninhibited and yell out to get people’s attention. He wasn’t unintelligible when he spoke. He sounded coherent. 

I didn’t detect the whiff of alcohol on his breath, not that I was close enough to him: I preferred to keep my distance. Although, I did notice at some point, he popped something into his mouth. Was it to freshen his breath and disguise the smell of alcohol, and the fact that he had been drinking? 

He could be an alcoholic!

He may be able to hold his drink more effectively than others without showing any outward signs because he has had a lot of practice. 

He could be a closet drinker! 

I’ve read about how some alcoholics are masters at deception, hiding their drinking excesses even from their friends and family. How am I going to deal with him if this has played a factor in his impulsive behaviour and uninhibited approach?

He could have mental problems! 

Apparently, mental problems are on the increase, a result of everyone living increasingly stressful lives. He does appear stressed, the way he is still closely examining the paperwork that he produced from his briefcase earlier. 

He hinted that he was stressed.

He does appear to be displaying further signs of his stressed state. He is now pacing up and down on this platform with those papers clutched in his hand. It’s an alarming sight! 

Apparently, pacing up and down is a symptom exhibited by people in an agitated, anxious state or a side effect of taking anti-psychotic drugs! 

If he is exhibiting any mental problems, he has come to the wrong person! 

I am not a psychotherapist or a psychiatrist. I don’t want to have to deal with his mental state and psychological problems, if indeed he has any. I have enough of my own hang-ups to deal with. 

Perhaps he’s hoping to use the soft upholstered seats in the train carriage as the psychiatrist’s couch, where he is going to sidle up to me and tell me all his problems. 

Well, I don’t want to listen to his problems: I have enough of my own to deal with. That’s the last thing I want to do: take other people’s problems on board, especially from complete strangers! He could be expecting free consultation and advice! 

Perhaps his pacing up and down has more to do with waiting impatiently for the train to arrive. Well, I can relate to that. 

He could be suffering from depression! 

Apparently, depression is also on the rise, from what I’ve read and heard in the media, with the increasingly stressful and complicated lives we live. 

He appears sad, dejected, and lonely. He is in such a state that he’s not thinking clearly, hence his peculiar request for me, a complete stranger, to sit next to him on the train. 

He could be on a downward spiral, where he expects others, like me, to prop him up and make him feel better. He wants to unburden himself of his problems onto someone else’s shoulders: mine! He wants to lighten his load and, in the process, depress me with his problems, so they end up also becoming mine. I’m not a counsellor, nor do I wish to be. We could all do with a therapist at traumatic stages in our lives, but they don’t come cheap!

Perhaps he wants me to provide him with some amusement as a distraction from his problems. He wants a little light interlude just for the length of the journey, and he thinks that I’m a soft touch that will provide it for him. I’m not here to be at his beck and call! 

Besides, I have my own problems to deal with, including bouts of depression.

I came on holiday to escape the pressures at home. Since I’ve been suffocated by work and other matters going on in my life, this complete break and a change of scenery should do me the world of good. 

I have braved it out on my own by coming on holiday alone to prove to myself I’m better at coping with unforeseen challenges than I give myself credit for. The hope is that I will return home from my holiday more confident and reinvigorated to face any difficulties that life throws at me, as a single person living on my own. 

I did not come on holiday to relive depressive moments, ghosts from the past that insist on visiting me from time to time. It’s unfortunate that I tend to ruminate on the past, on bad events that have befallen me, when I’m in a depressive state. So I hardly want to take on board someone else’s emotional problems! I don’t wish to go down that painful road again.

He could be on medication! 

Am I witnessing the side effects of him taking medication? Some medications have serious and bizarre, unwanted side effects. This could account for the strange request he made earlier on in our initial encounter. His unpredictable behaviour certainly appears to bear all the hallmarks of a psychotic episode. 

Is he suffering from what is more commonly referred to as bipolar disorder?

He is displaying symptoms of manic behaviour. He appears to have lost his inhibitions by talking inappropriately to strangers. He talks in a rapid manner. He is impulsive, such as when he approached me. He is agitated and restless; he can’t stand still: he is pacing up and down on the platform. 

