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She wakes, slowly, from a dreamless sleep. She found herself alone in bed. She focused on the window first. The bed was right beside the window.
It was raining. She watched as rain drops hit the glass then rolled down. She reached out and touched the window, tracing the rolling water.
Finally she stretched and turned over, facing the rest of the room. She could smell coffee, and she thought about getting up for some.
He was sitting on the chair, sipping his coffee. He looked toward her, noticing her movement. He smiled at her. She smiled back, in an almost sad smile. She turned back to the window watching the rain. Behind the window the city was grey. On a clear day she could see people below walking.
She felt his weight on the bed behind her. He lifted her into his lap. She smiled and snuggled into his lap. He hugged her close.
His clothes scratched against her naked skin. She pulled the blanket over her breasts. He pulled it away.
She let out a small laugh as she arched her back, pushing her head back and looked up at him.
He cupped her breasts with her hands, running his thumbs in circles around her nipples.
She watched his pale hands, somehow darker than her pale skin.
Tears flowed out of her eyes and down her cheeks. Her skin mirroring the window in front of them. She lifted her hand and wiped them away.
He twisted, peering down at her face. His hair brushed against over face, sticking in the tears. "Are you crying?"
She nodded, sniffling, wishing they would stop.
His fingers stilled. He held her in silence for a while.
"Why are you crying?"
"Because I'm lucky. Because I love you."
He kissed the top of her head. "You know I love you too."
"I know. But I like to hear it."
He kissed her head again.
How they met.
He was third in line. He shifted his weight, his long fingers gripping the books and CD's in his hand. The girl at the counter was arguing with the librarian behind the counter. "This is bullshit. I can't borrow books because I don't have proof of a fixed address."
"I'm sorry it's the rules."
"Bullshit." She stormed off. He put his picks down on a table and quickly followed her out the doors.
She was muttering to herself, and walking fast. His legs were much longer than hers and he caught up to her quickly.
"You could put your books on my card if you want." He cleared his throat, hoping he had spoken loud enough. He had a habit of being quiet.
She stopped walking and stared at him. He smiled a little, dropping his shoulders from their hunched state. She waved her hand and started walking again. "I've seen you around the square. I don't mind if you don't return them even."
She stopped again, and turned on him. Her hands on her hips. "And what would you ask from me in return?"
"Nothing."
She looked at him in disbelief. "It's okay. I'll just figure out something else for entertainment."
He shrugged and kept walking beside her.
"Are you following me? Weren't you getting books or something at the library?"
"I'll go back another day. It was just a way to spend time."
She stopped at the corner, watching the lights.
"I'm not following you. I'm going this way. To the square?"
"I'm going to the hostel. I have a headache."
"You live at the hostel?'
"Why else would I go there?"
He didn't say anything. She looked at him disgusted then turned away. She stalked across the street. On the other side she stopped again. She looked at him. "You'd really let me get books on your card?"
"If you want some."
She dropped her shoulders. Defenses down, she looked at him. She almost had to take a few steps back to look at him. He was tall. "Maybe another day. I don't think I should go back in there for a while."
He laughed. "Probably not."
"You want to get a cup of coffee with me or something?"
"Food?" His stomach had been rumbling and he had a few extra dollars in her pocket.
"We pay for our own," she said, turning.
"Deal." He smiled, looking down at her. She was frightened. She was trembling. Part of him wanted to take her and protect her from what she was running from. He knew better than to try to get close. Girls like that bit and ran, and he would get hurt. He'd been around long enough to know better. There was something about her he longed to discover.
Twenty minutes later they were eating. She devoured her sandwich as if she hadn't eaten in days. Apparently living at the hostel, maybe she hadn't eaten in a while. He watched her eat for a while, until she realized he was and stopped eating. He picked up his sandwich and ate as well.
They had both ordered the cheapest thing on the menu: a ham sandwich with milk. Cheap and nutritious.
"How long have you been at the hostel?"
"Less than a month. I work at the fast food place around the corner." She chewed her sandwich. "Today's my day off and I thought I'd check my e-mail at the library and get some reading material."
He nodded.
"Do you live here?"
"Here?" He furrowed his brow, trying to decide what here meant.
"In the city."
"Oh yeah. I have an apartment near here. I work at the mini-mart in the square. Which is why I've seen you."
The square was an area of the city that was termed "seedy" by the middle class, problem area by politics, crime riddled by the police, and home by 20-somethings working dead-end jobs or travelling cheaply. Drugs were on the corners, hookers came out at night. A few businesses clung to life there. And the buildings were all but condemned.
"Good place for snacks. At least it's not far from the hostel." She bowed her head and considered what was left of her sandwich. She picked it up and took a tentative bite.
"It's not shameful to live there you know." He wanted to reach out and comfort her.
"I just used to have this good life. Sometimes it's hard."
He wanted to ask about it, but something held his tongue. He turned his concentration to his food, giving her a moment to gather herself. "People in the square are anything but glamorous. But most of us came from a good life. But we ended up here. You know."
She nodded. She knew too well, but she wasn't about to confess to this stranger how she came to be here. She finished her sandwich and wiped her hands and face on the napkin.
He still had half of his left. She leaned back in her chair and looked at him. It was the first time she had really looked. She had avoided eye contact throughout the meal. Her mouth half opened and he thought she was going to say something, but she turned away from him and looked out the window.
