
A debut psychological thriller that will fore-

ver change the way you look at other peo-

ple’s lives. 

 

Rachel takes the same commuter train every 

morning. Every day she rattles down the 

track, flashes past a stretch of cozy suburban 

homes, and stops at the signal that allows her 

to daily watch the same couple breakfasting 

on their deck. She’s even started to feel like 

she knows them. “Jess and Jason,” she calls 

them. Their life—as she sees it—is perfect. 

Not unlike the life she recently lost. 

 

And then she sees something shocking. It’s 

only a minute until the train moves on, but 

it’s enough. Now everything’s changed. Una-

ble to keep it to herself, Rachel offers what 

she knows to the police, and becomes inex-

tricably entwined in what happens next, as 

well as in the lives of everyone involved. Has 

she done more harm than good? 

 

Compulsively readable, The Girl on the Train is 

an emotionally immersive, Hitchcockian thri-

ller and an electrifying debut.  

 

[http://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/

books/317557/the-girl-on-the-train-by-paula-

hawkins/9780735219755/readers-guide/] 
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Paula Hawkins worked as a 

journalist for fifteen years 

before turning her hand to 

fiction. She is the author of 

The Girl on the Train and Into 

the Water. An international 

#1 bestseller, The Girl on the 

Train was published in 50 

countries and over 40 langua-

ges. It has sold over 18 milli-

on copies worldwide and has 

been adapted into a major 

motion picture. Hawkins was 

born in Zimbabwe and now 

lives in London. 

[http://

paulahawkinsbooks.com/bio-

paula-hawkins/] 

*** 

Dear Reader, 

We’re all voyeurs. Com-

muters are the same the 

world over: we sit on our 

trains every morning and 

every evening, reading the 

paper or listening to music, 

we gaze idly out of the 

window at the same streets, 

the same houses, and every 

now and again we catch a 

glimpse into the life of a 

stranger. And we crane our 

necks to try to get a better 

look. 

I grew up in suburban Harare, 

in southern Africa, a place 

where commuting is done by 

car. People like me—white 

and affluent—lived in houses 

set back behind walls and 

gates and gardens; our lives 

hidden from passersby. So 

when I moved to London, at 

age seventeen, this sort of big

-city commute, this cheek-by-

jowl living, was utterly new to 

me, and I found it fascinating. 

There’s something irresistible 

about those snatched glances 

into the lives of others, frus-

tratingly fleeting and yet so 

revealing. You’ve never met 

the people who live in the top

-floor apartment of the buil-

ding next to your second-to-

last stop, you’ve never met 

them, have no idea what they 

look like, but you know that 

their son idolizes Ronaldo, 

that their teenage daughter 

would rather listen to the 

Arctic Monkeys than One 

Direction, that they have a 

weakness for modern Scandi-

navian furniture and expressi-

onist art. 

You know these people. You 

like these people. You’re 

pretty sure they’d like you, 

too. You could be friends. 

Loneliness and isolation can 

be as much a part of city life 

as the daily commute, certain-

ly this is the case for Rachel, 

the protagonist of The Girl on 

the Train. Her fall from grace 

has been sudden, she has slip-

ped bewilderingly quickly 

from happiness to despair. In 

her desperation to fill the 

space left by the life she once 

had, she feels herself to be 

forming a connection with a 

couple she sees from her 

train every day. These stran-

gers have become so familiar 

to her that she feels as 

though she knows them, un-

derstands them; she cons-

tructs a whole narrative 

around them, she befriends 

them in her head. In fact, she 

has no clue about their real 

lives, so she has no idea what 

she is stumbling into when, 

having seen something out of 

the ordinary, something 

shocking, she makes the fate-

ful decision to cross a line, 

from voyeur to active partici-

pant in their story. 

But once that line is crossed, 

she finds there’s no going 

back. 

Paula Hawkins. 

[http://

www.penguinrandomhouse.c

om/books/317557/the-girl-on-

the-train-by-paula-hawkins/]  
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There are thousands upon 

thousands of books published 

every year, and when a debut 

novel like The Girl on the Train 

breaks through, it’s always 

interesting to try to figure out 

why. 

The thriller has dominated 

The New York Times bestse-

ller list for nearly four months 

since its release. According to 

Riverhead, the book’s U.S. 

publisher, it recently passed 

1.5 million copies sold, which 

might just make it the fastest 

selling hardcover adult novel 

ever. 

“Honestly, it’s a constellation 

of a lot of different things,” 

explains Jynne Martin, the 

publicity director for Riverhe-

ad. There were rave reviews 

from critics (ranging from US 

Weekly to The New York Ti-

mes), spillover excitement 

from the Gone Girl movie, and 

a concerted push by the who-

le Penguin Random House 

operation. 

