
 
Très Grande Vitesse 

 
 Alain passed through onto the platform of Paris Gare de Lyon train station with fifteen 

minutes to spare before the departure of the 1900 TGV to Lyon Part Dieu.  The station, as all 
points offering an exit from Paris on a Friday evening, seemed to contain enough of the 
capital’s population to leave the entire city bereft of people for the weekend. Alain moved 
slowly and awkwardly through the crowd of people attempting to find his First Class carriage 
at the front of the train. Whilst moving, he noticed the quality of the stewardesses rising in 
accordance with the upgrades of the SNCF fare scale. As he wandered past the cheaper 
compartments the ladies’ reaction went from unimpressed to grovelling as he found the door 
to his seat.  

 
 For Alain even to have a seat on this train on a Friday evening was in itself something 

of a miracle. No doubt the rest of his travelling companions were looking forward to a 
weekend out of the impersonal, unwelcoming capital, a chance to see friends and families and 
disconnect from life in the big city, Alain though was not taking this journey of his own accord, 
but rather due to an unexpected business trip sprung on him by his knowing boss who politely 
asked if he wouldn’t mind going to Lyons if he had nothing better to do. His boss’s tone was 
affable, but Alain could hear between the lines the if you changing into as you haven’t 
anything better to do. Alain hadn’t, for life in Paris hadn’t lived up to his expectations after a 
move from his native Normandy three years ago. Alain was something of a promise in 
computer troubleshooting and was inevitably head-hunted when the company where he was 
working was swallowed up by a Parisian giant. The small office in Saint Hilaire du Harcouët had 
been started by Alain and two friends from school, but it could in no way survive when the 
brains were enticed to the capital.  

 
 Alain had expected the transition to big city life to be eased by the presence of his two 

school companions as well as the generous financial incentives offered by these small fish now 
enjoying the extra space in the big pond. However, it did not work out that way as the 
immense city with its faceless population forced the three friends into different 
neighbourhoods and the telephone calls became less frequent as the thought of traipsing 
across Paris even by Metro or car caused the other two to think better of a possible three line 
change up to Barbès Rochechouart in order to see their old friend. They had also managed to 
find interests outside the office and despite them feeling obliged to include Alain on a few 
occasions during his difficult first few months, his old schoolmates soon became reluctant to 
invite Alain as this tended to cause other, more glamorous capital dwellers to cry off when 
Alain’s presence was announced.  Alain then began to spend more and more time at the office 
and though this was rewarded professionally with the title of Project Leader it distanced him 
from his only friends (rapidly becoming acquaintances) in the city.  

 
 The board were delighted with Alain as he seemed to have no vices, no commitments 

and the only thing happening in his life appeared to be The Company. A problem area for 
senior management was that information systems could go wrong at any moment and few 
staff were enamoured with the idea of being sent all over France at weekends because an 
incompetent member of staff in Montpellier had forgotten to plug in the modem. But as Alain 
was also keen to please it did not take long for his superiors to pull out their first “would you 
mind?”         

 
 Within weeks, Alain was spending a number of weekends away in return for extra days 

off during the week in which he moped around his flat, had breakfast and eventually 
rescinded, arriving at the office mid-morning on a flimsy pretext. When the job in Lyons arose 



management came up with the shortest short list in the company history as to who would be 
right man for the job. Alain had even begun making his own travel arrangements as it gave him 
something to do after work. The job came up on Wednesday afternoon and Alain was indeed 
free and offered to see his travel agent for some much needed human contact.  He wasn’t 
even put off by the fact that chances of getting a TGV out of Paris were at best minimal. The 
travel agent laughed to himself as Alain asked him to check the database, this laugh became 
unable to be withheld when Alain reminded him that all his company executives travelled First 
Class. This policy had been adopted by the company as it had been found to increase 
performance on visits, whilst at the same time impressing the recipients of the visits as they 
felt indeed valued. When managing directors discovered their problems would be solved at 
over 250km/h they began to ignore their astronomical bills, preferring instead to make 
outlandish references in loud voices in restaurants about the quality of the customer service 
they receive. The travel agent scratched his chin and shook his head, also tempted to throw in 
a complimentary tut when miraculously a cancellation came through. Destiny seemed to want 
him on the seven o’clock train to Lyon and as he handed over the company credit card he 
looked out of the window as the Paris nightlife began to kick into action, once again without 
him.  

 
 The idea of a business trip also gave him the opportunity to vary his routine once he 

arrived home. Like many people with a stagnant (moving towards moribund) social life, he 
found himself doing particular things on particular days, Wednesday was spiced up by a 
Chinese take-away in front of the retro cinema channel which often offered the work of 
François Truffant. On Thursdays, he did his ironing whilst listening to the France’s Premier Jazz 
station. That would have to change, it wasn’t that Alain didn’t embrace change, he just rather 
hoped that it would be able to give him a hug back from time  to time.  