He shrugged, chewing on the last bite of his sandwich. Her long hair fell over the side of her face that was turned to him. It was dark and wavy, like she was. He laughed to himself, at the simile his mind devised. Her eyes were dark and unreadable behind her square glasses. The glasses were fairly new, he thought, not scratched or worn.
She turned back to him, her hair brushing over her shoulders. She brushed it out of her eyes and tucked it behind her ear. "How is your headache?" he asked softly.
"I'm okay. The frustration is forgotten. What are you doing now?"
He shrugged. "I thought about going home and reading my books. Or heading to the square and seeing who was about."
"You have lots of friends there."
It was more like a statement, but he replied as if it had been a question. "I do. I've been hanging around the square for a long time."
She smiled, looking wistful.
"Do you want to come hang out with me? I'll introduce you to some people."
"I've learned not to make attachments. I never stay in one place long."
Why? The question was posed on his lips, but it remained unspoken. "Come on, you don't want to go sit on your bed in the hostel and pretend to sleep."
She stared at him, the shock registering on her face. His lips turned into a little smile. "Please. My friends will all be jealous that I brought a pretty girl."
She smiled, in spite of herself. "Fine. But just this once. If you ever come into my work, I will pretend like I don't know you."
They left the restaurant. She flung her stuffed backpack onto her back. "What's in the pack?" he asked.
"Everything."
"Everything?"
"Everything I own is in here. I can't leave it at the hostel. At work I have a locker. The rest of the time I carry it everywhere."
"Everything you own is in there." He stopped walking and looked at the pack. He tried to imagine why she came to a place in her life where everything in the world to her fit into one small canvas bag.
"Don't look at me with pity," she said, not turning around. She was several steps in front of him and moving further away.
"I'm just amazed. Shocked. In wonder. But I won't ask you any questions, because you won't answer them anyway." He had closed the space between them.
She smiled up at him. "You are right about that. My name is Ocean."
He looked at her, surprised to realize they hadn't yet exchanged names. "Terin."
"Nice to meet you Terin."
"You too." He smiled at her, and put his arm around her. She didn't shrug him away.
It was early afternoon, when most people started making their way to the square. Most of them preferred to be there at night. Terin sat at the long empty fountain. He stretched in the warmth of the sun.
Ocean sat cautiously beside him. She perched on the edge, eyes sweeping the square. She looked as if she were ready to jump and run at a moment's notice.
"Are you always so tense?" Terin's leaned forward, his mouth close to her ear.
She jumped. "Living on street makes one tense."
He didn't say anything. Just looked at her with his deep blue eyes. She looked away quickly. He smiled and sighed a little. He touched her back softly. She tensed, but otherwise didn't move.
"Terin, hey man." Terin took his hand off Ocean's back so he could shake his friend's hand. Ocean turned towards them as they greeted one another.
"Hi, Rex. How's it going?"
"Not bad. Finally dragged myself out of my place. You?"
"All right. A day off is always good."
"Except we aren't making any money."
"Right."
Ocean finally turned toward them. Terin smiled at her, reassuringly. "Ocean this is Rex, a good friend. Rex this is Ocean."
"How'd you get a girl to talk to you man?"
"I made her an offer she couldn't refuse." Terin and Rex grinned at each other. Ocean rolled her eyes and sighed loudly. Terin sobered. "Sorry. We just sorta ran into each other. I talked her into coming down here with me. She's new."
Rex nodded. "I see. Well nice to meet you." He didn't offer his hand to her.
She forced a smile at him. "Nice to meet you too."
He sat beside Terin. "Where's the computer?"
"I left it at home. I was just going to the library then back home. But I met Ocean and she sweet talked me." Terin turned and smiled at Ocean. She didn't look amused at his comments. "You did. Swearing at the librarian like that. People always get pushed around by them."
No one said anything. Terin turned to Rex and started a conversation. Ocean watched them. Rex then excused himself and walked off.
Terin turned to Ocean. "You shouldn't be so hostile all the time. You aren't going to get attacked in the square in the daylight."
Ocean opened her mouth then closed it and slouched.
"Old habits die hard, I know. A smile, a nice friendly hello, that's all you need. I'm not asking you to start a lifelong friendship."
"I don't like you telling me how to live my life. You know nothing about me."
Terin sighed. There would be no way to break through her defenses like this. He decided it was better to just let it go. "You are right. I'm sorry."
"I better be going." Ocean stood and looked at him, uncertain what to say for parting words.
"When is your next day off?"
"Next Tuesday." Ocean replied before thinking about it.
"I work the evening shift that day. I'll meet you at the front doors of the hostel at eleven to head to the library."
She shook her head. "That's okay. Thank you for the offer."
"I'm not taking no for answer Ocean. You can meet me then or I'll harass you until you give in."
"Fine. Eleven. Next Tuesday. See you then." She turned and waved at him over her shoulder.
He smiled and turned back to the library. He still needed some reading material.
The next week at 11:00, Ocean packed her bag and left the hostel. True to his word, Terin was a few feet from the door, leaning on the wall. His head was bent as he looked at the book he held in one hand. He was chewing his thumb nail on his other.
"That is an unhealthy habit," Ocean said, kicking his foot.
He looked up at her with a smile. "What? Oh yeah it is." He closed the book and put it under his arm. "How are you?"
"Okay. I saw you out here twenty minutes ago."
"You were watching for me?"
"I wasn't sure you would come."
"I didn't think you would either. If you saw me why didn't you come out?"
"You said 11. So here I am."
He laughed. "You're quite the girl."
Ocean shrugged. "So what's the plan?"
"To get you some reading material. I need some new stuff too." He waved his book at her.