He could be hallucinating! 

Is he having strange visions or hearing voices that are dictating his bizarre behaviour?

Is he suffering from psychosis? Has this led him to suffer from paranoia!

He was quick to take offence when I refused his bizarre request: he was suspicious of my motives and was defensive, hostile, and aggressive in his response. Is he able to forgive and forget? Or does he hold a grudge against me because he views me as the person who wronged him by refusing his request to be his travelling companion? I haven’t dared to venture close enough to observe if his pupils are dilated. 

Or is he suffering from the withdrawal effects of not taking his medication? 

He is displaying recognisable withdrawal symptoms. He is perspiring profusely and he appears depressed. He is also irritable and restless: he still keeps pacing up and down this platform and playing with his briefcase.

He could be a drug user of illicit drugs! 

He doesn’t fit the usual stereotype: young, with a slovenly appearance and a vacant, spaced-out expression. However, he did appear animated when he insisted on engaging with me when he first made his approach. He also displayed impulsive and uninhibited behaviour when he made his unconventional request to me earlier. 

He could have evil intentions! 

What if he has more sinister motives?

Is he known to the police? Is he an international criminal? Is he on the run from some heinous crime he has committed? 

What does he hold in that briefcase he’s clutching in his hand? 

It could contain binding material, such as a piece of rope, cord or a roll of duct tape! It could contain cleaning materials to erase any trace evidence. It could also contain a pair of gloves to prevent any fingerprints from being left at the scene of the crime or on the hapless victim? It could contain a knife!

He could be planning a kidnap and needs the appropriate tools to carry out his crime. Everyone has read or heard about these kinds of fear-provoking stories circulating in the media. 

What motive could he have for wanting to commit such crimes? 

He looks menacing the way he’s moving his hands over his briefcase, as if he is threatening to produce something from it that will put my safety in jeopardy. Is he out to get me? 

Does he have kidnap on his mind? 

What is frightening is that right now he is an unknown entity. He is a complete mystery. 

Why is he harassing me? 

Has he created a delusional relationship with me simply because he has managed to engage me in conversation? He was pertinacious in his attempt to engage with me.

Is he a stalker? 

Has he exhibited such stalking behaviour before? This approach may not be new to him. 

He is cunning in his strategy, falling short of actual stalking by maintaining his distance in this crowded station. He is apparently well versed in the techniques of stalking. He obviously knows it is difficult to prove, at least beyond a reasonable doubt. 

He is fixated on me! He is watching my every move! 

He is so confident that he is not even doing it subtly, by looking away every time I catch him looking at me. He doesn’t appear to care that I catch him in the act of staring at me. 

His stubborn behaviour has all the hallmarks of a stalker! 

I’m going to have to mind my step and try and avoid him at all costs!
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I have thirty more minutes to endure this stranger’s manic behaviour before the train is due. 

It’s just gone six p.m. according to the train station clock. What a pity I missed that earlier train.

I need to escape from this strange man. 

But how on earth can I escape? The only escape route is through the exit ‘sortie’ doors to this station. This means I will have to retrace my steps, the way I came in.

But if I move off this platform and walk out of the station I will miss my train. Besides, time is getting on, and it will be dark before long, so I can’t afford to miss the next train. I want to arrive back at my holiday studio apartment let before nightfall! So he has me cornered in his lair!

Why is my first instinct to escape the difficult situation facing me? This has always been my initial reaction when faced with anything I don’t want to deal with: escape the situation and avoid it at all costs!

For once, I wish I could face my fears and any difficulties or challenges, instead of feeling the need to escape them. I need to confront the situation head on and deal with the problem. I should stand my ground, stand up to him and not allow him or anyone to change my plans.

Why do I always have avoidance issues? It’s because I don’t want to deal with any unpleasantness. Escapism is a defence mechanism. I’m trying to protect myself from something that is going to cause me some discomfort. Of course, it’s the easy way out. But in the long run, not dealing with the cause of my difficulties is going to create more problems.

