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Foreword 

 

Love is patient, love is kind.

It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud.

It does not dishonor others, it is not self seeking, it is not easily angered,

It keeps no record of wrongs. 

Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth.

It always protects, always trusts, always hopes and always perseveres.

Love is God.

Without love there is no reason to live.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 1

 

It was a beautiful day—the kind that reminds you of your childhood.

The sun was out, but not too hot. Wisps of clouds drifted across the sky, forming shapes that teased the imagination. It was the kind of day when you’d be out playing until the streetlights came on, no adults watching, no phones buzzing. Just the usual gang, telling stories, exaggerating everything, laughing at nothing. Everyone was happy.

Back then, homework and crushes were the biggest problems in the world. Looking back now, it all seemed… perfect.

But today? Today was different.

Being an adult meant complications. Expectations. Exhaustion.

Daniel sat on a park bench, half-lost in a memory. He wasn’t asleep, just caught in a daydream—a quiet escape from the noise of reality.

He tried to keep the dream going, to stay in that gentle haze, but life always found a way to creep in around the edges.

His thirtieth birthday had passed just a week ago. He still couldn’t quite believe it—where had his twenties gone? Time hadn’t walked. It had sprinted.

A new decade. A strange feeling of maturity had settled on his shoulders like a coat he hadn’t asked to wear.

And what did he have to show for it?

Well, he’d done the “right” things. Graduated high school. Then college. Built a small accounting business from scratch.

He owned a two-bedroom, two-bath condo—paid off in full. That was something. He gave himself a quiet mental pat on the back.

But… then what?

No wife. Not even a girlfriend.

Sure, he had dated. Tried the apps. Met people. But no one ever fit—not really. No one he felt comfortable enough to open up to. No one who didn’t seem to see him as a financial plan.

No dog either. He’d thought about getting one dozens of times, but something always stopped him. Was it laziness? A fear of commitment? Maybe both.

He didn’t have answers—not even for himself.

So he did what he often did lately. He left the house early and walked to the park.

It had become a routine. A simple kind of therapy. The fresh air, the strange and beautiful variety of people—it was better than silence at home.

After his walk, he stopped at the little newsstand and bought the day’s paper. Was it habit, or was he really interested in the headlines? He didn’t know.

Today, he read the front-page title, then folded the paper and set it on his lap.

And just like that, he drifted off again—into the soft, quiet world of his daydreams.

They were still new. Not boring yet. And he let himself enjoy them fully.

Pictures came and faded, like passing clouds in his daydreams—the safety and comfort of childhood, the soft light of simpler times. In those dreams, only the pleasant parts surfaced.

But the truth was, Daniel had lost his parents far too early.

His father had been a smoker. Daniel remembered watching him light a cigarette, take a long drag, and then set it down, distracted by his work. His father was an editor for a magazine, always reading, always correcting. By the time he reached for the cigarette again, it had burned out. So he’d light another. And another.

Daniel had been old enough to understand: even the smoke burning idly in the ashtray was doing its damage. He knew it was dangerous, but his father always seemed too busy to be interrupted.

Lung cancer took him at fifty-five.

Daniel remembered the day the coughing wouldn’t stop. It was relentless, hollow, terrifying. They rushed him to the ER, and soon he was admitted to the hospital.

His father knew then—the end had begun. Daniel recalled how his mother told him they needed to visit. She told him to bring a notepad and pen; his father had things to explain. About finances, about the business, about the future.

But when they sat by his bedside, his mother softened the moment. Downplayed it. Tried to make it easier. “You’re going to be fine,” she said. Comforting words, but misleading ones. His father never gave Daniel the information he had meant to. He passed away the next day. Nothing was written down.

Daniel would never forget the month that followed. Visitors came in and out of the house. His mother, weary and grieving, sat down one evening on the couch, her hand slipping between the cushions for support. There, almost by accident, she found a thick bundle of cash hidden between the cushions—something his father had tucked away “for safekeeping.” Perhaps it was part of what he had meant to tell them.

A year later, his mother became ill. As she always had, she downplayed her condition. Daniel knew something was wrong, but she kept it to herself. And in a cruel echo of his father’s fate, she too passed without explaining anything, without preparing him for what was next.

Two funerals. Two years. And the world dumped on his shoulders.

He was just twenty-three when his father died. Twenty-four when his mother followed. The pain had dulled over time, but the scar remained—buried but never healed.

He had learned to survive. To run his business. To depend on no one. He had built a quiet, responsible life. But the price was heavy.

His heart had hardened, yes—but not completely. Beneath the armor, he was desperate for someone to understand him. To really see him. To share the weight he carried.

But so far, there had been no one. No person he could trust with his frustration, his loneliness, his need.

And so, he dreamed.

 

Chapter 2 

 

“Do you have a dollar for me?”

The question pulled Daniel out of his daydream and back into the present. It took him a few seconds to process where he was—and what he had just been asked.

He opened his eyes.

She was dirty. Not the kind of dirty that came from rolling in mud, but the kind that comes from time. From the streets. It clung to her clothes, soaked into the fabric, settled into her skin. The kind of dirt that doesn’t wash out—it stays, like a shadow of survival.

She wore a hat, though the weather didn’t call for one. It covered most of her head, except for a few strands of hair that had slipped free. And that was what struck him—the contrast. The dirt, the grime, the poverty… and then, like a glint of something lost but precious, a few golden strands of hair.

It was like a scuba diver swimming past a sunken ship covered in algae and rust—and then spotting the edge of a gold bar. Something that didn’t belong. Something impossible.

“Sir, do you have a dollar?” she asked again, this time louder, maybe thinking he hadn’t heard her.

“Oh—sorry,” Daniel said, almost automatically. “I was just thinking.”

Then, surprising himself, he asked, “If I give you money, what are you going to spend it on?”

Even as he said it, he realized it was a pointless question. She could spend it on anything, no matter what she told him.

“I’m hungry,” she said. “I just need some food.”

Honest. Simple. And fair.

Daniel nodded slowly. There was no harm in being hungry and asking for help. For whatever reason—a reason he couldn’t explain even to himself—he asked, “Where do you want to eat?”

She blinked, surprised. “Do I have a choice?”

Her voice had a spark—not a bright, joyful one, but something unmistakable. It flickered in her eyes. Not many people had shown her kindness, he could tell. And that moment—that little spark—made him look at her more closely.

Her eyes.

They were dirty, yes—the girl, not the eyes. Her eyes were clear. Not just clean, but striking. He couldn’t quite place the color. Not blue exactly, but not green either. Somewhere between the two—the color of sea foam at sunrise, with sunlight dancing off the surface. The color of memory. The kind of color you don’t forget.

He had only a second to respond before she walked away and the spark disappeared forever.

“Yes,” he said softly. “Tell me where you’d like to eat. Anywhere.”

“I really want McDonald’s,” she replied.

Daniel blinked. McDonald’s?

She was offered a choice—anything—and that was what she picked? But then it made sense. For her, right now, McDonald’s was a Michelin-star meal. He remembered when he was a kid, eating at the Golden Arches was a treat. The burger, fries, and Coke—no greens, no fancy menus. Just comfort food. Familiar. Safe.

“Let’s go,” he said.

He stood up, folded the newspaper, and left it on the bench for someone else. Then he looked at her.

“This way. Follow me.”

The restaurant was just a few hundred yards away. A two-minute walk at most. But to Daniel, it felt like a decade.

The dirt, the golden hair, the sea-colored eyes—his mind raced. How could someone so young—maybe early twenties—be in such a condition? She must have been on the streets for years. And yet, she was polite. Not wild or aggressive like many others he’d encountered. There was still something gentle in her.

The hair. He couldn’t get over the hair. That contrast twisted his thoughts, stirred something deeper than pity.

As they approached the front entrance, she paused and gestured toward the side door—as if trying not to embarrass herself. Daniel shook his head gently and walked to the main entrance. He held the door open for her.

Was it a gentlemanly gesture? Or a silent statement that this was the only entrance she deserved—the same one as everyone else?

He didn’t know. He didn’t even care.

She stepped inside, and he followed.