She leaned back. "Alright, if you insist."
"I do. Reading is important."
She smiled. "It is. I've done far too little of it over the past few years. I've done far too little of anything productive over the past few years."
"How long have you been travelling around?"
"Let's see. I don't think about it very often. Six years."
He nodded.
She turned her head to look up at him. She wondered how old he thought she was. She hadn't asked anyone that question since she left on her travels. She had been in the middle of her nineteenth year when she left. The seventh anniversary was five months away, and her birthday was in two weeks.
Not that she observed any of that. No one knew when her birthday was, no one knew when the anniversary of her leaving was. No one knew any details of her life and she wasn't about to tell anyone these things.
They chatted casually about city life while they walked. Ocean noticed that Terin was careful never to ask any personal questions nor did he make any personal comments. She was grateful for it. She was grateful for a connection with someone. She had learned early in her travels that it was easier to keep to herself. It was less painful when it was time for her to move on.
Lately she had become tired of having no connections, no where to call home and no one to confide in. She liked moving around, seeing different things and not being tied down. But it was exhausting sometimes.
Terin opened the door for her at the library. "What's your pleasure, m'lady?" he asked, mocking an accent.
She laughed. "I don't know. I haven't read anything in the last six months, and not much in the last six years. Help me find something."
"What did you like to read before?" Terin looked at her, probing with his eyes. She wanted to run from them, they looked at her as if they knew too much already.
She held her ground, looking back steadily into his eyes. "I used to read silly romance, contemporary literature, and self-help type books. I'll take anything." She rubbed her hands together, anticipating holding a book, smelling the pages and viewing the words.
"We can do all three of those. Now, I think you should pick two of each for now. And we can go from there. Don't think about your choices; just grab something to read."
He led her to the fiction section. "I'll be back in fifteen minutes." He disappeared around the corner.
Ocean wandered for five minutes, just looking at the books. She picked four novels off the shelf, one of which she had read before. She was reading the top one before she could even pull a chair out to sit in.
She was twenty pages into the book when Terin came back. He touched her shoulder, making her jump and throw the book across the table.
"It's just me," he said, taking his hand off her.
"Don't sneak up on people like that."
He moved around the table and retrieved the book. "You don't usually let yourself get lost like that. Is that why you don't read?"
"Partly. I couldn't get a card and buying books isn't cheap. Not the way I read."
He nodded. "Is it good?" He set the book on the table in front of her.
"Yeah."
"Do you want to get more?"
Ocean shook her head. "Four is all that can fit my bag, at the moment."
"I could get you more and keep them at my apartment. Or something." He shifted nervously in his seat.
She glanced at him. What was he up to? "What do you mean?" she said, slowly, cautiously.
"I meant if you want more I could get them and you can just ask me to switch them when you are done."
"Or I could just ask you to bring me back to the library when I read these."
"Oh right, you could do that."
She smiled at him. He was cute, odd but cute. He seemed nice enough, but she wasn't going to let her guard down just because he was helping her with some books. She looked at her book, pretending to read. She was really steeling her resolve not to get close to anyone. She would be leaving in a matter of months, having tired of being in the same place, having worn out her welcome in the city.
She bit her bottom lip as she raised her eyes. He was looking at his book, his were hands shaking as he thumbed through the pages. Her resolve melted a little. "Thank you for getting me some books," she said, smiling at him.
He lifted his gaze to hers and smiled back. He visibly relaxed. "No problem. Really."
She pushed her books across the table to him. He picked them up and stood. They walked silently to the front desk, where she waited by the door, while he had his card ran through and the books marked under his name.
"I promise to return them on time," she said, as they walked out the door.
"It's okay."
She stopped to take the books from him and stuff them in her bag. "Oh no, I forgot to check my e-mail," she said suddenly. "All the excitement of the books. Do you mind?"
He shook his head, trying to peer at her.
He followed her back into the library, as she strode quickly and confidently to the computers. He sat at another and looked at the log-in screen. She watched him, waiting to see if he would log in. He didn't.
Ocean shrugged and logged into the computer then her e-mail. She sent a quick message to her family, giving them a short update on where she was. She never gave them any identifying information on where she was.
She e-mailed them once a month to tell them she was alive. She had been gone for about three months from her family, when she realized how worried they likely wore. She decided that letting them know she was alive and some brief details on her life now was the best path for her.
At first she e-mailed weekly when she had time. Her family messaged her back, demanding to know where she was and what she was doing. At first she refused, but eventually she stopped answering their questions with refusals. She finally decided that once a month was enough contact and they eventually accepted the little contact they got.
She watched Terin as she typed. Paranoid he would get up and try to see what she was doing on her computer. Without checking her typing, she sent off the e-mail. "There that's done for the month," she said as she logged off the computer.
"Month?" Terin asked.
"I send one e-mail, once a month on the tenth day. Today."
"Why?"
"So, someone knows that I'm not dead."
"Okay." He furrowed his brow, trying to assimilate this information about her.
She turned and walked away. He caught her quickly. "You really should tell me sometime what topics I'm allowed to ask about."
"I'll make up that list and give it you tonight." She grinned at him. She wondered if he was serious. Probably not, she decided, but she might write the list to tease him.
"So what now?" he asked, as they stood in the park outside the library.
"Now we part ways. No wait, how can I get a hold of you if I need another fix." She patted her bag, reassuring herself that the books were really in there.
"Well, come on, I'll take you by my apartment and you can see where I live. I don't have a phone or anything. Otherwise, you can find me at my work."