Running away from the problem right now is only going to prolong my anguish. Missing the next train and having to return to my apartment in the dark, especially to an unfamiliar town, is sending shivers down my spine. I could easily lose my way. I must consider my personal security. I will have to stick it out here in this station and think of an alternative plan.

Now that escaping isn’t a viable option, I will have to stand my ground and tolerate this strange man. 

Hopefully, if I turn a blind eye, he’ll get the idea I’m not interested in listening to him and don’t view him as a threat. I’ll ignore him. I’ll pretend to be preoccupied by giving him a vacant look, or not looking in his direction, although it didn’t work last time....

“Is that station clock reliable, I wonder?”

Damn! He is still attempting to get me to respond to him, talking in that unfamiliar accent. Ignoring him isn’t working again.

Besides, it’s too late now to ignore him. As far as he is concerned, he has made the initial contact with me. So probably, in his mind, we’re now bound like a couple, albeit where one of the pair is the reluctant one in the relationship.

“Do you have the correct time?”

“No, sorry, I don’t have the time.” I don’t have the time or for you, I want to add. I wonder if he can detect the irony in my reply.

I could have got him all wrong. Perhaps I’m being paranoid about him. His approach has been overly friendly, that’s all.

It could be a cultural thing, a complete misunderstanding on my part. It could be his culture to be overly friendly, so forward that he invites complete strangers to sit with him. We British are a more reserved species, more inhibited about having conversations with complete strangers in a social setting.

The French, in particular, are renowned for their exhibitionist behaviour, while we British are renowned for our British reserve. The French are also known for being less inhibited and openly staring at strangers, whereas we British would tend to break off our stare and look elsewhere. I’ll pretend to look the other way when he addresses me again....

“The train is not due for a while. According to my watch we have another forty minutes or more to wait....”

No! Surely, he’s wrong! Maybe his watch is losing time. Or is he trying to confuse me by trying to persuade me that the train clock is fast and so is displaying the wrong time. Either way, he still doesn’t appear to be getting the message that I don’t want to have a conversation with him.

He is now choosing to obstinately stand close to me, his excuse is to engage me in conversation, in spite of my repeated attempts to move a few feet away from him. He is obviously unaware of social boundaries, or even personal boundaries for that matter. Both are apparently blurred for him.

Am I being too cautious? 

His behaviour could all be innocent enough. He is simply lonely, a foreigner in a foreign place, just like me. I haven’t been in this country long and everything is still strange and alien to me.

I have probably taken the whole incident out of all proportion, imagining all kinds of scenarios. I have a habit of doing this. The trouble with me is I have a vivid imagination.

Maybe I’m worrying over nothing.

His intentions are probably all above board and perfectly innocent. I’ve blown the situation out of all proportion, as usual.

He looks harmless enough, if appearances are anything to go by. That is, discounting his tendency to stare with those dark brown eyes magnified behind those rimless spectacles that give him a more sinister look. Apart from that, he looks like the average passenger commuting home after an exhausting day at the office.

I’m starting to feel guilty about accusing him of criminal deeds he hasn’t yet committed. I believe in not guilty until proven otherwise. He is probably innocent of any wrongdoing, of all the charges I’ve laid against him. I’ve simply imagined the worst. The media hype surrounding all those films and books on the popular psychological thriller genre must have influenced my thinking.

Besides, he hasn’t done anything yet that would warrant a police investigation. So how can I tell anyone that he has a threatening demeanour, or that he has threatened me, simply because he insisted I kept him company on the train? This wouldn’t constitute a crime in anyone’s book.

People would just think I was overreacting to his friendly overtures. They could accuse me of crying wolf. Onlookers would probably say it must be in my nature to find fault with someone’s manner or attitude. That I’m being far too sensitive, which I readily admit is in my nature.

I could be accused of prejudging people. I am guilty of being too judgemental when it comes to other people, such as coming to the conclusion that he is at fault. This is my problem: I’m too suspicious. I have a suspicious nature. I’m too ready to judge people when you can’t always judge a book by its cover.

