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​1 THE FIRST ENCOUNTER
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It was a typical Tuesday in June. At 10:36 a.m., the morning was almost over. The past few days had been unusually warm for early summer in London. That day, the heat was already noticeable, particularly underground. Everyone was eager to catch the next tube on the Bakerloo line, due in three minutes.

Mixed within the crowds, a young woman rushed down the escalator in a desperate hurry. She stopped at the platform, exhaled deeply, and took a closer look around. It was a typical scene, with all types of people present: the young and the old, foreign and local, weary professionals, families with children, young students, and curious tourists en route to see the city’s main attractions. 

However, the girl's eye was drawn to a rather unremarkable man standing there looking at an advertisement for the V&A Museum's upcoming exhibition. She only glanced at him briefly, but something about his demeanour caught her attention.

The girl, later identified as an American, looked like a typical teenager. She was full of reckless energy and enthusiasm. Her simple red summer dress, dotted with white polka dots, matched her red ballerina shoes. Everything she carried was some shade of red. 

Her long, curly hair was a messy chestnut brown. She wore little makeup, showcasing her freckles. A touch of red lip gloss adorned her chapped lips. Her big eyes, one green and one blue, created a striking heterochromatic look. Her face, flushed from running and the heat, resembled a porcelain doll against her light skin. With a petite yet curvy figure, she had an air of mystery that drew attention.

The man looked to be in his late thirties, an Englishman with light blue eyes and ash-blonde hair starting to turn grey. Tall and slender, he was almost handsome if you liked that type, but worn out, not the classic looker many women would want to spend much social time with. He wore an old brown suit, no tie, and a shirt that matched his eyes. He was unshaven, and his shoes could have used a little polish. He gave the impression of being somewhat old-fashioned and uninterested in his surroundings.

To put it mildly, they were complete opposites. Unsurprisingly, it was she who would start our narrative.

✤

"Hey!" The girl spoke in a low voice to the man. He heard her and turned, briefly focusing his gaze on her. She smiled, a timid gesture, but there was intent behind it despite her insecurity.

“Hello there!” The girl tried again with a hint of cheer, though her shyness was palpable. Her eyes were mischievous, though, something he might have recognised had he bothered to care. He gave her little more than a passing glance, remaining silent.

She leaned closer as if hoping to spark recognition. "D-do I know you?" she asked, her strong American accent sharpening the words. Her stammer revealed her nervousness.

He studied her with curiosity and doubt. Something was off about her insistence.

After a moment, he replied, "I don't think so." His tone was polite, yet wary as he searched for any hint of familiarity.

But she was not finished. She shifted her weight, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear. "I could be mistaken," she said, her voice wavering uncertainly, "but I thought we met before."

Her fingers played with the edge of her sleeve, a nervous gesture he noticed. His gaze stayed on her, unwavering. Yet her hesitation intrigued him. She was not ready to let this moment slip away.

Her tone softened as she tried again. "I thought we might have met," she said, sounding more like she was pleading than stating a fact. Uneasiness lingered in her expression. 

"No," he replied, his voice low but firm. An edge of finality marked his words, though he meant no unkindness. "I'm sure we haven't."

His certainty hung heavily between them. She blinked, her brow furrowing slightly. His answer was not what she had hoped for. 

"Oh," she murmured, her cheeks flushing. "I apologize. I must have been wrong." She managed a small, apologetic smile, but her wide eyes remained fixed on his, lingering longer than necessary. 

The man stayed silent, his face giving nothing away. Yet he wondered why she was so convinced. What was she searching for?

"Well, it's all right. Excuse me, please," she said again, almost to herself. Her tone lightened as if brushing away her earlier insistence. Still, a flicker of something unresolved glinted in her.

With a slight nod, she turned to leave. Her steps were deliberate. The man watched her fleetingly before returning his stare to the ground. 

He wondered who she thought he was—and why it seemed to matter so much to her.

✤
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​2 THE GIRL ON THE TRAIN
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They boarded the tube. The girl moved towards the rear end of the coach while the man remained undecided about his next move. He hesitated, yet he ignored all the objections building in his head and took advantage of the empty seat opposite her.

The girl leaned against the nearby window, which reflected both of them. She put on her EarPods and turned on her vintage (PRODUCT) RED iPod. Then, she pulled a red lollipop from her small red bag, quickly unwrapped it, and began licking it. Her manner was not provocative; instead, she seemed almost disarmingly innocent.

Nearly everyone around her could have heard the pounding beat of the loud dance music she was listening to—if they had not been so absorbed in their own worlds. 

Beside her, a middle-aged man focused intently on his sudoku puzzle. A Muslim man read his Koran in quiet prayer. A younger woman meticulously applied flawless makeup while three professionals tried to compensate for their lack of sleep. A few others were engrossed in the free press, and a whole class of lively children chattered under the watchful eyes of their teachers.