She nodded, swallowing. Going by his apartment, even just on the outside seemed risky. She hesitated, thinking about removing the books from her pack and leaving the city immediately.
Her heart raced and her voice got caught in her throat. She forced the fear down as she looked at him. "Okay."
They had walked a little way when she stopped. "You can't accuse me of having secrets. There are things you don't talk about."
"You are very right. There are things I don't like to talk about. But it doesn't mean you can't ask me."
"Can I ask you about your family or who you've been in love with or what your dreams are? Without you getting upset?"
"I won't get upset. I will just decline to comment."
She smiled a little.
He was looking at her expectantly.
"I'm not going to ask anything. I refuse to pry into your life."
He shook his head. "Were you always so fearful?"
"Nope. I used to be very trusting, but living on the street has made me hard." She scrunched her face into a comical sneer. He laughed and she joined in.
"Well, that you rarely smile or laugh or relax, makes the moments when you do much more rewarding and exciting."
She looked away from him. Her face heated with a deep blush. Her heart was thrilled. It had been many years since she got a compliment that had nothing attached to it. No deeper motive to try to get something from her. He just wanted to be with her.
The thought made her suddenly fearful. He wanted to be with her and she wanted to spend time with him. This meant a growing attachment, something she had ran from for so long. She promised herself after she was done with the books she had borrowed from the library that she would have no more contact with him, even if it meant she had to move ahead of schedule. She did a quick mental tally of the money she had, it would be tight and she might have to spend a bit of time outdoors, but she could get out in a few weeks.
She smiled, having settled the anxious thoughts running around her mind.
"What are you thinking of?"
"Returning to read my books."
He looked at her for a moment more. Then shrugged. She breathed a sigh of relief.
The walk from the library to his apartment took about twenty minutes. He finally stopped in front of a brick building and pointed up. "This is me."
She nodded, making a mental note of the address. "I'm in apartment 407."
"407," she echoed. "Okay I got it."
"I'd ask you in. But that seems a little creepy."
"Very creepy."
They stood silently on the sidewalk, looking at each other. The silence grew uncomfortable, as much as she liked to look at him.
"I should go," Ocean finally said, stepping backward. She thumped in the street sign behind her. She giggled. She didn't really want to leave his company, but she had no reason to stay.
He nodded, looking helpless. She smiled. "Thank you for the books."
"Your welcome. Books are important."
"They are."She smiled and turned. Then she stopped and turned around again. "What are you doing tomorrow?" Her voice squeaked.
He was facing away from her, searching his pockets for his keys. "I work tomorrow evening again. No plans for tomorrow."
"Do you want to get a drink or something? To eat I mean."
"He smiled as he turned to her. "I'd like that. What time?"
"Same time?"
"Yeah, same time."
"Good." She had a huge smile on her face, as they looked at each other. A lump formed in her throat as she smiled at him. He was smiling back just as much. "See you tomorrow," she called over her shoulder. She almost skipped away from him.
Back at the hostel she threw herself onto her bed, hugging her pack to her chest. After a few minutes of basking in the feeling of connection, she opened her bag. She withdrew one of the books and settled herself on the bed to read.
For the next few weeks, Ocean and Terin spent their spare time together. They ate lunch together. He introduced to her to his friends in the square. Ocean finished her books from the library within a week and was immediately whisked back to the library for more.
Slowly, Ocean was relaxing her guard around him. He noticed that she was less jumpy. She was more willing to laugh and joke. More often, she was smiling spontaneously. She even touched him casually on occasion.
Terin decided to save so he could take her to a nice restaurant. Something where they had to wait more than five minutes for their food. It took him a month to get a sum of money. It wasn't much, but it was something.
They were sitting in the square when he asked her. "I have next Friday off. I was wondering if you wanted something real to eat. At a nice restaurant."
She tilted her head, looking at him for a moment. "I'm not sure I have anything to wear."
"Wear whatever. Who cares? It won't be fancy. But I'd like to take you for a treat."
"A date?"
"No. Not a date."
A smiled crossed Ocean's lips. Terin slumped his shoulders. He didn't want to name it a date, he was sure that Ocean wouldn't join him if they called it that.
"Yes."
"It's not a date, Ocean."
"I said yes, Terin."
"Oh."
She laughed. Her hands gripping her bag between her legs. She threw her head back and laughed. It was the first time she had laughed like that. Freely He wanted to hug her. He wanted to hold her close. He wanted to feel her in his arms, against his body. He squeezed his eyes shut trying to let go of the desire.
She sobered quickly and wiped her face. She took a few deep breaths, still chuckling. "I'm sorry. You just should have seen the look on your face."
He tried to look indignant. But when faced with her smiling face, he couldn't help but beam back at her. "I didn't except you to say yes."
"Well, I guess we can both be surprised. I didn't think you'd ask."
"There it is. So next Friday. How about seven o'clock?"
"Sure. I'll dress up in my best clothes. Maybe I'll see if I can get something fancy."
"Don't spend money on my account."
"You're spending the money to take me out. The least I can do is get a nice shirt."
He was pacing in front of her. He pulled his hands out of his back pockets and sat next to her, so his thigh was touching hers. "I love to make you smile."
She smiled and nudged him with her shoulder.
Since becoming friends with Terin, Ocean had let down her guard and started talking to her co-workers. She had become quite good friends with another girl on her shift, Becky.
The day after Terin asked her out, Ocean excitedly told Becky of the impending date. "I was wondering if you might have a shirt or something I could borrow. I don't have any nice clothes. I'll be really careful."