I have a certain amount of sympathy for him. He must be desperate, to make such an unusual request to a stranger, me.

He could be lonely; after all, he appears to be alone in a strange city. I can relate to that. I know what it’s like to be lonely. Sometimes I would welcome the company of a companion.

In fact, I can empathise with his plight. How would I feel if I were in his shoes? I would probably feel the same way. I would want the companionship of someone else, even if it were a stranger.

So I can’t turn my back on him and leave him stranded and alone. I also wouldn’t want him to have such a bad experience of human nature, when no one is willing to offer support or a helping hand.

Besides, I don’t want to offend him. I don’t want to appear rude or discourteous by turning his polite request down. I blame my upbringing for that. I was brought up to be polite.

But sometimes being polite and considerate can have its disadvantages: when you act purely out of politeness by considering the feelings of the other person and suffer as a consequence.

I just want him to go away and leave me alone!

“What hotel are you staying at in Lille?”

Why on earth would he want to know that? I don’t want an unexpected visit from him! “Erm ... I’m not staying at a hotel.”

“I find that strange, if, as you say, you are here on holiday. Most people, when they go on holiday, stay in a hotel. I think perhaps you are staying with friends.”

I’m fed up with him fishing for answers to his enquiries. But I’m going to have to supply him with an answer: he will not rest until he gets some information out of me: 

“I’m staying in a self-catering studio apartment let.”

“I see. Where is the apartment located? In which district of Lille is it located? I might be familiar with the area.”

His cunningness in pretending that he might know the area to get me to supply him with answers that will help him to pinpoint more precisely where I’m staying, is so obvious it’s insulting! Why do people always assume that others are not perceptive enough to see through their deceit? “In answer to your question: I’m not sure exactly. I only know where the apartment is in relation to the train station and the surrounding area.”

He is pondering over my answer. Hopefully, it will shut him up, for a while at least!

Damn, why can’t I get through to him! He tries to give the impression that he doesn’t understand the hints I’ve given him in my responses to his questions that I don’t want to have anything to do with him. Or at least he is pretending to be ignorant of my wishes.

I’m so frustrated at not being strong enough in character to respond to him by replying, ‘I don’t wish to answer any of your questions.’ It’s also frustrating that I can’t summon up the courage to disagree with anyone that asserts their opinions over mine.

“If you are not sure where your apartment is located in Lille, you should get into the habit of writing things down. Then you will know the exact address of where you are staying. Otherwise, it could get you into serious trouble!”

How dare he speak to me like that! He’s not content with the answer I supplied him with: he has to reply with a rude rebuke. But how dare he dictate to me and be concerned with my welfare! He is a stranger, for goodness’ sake!

My sympathy for him has run its course. He is starting to be the source of irritation with his insistence and persistence in pestering me. But I can’t very well dump him when we’re both sharing this platform waiting for the same train!
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I could cause a scene to get rid of this stranger. 

I could tell him in no uncertain terms to get lost! Although, he can’t literally get lost since, like me, he is confined to this platform. But he could leave me alone!

I don’t want to create a scene though. After all, he hasn’t done anything wrong yet, apart from striking up what most people would probably perceive as a fairly innocuous conversation with me. People could accuse me of causing a false alarm.

Furthermore, if I did create a scene, it would delay me from getting on the train to my destination, if other strangers intervened, or the train guard was alerted. Or it may involve the local authorities, or even the police!

I don’t want to get entangled with the police, especially as a visitor to this country: it may cause untold problems for the rest of my holiday, not to mention any future visits. Besides, I’m too tired and travel weary to have to explain the situation, especially having to overcome the language barrier. They may not understand me fully, which would involve lengthy discussions explaining myself and justifying why I involved them.

Moreover, it’s not in my nature to cause trouble. I’m not one to enjoy confrontation, unlike this stranger. He has already shown signs that he is antagonistic, which raises another red flag! It is not in my character to be combative. What’s more, I would be too embarrassed to suggest that he had done anything wrong. And I am certainly not the type to exaggerate and make up all kinds of stories just to get him off my back!