The fluorescent lights were harsh. Too bright. Too revealing.

As they stepped into the restaurant, all conversation seemed to stall for a beat. Heads turned. Eyes lingered. Daniel noticed it immediately—the gazes that scanned her from head to toe. Not curious, but judgmental.

She noticed too. Of course she did.

Her steps slowed, then faltered. She dropped her head and folded her arms tight across her chest, shrinking into herself.

Daniel stepped closer. He didn’t say anything—he didn’t need to. His presence was enough. He was solid, unshaken, and he stayed beside her like a wall.

But the looks kept coming.

A woman at a nearby table whispered something into her companion’s ear. They both glanced in Mia’s direction, then laughed quietly behind a napkin.

Daniel’s jaw tensed.

They reached the counter, and the cashier hesitated—just enough for Daniel to notice. A flicker of discomfort crossed her face, then she looked behind her, calling for a manager.

A moment later, a man in a wrinkled shirt and too-short tie approached. He didn’t even look at Daniel first. His eyes were locked on Mia.

“I’m sorry, sir,” he said, smiling tightly. “But we have a hygiene policy. We can’t serve—”

Daniel cut him off. “You will serve her.”

The manager blinked. “Sir, I don’t think you understand—”

“No, you don’t understand,” Daniel said, calm but firm. “She’s a paying customer. Just like everyone else in here. So unless you’re refusing to take my money…”

A long pause.

The manager looked again at Mia—then at Daniel—and realized this was a losing battle. He forced a smile, nodded to the cashier, and walked away without another word.

Mia hadn’t moved. She was still half a step behind Daniel, shoulders drawn inward, head down.

“You okay?” he asked quietly.

She nodded, not looking up.

They ordered—two cheeseburger meals with large fries and Coke—and took a seat at a small booth in the corner, away from the front window.

She sat across from him and finally exhaled, as if she had been holding her breath the whole time.

“That happens a lot?” Daniel asked gently.

She nodded again, this time meeting his eyes. “Too often to get used to.”

Her voice was low, but clear.

Daniel looked at her, really looked—and not just at the dirt or the grime or the wear on her clothes. He saw how she carried herself, even in defeat. Not like someone weak. More like someone who had been hurt too many times and learned to brace for impact.

This was the second time he looked into her eyes—really looked.

And there it was again—that color. That impossible sea-glass shimmer. A color born from light and depth and sadness.

He didn’t speak for a moment. Neither did she.

Finally, he said, “What’s your name?”

She hesitated. A tiny pause, like she wasn’t sure if she wanted to share it.

“Amelia,” she said. “But… people call me Mia.”

“Mia,” he repeated. “I’m Daniel.”

She nodded again, watching him. Not suspiciously, but carefully—like someone not used to kindness, trying to decide whether or not to believe in it.

The food arrived, and she looked at it like it was sacred. She didn’t touch it at first. Just stared.

“Eat,” he said softly.

She took a careful bite. Then another. He watched her, fascinated. She wasn’t devouring it like someone starving. She was savoring it, as if she had to remind herself that food could feel safe, even joyful.

Daniel cleared his throat. “So… do you eat like this every day?” His voice was gentle.

Mia paused, fork halfway to her mouth. Her gaze flicked up to his. “No,” she said quietly. “Not every day.” Then she looked down again. “Most days I… skip.”

He nodded, not prying too hard yet. “I see.”

A silence settled over the booth, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. It was the kind of silence that invites words—the kind that could build trust.

“Do you… live around here?” he asked after a moment, keeping his tone casual.

Her eyes darted to the window, then back at him. “I’m back where I came from. I’ve traveled around, but I always end up back here.” She didn’t elaborate.

He leaned back, studying her. She looked small, but resilient—like someone who had learned to survive in a world that wasn’t kind.

“It must be hard,” he said softly.

“It is,” she admitted. Then, almost defiantly, “But it’s not the worst life I’ve had.”

Daniel tilted his head, curious. “What do you mean?”

Mia shrugged, almost imperceptibly. “Some people… don’t get to choose their life. I just… ended up here.”

Her fingers toyed with the wrapper of her burger. He noticed she didn’t finish her fries—not because she wasn’t hungry, but because she was measuring every movement.

“I can’t imagine how lonely it must feel,” he said honestly. “Not having someone to… trust.”

She looked up at him then. Her eyes—still the color of the sea—met his. Something raw passed in that gaze: a mixture of sadness, defiance, and curiosity.

“I’ve learned to trust… carefully,” she said. “People disappoint you. A lot.”

He nodded slowly.

He didn’t respond right away. Instead, he took a sip of his Coke, letting her words settle between them. There was patience in him, and she seemed to notice.

A small smile tugged at the corner of her lips. “You… don’t seem like most people,” she said. “Most people would have ignored me or given me change and walked away.”

“I don’t know,” Daniel said honestly. “Something about you made me stop. And… I didn’t want to walk away.”

Her eyes softened slightly. It was subtle, almost imperceptible, but he saw it. The walls weren’t down yet—not by far—but the cracks were forming.

For a while, they ate in silence, just occasionally glancing at one another. The tension of the restaurant, the judgmental stares—it faded into the background. Here, at this small booth, the world didn’t matter.

Finally, Daniel leaned forward, resting his arms on the table. “Mia… can I ask you something personal?”

She nodded cautiously. “Depends on what it is.”

“Why… why are you on the streets?” he asked softly, careful not to pressure her.

Her fork froze midair.

She didn’t answer immediately. Then, slowly, she shook her head. “It’s complicated,” she whispered. “I… it’s not something I usually talk about.”

“I understand,” Daniel said quietly. “You don’t have to tell me. I just want you to know… I’m listening, if you ever want to.”

Mia stared at him for a long moment. Then she nodded, almost imperceptibly. It wasn’t trust yet—not fully. But it was acknowledgment. It was the beginning.

And in that small booth, over burgers and fries, something shifted—the first real connection between two people from entirely different worlds.

“What’s your plan for the rest of the day?” Daniel asked.

“The same old… usual,” she said, a faint chuckle in her voice.

What could she say? What was “usual” in her world?

There was nothing usual—only constant challenges. Should she tell him she had no clue whether she would even find the mattress she’d left under a heavy bush in a secluded corner of the park? The same park where they had met was where she lived. How could he possibly comprehend such a world?

“Usual,” she smiled to herself—though it was more of a grimace than a smile.

Usual?

Was it usual to be threatened at night, to hear things she wished she hadn’t, to worry constantly about her safety? There was nothing usual in her life. Every day was questions: what to eat, if she could eat at all; whether the weather would make her miserable; if someone would steal her few possessions. The only usual thing was alertness—always half awake, never fully letting her guard down, because if she did, she would be harmed. The police didn’t care. The residents didn’t care.

The sarcastic weight of the word “usual” made her almost laugh—not a laugh of joy, but the hollow kind from a horror movie. Yet she kept all her emotions hidden and said it aloud.

“Usual…” she repeated softly.

To her surprise, he asked, “How old are you?”

Isn’t that too personal? she thought.

Why did it matter to him?

Then she realized there was no harm in answering. “I’m twenty-two,” she said quietly.

Daniel felt a shock wash over him. Such a young girl, cast out on the streets. How early had she been left alone? How young was too young to understand the harshness of reality?

He had lost his parents at twenty-three—a tragedy he had thought unbearable—but compared to the life she had endured, it seemed almost merciful.

How could it have been legal for her to be left alone? What had she done to deserve this? And what had others done to her?

There had to be a hidden story, a secret he might never uncover.

“I really like your name, Mia. It suits you,” he said, breaking the ice, though he genuinely believed it.

“Thank you. You never told me your name,” she replied.

“Daniel,” he said.

“Hello, Daniel,” she said, a small, hesitant smile appearing—the kind of smile she gave so rarely she couldn’t remember the last time, or to whom.

And strangely, instead of feeling more vulnerable for opening up to him, she felt a small warmth in her chest. A tiny spark, no more than the one that had danced in her eyes earlier.

She wasn’t sure where it came from.

What was wrong with her?