Becky smiled at her. "OF course you can. How about on Saturday before work, you come over and you can look through my closet?"
"Sure. Thank you." Ocean felt relieved that she would have something nice to wear.
Saturday morning, she was nervous before heading to Becky's. She gripped in her hand the well-worn piece of paper on which Becky had scribbled her address. Becky was a part-time community college student and she still lived with her parents.
Ocean had to take two buses to get to Becky's. She hesitated once she was on the front porch. After a quick jog around the block, Ocean finally found the courage to knock on the door.
Her heart pounded as she waited for someone to answer. Or maybe no one would answer. Her heart leapt into her throat. Becky told her the time and place and what buses to take. She would be there, Ocean reassured herself.
The door was opened by a boy of about thirteen. "Is Becky here?" Ocean asked.
The boy turned and yelled, "Becky," then he walked away leaving the door open.
Ocean frowned and stepped inside, closing the door behind him. She waited, looking at the empty hallway waiting.
Becky turned the corner with a smile. "Sorry for the greeting. Come on in."
Ocean took her shoes off and put them aside then followed Becky to her room.
Becky threw open her closet. It was a small closet, but it was full of clothes. Ocean gasped. She once had a closet like this. Full of clothes. But living out of her pack for the last six years had changed her view of material things.
"Wow." Ocean fingered the material of a shirt. "I feel like a kid in the candy store. I used to have clothes. But this is wonderful. Thank you for sharing."
"You can take some things if you want. For keeps I mean. I am spoiled in clothes. I used to spend a lot of money on clothes."
"Me too."
"Well, you have a date to dress for, let's get to work."
Ocean shared a smile with her newfound friend. She wanted to cheer. But she only smiled before turning to the closet.
She and Becky left a few hours later at the same time. Ocean had tossed two wornitems from her bag. She replaced it with three shirts, a pair of pants and a skirt in her bag. Becky tried to get her to take a pair of shoes as well, but Ocean had refused, saying that there was no room for them.
After searching through Becky's closet, where Ocean tried on at least half the clothing, she felt exhausted. Now she had to face a busy evening at work. But she was exhilarated as well.
The supper rush went by quickly. The lull after was welcome to Ocean who had been on the front lines, taking and filling orders. She was leaning on the counter, chatting with Becky and another girl while they cleaned. The door rang and she turned to the customer.
A big smile crossed her face and she felt her heart leap with joy. "Terin," she exclaimed. "What are you doing here?" She leaned over the counter.
"I was looking for a place to eat with some good-looking girls behind the counter. I was told there was at least one here."
"Oh is this him?" Becky asked.
Ocean blushed and turned to Becky. "Yes." She smiled at Terin.
Becky hustled up to the counter. "So I've heard much about you. Becky." She offered her hand.
Terin shook her hand. "I've heard some about you too. You stole my day with the girl."
"She was just doing some preparation for you."
Ocean laughed, watching the verbal sparring match between them.
"Do you really want something to eat or did you just miss me?" Ocean asked.
"Both. But I was hoping you had a break or something coming up so I could sit with you."
Ocean smiled. Becky and the other girl, oohed. "Go for your break," Becky told Ocean.
"Thanks," Ocean said, gratefully. "Wait here, I'll get us something for a good price." She flashed a smile at Terin then disappeared into the back.
She stuck her head in the kitchen. "Any screwups?" she asked. "Leftovers. Something I can have?"
"Always," one of the cooks said. He pointed to a corner by the grill where the rejects went. She picked up two and got some fries on a plate.
"Thanks."
She filled her cup with some pop. "Screwups," Ocean said to Becky as she walked out from behind the counter. She took her hat off and took Terin to a corner. She wasn't supposed to eat in the restaurant during her shift, but it was quiet and no one would know.
She sat across from him in a booth. Her heart was pounding and she looked at him, wondering if he could hear it.
"How was your day?" she asked.
"It was okay. Boring. You?"
"Good. I wish I could tell you exactly how good. But you will have to wait for that."
"Damn it. How much do I owe you for the supper?"
"Nothing. We get them free."
"Ocean, I can't do that. I don't work here."
"Accept or I'll break the date."
"You can't keep holding that over my head."
"I can until next Friday."
He slumped his shoulders and opened his burger. "Fine. Tell me about what you're wearing."
"Nope. If you can't wait you shouldn't have made the date so far in advance."
"It was the only time we both had off."
Ocean grinned. "I know. And I'm going to have fun with it."
He smiled at her. "Thank you for the burger."
"Your welcome. Thanks for coming to see me."
Under the table, she rubbed her foot against his leg. He looked at her, the question in his eyes. She pressed harder. He lifted his foot and touched her leg with it. She giggled.
She heard Becky laughing and looked toward the counter. Becky looked away from them. Ocean smiled.
The meal was over too fast and Terin departed, a quick brush of Ocean's cheek.
Ocean was glowing when she returned. She cleared off her tray, walking on air. She could barely concentrate on customers for the next hour.
"Ocean's in love," Becky mentioned while they were in the back, sneaking fries.
"I am not. I haven't had friends in six years. It's just novel to me."
"Someday you'll tell me exactly why you've been that way for six years right?"
"Maybe."
"That fact aside, you are totally in love with him."
"No. I'm not."
"Mmmhm. You should go look at your face. You're giddy with it."
"Infatuation."
Becky shook her head, walking away. "Love. You can admit it."