I could mingle with the crowds. There’s safety in numbers. Groups of people are scattered around this platform.

There’s a group over there, huddled together in the middle of the platform. They look like young tourists with their bulging rucksacks. It’s probably their first time in this foreign country, as they appear over enthusiastic, laughing and joking among themselves.

I don’t want to approach that group though: they appear too young. I don’t think they would understand my plight. Besides, what I have to convey would probably be lost in translation. I’m also not extrovert enough to start a random conversation with strangers as that stranger has done with me. No, I can’t bring myself to approach them....

Several youths are dotted about this station but they, too, probably wouldn’t understand the urgency of my plight. They most likely don’t take anything seriously at their age. So they would probably laugh and think I was worrying over nothing. However, they would, I’m sure, offer to help. They would probably try to reassure me as if they were helping an older person than themselves, such as their mother or much older sister, and would, no doubt, feel chivalrous for doing so.

Also, being young and full of energy, they might view me as a novelty and engage me in long-drawn-out conversations about where I’m from and what I’m doing here in France. I don’t want to have to answer their many enquiries but would be obliged to, as they would be providing cover for me away from the attentions of that other stranger.

It’s also possible they might view my plight as a bit of an adventure, something to do out of the ordinary, some light entertainment to pass the time while waiting for the train. They could go overboard in helping me. Their reaction might be to approach my stalker and have it out with him, where it could all end up in a fight, in spite of my objections. Any objections I had would fall on deaf ears, because youths are ever ready to show themselves as heroes, to prove their mettle, their manhood.

I don’t fancy approaching any of those older men standing alone on this platform either. They may get the wrong idea and think that I’m attempting to pick them up! After all, this is the very thing I’m trying to avoid.

Some of those men look quite rough around the edges, still donning their scruffy work overalls. They may be opportunists ready to seize their chances by taking advantage of my situation, of a damsel in distress asking for their help. If they’re together with their workmates, they might treat the incident as a joke, by not taking me seriously. I don’t want to be the butt of their insensitive jibes. Not that I would understand what they were saying among themselves.

Several men on this platform are more conservatively dressed in smart suits. But they appear in their own world of work and what has happened to them during the day, so I would be another irritant they could well do without. Or they may also get the wrong idea and think I’m trying to pick them up! That stranger is similarly well-dressed, so once again, you can’t always judge a book by its cover.

That young couple who are in animated conversation are more my age, in their thirties, so they would more likely understand and be sympathetic to my plight....

On second thoughts, I had better not interject. They may not take too kindly to it and think I have been eavesdropping. They might take offence at me interrupting them, as they’re too wrapped up in each other by all appearances. They may consider me an interloper and won’t appreciate an intervention by a third party in their budding romance.

That middle-aged couple look more approachable. Being older, they are probably more worldly-wise; they have knowledge and wisdom on their side. They look like they would appreciate and understand my plight....

I could approach them and ask if I could stand with them and tag along for the duration of the train journey because I’m being bothered by a stranger. But then, ironically, I could be accused of doing the same as this stranger. I would be, in effect, stalking them! They might take offence or take fright at what could be a novel experience for them both. As I would have to join them for some time before the train is due, so they may wonder what I’m up to.

They could become suspicious and think that I’m one of those notorious pickpockets who hang around train stations waiting for their victims. Crowded places where they know there are rich pickings to be had among the passengers waiting or alighting from a train. If that couple suspect me of being a pickpocket, they could call the police!

That woman with small children looks like she already has her hands full dealing with her noisy brood. What’s more, I wouldn’t want to sit with them on the train. Sitting next to a noisy, boisterous toddler or two, could be a worse fate. Especially when the adult carer has no control and doesn’t discipline their young charges’ unruly behaviour!

I could approach those two women. They appear to be together, both dressed up for a night out on the town. I wouldn’t have their confidence though and be as bold as to wear such short, tight-fitting skirts and low-cut blouses. I suppose their motto is, ‘if you’ve got it, flaunt it!’ They may be more sympathetic and understanding of a woman’s plight being women themselves....