This wasn’t the first time someone had shown her kindness, yet she couldn’t remember ever feeling like this before—not a fire, just a flame. A flame could burn a finger, but it was small, gentle, and comforting.

She was afraid the feeling would vanish—that Daniel would go on his way, she on hers—but for the moment, she let herself savor it. She allowed herself the here and now, without letting the future ruin it.

Daniel took another bite of his burger, keeping his eyes on Mia. There was something about the way she ate, careful and deliberate, that made him want to protect her.

“So… tell me,” he said gently, “do you have the clothes you need?”

Mia paused, glancing down at her worn coat. She smirked faintly, though the humor was sharp, almost bitter. “Clothes? I get by. Nothing fancy. Just… enough to cover me.”

Daniel nodded, imagining the holes, the frays, the layers patched together from charity. “And… a place to sleep?” he asked softly.

Her eyes flicked to the window for a moment. “Somewhere. Mostly. Depends on the weather. Depends on the other people.” She shrugged. “It’s not glamorous. Not even close.”

He could see the edge of exhaustion behind her spark of humor. Every word she said hinted at a lifetime of survival, of careful steps in a dangerous world.

“You’ve… learned to take care of yourself,” he said quietly.

Mia gave a short laugh, not entirely amused. “Learned or forced? Sometimes I forget the difference.”

Daniel studied her carefully. “It must be… hard. To always have to watch your back, to never feel safe.”

A flicker of something passed through her eyes—a mix of caution and appreciation. “Hard? Yeah. But you get used to it. Or… you think you do.”

He leaned back, letting the silence settle between them. He didn’t need her to say more; he could see it all—the constant vigilance, the small victories, the tiny moments of hope she clung to.

“And yet here you are,” he said softly, almost to himself, “smiling at strangers, joking… surviving.”

Mia tilted her head, one corner of her mouth twitching. “I can’t let them see me break. Not if I want to make it another day. Smiling is cheaper than bleeding.”

Daniel felt a surge of something deep inside—empathy, concern, a protective instinct he hadn’t expected. He realized that in his life, he could make choices. He could fix problems, offer comfort, give stability.

And here was someone who needed it.

Not pity—but real help.

“Do you… ever get a chance to feel normal?” he asked quietly.

Mia looked at him like he’d asked a strange riddle. “Normal? Not really. But I’ve got… little slices. Today is one of them, I guess.” Her eyes flickered with mischief for a moment. “A burger, fries, and Coke—luxury, right?”

Daniel laughed softly. “For some, it’s a Michelin-star meal.”

He met her gaze and saw the faint sparkle in her eyes again—the one that had caught him the moment he looked at her.

He swallowed the lump forming in his throat. “You know… I think you deserve better than just slices. You deserve… comfort. Security. Maybe even a little peace.”

Mia looked at him, head tilted, curious but guarded. “You make it sound like I’m asking for the moon.”

“You’re not,” he said gently. “I just… want to make your day easier. Even if it’s just for a moment. I think I can help.”

She studied him for a long moment. Then, just a faint nod. “Maybe… maybe I could use that,” she said quietly.

Daniel smiled, a quiet determination in his chest.

He knew exactly what he meant.

A little help could turn into more—a bath, clean clothes, something safe to sleep in. And maybe, just maybe, it could start to turn her world upside down in a good way.

They finished their meal with a quieter ease than before. Each bite, each glance, each unspoken thought had built a bridge between them—small, fragile, but unmistakable.

When they left the booth and stood to leave, Daniel felt it: the need to act, to extend his kindness beyond this one meal. He wanted her to feel seen, cared for, and safe—and he knew exactly where to start.

Daniel smiled gently. “Stay right here. I’ll be back in a few minutes. I have a small surprise for you.”

Mia raised an eyebrow, cautious. “A surprise?”

“Yes,” he said with a nod. “Just wait. Don’t move. I promise.”

She hesitated, then slowly nodded. “Okay… I’ll wait.”

She sat on the bench just outside the restaurant.

Surprise, she thought.

As far back as she could remember, surprises rarely worked in her favor. Most of them had brought pain, confusion, or trouble.

She surprised herself by agreeing to wait. That small, flickering flame inside her—that one-match warmth—was still burning. She had expected it to be blown out the moment Daniel disappeared through the restaurant door.

But it remained.

Steady.

She had no urgency. Nowhere to go. The sun was still high, and the breeze was warm against her face. Something about this moment—the hope of it—made her stay.

Daniel started walking away, but turned around after a few steps to check if she was still there.

She was.

Okay, this isn’t one of my daydreams, he told himself. It’s real.

Why am I doing this? he wondered. I don’t even know her. Just her name, her age… that’s it.

What made me say I had a surprise for her?

He tried to justify it: I just want to help someone. That’s a good thing, right?

But he knew it wasn’t only that.

Sometimes it’s hard to admit what’s really going on.

There was something in her golden hair, in her guarded but captivating eyes, and in that fleeting, almost unintentional smile she had given him.

He began to walk faster. He turned again to look back.

She was still there—waiting, just like she said she would.

Turning onto a street lined with small shops, Daniel scanned the storefronts. He had no experience in fashion, but he trusted his instincts. He passed two stores before stepping into the third.

He knew this was the right place.

A light blue summer dress on display immediately caught his eye. She’d look beautiful in that, he thought.

Off to the side, he spotted jeans. The entire first floor was devoted to women’s wear.

Jeans would be more practical, he reasoned. Durable. Sturdy.

But what would she do in a summer dress?

Is she going to stay on the streets forever?

Why am I assuming that?

The thoughts hit him all at once—then, just as quickly, he pushed them away.

If he overthought this, he’d lose his nerve.

Just keep your promise.

Now came the real challenge: guessing her size.

He thought about his own build—190 pounds, thirty-inch waist—but it wasn’t helpful. She had been bundled in layers, and he hadn’t gotten a clear sense of her frame.

He grabbed a pair of jeans marked “small.”

And then… underwear.

Awkward, he thought.

But there was no point giving her clean outer clothes and expecting her to wear them over dirty undergarments.

He quickly skimmed past the lacy satin panties—tempting for a moment, until he shook the thought away—and settled on a pack of simple, pre-packaged cotton briefs in size small. A variety of colors. Safe. Respectful.

T-shirts were easier. He picked two, in neutral colors she could wear with anything.

Shoes?

He hesitated.

Finding a pair that fit without her present was too risky.

Next time, he promised himself.

As he approached the checkout, he spotted the same blue summer dress he’d seen from outside. The price tag confirmed it was high quality but not outrageously expensive.

He asked the associate to add it to his purchase.

Then he paused.

Gift wrap?

It would take time.

But it felt right.

He waited, then left the store with a paper bag full of carefully chosen clothing, neatly wrapped.

When he turned the corner and saw the bench—

His heart dropped.

It was empty.

 

Chapter 3

 

Daniel stood still, staring at the empty bench.

The sun was still warm. The street was still alive. But she was gone.

The paper bag in his hand, carefully packed and gift-wrapped, suddenly felt heavier. Not just physically—emotionally, too. He stepped forward and looked around, as if she might emerge from behind a tree or stroll casually back into sight, apologizing for the delay.

But she didn’t.

He walked slowly in a circle around the bench. Checked the sidewalk. Peered into the nearby alley. Nothing. She had vanished.

Maybe she got nervous. Maybe someone said something. Maybe she had to leave… but why?

Daniel’s stomach tightened. He told himself not to panic. Not to assume the worst. She might be nearby. Maybe even watching, unsure whether to return. That thought gave him just enough hope to start walking.

He searched the park first, moving quickly from path to path, scanning benches, peering behind trees, ducking his head into shaded corners. It felt absurd—carrying a bag of women’s clothing while calling out softly, “Mia?”—but he didn’t care.

He circled the fountain. Walked past the restrooms. Even retraced their route back to the restaurant, but the table was already wiped clean, another couple seated there as if nothing unusual had happened just an hour earlier.

He spent the next hour walking the nearby streets. No direction, no logic—just the quiet, urgent drive to find her.