Ocean crossed her hands over her chest. She and Terin were just friends, she would be leaving next month as she planned when she arrived in the city. It was nice to have friends and she would keep in touch with him, but there was no attachment.
Ocean woke early on Friday morning. The hostel was quiet still and the sun was over the horizon when Ocean got up and read some of her current novel. Then she had a shower and got dressed. She looked at her watch, in twelve hours she was having supper with Terin. What was she going to do all day? Most of her days off were spent with him. Since she was spending her evening with him, would he want to see her today too?
She got some breakfast before heading for the square. It was empty. Sighing, she decided to just walk around for a while.
Forty minutes later she found herself outside of his apartment building. "This is silly, Ocean," she said to herself. "Completely silly."
She forced herself to walk back to the hostel. The place was busy. She sat on her bed and read for a long time. In the late afternoon she got herself a snack at the store on the corner, the one were Terin worked.
She tried to get a nap in later in the day, but was too keyed up to do so.
At 5, she had a shower and put on some makeup. At 5:30 she sat on her bed, worried. She chastised herself for being nervous about the date. It was just Terin and it wasn't a real date. IT was just Terin.
"There she is," she heard Becky say.
"Becky what are you doing here?"
Becky was not alone, another girl, Rachel, from the restaurant was with her. "We couldn't let you get ready for your first date in six years alone."
Becky smiled at Ocean, who felt relief. "Thank you. So much. I'm so nervous. And it's crazy, because I've spent all my free time for the past two months with Terin."
Becky smiled. "You were just hanging out then. Now it's a date. Do you think he'll kiss you?"
"Becky you aren't helping," Ocean wailed, bending over.
"Sorry. Just take a deep breath and remember its Terin."
"Right," Rachel added. "Do we need to decide what you are wearing?"
"Sorta. I have three options." Ocean stood and opened her pack. She laid the clothes out on the bed.
"Are these all your clothes?" Rachel asked.
Ocean nodded. "They sure are. Thanks to Becky who donated to my sorry ass."
"You ass is not sorry. I wish I had your ass. Anyway, I think you should go with the red shirt and the skirt. And I brought the shoes for you."
Ocean smiled. "Thank you, so much."
Becky opened her purse and took the shoes out. "Rach, what's your opinion?"
"I think she's right. The red with the skirt. He'll be on the floor worshipping you."
"He already does," Becky said.
"Right. So makeup?" Rachel said.
"I already did it."
"Oh, no you did not. Come on, get dressed then we'll do you up properly. I brought my travel kit." Rachel held up her bag, nearly the size of Ocean's pack.
Twenty minutes later, the three girls were crowded in the bathroom. "Is he picking you up?" Becky asked.
"I guess so. We're meeting in the square. Y'know. Easier and stuff."
"Right. Well, it's not like he has a car or anything. And the square is on your doorstep," Rachel said.
"Exactly. And we are just friends going out for supper."
"It's a date. You can't deny that. And you need to kiss him if he doesn't kiss you. He hangs on your words, he practically drools when you aren't looking at him. And I saw you playing footsie under the table last week," Becky said.
"Yeah I saw it too," Rachel added.
"Fine it's a date and I'm totally crushing on him." Ocean pushed her way out of the bathroom.
Rachel and Becky sighed and followed her. They found her curled up on her bed.
"We're pushing aren't we?" Becky said.
"A little. I'm just freaked out. I swore I wouldn't let this happen. Ever."
"What happen? Falling for a guy?"
"Attachment. When I started on my journey, I swore I would never be attached to anyone or anything ever again."
"Why?"
"Because. It doesn't matter. It's just the way it is. And now, I'm attached. And I don't like it."
Becky and Rachel rubbed Ocean's back until she was breathing normally. "Come on you don't have much time to get ready."
It was 6:30 when Rachel and Becky declared Ocean ready. Ocean felt the furthest from ready that she could imagine. There was no time to dwell on it now. She had to thank Becky and Rachel for helping her then head for the square.
Becky and Rachel said they would go after they knew she was safely in Terin's hands. They weren't going to give her an opportunity to run.
They waited with her by the fountain. Terin came up dressed in a crisp blue shirt, and black pants. His hair was combed and still damp. He looked nervous then relieved as he saw her.
He smiled and kissed her cheek. "Hi," he said, softly.
"Hi yourself."
"We'll make ourselves scarce now," Becky said. "Didn't want her to be out here alone, you know?"
Terin smiled, not looking away from Ocean. "Thank you for bringing her."
"See you later, have fun," Becky said. She grabbed Rachel's arm. "Let's go stand where we can watch them."
"Let's go grab a bite to eat, instead."
Terin was still looking at Ocean. "You look very nice."
"Thanks. Becky and Rachel did my makeup for me."
"IT looks good. I mean, I'm not used to it."
"Me either. And I'm not sure I like it. But it made them feel happy."
"You just did it for them then?"
"No. For you too."
He grinned at her. "I'm teasing. IT's okay. I like you without makeup."
"Okay."
"We should get going."
"Okay."
"Can I put my arm around you?"
"Uh, okay. If you want."
"I've wanted nothing more than to touch since well the second day I knew you." He glanced at her, an embarrassed look on his face. He slid his arm around her waist and pulled her body against his.
She smiled and leaned her head on his arm. She took a deep breath, inhaling his scent. He was wearing aftershave or cologne, he didn't usually wear. The scent was light and she could smell him as well.
"You look nice too."
"Thank you. I got some things."
"It looks good. Very nice."