But three’s a crowd. They might not appreciate my interruption while they’re engrossed in a chat about what they intend to do for this evening’s entertainment. Especially if they have arranged to meet up with their boyfriends, they too wouldn’t welcome any interlopers.

Those women standing separately, they look a safer bet....

But they appear unapproachable. Wearing their stiff starched executive work suits, standing erectly with stern expressions on their faces, they look like they have the whole world on their shoulders, or at least office politics. They obviously have their own problems to wrestle with and so would probably not be willing to take mine on board as well. That stranger obviously read their signals correctly and knew to leave them well alone, but unfortunately, not me!

Confident women like those emit a sophisticated air. They give off signals that they want to be left alone; they don’t want to be approached. They take care that their eyes don’t meet anyone else’s: they either look straight ahead or right through you, or maintain their glance down at the floor. They also don’t smile but maintain a reserved, hard look, as if to say, don’t trifle with me. They have demarcated their personal space, which other passengers appear to respect by keeping their distance. I should have created such a barrier, demarcated my personal space with that stranger, right at the outset.

He must have seen me coming! If anyone looked like a victim, I did! I may just as well have had a label plastered on my forehead with the word ‘victim’.

My timid stance must have been a dead giveaway. I’m always introspective. My posture is hunched because I’m constantly trying to make myself appear smaller to take up less space and thus go unnoticed. My head is bowed, only looking up to shyly glance around at my surroundings. And I’m constantly fidgeting nervously with my hands and hair. He must have spotted me a mile off! He had the perfect vantage spot standing above those steps of the concourse surveying the scene on the platform below, looking for his victim: me!

Ah! There’s a lone female. How astute of her: she has hidden herself behind that pillar. She is standing discreetly in the corner reading intently that small paperback, which appears well-thumbed, while she covets it close to her. Since she’s on her own, I could approach her....

No, I had better not approach her: she looks too immersed in her reading, so she might not take kindly to my interruption. This could be why he didn’t approach her, because she looked preoccupied reading her book.

Besides, she probably wouldn’t understand a word I said and would signify this with a curt shake of her head and simply return to her reading in the secluded corner she has reserved for herself....

Ah! That’s what I need: a book! If I have something to read he won’t be so quick to disturb me. He’ll think twice about it!

Unfortunately, I didn’t bring my paperback book with me, since I was going to do a lot of sightseeing today. Besides, it would have taken up too much room in this overloaded handbag.

Wait a minute! I recall noticing a small bookstall when I entered this station.... There it is! I’ll make my way over there....

I have plenty of time to peruse the books before the train is due. Besides, I need something to kill the time.

According to that station clock suspended above the display of the times of the trains, I have another twenty minutes or so to wait here on this platform with him close by. So walking over to that bookstall at the far end of this station will also take up some time. Any excuse to get away from him!

I hope my walking away from this platform doesn’t provoke him to follow me!
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I have to keep looking over my shoulder to check if he’s following closely, hot on my heels! 

I must fight the strong compulsion to look behind me. I don’t want him to get the wrong idea by thinking I am interested in him and interpreting this gesture as a come on.

There is no audible sound of footsteps following closely behind me, thank goodness!

Why do I always find myself in situations where I have to escape something or someone? I appear to attract these problems.

Apart from an excuse to get away from him, I could do with something to read on the train though. I’ll need something to preoccupy me if he gets in the same train carriage and, dread the thought, sits beside me. I will need a good excuse for not having to indulge in small talk with him.

It’s a pity I didn’t bring a book with me, but I had to make room in my handbag for all the bits and bobs I have to carry around. Anyone would think I had crammed all my worldly possessions into this small handbag of mine....

I hope this bookstall has something in the English language. Anyway, you can often tell by the book covers what the book is about, which provide a hint of the contents inside. These paperbacks have interesting covers to attract the eye....

I’ll start by looking at the selection of books tucked away in the corner of this stall. This activity should kill a few minutes....

It’s difficult to read the book titles arranged on these bookshelves without contorting your body. You have to bend, crane your neck, and tilt your head to one side to read the vertical titles displayed on the spines of these books. Not that I can understand all the foreign words....

