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Anna had been living in the city for over forty years, but she had never felt so alien in it as she did now. Her days had become like one long grey corridor: rise, breakfast, pharmacy, shop, soap opera, sleep. Her husband had died three years ago, her children were long gone, her grandchildren rarely called. The world around Anna had shrunk to the size of her one-room flat and a couple of familiar routes. She lacked warmth, and she no longer knew where to find it.

It all started that very autumn. Anna noticed him for the first time at her front door. He stood a little further away, in an old shabby grey coat, and seemed to be reading a newspaper. But there was something in his figure, in the way he stood still when she came out, that made her heart twitch. She quickened her step without looking back.

The next day she saw him on the bus. He was sitting in the back seat, tucked away on his phone, but Anna could feel his gaze on her. His eyes, they were somehow too intense, almost insistent. There was no aggression in them, but there was a strange, intrusive attention that sent shivers through her body. She got off at the bus stop earlier than necessary, just to get out of his sight.
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Anna's life became a never-ending thriller - he appeared everywhere. In the vegetable shop, where he would randomly stop at the potato counter, looking at her through a mountain of cabbages. At the market, where he picked apples while her heart pounded like crazy. He never came close, never spoke, but his constant silent presence pressed like a heavy stone.

Anna began to change her routes, to leave the house at different times. But it was no use. It was as if he knew her every move. His grey coat became her nightmare. She couldn't sleep well. Every rustle in the entryway, every creak of the door made her flinch. She felt like game hunted by an invisible predator.

Once, overcoming her fear, she took out an old phone and with trembling hands took a fuzzy photo of it from afar. She showed it to her neighbour, Zina.

- Zina, do you know this man? He follows me around.

Zina squinted at the photo.

- How should I know, Annushka? I don't know who's wandering round the yard. Don't pay attention.

But Anna couldn't ignore it. The horror was growing. She even decided to go to the police. The young officer looked indifferently at the photo.

- Is he threatening you? Does he approach you? Does he say anything?

- No, but he just watches me and follows me around.

- Well, there's no offence, Grandma. Maybe it's a coincidence. Or maybe he's just on his way. People follow everybody else around.

But the officer did run the photo through some sort of database, just for fun. His eyes lingered on the screen for a second.

- Yep, there he is, Alexei Lebedev, 65 years old. Married three times, all divorced. He's been living in your neighbourhood for the last year, on the next street over. He's clean, no priors.

- Sixty-five years old? Married three times?

Those words echoed in Anna's head. It didn't take away the fear, but it added a strange new intrigue. Who was this man? Why was he following her?

Walking to the market one morning, Anna felt him coming right behind her, and her heart raced. She quickened her step, almost sprinting. He kept up. She turned into a small public garden, hoping to break away, and hid behind an old spreading oak tree. He entered the public garden, walked slowly past the oak, looking back. Anna froze. Her breath caught.
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He stopped, turned round and looked straight at the oak tree.

- Annushka! - His voice rang out. It was a little shaky, somehow uncertain. Not at all what she expected from a maniac. - Don't hide. I know you're here.

Anna slowly stepped out from behind the tree. Her hands were shaking. She was ready to scream, to run, to defend herself.

A man in a grey coat stood in front of her. His face was wrinkled, tired, but his eyes..... There was such longing in them, such pleading, that Anna forgot her fear for a moment.

- You... you don't remember me, do you? - he took a step towards her.

Anna recoiled.

- Stay back! What do you want from me? - Her voice trailed
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