They had to take the bus to get to the restaurant. Terin looked slightly embarrassed by the suggestion. "I've been walking all day, the ride will be nice on my feet," Ocean offered, soothing him.
He smiled gratefully at her as they rode. He kept his arm around her, keeping her against him, as if she might bolt or disappear if he let go.
The restaurant was busy already. But they got a table right away. He held out her chair then took his seat across from her. He ordered two glasses of wine for them right away.
She ordered a pasta dish off the menu. IT was inexpensive but good. IT was something she hadn't had in a long time. She settled into her seat and looked at him.
"I wasn't sure you would show up," he said.
"I said I would."
"I wasn't sure I would show up."
"But you had to just in case I did?"
"Yeah." She put her hand near the center of the table. He covered it with his, squeezing it gently. His thumb stroked her palm.
She half closed her eyes, concentrating on the feeling. She sighed. It was a happy sigh. "Thank you for this, evening." She decided when Becky and Rachel were doing her make up that she would leave in the morning. She would leave with this happy memory, with this one evening with him.
"Thank you for letting me give it to you. I didn't think you would."
"I was surprised myself. I'm also glad. I like you, a lot. I've enjoyed every minute I've spent with you." And I'll miss you every minute when I leave. She closed her eyes, pressing the tears back.
She could still feel the tears when she opened her eyes. "Hey, it's not a big deal. It's just supper."
"IT's not just supper. We both know that." She let a sad smile touch her lips.
He touched her face with his free hand. His thumb brushed her cheek. "Don't cry please. I can't bear it."
She nodded as the feeling ebbed.
The wine came right after that. Followed by the appetizer he had ordered. She nibbled on hers, wanting to prolong the experience. IT would probably be another six years before she ate out again.
She put down her bread, because she couldn't swallow for the lump in her throat. She should be honest and tell him her plan, but she couldn't bring herself to do that.
He was watching her. "What's going on in there?"
"Nothing. I'm just thrilled to be here."
"That's not true. But I promised you the first time, that I wouldn't pry. But I wish you would tell me."
"I can't."
"That's not true either."
She picked up her toast and took a big bite. "See I'm fine."
He shook his head. Supper didn't take long to come, either. Ocean just sat and looked at it, breathing the steam and warm, delicious smell. "This is heaven," she breathed.
He smiled, watching her pleasure of the food. She ate delicately, using her knife to cut into the pasta. "This is the best food I've ever had," she gushed to him.
"I'm glad," he said. She didn't notice that he slowly ate his food, that he was too busy watching her. She ate every bite of hers. She was stuffed, but couldn't resist when he suggested they share some chocolate cake.
Afterward, he paid for the bill then he ushered her outside. "Thank you for tonight," she said again. The tears were back.
He pulled her to the building. "What is wrong Ocean? Please tell me."
"I have to leave in the morning." The tears spilled over her cheeks and she grabbed onto him.
"Why?"
"Because, I can't stay here any longer."
"You can't leave. I just met you." He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her tight. He felt tears spring into his eyes.
"I've stayed here longer then I've stayed anywhere in the past six years, Terin." She rubbed her face into his shoulder. "It's time for me to move on."
"I won't let you go. I won't let you. Ocean, I am in love with you. I didn't want to tell you yet, but you can't leave." He squeezed her tighter.
"That's why I have to leave. I swore I'd never get attached to anyone or anything again. But I am attached to you and I have to leave."
"No. You have to stay here with me. Give me tonight to convince you please. If I haven't convinced you of it in the morning and you can tell me with a straight face, I'll walk with you to the bus station or train or whatever it is you leave on."
"Terin." Her voice was tortured as she looked at him. The sun was setting. She pulled away from him a little and wiped her face.
"Don't say no. Please."
She closed her eyes, wishing to forget the look on his face. But she couldn't erase it from her mind. And she couldn't say no to his eyes. She relaxed. "Okay."
He took her to the bus stop then. And they got off down the street from his apartment. They stopped outside it while he fumbled with his keys. HE turned to her before he unlocked the door. "I won't do anything you don't want to. Okay?"
She nodded, silently. She was afraid if she spoke she would start crying again. After her breakdown outside the restaurant, she had given to her feelings. She was scared. She felt as if she didn't know how to act anymore.
She wanted to run, but she couldn't seem to get her legs to move in the right direction away from him. She knew that if she went up to his apartment with him she wouldn't be able to stop herself from kissing him. Which would lead to touching, and that would leave to them making love. And she wouldn't leave in the morning.
She was powerless against a force that was moving her toward him. She followed him silently. She would have to tell him the truth eventually and then he would leave her.
Outside his apartment he warned her. "My furnishings are sparse. Non-existent."
She nodded. "I don't care."
He smiled, vaguely at her. He opened the door and let her inside. A bed sat in one corner and a computer desk with a chair was pushed in to another. A fridge, stove and coffeepot in the kitchen. That was all there was. He had left some plates in the sink.
He sat on the chair and watched her walk around. "This is it."
"It's wonderful," she said, standing in front of him.
"No, it's horrible. But it's mine."
"I own nothing. You are the first person I've touched in six years."
He stood, towering over her. He placed his arms on her shoulders and bent. His lips brushed against her lips. "I love you," he whispered, then covered her mouth again.
She swallowed hard, then kissed him back. Her body melted to his.
He grabbed the bottom of her shirt and pulled it over her head.
She moved backward until she was against the bed. Then she laid down, holding on to his hands and pulling him over her. He let his weight rest on her as he found her lips again.