At first, the man and the girl did not look at each other as if purposefully avoiding eye contact. The man pulled the most recent edition of The Times from his battered brown leather briefcase and tried desperately to read it, but he could not focus. At last, he set down his paper and turned to face her.

He felt a strange inclination to continue the exchange she had started minutes earlier.

Reluctantly, he said, "Well, it could have been my brother." 

She barely understood him since he had to shout through the people between them. "Excuse me?"

She removed her headphones. His hesitancy was not eased by the fact that she was now relatively uninterested. He was astonished at himself; it was entirely out of his character. He nevertheless decided to go on.

"You mentioned that you believed we had already met. Could you have met Jonathan, my brother? We have similar looks. We’re identical twins, you see."

It sounded ridiculous, yet the words seemed to register with the man, who had quietly considered the possibility for the past few moments. Whether the girl truly believed it or not, it did not matter. 

The man felt slightly uneasy, as though he regretted reviving the subject. A tinge of discomfort rippled through him, but the girl, completely unfazed, was already moving on. His suggestion clearly entertained her.

"Oh, that must be quite a picture!" she said, a spark of excitement lighting up her eyes. "I've always thought I’d want twins if I could choose. It seems so much easier—two kids and you're done for a lifetime."

Her words were irrelevant to the conversation, but she did not seem to mind. She gave him a mischievous look, her grin widening. There was something childish about her now, almost like an adolescent testing the waters.

A few people around them glanced over, but the girl did not care. She shuffled closer to him, leaning in slightly, lowering her voice just enough for him to hear.

"So, there are two of you?" she asked, her tone light but inquisitive, her eyes studying his face for any sign of a reaction.

✤

She said it ironically, pointing two fingers towards his face and ignoring the poor, bespectacled Japanese tourist with a sun visor straw hat standing between them.

"Huh. If we haven't met, then I must have met your brother. Jonathan, right?" Her casual tone hid a sharp sparkle in her eye, making him shift uncomfortably. 

The man wiped his sweaty palms on his suit trousers, trying to calm his nerves. He opened his mouth, but no words came out. "Ahem," he managed to say, his discomfort clear, yet she continued as if she had not noticed. 

"Well, I suppose I only met him briefly," she said, tilting her head. Her tone was light but probing. The man swallowed hard, fighting the urge to fidget under her gaze. He could not salvage the lie, so he chose silence. 

The pause felt heavy and awkward, begging for something to break it. They both looked around, their eyes drifting to fellow passengers, the ads on the walls, and the crowds whizzing by the train windows. The moment's power pressed on him; it was his turn to speak. 

He cleared his throat, forcing himself to talk, and reached for the first neutral topic. "We've been having lovely weather lately," he said, his tone casual but a touch too bright. 

She blinked, her face giving nothing away, her wide eyes locking onto his. Even he cringed inwardly at the mundane comment, but the silence was unbearable. Still, he pressed on. "So, I'm guessing you're American?" She nodded slightly, her indifference clear. 

The man shifted in his seat, his eyes darting to the window before snapping back to her. Her disinterest gnawed at him, though he could not understand why. 

"Where are you headed?" he asked, his voice too eager, searching for solid ground in the conversation. 

"I'm... actually on my way to Soho," she said, hesitating as if deciding whether to share. "I work at a small café there." 

He leaned back slightly. "So, you live in London? Do you go to university here?"

"No," she said, shaking her head just enough to make her point. Her focus returned to him. "I've been out of school for a while." 

A faint challenge laced her words, making him pause. He nodded again, the silence stretching until she finally spoke.

"What about you? What do you do?" 

The man hesitated, glancing at the paper he had pretended to read earlier. 

"I'm a self-employed journalist," he said, keeping his tone even. "I write for The Times, among other publications." 

"That sounds interesting," she said, genuine wonder softening her voice. A faint smile curved her lips. "Do you enjoy it?" 

"Yes, I do," he replied, his smile small and self-conscious. "It has its moments." A slight flush crept up his cheeks, which he quickly masked with a half-hearted chuckle. 

For a while, they sat quietly, the conversation suspended. The train's hum and the wheels' soft clatter filled the space between them. The man glanced at her, wondering what made him feel so exposed. She stared ahead, calm, but he sensed she saw right through him.

✤

As you might have already assumed, the whole conversation, the girl's behaviour, and her appearance led the man to believe she was still in her teens.

"School is not my thing," she suddenly said nonchalantly, almost as if to offer an explanation. "I realized there's nothing they could teach me I don't already know..."

She made it sound so effortless. The way she spoke with surprising self-confidence left him taken aback.

"Oh, do you think so?" he replied, his tone laced with irony. "Well, I imagine your parents must be rather disappointed."

She did not flinch. Instead, she answered with a calm smile. "Ah. I wouldn’t care. I left home, too."

"Did you?" he asked, though he was not surprised.

"Yeah," she continued, her voice tinged with a subtle defiance. "I never liked people telling me who to be."