 
 The preparations were a part he liked, deciding on the literature, music and attire. He 

could pretend he was going somewhere where the welcome would be genuinely warm and 
maintain this faint hope alive until he was, well, met, or as was more often the case not met, 
except if you count a taxi drive brandishing a print out of his name. He had arrived an hour 
before the departure time, as was his custom, and had patiently joined the queue of similarly 
punctual passengers when the train was first called at 18.40. Alain boarded the train and 
began the next tiresome task of finding his seat.  

 
 The seating arrangements on this TGV had placed Alain at a table, this meant he was 

guaranteed three travelling companions. The fact that the extra cost incurred in the First Class 
carriage was considerable did not guarantee that the person sitting in front of you would help 
you to enjoy your journey. As Alain found his table he noticed that it was still empty, thus 
meaning that he did not even have time to acclimatise himself to his new friends.      

 
 Alain was not a good traveller. He generally travelled alone and felt uncomfortable at 

the thought of sporadic conversation with strangers. His weapons to defend himself against 
these onslaughts were the meticulously selected literature and music. Alain had sufficient time 
to prepare what he considered compilation tapes for his Walkman that would ease his 
suffering and hopefully in some subconscious way reduce the journey time. Once he arrived at 
his seat he began to unpack his armaments. He took his seat and looking up at the mass of 
people trying to squeeze through whilst other passengers as rapidly as possible attempted to 
stow their belongings, then becoming angry when they reached their seats and other 
passengers had the audacity to do the same, he tried to guess who would be joining him on 
the way to the Rhône Valley. He knew better than to pray for someone, not exciting, beautiful 
and fascinating, but someone of a similar social prowess to himself with whom he could 
pleasantly sit uncomfortably in extreme comfort.  



  
 Clearly, the Gods did not share his desire. As he glanced up from his magazine and saw 

an immaculately dressed, expensively groomed Channel coat-hanger with teeth, he knew who 
would be sitting in front of him. She was about 30 and to a large extent a very beautiful 
woman. Unfortunately she was also the kind of self-obsessed megalomaniac that drove fear 
into the heart of Alain. He had never been a success with women and this type he could do 
without, he had no desire to be strung around by women with the warmth of those who 
generally offered dubious apples to sweet young things. She stood by the table and held up 
her hand luggage so that it was visible. This for the benefit of anyone who should fall into the 
trap of helping her, the poor defenceless one. Within seconds, an elderly gentleman had made 
a fool of himself by placing her bag in the luggage rack and offering her his hand so that she 
might take her seat. She did not even reward him with a look. Let alone degrading herself to 
thank the old man, who tried to brush it off with something along the lines of if I were twenty 
years younger!!. Alain thought to himself “Yeah, more like if you were twenty times richer” 
and let out a little laugh. The woman looked up and gave him an unpleasant glare, Alain 
realised that spontaneous comedy was not his forte yet at least thought that she wouldn’t be 
bothering him for inane chat. One less.  

 
Unfortunately in the midst of all this revelry, Alain realised that the second twenty-five 

percent of the table would be occupied by this amorous sexagenarian who had now begun to 
make his excuses to the woman. These fell on deaf ears as she would not deign to engage 
herself in conversation with either of her travelling companions. With two minutes to go 
before departure Alain pondered the chance that maybe he had been in some way fortunate 
and the fourth member of the table had either missed the train, or thought better of it. As the 
doors began to close, the sound of a suitcase being thrown onto the train gave the entire 
carriage an interested pause and a brief conversation point. There was only one seat left in the 
carriage so Alain knew whoever owned the bag would be joining him. Joining the bag was the 
type of male that Alain most disliked. He carried off good looking and worldly without moving 
a single hair, all his clothes looked impeccable, as if hours had been spent deliberating shades 
and tones. He oozed perfection and was in short the type of man Alain would like to be, but 
was unfortunately not. Alain cursed his luck as the train sprung into motion at one minute past 
seven. It had always struck Alain as something of a curiosity that trains in France, as well as in 
Spain and Italy, should be dependable. It was not a trait that these nations shared in other 
nationalised industries and was something more thought of on the part of their more efficient 
Teutonic neighbours.   