She closed her eyes and let him in. "I love you too. Go easy on me, it's been a long time."
When she woke she was sore. Her body was aching and her emotions were raw. The sun was streaming into the apartment. She huddled under the blanket further with a sigh. She was alone and she wasn't in the hostel. She opened her eyes, blinking in the bright light.
"It's bright in here."
"Yes. Well, that happens around noon."
"Noon? How long have I been sleeping?"
"Well, you finally let me get some sleep around midnight I think. But I woke you around 2 I think. So about eight or nine hours."
"Nine? I haven't slept more than three hours in four years."
"Only four years?"
"I was raped four years ago."
"What?" He jumped off his chair and onto the bed. He was wearing a pair of jeans and they scratched her bare skin. He pulled her close under the blankets.
"I was raped. It was in a hostel. It happened in the night. And since then I haven't slept."
"You didn't press charges or anything?"
"God no. I left town that day." She looked up him. "Don't look at me like that. It wasn't that bad. I just haven't been able to sleep since then."
He kissed her forehead. "I'm glad you slept last night. And I was thinking, this morning, while I watched you sleep."
"You were thinking?"
"You should move in with me here." He ducked his head, avoiding her gaze.
"But I'm leaving."
"Yes. I can see, but the thing is: I have your clothes. And I'm holding them hostage until you agree to live with me."
"You don't play fair."
"Neither do you."
"Touché."
"Yes. Now do you agree with the terms?"
She looked at him. She stretched to give him a soft kiss. "Yes."
"Then you're clothes on beside the bed."
She pushed his shoulder. He pulled her tighter. "But if you live here, you have to help with the bills, you have to cook for me. And you have to sleep next to me every night."
"I can do that." She yawned. "Let's discuss the explicit details later. I have something else in mind now." She rubbed her hips against him, feeling him surge.
"Again?" He undid his jeans and pushed them off his legs, struggling under the blankets to get them off his feet.
"Hey you're bringing me out of a six-year drought. If you can't handle it."
"I can take it," he growled, rolling her onto her back. "If you can." His fingers found her wet and willing already. "Are you sore?"
"Yes. But, I still want you."
He entered her, slowly, watching her face. "Okay?"
She lifted her hips, taking him fully into her. "Yes. Damn it. Come on, or I'll have to start begging you to fuck me."
He growled, kissing her again and meeting her thrusting hips.
After they were sated again, he pulled her close. She snuggled against him and quickly he realized she had fallen asleep. He kissed her head and slid out of bed. He went back to his chair and the computer. Turning around once more he smoothed her hair. He was lucky to have her.
"What are you thinking about?" Terin asked her, as they lay naked in their bed. They had been together for three weeks, making it nearly two months since he'd first met her.
"I was thinking about how we met and got together."
"You almost left town on me."
"I had given up hope you'd make a move."
"Well, lucky for us I did."
She yawned and pushed the blankets back. She went to the kitchen and got herself a cup of coffee. On her way back she found her robe on the floor where she had left it the night before. She wrapped it around herself and put the coffee aside.
"I still get scared sometimes."
"Why?"
"Because I doubt that I was meant to have anything special."
"You doubt yourself."
"Yes." Ocean sat up and wrapped her arms around her knees and looked out the window.
"So why have you been on the run for six years, Ocean?" It was the first time he'd asked outright.
Ocean felt a wave of tears overcome her. She balled up tighter and hid her face in her lap. Terin wrapped his arms around her best he could and rubbed her shoulder until she calmed.
He waited a moment to see if she would answer his question. When she didn't speak he did. "Ocean, you never have to tell me your real name, where you came from or how you got here. And if you decide to leave, I'll let you go. I'll always love you, wherever you go. And while you are here, I will show you that and I will support you unconditionally."
Terin looked out the window at the rain that was subsiding and the sun that was starting to shine through. "Look," he said, touching the glass of the window where the rain still hung on.
"What?" Ocean's voice was hoarse. Her face was tearstained as she looked.
"Rainbow."
"The colours of the rain." She smiled at him. He pulled her down beside him and kissed her face. "Sleep love. Sleep well."
The ending. It's not really an ending. I've tried for years to figure out Ocean's reasons for running. In one she was married to a guy she didn't love at a young age due to family pressure. In another she married because she was pregnant, she had an abortion and he couldn't deal with it.
In the end I decided to leave it open. Her new life was more important than the one she left.
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Kip pulled the box out of its place in his bag beside the hotel double bed. He sat on atop the covers and opened the lid. He lifted out everything but the letter without looking at it. He pulled out the letter still stained with tears from when Mandy had written it. He knew the words from memory, but he needed to see them in black and white.
My love,
I never wanted to hurt you. I just think you need to concentrate on playing. It's your dream. Mine is being a teacher, and I have to work here on doing that. I'd be a distraction. I love you too much to do that. I'll be done in three years, and I'll call you then. I think it's for the best. I liked you from the moment I saw you the first day I walked into that school. I never dreamed I'd get to spend two years with the man of my dreams, let alone be loved. All my love MG
Kip was tempted to crumple the letter in his hands. He hadn't looked at it in over a year. He read it about once a year to remind him of the reasons everything had happened as it had. To try not to regret the past.
He'd lived the lie for eleven years. He'd told himself that he didn't regret letting her go. Maybe Mandy felt the same way, and he could have his second chance with her. If she didn't feel the same, then she wasn't the Mandy he'd loved all these years, and he'd be able to finally get over her. Either way, there would be some fucking closure.