People glanced at him, some with curiosity, others with judgment. A man in a button-down shirt, holding a pastel gift bag and looking lost—it was almost comical, if it weren’t so hollow inside.

Eventually, as the shadows began to stretch and the sky turned orange, he stopped.

There was nowhere else to look.

He took one last walk back to the bench. Still empty. He stared at it for a long time.

Then, without a word, he turned and went home.

The apartment felt colder than usual.

Daniel placed the bag on the kitchen counter and stared at it. The wrapping was still crisp. The little bow he hadn’t asked for still sat neatly on top.

He leaned against the counter, ran a hand through his hair, and let out a breath.

Why did I expect her to stay?

Why did I think any of this would be simple?

He wanted to be angry, but the anger never came. Just disappointment. Confusion. And something deeper he couldn’t name.

He made tea and didn’t drink it. Turned on the TV and muted it. Every few minutes, he looked at the clock.

The night crept in slowly. Sleep stayed away.

He lay in bed staring at the ceiling, thoughts unraveling in every direction.

Why her?

She wasn’t just another person in need. He’d passed plenty of people before—homeless, hungry, hurting. He’d donated, helped, volunteered. But this was different. He couldn’t shake the image of her—small, guarded, fierce in her quiet way. That spark in her eyes. That moment of trust. That fleeting smile.

He asked himself again the same question he had asked earlier in the day: Why am I doing this?

And for the first time, he answered honestly.

Because she matters to me. And I don’t know why.

Maybe it didn’t make sense. Maybe it never would. But not everything needed a reason. Sometimes, people just arrive. Unannounced. Unexpected. Unexplained.

And they change everything.

He turned toward the window, the moonlight casting shadows across the room.

He knew one thing with certainty now: he needed to find her again.

 

Chapter 4

 

Daniel woke before the sun rose.

For a fleeting second, the morning felt like a fresh start—clear, still, and full of potential.

But then it came rushing back.

Like a drain suddenly unclogged, yesterday’s memory swallowed everything whole. That familiar ache bloomed deep in his gut—tight, cramping, that same little muscle that always flared when something truly mattered and went wrong.

It was all-consuming.

The kind of feeling that made joy feel like an impossibility.

He lay there, still as stone, barely breathing.

Getting out of bed felt like lifting two tons. He hadn’t slept much—if at all. The weight of disappointment and restless hope pushed down on him until he couldn’t bear to stay still any longer. He rose slowly, like someone dragging themselves through grief.

He brushed his teeth.

Got dressed.

Made coffee and drank it.

And then, without thinking, he stepped out the door.

His feet took him where his thoughts could not.

The restaurant.

Of course, it was closed. It was far too early for anyone to be inside—especially her. He knew that, and yet he stared through the glass at their table, half-expecting to see her sitting there, smiling like she’d waited all night.

Of course, she wasn’t.

He stood for a long moment, then turned and walked the same streets again.

This time, there were no gift bags in his hands. No optimism. Just the same coat he’d worn yesterday and the same gnawing feeling in his chest.

The city wasn’t large—half a million people—but it felt endless today. Where could someone like Mia disappear to?

He tried to think logically.

Tunnels? Parks? Abandoned buildings? Homeless shelters?

He remembered a shelter he’d read about in the paper—a few miles away. It wasn’t much, but it was a start.

The bus rolled in a few minutes later. He climbed on silently, his legs moving on habit.

The shelter’s receptionist shook her head. “We can’t give out any information.”

“I’m not asking for much,” he said, trying to sound calm. “She’s young. About twenty-two. Blonde hair—golden, almost. Bright eyes. Her name’s Mia. I just… I gave her my word. I need to find her.”

The woman offered an apologetic look, but the answer remained the same.

On his way out, he tried a different approach. Outside the building, he approached a few of the men and women lingering near the entrance—some huddled under blankets, others in line for food.

They didn’t want to talk. Some shook their heads. Some ignored him completely. A few looked at him like he didn’t belong—and he didn’t.

Not in their world.

He couldn’t blame them. To them, he was just another outsider looking for something.

Police were out of the question. What would he say? That he met a homeless girl yesterday, bought her a burger, and now she was gone?

They wouldn’t care.

Not the way he did.

He was a man with no answers, no leads, and no justification for how much he cared.

By the time he checked his watch, it was nearly 6 p.m.

He blinked in disbelief. Where had the day gone? It felt like he’d just crawled out of bed—and now it was already over.

His body ached. Not just from walking, but from carrying the weight of helplessness.

Why do I care this much?

She’s a stranger. Just a girl I fed once.

She doesn’t even know what the surprise was…

But deep down, he knew that wasn’t the whole truth.

Something about her wouldn’t leave his mind—something in her eyes, her voice, that shy smile. There had been a flicker of trust. Of warmth. And once you feel that, you can’t pretend you didn’t.

You can’t un-feel it.

Some people come into your life quietly…

And somehow, in just a few hours, take up a place you didn’t know was empty.

When he finally walked through his front door, the silence hit him like a wave.

He poured himself a glass of water and downed it in one go. His mouth was dry, his lips sticking together from hours without food or hydration. His stomach churned.

He collapsed onto the couch, turned on the TV, and immediately muted it. The flickering lights danced across the room in silence.

He didn’t move.

The only sound was the faint hum of the city outside and his own quiet, unspoken question echoing in his head:

Where are you, Mia?

Within minutes, exhaustion pulled him under. He fell asleep sitting upright, the glow of the television painting soft shadows across his face.

There was no telling if it was still night or already morning.

Daniel sat up slowly, the world outside his window drenched in rain and darkness. Heavy clouds pressed low, smothering the horizon. It was a mirror of his own mood.

He felt hollow.

Numbness clung to him like the damp air outside. It was worse than sadness, worse than anger—because numbness killed everything, good and bad alike.

Still, he rose. Out of habit more than hope. He forced himself to make a sandwich, though the bread tasted like cardboard in his mouth. He chewed anyway. Better this than ending up in a hospital, he thought grimly.

After dressing, he sat with the phone book, scribbling down the addresses of three more shelters scattered across the city. The plan was simple: start with the farthest and work his way inward toward the center, toward home.

He pulled on his rain jacket, grabbed his umbrella, and stepped into the storm.

The rain was merciless. Cold drops struck like needles, slipping past seams, chilling his skin. But Daniel didn’t care. He trudged through puddles and boarded the first bus, settling by the window.

The ride was long. Fifteen minutes to the end of the line, then another ten on a second bus. Outside, people rushed along sidewalks, heads down, desperate to escape the weather. Daniel envied them. This wasn’t the kind of rain you welcomed, laughing as it soaked your clothes. This was the cruel kind—the kind that reminded you the world didn’t care how cold you felt.

He stared at the blur of headlights, lost in thought, until the end-of-the-line announcement jarred him back.

The wind was calmer when he stepped off, but the rain still poured. He waited five minutes, then climbed aboard the second bus, sliding into another window seat.

The city rolled by. Brick houses, shuttered shops, traffic lights blinking red through the curtain of rain.

And then—

A shock raced through him, electric and immediate. His heart jolted like a live wire.

There. On the sidewalk.

Mia.

At first he couldn’t believe it. He froze, staring as if a ghost had appeared. But it wasn’t a trick of the rain. It was her—walking slowly, head bowed beneath her familiar hat.

“Mia…” he whispered, his voice catching in his throat.

Then louder, desperate. “MIA!”

He shoved the window down. The wind and rain blasted in, scattering drops across his seat. “MIA!” he screamed, again and again, his voice hoarse and raw. But the bus rumbled on, pulling him away. She didn’t turn. She didn’t hear.

He yanked the stop cord so hard that passengers stared. Again. And again. The bell clanged furiously.

The bus screeched to a halt.

Daniel leapt out into the storm, hitting the ground running. His rain jacket clung heavy to his arms; he tore it off and let it fall to the street.

His lungs burned, but his legs didn’t stop. Every stride ate up the distance, though she was still too far ahead to notice.

At the next intersection, he skidded to a halt, chest heaving. Which way? Left, right, straight ahead?