What was most interesting 

was the power of Goodreads, 

the “social cataloging websi-

te” owned by Amazon. 

Throughout the fall, in the 

run-up to the books release, 

Riverhead did a significant 

number of giveaways, and 

strong word of mouth led to 

the book being added to peo-

ple’s shelves on Goodreads at 

an astounding rate. 

Of course, it doesn’t hurt to 

have good material to work 

with. We caught up with the 

book’s author, Paula Hawkins, 

and discussed everything from 

her newfound fame to being 

creepy as a writer and her 

literary journey. 

Why do you think this 

book has resonated so 

much? 

It’s a difficult thing to say. 

There are certain things 

about the story that I think 

are universally recognizable. 

The sort of enjoyment that 

we all get from that voyeuris-

tic impulse of looking into 

other people’s house as we 

pass them and the idea that 

there might be something 

sinister or strange going on in 

the houses we pass every day 

or in our neighborhood, is a 

very compelling idea. So I 

think that’s one thing people 

have latched on to. There are 

also some strong voices in 

there that readers have res-

ponded to. I also have to say 

that the publishers, both in 

the U.S. and U.K., did a fan-

tastic job of getting people 

talking about it on social me-

dia and getting lots of re-

viewers interested. 

I hesitate to call it this, 

but there has also been a 

“trend” of female thriller 

novelists, right? 

I guess you have trends in 

publishing, don’t you? As you 

say, it’s insane to lump 

everyone together, but they 

do, and they talk about as 

though it were a genre of its 

own. There seem [to be] 

good female writers who are 

writing about this domestic 

noir type crime novel where 

it’s not about serial killers or 

spies, it’s very much the dan-

gers that surround us in our 

homes, from our relati-

onships. So it fits into that 

sort of trend, but I’m always 

at pains to point out that 

when you’re writing a book, 

when you’re starting a book, 

you’re not aware that you’re 

going to be writing within a 

particular bit. That’s just not 

how you think about it. You 

have a story that you want to 

tell, and it happens to fit into 

that area of the market. The-

re are also, I like to think, 

echoes of Hitchcock and that 

paranoia and suspense. There 

are other cultural touchpoints 

that we can identify it with as 

well. 

The chilling element is 

that the danger is in your 

home. 

I think that for me that’s 

much more terrifying. Most of 

us aren’t likely to come 

across a spy or get ourselves 

involved in political intrigue 

or, hopefully, meet up with a 

psychopath. The dangers that 

are close to home are all the 

more terrifying. 

You have the main cha-

racter, Rachel, who sits 
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on these trains and imagi-

nes these lives for a house 

that she passes by. Where 

is the line between imagi-

native and creepy? 

Well, Rachel’s quite a particu-

lar sort of person isn’t she? 

She’s got her own problems. 

Because of the situation in 

which she finds herself, be-

cause her relationship with 

her husband has broken 

down, and she’s feeling very 

lonely, she’s desperate to 

make a connection. I think 

that’s where the line gets 

crossed. I think this happens 

to lonely people—you’re so 

desperate to make a connec-

tion you start imagining relati-

onships where none exist. 

That’s where you become a 

creepy, stalker-ish person. 

She’s sort of conscious that 

she’s doing it, but she can’t 

quite stop herself because of 

her general loneliness and her 

depression. 

I remember reading my 

first rape scene in a book, 

I think it was Ken Follett, 

and thinking he must ha-

ve been embarrassed 

when writing this. Do you 

ever feel embarrassed by 

what you’re able to imagi-

ne? 

There are often moments 

when you think, “Oh God, 

my mother is going to read 

this!” But you can’t censor 

yourself. But yes, I sometimes 

I do think, “Where did this 

come from? Why have I got 

such a horrible imagination?” 

Because I’ve had a good life, I 

shouldn’t be able to come up 

with these terrible things but 

I do. So yes, it is worrying. 

In the stories about the 

success of this book, your 

early career as a writer 

has been brought up—

your financial advice book 

Financial Goddess and the 

Amy Silver novels. How 

did that shape your wri-

ting? 

The journalism, I was a finan-

cial journalist, it’s very good 

training as a writer. You have 

to write for deadlines, you 

have a certain economy of 

phrasing. As a training ground 

as a writer it’s fantastic. I also 

think it teaches you to be 

observant, to listen to people, 

and gives you an ear of dialo-

gue from doing interviews. 