"So, you quit school and left home?" He could not help but throw in a light-hearted jab. "You’re not homeless, are you?" The concern was uncharacteristic, but it slipped out before he could stop it.

"No!" she shot back quickly, her expression unyielding. "I’ve got my own place." She sounded so confident it almost surprised him.

"Oh? And how old are you? Eighteen?" he asked, his unease starting to creep back. None of the questions led anywhere.

"A little tip for you, Mister," she said with a sharpness that made him pause. "You should never ask a woman her age."

A smile tugged at the corner of his lips. "But can I ask a girl?"

They both sat in an odd silence, unsure how to respond to the strange back-and-forth. It was supposed to be a casual chat, but something in her tone now suggested it had gone too far.

"I'm nineteen," she said flatly, her stare hardening.

Without another word, she gathered her things and stood up, her movements decisive. She was headed for the exit.

It might have been fate or coincidence, but they both got off when the train pulled into the next station. Once again, their paths crossed, but the discussion was over. Neither said anything when they got off the tube and started walking the same way. 

✤

If you thought this was just another of those classic tales—romanticised time and again by popular culture—about the excitement of locking eyes with a stranger, forging a connection, and impulsively following them into the unknown, the sort of story that fills countless books and films... You would be entirely mistaken.

✤
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​3 THE INTRIGUE
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The girl began walking towards the exit, almost overwhelmed by the crowds. The man quickened his pace to catch up, though he did not quite realise it himself—something more than politeness was driving him; he simply could not let the moment end like that.

"Hello again!" he called, his voice subdued and apologetic. His expression had softened, too.

"I’m sorry if my questions upset you. I didn’t mean for them to sound like judgment or an interrogation." He paused, unsure of how to continue.

Fortunately for him, any annoyance she had felt had already melted away. "It’s okay," she replied, brushing it off.

"So, you’re off to your coffee shop then?" he asked, his tone genuinely curious.

Her face brightened at the mention of her job. "A girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do," she said, her tone casual, almost playful.

"Well, I won’t keep you any longer," he said, a little flustered. "I just wanted to apologise for disturbing you."

He felt off balance. Something about her made him act in ways he was not used to. 

They parted again, but neither of them spoke another word. He walked ahead, assuming they were finally going their separate ways.

She could not let it go, though. "Hey, wait up!" she called, her voice cutting through the crowd's noise.

Her eyes blinked as she caught up to him once more.

"What kind of writing do you do?" she asked, her tone now comfortable and relaxed.

Her return took him aback, leaving him momentarily unsure how to respond.

With a playful glint in her eyes, she gestured mockingly to her eyebrow. "I bet you're some kind of investigative journalist. A health reporter, maybe? You look the part," she said, glancing at his plain suit. "They say I’ve got an eye for these things."

"Oh!" he replied, glancing away, his expression unsure, but he did not correct her assumption.

As they walked past a small pub, she suddenly stopped.

"Listen, are you late for something?" she asked, her voice sharper now.

✤

He looked at the girl, clearly unsure.

"How about a drink?" she asked, her tone light and casual.

Was that a proposition? It certainly was not something he had expected from her.

"Are you serious? With you?" he asked, his voice tinged with incredulity. But she nodded, her approval unshaken.

"I... I thought you had to work," he stammered, uncertainty creeping into his voice. The whole situation was throwing him off balance.

"I do," she replied, glancing at the red Swatch on her wrist. "But I don’t start until... the afternoon. Yes, I start at one." Her tone was nonchalant, almost breezy, and she seemed utterly at ease.

He, however, felt increasingly uneasy. Her casual demeanour and unexpected behaviour left him feeling out of step.

"Come on," she urged, a playful lilt in her voice. "Let’s have a seat! It’s going to be a long, hot summer day. A drink will do us good, don’t you think?"

Her insistence was almost endearing. She looked at him with naive conviction as if her idea was perfectly natural. 

"Just one drink," he thought. He needed to collect his thoughts, and the day’s heat was making him thirsty. Coffee would not hurt, either.

"All right," he said, relenting with a faint sigh. He did not want to seem rude.

Despite his remaining hesitancy, she nearly dragged him inside with infectious eagerness. The bar had just opened and was almost deserted, with the subtle scent of newly swept floors and polish still permeating the air.

✤
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​4 THE GAMES
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They sat at a small table, shaded by a battered umbrella on the watering hole's garden terrace. For a while, they remained silent, their eyes drifting over the busy scene. Bathed in bright light, they watched harried commuters slip into the local tube station.

At last, the girl broke the quiet. "How about placing an order? I’ll have a gin and tonic. I take it you’re a whisky man?"

The thought of alcohol so early in the day made him pause. He had to stay alert.

"I’ll just have a coffee," he said, his tone composed yet firm.

Without waiting for his response, the girl waved her hand to signal the waitress before he could change his mind. "Hi, Mary! We’d like to order!" she called, her voice carrying across the patio.
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