A car honked as he stumbled into the road. A driver leaned out the window, shouting curses, but Daniel didn’t hear. He spun, scanning the street through sheets of rain.

Then he saw her.

A fading silhouette at the far end of the block. Small. Familiar. The hat.

“Mia…”

His voice broke into a whisper.

He ran again, harder than before, every muscle screaming, until finally he caught up.

He didn’t speak. He didn’t dare. He simply reached out, seized her shoulders, and pulled her close, crushing her to him as if he would never let go.

Mia stiffened at first, startled, then turned her face upward. Rain streaked her cheeks like tears. For a moment, fear lingered in her eyes—then recognition softened it. Slowly, trembling, her lips curved into the smallest smile.

Daniel’s chest ached with the force of it. All the sleepless nights, the searching, the waiting—everything broke loose inside him.

He kissed her.

A kiss that was desperate, rain-soaked, fierce. A kiss that lasted longer than eternity itself.

She was utterly shocked. What is this? Oh—it’s him. But what is he doing? Why is he doing this? Is this supposed to happen? Is it right?

Questions rushed through her mind, but her body had already answered. Six years of silence, obedience, and caution couldn’t withstand the flood of suppressed emotions—her craving for attention, her hunger for affection, her desperate need for love. Her walls crumbled.

She no longer cared.

Daniel’s arms were the only thing keeping her upright. Every muscle, every bone felt like it had melted away. She had no words, no coherent thoughts—just the unstoppable tide of emotions crashing free at last.

And yes, she kissed him back.

In that moment, nothing could have commanded her otherwise. The single flame she once carried inside her—the fragile spark of hope—now roared into a bonfire.

Do we really think our willpower is stronger than our hearts? Foolish thought. There is nothing more powerful than love.

Minutes passed. Or hours. Days, perhaps. Time was irrelevant. When they finally broke apart to breathe, the connection in their eyes remained unbreakable.

Reality crept back in: the relentless rain, the soaked clothes, cars splashing by.

Daniel knew he had to speak. And Mia, at last, was ready to listen.

“It’s time you come with me,” he said softly. “You need to dry off. Otherwise you’ll be sick. And besides—” He gave a faint smile. “I still have those surprises waiting for you.”

She didn’t need to answer. Her smile was enough. Her heart said yes, and his heart understood it.

He would not let her hand slip away this time. Not even for a moment. He feared that if he did, she might vanish again into thin air.

They walked a few steps before he realized they were far from home. “We’ll need a cab,” he said.

“I see one—it’s coming from there.” She tried to lift her hand to point, but his grip was so firm she couldn’t.

Daniel waved with his free hand, and the cab pulled to a stop. He opened the rear door and helped her inside. For the first time, he had to let her hand go to circle around to the other side. The moment the door closed, he felt a pang of fear—as though that barrier might steal her away again.

Inside, Mia rubbed her hands together, surprised by the numbness. Daniel had held her so tightly her fingers tingled without circulation. He noticed immediately and leaned close, whispering, “I’m so sorry.” His breath brushed her cheek. She shivered, then sighed.

The ride passed in silence, timeless and suspended, as though they floated in a different world.

When the cab jolted to a stop, Daniel glanced at the meter: $22.75. He pulled out two twenties and handed them to the driver without hesitation. “Keep it.” He didn’t want to waste a second.

He rushed around to open her door, and together they stepped out.

Finally, she was there.

Inside his home.

And she felt something she hadn’t felt in years—security.

 

Chapter 5 

 

There are many kinds of security, and Mia knew them all—not because she’d had them, but because she hadn’t. The absence of security defined her life.

And yet, standing here, she felt it. Trust. Shelter. Warmth. For the first time in years, someone’s presence wrapped around her like a blanket.

The rain was still in her bones, and she hated it. Rain made her heavy, her clothes clinging, her skin raw with cold. Sometimes it took days for her to dry again. Tonight, though, she didn’t care. She was inside. Safe.

Daniel’s voice was soft. “Let me take this jacket off you.”

She turned her back to him in quiet obedience. He slipped the jacket from her shoulders, its soaked fabric dripping with some dark liquid he didn’t even want to name. Gently, without a word, he lifted her hat away.

And there it was.

The treasure.

Her hair spilled free, cascading like golden silk over her shoulders and neck. The hidden sun beneath all the grime. He was mesmerized.

Mia knew it too. She had always known her hair was beautiful—which is why she kept it hidden. Beauty drew attention, and attention was dangerous. But now, she let it fall.

When she turned, her hair spun with her, catching the light. Magical. He couldn’t speak, his face an open book of wonder.

He cleared his throat, breaking the silence. “Oh—your surprises. Come, sit.” He gestured toward the couch, anticipation glowing in his eyes like a child about to reveal a secret.

“I’m so thirsty,” she said softly. “Could I have a glass of water?”

“Of course.”

He hurried to the kitchen, poured her a cup over ice, then grabbed a chilled bottle of Pinot Grigio and two glasses. He returned quickly, setting the water in front of her.

“Thank you.” She drank deeply, relief in every swallow.

“There’s wine too, if you’d like. Just a little?”

She nodded. He poured half a glass for each of them, then settled beside her.

“Go on,” he said, pointing to the wrapped boxes.

Surprises. The word echoed in her. She knew too many bad ones. But once, long ago, there had been good surprises—birthdays, Christmas. She remembered the Barbie she had begged for, the dollhouse she never expected. She remembered being speechless, overwhelmed with joy. The memory stung, but tonight she let only the good rise to the surface.

“Why do you have surprises for me?” she asked, turning to him.

He had no answer. Instead, a single tear welled in his eye. She reached out gently and brushed it away with her thumb.

He caught her hand, kissed it lightly, and whispered, “For you. Open them.”

She turned to the first box. The paper tore easily, revealing a summer dress—pale blue, simple, and beautiful. Her breath caught. She lifted it to her face, inhaling the clean scent of fresh linen. Tears pricked her eyes. Quietly, she used the fabric to wipe them away before he could see.

“It’s amazing,” she said with a trembling smile. “I love it.”

Her smile was his reward.

He nudged another box toward her and passed her the glass of wine. She lifted it to her lips, savoring the crisp, chilled taste. Memories flickered again, but she pushed away the bad ones.

Inside the next box was the pack of underwear. She laughed softly, glancing at him—not embarrassed, but approving. Functional, necessary, not invasive. Then came two T-shirts, simple and clean.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “They’re wonderful.”

The last box held denim. Jeans. She held them up, and a ghost of her past surfaced—the pair she once wore so often it faded nearly white, the one she wore to the movies with a friend. Was that real? Or just a dream? It didn’t matter anymore. The present was all that existed.

“Thank you, Daniel. You’re amazing.”

“Just Dan, please,” he said with a smile. “I didn’t know your size. Do you think they’ll fit?”

She held them against herself, though her layered clothes made it impossible to tell. He chuckled, stood, and took her hand.

“Come.”

He led her to a door and pushed it open. A bathroom gleamed inside—glass shower, double sinks, stacks of clean towels.

“This is yours for as long as you need,” he said gently, setting her glass of wine on the counter. He placed her clothes neatly beside it. “Soap, shampoo, conditioner. And here—” he dropped his oversized slippers on the floor—“use these when you’re done.”

She smiled.

He smiled back, then slipped out, closing the door softly behind him.

A bathroom. All to herself.

Mia’s heart fluttered. The room felt like a palace compared to the alleys and shelters she had known. Everything begged to be touched, smelled, discovered.

She picked up a soap—floral, bright, like walking through a garden. Another—deep, woody, grounding. Not the earth she had pressed her face into on cold nights, but the earth that comforted, that gave life.

Her eyes caught the slippers. She chuckled. Yeti feet. She slipped both feet into one slipper just to see, nearly fitting. She laughed again, quietly.

The towels drew her next. She pressed one to her cheek, marveling at its softness. Did she ever own something like this? Maybe long ago. Or maybe it was instinct, something in her blood that told her how a woman should feel wrapping herself in warmth.