Then the Amy Silver novels 

were commissioned. I was 

given the idea by someone 

else. They were really fantas-

tic as a learning experience 

for a fiction writer. I really 

got to flex my fiction muscles 

and try things out, play 

around with structures. So by 

the time I got to this book, 

which really came from me 

and was all my own ideas and 

what I wanted to do, I had an 

idea in my head how I wanted 

to structure things and how I 

was going to pace things, and 

what might work and what 

might not. It was a really go-

od instruction into writing. 

One of the issues the bo-

ok raises is the difficulty 

of taking responsibility for 

things if you can’t re-

member them. How did 

you come to that idea? 

I’ve had conversations with 

people who have had 

blackouts from drinking. The-

re is a sense in which, while 

they feel remorse, it’s difficult 

to connect the remorse to 

the event if you don’t actually 

have a memory of the event. 

You know you’ve done some-

thing wrong, but I think you 

can’t quite feel the same level 

of responsibility if you don’t 

actually remember perfor-

ming the action. So it’s a re-

ally weird situation in which 

you know that you were at 

fault, and you ought to apolo-

gize for it but there’s a gap, 

there’s a disconnect there 

which I think is really strange 

and fascinating. 

Despite how much has 

changed over the past 

century, what also hangs 

over the novel is that 

women can’t escape the 

pressure to have children. 

Absolutely. Some people have 

commented that the women 

in this book all seem to be 

focused on this. I think the-

re’s a certain time in your life, 

your late 20s, early 30s, whe-
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re suddenly lots of your fri-

ends have children, and it 

becomes an issue, an issue for 

your relationships, an issue in 

regards to you career. People 

start asking you about it. It 

suddenly seems to become all

-encompassing. That’s some-

thing I don’t think we can get 

away from. That’s just the 

way our society is, and we 

are always going to have chil-

dren, it’s always going to be 

an issue. I do think it beco-

mes all-encompassing at one 

point in our life. Then obvi-

ously the pressure goes away 

and we make our choices. 

We make those choices and 

they are judged and interpre-

ted in quite a public way, as 

though they belong to 

everyone and not just to you. 

I’ve got to say as some-

body who once lived di-

rectly above a subway 

stop, it was pretty in-

teresting to see some-

body romanticize living 

by the railroad tracks. 

Well, that’s partly because 

I’ve not actually done that. 

I’ve never lived that close to 

the train like that. I can imagi-

ne that I would like it. 

The book has been optio-

ned by Dreamworks. I 

couldn’t help but see Ra-

chel as this Bridget Jones 

gone wrong. Have you 

thought about who might 

play other characters in 

the novel? 

I’m very bad at casting becau-

se I keep changing my mind 

about who would fit. I keep 

watching TV, and thinking, 

“Oh, she’d be all right, she’d 

be good.” 

You’re also working on a 

new novel, correct? 

I’m writing at the moment, 

and hoping to finish over the 

summer so that it hopefully 

will be out summer or au-

tumn of next year. It’s also a 

psychological thriller. It also 

deals quite a lot with memory 

issues, but in a different way. 

It’s about the memories we 

have from childhood and how 

the stories that we tell about 

ourselves and our families 

shape who we are. It’s about 

how our memories from 

childhood can be quite 

flawed. What one sibling 

might remember in an inci-

dent is very different from 

another one. And yet those 

incidents go to make up your 

personality. 

Do you feel pressure gi-

ven the success of Girl on 

the Train? 

Yes, when I wrote the last 

one nobody knew who I was, 

so you’ve got more freedom. 

Now that I know there are a 

lot of readers who’ve enjoyed 

this book and will be looking 

forward to it. So, yes, there is 

pressure. So I am quite ner-

vous about it, but you’ve got 

to just put that aside. I don’t 

want to leave too big a gap 

between the first book and 

the second, because the lon-

ger that gap, the more ter-

rifying the publication of the 

second book becomes. 

You were unknown be-

fore the book come out, 

now with its success have 

you been recognized on 

the street yet? 

No, no, nothing like that yet. 

When did you realize that 

this book, and you, were 

going to become famous? 

Well, obviously my name is 

known now, but I don’t think 

people generally tend to re-

cognize authors very much. 

People like J.K Rowling may-

be, Gillian Flynn might be 

recognized, but I reckon she 

could walk by me on the stre-

et and I wouldn’t know who 

she was. So I’m not sure it’s 

that kind of fame. I suppose 

when I realized it was doing 

really well in the States, that 

was terrifying because of the 

number of people you’re 

talking about because it’s such 

a big place, you’re suddenly 

talking millions. That’s proba-

bly the moment when I 

thought, “Oh God, this is sort 

of scary now.” 

[http://

www.thedailybeast.com/

articles/2015/04/20/the-fastest

-selling-adult-novel-in-history-

paula-hawkins-the-girl-on-the-

train] 
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