 
And so there they sat, all four in silence whilst mini television screens came down from 

the luggage racks, welcoming them abroad this high speed train from Paris to Lyons, their 
estimated journey time being just under two hours.  Alain felt they would be two long hours in 
silence but if they were peppered with conversation from those he now simply denominated 
L1 (The Love Machine), L2 (The Chanel Bitch from Hell) and R2(Bless the old dear, but please 
do not speak to me) and Alain (he for the duration of the journey would not worry if he were 
referred to as R1 as it was his position). He decided he was not keen on participation in any 
getting to know you better opportunities that may occur on the table. If any did come it was 
clear from which direction. R2 had already tried to initiate a conversation with L1 and L2 (see 
luggage incident) so at some point soon he would make a play for Alain. To combat this he 
took out his Walkman, although there are travellers who will not be put off by a Walkman and 
even drag the headphones from your ears in order for you to listen to their dull observations / 
commentaries / suggestions / requests. It was then essential that Alain avoid eye contact with 
R2 as that would render the Walkman powerless. With great effort he maintained his neck 
rigid, trying to look out over the window, somewhat to the dismay of R2 as they had entered a 
tunnel. After about two minutes Alain’s neck muscles began to send out warning signals to any 



part of his body that could organise a rescue operation and against his will he felt his head 
turning toward R2. He told himself to be strong and then, just as one of his favourite songs 
came on to help him through his mission, disaster struck.  

 
If the entertainment for the trip is going to be based around the use of a portable 

apparatus for enjoying music on the move then the provision of batteries must come 
reasonably high on the list of priorities. Alain had bought some earlier in the day but feared he 
had left them in the office. Those entrusted to power his Walkman to Lyon had just failed. He 
tried to remove the headphones in a way that suggested he did not want to listen to music 
after all, but the game was up, his neck also let him down and his gaze was caught in that of 
R2, who pounced immediately.  

 
“Are you from Lyons then?” was the almost perfect opening gambit for the situation.  
Alain shook his head hoping that the simple impolite gesture would be enough to 

detain this singles bar dialogue.  
“Parisian then? What takes you to Lyons? Want to see how the poor live?!” R2 laughed 

to himself (obviously) and Alain now had to respond else R2 think he were actually from Paris.  
“No, from Normandy actually, I just work in Paris” came the (terse) reply. The gods 

upon high began to sense an incoming anecdote related to his homeland.  
“Ah! La Normandie!!” The last two letters seemed to have nine syllables. “It is a 

beautiful part of France, La Normandeeeee, much nicer than Paris, Paris is overrated I say. 
That is the real France. Exquisite”  

Alain wanted to thank him for his kindness, he had never realised in the twenty odd 
years he had lived there that it was beautiful. Alain smiled and picked up his magazine but it 
had the reverse effect.  

“Ah! A fan of the seventh art, I see?” and so it continued as the train made its way 
slowly through the Paris suburbs hardly appearing to deserve its name as it reached speeds of 
around 25km/h until the city began to disappear. R2 incessantly quizzed Alain on French 
cinema and particularly productions that featured location shots in Normandy.  

As R2 continued Alain looked at L1 who had yet to speak, the waitress had brought him 
some red wine just by him raising a finger. Alain wondered what he would be given if he raised 
a finger and then didn’t want to know. As L1 puffed on a Gaulloises he somehow managed to 
avoid the smoke’s uncomfortable arrival in the eyes of other passengers. He had also seen a 
young lady on the adjoining table and was making very suggestive eye contact which was being 
reciprocated. He ran his fingers through his hair and left it looking even better than it had done 
before. He gave a flawless “Excusez-moi” to all and sundry and left in the direction of the bar 
or more probably the facilities. A few seconds later the young lady in question giggled out the 
same line and scampered off unashamedly into the toilets with L1. R2 continued speaking and 
had now taken it upon himself to inform Alain about every aspect of his knowledge of 
Normandy.  

 
L2 now sprang into action as her mobile telephone gave a high pitched rendering of 

some ghastly current en vogue pop number and she embarked on an equally unlistenable 
conversation with a “friend” who Alain immediately suspected had been told to ring her just as 
the train was getting into gear. Her conversation was based around how she could let as many 
people know in as fewer words as possible, how talented she was, how they were going to give 
her the part of a dolly dealer on a new game show on France 3 which would be her launching 
pad. She also informed her friend, and in passing the entire compartment, how the director 
had tried to get her to go to bed with him, and how there were no decent men in the business 
these days. She went on to conclude that the previous night she was at a party with none 
other than Joël Robuchon and that they would be going away to Corsica together in May. The 
conversation was painful for Alain listening to L2, that even R2 was beginning to feel weak. As 



L1 returned with a smile on his face, followed by the young lady looking slightly unkempt, 
adjusting herself with a saucy smile for L2 as she retook her seat.  