“Oh! Pardon!” It’s so embarrassing when someone is standing right behind you, and you’re in their line of sight.

What was that! Something just brushed past my right cheek....

Argh! It’s an outstretched arm, a man’s suit jacket sleeve! I hate it when people put their arms out in front of you without excusing themselves first.

All that man is focused on right now is grabbing that book from the shelf in front of my face. How rude! He doesn’t even have the decency to apologise like I did to him.

Aargh! It can’t be! I recognise that distinctive chunky gold signet ring on the small finger of that outstretched hand: it’s him!

He must have heard me gasp in shock at the realisation that he is standing right behind me!

Now he is taking his time replacing that book. Is he trying to imprison me by barring my exit with his extended arm? Now he is running his fingers along the shelf. He is taking ages to remove another book from this bookshelf....

Thank goodness! At last, he’s withdrawn his arm, clutching in his hand the book he has selected off the shelf.

I cannot believe he has had the gall to follow me and stand right next to me to peruse the books on the shelf in front. This is a ruse to unsettle me, terrorise me for walking away from him on the platform.

He’s pretending not to recognise me. He is ignoring me! Why is he choosing to ignore me and my apology earlier for standing in his way? 

Is he now using the silent treatment as a way of intimidating me? This time his silence is unsettling. Earlier, I had wanted his silence, now I find it menacing.

Damn him! I can’t concentrate on these books in front of me, knowing that he is standing directly behind me. He’s standing so close the heat from his breath is warming the back of my neck! I do not want him to feel my body trembling or hear my heart pounding in fear. He will detect it as a sign that he is having an effect on me.

His unnerving presence is causing me to break out in goosebumps. A cold shiver has just run down my spine while he continues to stand behind me.

I am frozen to the spot while he pretends to peruse the book titles in front of me. He could be attempting to ascertain what type of books I’m perusing so he can then pretend he shares similar interests to me. He can then use this insight to start up a conversation with me later.

He is preventing me from escaping from my position facing these bookshelves while he is continuing to stand behind me. He is using his stocky figure to block my path!

Reluctantly, I’ll have to remain in the same position, cowering in this corner and pretend to read these foreign-worded titles in front of me. Although he probably knows that I can’t understand these titles in the French language. He also probably realises that I have exhausted looking at all the titles in this small section directly in my line of vision. Since I cannot move freely, he is knowingly keeping me captive. 

My senses have become more attuned, being confined like this with nothing to occupy my mind. The spiced woody aroma of that aftershave he’s wearing is pungent, especially mixed with his stale body sweat. Ugh!

I will try and make myself physically smaller by suppressing my breathing, also so he cannot hear me and be reminded that I am breathing, a living thing. I will pretend to be a shop dummy, a mannequin that does not move, that cannot provoke him to respond. I am desperate to merge into the background, like an inanimate object.

I daren’t look behind me! I assume he’s now reading the blurb on the back cover or is reading some of the contents inside that book, which he grabbed down from the shelf.

He is doing it on purpose! He wants to keep me in this embarrassing position for as long as possible. He is trying to get his own back on me for refusing to be a willing listener to him on the platform earlier.

How long is he going to keep me sandwiched between him and this bookcase? It is like being a caged animal with no escape!

It is almost like his perverted attempt to be close to me in a physical embrace: it’s disturbing! Or perhaps I am being too imaginative.

How on earth am I going to escape from this confinement? It seems like an eternity....

Argh! He’s outstretching his arm again, past my face. His arm is so close that the weave of the wool of his suit sleeve is brushing lightly against my cheek as he returns the book to its shelf.

I dare not move. He will register any move I make! I am numb with fear as he now lowers his arm to my waist, while he presumably peruses the books directly in front of my midriff. I am dreading the moment he feels the inclination to grab me to him by the waist in a lover’s clinch for refusing to give him a definitive answer earlier on the platform.

My muscles are tensing up; my breathing has become shallower while I wait for him to make his move. Like an unwilling participant in a knife-throwing performance, I am
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