Curiosity pulled her to a cabinet. Inside: a razor, shaving foam, cologne. She picked up the bottle, read the word she didn’t know: Fahrenheit. She sprayed a little, inhaled, and froze.

It was him. His presence, his skin, his nearness—bottled.

Desire stirred before she could stop it. Embarrassed, she put it back quickly, her cheeks warm.

She turned to the shower, twisting the handle. Hot water thundered out, steaming the glass, fogging the mirror. She chuckled softly—the misted mirror looked like the haze inside her.

Piece by piece, she undressed. Jeans thudded to the floor. Socks went to the trash. Shirt and bra peeled away, then the last layer. She wiped the mirror clear and stared.

She was young, yes. But survival had written lines of weariness across her face. Her breasts were small, firm, nipples tightened by cold and nerves. Her body trembled under the weight of sensations she hadn’t let herself feel in years.

The water called. She stepped in.

Rain had always been her enemy—cold, endless, soaking her clothes until her skin burned. But this water… this was different. This was warmth. Comfort. Renewal.

She let it pour over her head, her shoulders, her back. She tilted her face upward, mouth open to catch the drops. She raised her arms and turned slowly, as if presenting herself to the water.

Soap slid across her skin, silky, cleansing. Each stroke washed away more of who she had been outside. Dirt, fatigue, fear—all dissolving. By the time she rinsed, she felt almost reborn.

The razor slid smoothly beneath her arms, across her legs, careful, steady. Every motion stripped away another layer of the street, leaving her softer, lighter. She hesitated only once—when she thought of using it elsewhere. She caught her breath, overwhelmed, then set the thought aside. Not now.

“Are you all right?” Daniel’s voice came muffled through the door.

She smiled. “It’s fine. Almost done.”

When she stepped out at last, she felt transformed. Clean. Crisp. Alive. Not the girl who had walked in, but a woman—tender and radiant.

She tore open the fresh pack of panties, slipped into them, then the soft T-shirt and perfect-fitting jeans. Her nipples pressed lightly against the fabric, but she didn’t care. She brushed her hair, slipped into his giant slippers, and caught her reflection.

She smiled.

Then, wine glass in hand, she opened the door.

Daniel was waiting. His eyes widened, his lips parting but no words coming. For once, he was speechless.

 

Chapter 6 

 

For a long moment, Daniel simply stared. The woman before him was not the same girl who had sat across from him in damp, heavy clothes. She was radiant now, alive, glowing. The clothes he’d chosen fit her perfectly, as though they’d been waiting for her all along.

He swallowed hard, his mouth suddenly dry. When she gave a playful twirl, her golden hair spun with her, catching the light. His knees weakened; sitting was as much for balance as for comfort.

“Come, sit,” he said, his voice softer than he intended.

They sat side by side. He found his words. “You look amazing.”

“All because of you,” she replied.

The silence that followed was warm, not awkward. Then his stomach growled, and he remembered how long it had been since he’d eaten. If I’m hungry, she must be starving.

“Are you hungry?” he asked.

She grinned. “I could eat an entire McDonald’s.”

He chuckled. “Let’s go to the kitchen.” Going out would only break the fragile magic between them.

He helped her to her feet, and together they stepped into the kitchen. Mia’s eyes lit up. There was an oven, a dishwasher, a gas stove—things she hadn’t touched in years. For a moment she was back in her grandmother’s kitchen, watching flames lick at the base of heavy pans, smelling cabbage and oil in the air. Her German heritage stirred in her bones.

“What are you up for?” Daniel asked.

“Anything,” she said honestly. “I’m not picky. What do you have?”

He hesitated. “Not much. I… haven’t shopped lately.” He almost confessed why—the endless days searching for her—but let it go. “Maybe check the pantry?”

She opened the slim cabinet and smiled. “Spaghetti,” she announced. “Perfect.”

“Pots?” she asked.

He pointed, and she pulled one free. “Can I use this?”

“Of course,” he said, watching her with quiet amazement.

“Then dinner’s on me,” she teased.

Daniel poured more wine as he watched her move about the kitchen. She filled the pot, salted the water, splashed in oil, and set it to boil. Every motion was light, almost playful, as though she were dancing between stove and pantry.

“Where’s the strainer?”

He pointed again, and she retrieved it with a smile. “Am I doing this right?”

“You’re amazing,” he said honestly. “Like you’ve been doing this all your life.”

Her answer was only a smile—but one that warmed him more than the wine.

When the pasta was ready, Daniel drained it carefully with oven gloves. Together they set the table, though he waved off any formality.

Two bowls, steaming pasta with tomato sauce and parmesan, and the bottle of Pinot between them. He pulled out a chair for her, and she sat gracefully, her smile lighting the room.

“May I serve you?” he asked.

“Please.”

They sat close, just inches apart, eating quietly. The food was simple, but it felt like a feast

After a few bites, Mia glanced around and said softly, “You live in a lovely home. It really matches you.”

Daniel didn’t answer with words. His smile was enough.

They sat close at the small kitchen table, plates pushed aside, wine glasses catching the soft glow of the overhead light. For the first time all day, Mia seemed truly at ease, sipping from her glass, twirling the stem between her fingers.

“Tell me about you,” Daniel said quietly. “I want to know you.”

She looked down, biting her lip. For a moment he thought she wouldn’t answer. Then, slowly, she exhaled.

“The bench,” she began. “When you left me there with your promise of a surprise… I meant to wait. I really did. But I saw someone. A boy… no, not a boy anymore. A man now. My first sweetheart, back from school. We kissed once at a dance. That’s all. But when I saw him—clean, smiling, with friends—I panicked. I couldn’t let him see me like that. Dirty. Broken. So I ran.”

Her cheeks flushed as if the shame were happening all over again.

Daniel reached across the table, covering her trembling hand with his. “Mia,” he said softly, “he doesn’t matter. Not then, not now. But I’m glad you told me.”

Her eyes shimmered, and for the first time that night she let a tear fall. She pressed her lips together, as if fighting a war inside her. Then the rest tumbled out.

“My dad died when I was little. Twelve, maybe. After that, my mom remarried. I thought it would be good for her—she was so lonely. But he hated me. I wasn’t his. He wanted a child of his own, not another man’s daughter.”

Her voice broke, but she forced herself to go on.

“He was violent. Especially when Mom wasn’t around. When I told her, she didn’t believe me. Or maybe she didn’t want to believe. Twice I ran away. Twice the police found me and dragged me back. And every time I came back, it was worse. By the time I was seventeen… no one was looking anymore. I ran, and I didn’t stop. I stole food. Slept wherever I could. At first I fought, I rebelled. But after a while… I just accepted it. Life on the street.”

The flood of words left her shaking, tears rolling freely. She buried her face in her hands.

Daniel moved without thinking, circling the table, gathering her against his chest. She sobbed into him, her whole body trembling, and he held her tighter. “You’re safe now,” he murmured. “With me. You’re safe.”

They sat like that for a long time, her breathing slowly calming, her tears finally easing. She lifted her face, eyes red, and gave a fragile smile. They sipped the last of their wine in silence, the weight of her confession hanging tenderly between them.

Exhaustion crept in. Her eyelids fluttered. “I can’t… keep them open,” she whispered.

“Then rest,” Daniel said.

Minutes later, she was asleep on the couch, head tipped to one side, hair tumbling over her cheek. Daniel carefully slid his arms beneath her and lifted her. She was so light it nearly broke his heart. He carried her to the guest bedroom, set her gently on the bed, and slipped off her jeans so she would be comfortable. Covering her with the quilt, he brushed a strand of golden hair from her face.

Her eyes blinked open just long enough for a drowsy smile. He bent down and their lips met—soft, brief, but real.

“Good night,” he whispered.

He closed the door quietly behind him and retreated to his own room. He lay in bed, mind racing too much for sleep. Every word she’d shared replayed in his head—every tear, every fragile smile.

And then—

The soft click of a doorknob.

He turned. The door to his room was opening slowly, a sliver of light from the hallway cutting through the dark.

Daniel’s heart raced. He didn’t need to open his eyes to know who it was. The only person it could be—Mia.