 
A brief moment of mercy came as they went through a tunnel and L2 lost her mobile 

connection and was forced to hang up. Again Alain let out a little laugh and again she gave him 
an unfriendly look in return. The train was now gathering speed and as they left the tunnel 
they finally said goodbye to Paris. Within seconds of their return to the surface, L2’s mobile 
went off again and the conversation was reinitiated. R2 continued his monologue and had now 
become so kind as to share his knowledge of trains and other motorised vehicles for Alain’s 
pleasure. Just as he thought that they would hit top speed and this nightmare be over soon 
they began to slow down and pull into St. Florentin station. The stop was brief but managed to 
destroy the momentum Alain had convinced himself the train had built up.  

 
They left the station with little more speed than an injured, asthmatic snail. Alain 

seriously considered writing a stiff letter to the SNCF suggesting they should not in the future 
have the cheek to call their trains what appeared to be an extravagant lie. Though of course, as 
life has continually proven when you have a thought like this, the opposite is bound to happen 
within fourteen seconds. The train came to life and the little that one could of the French 
countryside in twilight went past in even more of a blur. L1 was brought a bottle of 
champagne, this time without even lifting the finger and taking a sip he went back to the toilet 
this time with the stewardess. L2 kept on talking and now a group of children were asking her 
for her autograph as other sycophants informed her of her immense talent. R1 had now been 
joined by what appeared to be his identical twin and both were rattling off the history of the 
motorbike.  

 
Alain looked out of window and prayed for some respite from the onslaught as the 

trains got faster and faster. The carriage began to shudder and for the first time it occurred to 
Alain that it might be going just a little too fast. The carriage shuddered again as L2 put her 
phone down with a horrified look on her face. Alain saw further down the passageway L1 drop 
his champagne glass as he pushed his second new friend of the day to the floor. R1 ceased his 
monologue and could only mutter “Mon Deiu!” as the lights went out.  

 
In the darkness Alain closed his eyes instinctively, though the chances of you being 

helped in the dark by closing your eyes were slim. He could not tell how much time had 
passed, he remained with his eyes closed and tried to listen. Hearing the familiar chug of the 
train on the tracks he felt sure it was safe to open his eyes. He did so slowly and saw before 
the same scene as had caused him to close them in the first place. He almost felt relief, he 
turned to R1, though would now address him as the dull old man in praise of this miracle and 
asked: 

“Are we alright, what happened, the noise?” the dull old man looked quite bewildered 
by the question and sternly replied.  

“The lights went out, that’s all, nothing to worry about, son” He laughed and took off 
his coat. Alain looked in front to L2 whom he would now name Posh Slag out of happiness and 
before he could speak, her mobile phone went off. She began a conversation which seemed all 
too familiar for Alain’s taste as he had the sensation he had heard every word before. She 
finished her conversation and within seconds the mobile went again and she began exactly the 
same conversation, word for word. Alain began to sense something strange was afoot when he 
caught the dull old man’s eye by accident.  

“Are you from Lyons then?” He asked, Alain was phased, he knew he had had this 
conversation before. All he could muster was a shake of the head.  



  “Ah! Parisian then? What takes you to Lyon? Want to see how the poor live?!” Alain 
was now shaking. He looked out of the window but could distinguish nothing that told him 
where he was. He managed to splutter out “Normandy”.  

“Ah! La Normandie!!, It is a beautiful part of France, La Normandeeeee, much nicer 
than Paris, Paris is overrated I say. That is the real France. Exquisite” The dull old man laughed 
and Alain sat back in his seat sweating as the passenger previously known as L1 returned from 
the toilet with more champagne and another young lady that was, Alain’s sister. The mobile 
phone went again and the Posh Slag once again embarked on exactly the same conversation. 
L1 got up with his sister and went to the toilet. He looked again at the dull old man who asked 
him.  

“Are you from Lyons then?” At that moment the train pulled into St. Florentin station. 
Alain could not stay in this company and made his way into the restaurant carriage which also 
boasted a very necessary bar. The barman was with his back to Alain as he asked him for a 
brandy. Miraculously, there was a brandy on the bar, and as the barmen hadn’t appeared to 
hear him, he took it as his own giving that the circumstances warranted it. They left the station 
and began to pick up speed, Alain looked at the route map and then realised that the train had 
already stopped in St. Florentin. He tried the barman again but as he went towards the bar the 
toilet door opened outwards and out stepped L1 with his sister. He heard a mobile phone ring 
and there was Posh Slag and her conversation, the barman turned round and asked,  

“Are you from Lyons, then?” The dull old man stood laughing behind the bar as Alain 
grabbed his brandy and went back to his seat. As he got comfortable, the mobile phone went 
again and the driver announced they would shortly be stopping in St. Florentin station.    
 