The door clicked shut, and in the darkness he heard the faintest shuffle of her steps. She hesitated, glancing left and right, then fixed her gaze on the bed. She knew what she wanted, even if her mind still tried to resist it.

Daniel kept his eyes closed, hardly breathing, as she came closer. She sat on the edge of the mattress, then slid beneath the covers, pressing her back lightly against his chest. A crescent moon against a full moon. His arms ached to hold her.

For a long moment, he stayed still, letting her choose. Then, unable to resist, he wrapped one arm around her waist. She sighed, leaning into him. The warmth of her body filled the space between them like it had always belonged there.

His hand brushed her stomach through the soft cotton of her shirt. Hesitant. Unsure.

She lifted the hem herself, guiding his hand against her skin. Her silent permission set his nerves on fire.

He cupped her gently, trembling with restraint. She sighed again—a sound of release, of surrender. Her body answered before words ever could. Slowly, deliberately, he explored her curves, his touch reverent, discovering her like a fragile secret.

Mia turned, offering herself fully. Their lips met—no longer tentative, no longer careful. This was hunger. Need. A kiss that sealed every unspoken promise.

His mouth trailed to her neck, her shoulders, her arms, until every part of her felt claimed by warmth.

Her shirt fell away. She pulled him closer, guiding his kisses to her breasts, moaning softly as his lips and hands worshiped her. The years of cold nights, of being unseen, melted under his touch.

She arched against him, pulling him higher, kissing him again with urgency. Her fingers tugged at his clothes until nothing separated them.

Skin against skin. Heat against heat.

They lay trembling in each other’s arms.

He hesitated only once, searching her face. Her answer was in her eyes, in the way her hand slid down his back, urging him on.

When he entered her, both gasped, clutching each other as though afraid the moment would vanish. Time unraveled—minutes or hours, neither knew nor cared. It was not just desire; it was recognition, two souls colliding in a storm they had both waited for too long.

When it was over, they lay breathless, staring into each other’s eyes. She kissed him once more—tender, lingering, a seal upon what they had just begun.

Mia curled into him, small and warm, her body pressed like a crescent moon against his chest. He held her as tightly as he dared—the protector she had never known, the man who would never let her go.

And together, they drifted into sleep.

 

Chapter 7

 

She studied him for a minute, the same bed hair he’d had the night before framing his face. Then she slipped quietly out of bed.

Her eyes caught the corner of the room. I have no clothes on. The thought startled her. She had slept the night bare, curled against him. A flush of warmth filled her cheeks. She found fresh panties and one of his T-shirts, pulling them on quickly before padding into the bathroom.

There was no toothbrush for her, so she used her finger with the toothpaste she found on the sink. A splash of cold water on her face woke her more fully. Then she reached for his brush, pulling it gently through her golden hair. Always her pride—always hidden under that ugly hat—now it fell free.

Her eyes landed on the pile of old, filthy clothes in the corner. Her heart pinched. They weren’t a memory yet. They were still her reality. But she wanted that reality gone. She picked up the pants with disgust and carried them straight to the kitchen trash.

In the cabinets she found coffee. She filled the machine, pressed the button, and listened to the gurgle as the rich scent filled the kitchen. She sat at the table, breathing it in. It almost felt like… home.

That word made her ache. Home. She remembered when her father was alive, teaching her to ride her tricycle, walking her to the park. Coming back to the smell of stew on the stove, carrots sweet against beef and gravy, cherry pie baking in the oven. Her mother in an apron, her father sitting at the table, both waiting for her.

The coffee sputtered, pulling her back to the present. She wiped her eyes, rose, and rummaged through the cupboards for mugs and spoons. That’s when an arm slid around her waist from behind.

She froze for a heartbeat, then melted as warm lips brushed her neck. A second kiss. She closed her eyes, her body leaning into him. Is this true?

Daniel spun her gently around to face him, still holding her hand. “It’s so good to see you,” he said, his voice husky with sleep.

“Good morning,” she replied, a grin sparking in her eyes.

“Coffee?”

She nodded. He showed her the cabinet with mugs, the sugar and creamer. When he opened the fridge, his face fell—nearly empty. She caught it immediately.

“We need to grab some food,” he said.

We. The word pulsed inside her. Not you, not me. We. She felt her chest tighten with something that wasn’t fear for once.

“I can’t wait to do that with you,” she said. Then, worried she sounded too submissive, she added lightly, “Sugar and cream, please.”

They sat at the table, their mugs steaming between them. His hand slid over hers and squeezed.

“How about this,” he said. “You grab your summer dress and borrow a pair of my sneakers. I’ll get dressed, and then we’ll go shopping.”

We. Again. She couldn’t stop the smile that spread across her face. “Of course,” she said softly. “I can’t wait.”

Mia slipped into the bathroom with the sundress in her hands. Each time she entered, the space felt less like his and more like theirs. She unfolded the light-blue dress and held it against herself in the mirror. For a moment she just stood there, almost afraid to put it on. Then, with a deep breath, she slipped into it.

She had never owned a dress like this. Never felt fabric that light, that soft, against her skin. She brushed her hair once more, let it fall around her shoulders, and stepped out.

Daniel was waiting at the table, still wrapped in a towel, his hair sticking up from sleep. When his eyes landed on her, his jaw dropped.

“Wow,” he breathed.

She blushed and deflected. “Your turn,” she teased, noticing the towel. A flicker of memory from the night before made her cheeks warmer.

He grinned and disappeared into the bathroom, closing the door behind him. Mia sat back at the table, lifted her mug. The coffee was cold now, but she didn’t care. She’d had plenty of cold coffee before—coffee scavenged, coffee left behind by others. But this… this was different. Same bitter taste, yet somehow sweet as honey.

Her thoughts wandered. What’s going to happen now? Where are we going? She didn’t know this part of town. As a child, maybe she had passed nearby, but once she’d been on the streets, places like this had been out of reach.

The familiar shadow of her past tugged at her, but she pushed it away. She refused to let bitterness invade this sweetness. The present was what mattered now.

The bathroom door opened. Daniel stepped out, dressed and well-groomed, though unshaven. Why didn’t he shave? she wondered. Did he not want to waste the time? The thought made her smile.

I could really love him, she caught herself thinking.

The thought startled her, and she slammed on her inner brakes. Careful. Hold your horses. What had happened already was more than she had ever expected, but who knew what the future might bring?

Still… yesterday, and last night, contradicted every dark instinct she had. Maybe—just maybe—hope wasn’t foolish this time. Hope was real.

Daniel reached for her hand. “Ready?”

“Yes,” she said, smiling so wide it hurt. She slipped her hand into his, and together they left the house.

 

Chapter 8

She studied him for a minute, the same bed hair he’d had the night before framing his face. Then she slipped quietly out of bed.

Her eyes caught the corner of the room. I have no clothes on. The thought startled her. She had slept the night bare, curled against him. A flush of warmth filled her cheeks. She found fresh panties and one of his T-shirts, pulling them on quickly before padding into the bathroom.

There was no toothbrush for her, so she used her finger with the toothpaste she found on the sink. A splash of cold water on her face woke her more fully. Then she reached for his brush, pulling it gently through her golden hair. Always her pride—always hidden under that ugly hat—now it fell free.

Her eyes landed on the pile of old, filthy clothes in the corner. Her heart pinched. They weren’t a memory yet. They were still her reality. But she wanted that reality gone. She picked up the pants with disgust and carried them straight to the kitchen trash.

In the cabinets she found coffee. She filled the machine, pressed the button, and listened to the gurgle as the rich scent filled the kitchen. She sat at the table, breathing it in. It almost felt like… home.

That word made her ache. Home. She remembered when her father was alive, teaching her to ride her tricycle, walking her to the park. Coming back to the smell of stew on the stove, carrots sweet against beef and gravy, cherry pie baking in the oven. Her mother in an apron, her father sitting at the table, both waiting for her.

The coffee sputtered, pulling her back to the present. She wiped her eyes, rose, and rummaged through the cupboards for mugs and spoons. That’s when an arm slid around her waist from behind.

She froze for a heartbeat, then melted as warm lips brushed her neck. A second kiss. She closed her eyes, her body leaning into him. Is this true?

Daniel spun her gently around to face him, still holding her hand. “It’s so good to see you,” he said, his voice husky with sleep.

“Good morning,” she replied, a grin sparking in her eyes.

“Coffee?”

She nodded. He showed her the cabinet with mugs, the sugar and creamer. When he opened the fridge, his face fell—nearly empty. She caught it immediately.

“We need to grab some food,” he said.

We. The word pulsed inside her. Not you, not me. We. She felt her chest tighten with something that wasn’t fear for once.

“I can’t wait to do that with you,” she said. Then, worried she sounded too submissive, she added lightly, “Sugar and cream, please.”

They sat at the table, their mugs steaming between them. His hand slid over hers and squeezed.

“How about this,” he said. “You grab your summer dress and borrow a pair of my sneakers. I’ll get dressed, and then we’ll go shopping.”

We. Again. She couldn’t stop the smile that spread across her face. “Of course,” she said softly. “I can’t wait.”

Mia slipped into the bathroom with the sundress in her hands. Each time she entered, the space felt less like his and more like theirs. She unfolded the light-blue dress and held it against herself in the mirror. For a moment she just stood there, almost afraid to put it on. Then, with a deep breath, she slipped into it.

She had never owned a dress like this. Never felt fabric that light, that soft, against her skin. She brushed her hair once more, let it fall around her shoulders, and stepped out.

Daniel was waiting at the table, still wrapped in a towel, his hair sticking up from sleep. When his eyes landed on her, his jaw dropped.

“Wow,” he breathed.

She blushed and deflected. “Your turn,” she teased, noticing the towel. A flicker of memory from the night before made her cheeks warmer.

He grinned and disappeared into the bathroom, closing the door behind him. Mia sat back at the table and lifted her mug. The coffee was cold now, but she didn’t care. She’d had plenty of cold coffee before—coffee scavenged, coffee left behind by others. But this… this was different. Same bitter taste, yet somehow sweet as honey.

Her thoughts wandered. What’s going to happen now? Where are we going? She didn’t know this part of town. As a child, maybe she had passed nearby, but once she’d been on the streets, places like this had been out of reach.

The familiar shadow of her past tugged at her, but she pushed it away. She refused to let bitterness invade this sweetness. The present was what mattered now.

The bathroom door opened. Daniel stepped out, dressed and well groomed, though unshaven. Why didn’t he shave? she wondered. Did he not want to waste the time? The thought made her smile.

I could really love him, she caught herself thinking. The thought startled her, and she slammed on her inner brakes. Careful. Hold your horses. What had happened already was more than she had ever expected, but who knew what the future might bring?

Still… yesterday, and last night, contradicted every dark instinct she had. Maybe—just maybe—hope wasn’t foolish this time. Hope was real.

Daniel reached for her hand. “Ready?”

“Yes,” she said, smiling so wide it hurt. She slipped her hand into his, and together they left the house.

 

Chapter 9 

 

The sun welcomed them, its warm rays soaking through the soft linen of her sundress. For a fleeting second, Mia compared it to the heavy, filthy clothes she had worn for so long. But she brushed the thought away. The past had branded her like iron, leaving scars she knew would never vanish completely. Still… scars faded. Time and patience could heal. Not Daniel’s patience, but her own. She would need to learn how to wrestle her past until it lost its power. Deep down, she believed her spirit was strong enough.

“After you,” Daniel said, gesturing toward the door.

She hadn’t noticed where they’d walked until then. Her thoughts had wandered, dreams blurring with reality. She stepped inside and froze.

A store.

One she had passed a hundred times but only ever dared to window-shop.

The smell hit her first—clean fabric, warm leather, newness. The same scent as her sundress, multiplied. She felt dizzy.

Daniel guided her toward the shoes. She glanced down at his sneakers, far too big for her feet, and chuckled softly. I must look like a clown. But even that thought felt light, playful, a sweet contrast to the bitterness she was used to.

“First,” he said, “sandals for the dress.”

“That would be fantastic,” she replied, smiling.

He turned to the shopkeeper. “We’ll need a pair in size…” He hesitated.

“Thirty-six, probably,” Mia finished for him. Shoe sizes had never mattered much in her world. They fit, or they didn’t.

The shopkeeper returned with several options. Mia’s eyes locked on a red pair. Bright, bold—the perfect contrast to her blue dress. Complete, like her and Daniel together.

She smiled, and he saw it. “Those,” he said simply, reading her.

Next came shoes. She laughed when he asked what she wanted.

“You pick.”

He chose white, ankle-high sneakers. Clean, simple, elegant. She nodded in approval.

Clothes followed—khaki pants, dark jeans, a pullover he pressed against her chest with an approving smile. “You’ll look fantastic.”

She felt drunk. A fairy tale.

“You need pajamas too,” he teased. “Can’t run around in panties all the time… or bare naked.” He winked.

Her cheeks flamed, but she laughed.

By the time they reached the register, they had five bags between them. Reality struck like a blow. Someone had to pay for all this—and it wasn’t her. She braced herself, but Daniel didn’t hesitate. He handed over his card with ease. A receipt, a signature, and it was done.

Her heart twisted. How can I thank him? How can I make this right?

There was no time to dwell.

“We need to fill the fridge,” Daniel said.

At the grocery store, he pushed a cart, tossing in bread, pastries, fruit. “You’ll love cold watermelon on the balcony,” he said, winking.

She smiled, warmed by the casual way he included her in his plans.

But each item added to her unease. She knew he must realize she had nothing—not a penny. Still, he never hesitated. She forced herself to follow his lead.

At the register, the number hit her like ice water.

$327.50.

Her chest tightened, her head spun. But Daniel only smiled.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said, forcing a smile. He’s still happy. He’s still smiling. That means it’s okay.

Back at the apartment, they unloaded the bags. Daniel tugged her gently toward his bedroom, opened the walk-in closet, and gestured to the left side.

“I think this will be perfect for your clothes.”

Her heart pounded. Our closet.

She turned and kissed him—a kiss that carried thanks, wonder, and something like love. They laughed breathlessly when they pulled apart.

Together they hung her new things. She ran her fingers over the fabrics, still disbelieving. She had a closet. Her clothes. Their space.

“A glass of wine for the lady of the house?” Daniel asked with a grin.

Her heart leapt. Lady of the house. She tried not to overthink it.

“Yes, please.”

They toasted at the kitchen table.

“Chin chin,” he said.

She sipped, feeling the wine spread warmth through her veins. “I had the best day of my life, Dan. You can call it business, but if business feels like this… I want it all my life.”

A tear welled in his eye. She didn’t need to ask why. She hugged him fiercely, refusing to let go.

By the time they pulled apart, evening had fallen. Daniel checked the fridge. “Steak sound good?”

She laughed. “Count me in.”

They cooked together, the sound of sizzling meat filling the kitchen. They ate, drank more wine, laughed. And when he asked what she wanted next, her answer came easily.

“Honestly? I’d love to watch a movie with you.”

He grinned, took her hand, and led her to the couch. He flipped through the options until his face lit up. “This one. You’ll love it.”

Roman Holiday.

Audrey Hepburn. Gregory Peck.

Black-and-white frames flickered on the screen as Mia curled against him. She barely noticed the film. Her thoughts replayed the day, the laughter, the kisses, the miracle of it all.

The lights in the room dimmed with the fading evening, the only glow now coming from the black-and-white film flickering across the screen. Audrey Hepburn’s laughter filled the room, delicate and timeless.

Mia curled into the corner of the couch, her legs tucked beneath her. Daniel sat close enough that their shoulders brushed, the warmth of his body radiating against hers. She told herself to focus on the movie, but her heart betrayed her, skipping every time his hand shifted near hers.

Half an hour passed in a blur. She found herself watching him more than the screen. The way the light from the film caught in his eyes, how the corner of his mouth lifted when he smiled at a line he’d heard a dozen times before.

“You’ve seen this before,” she whispered.

He turned, his eyes soft. “A few times. But not like this.”

Her pulse quickened. She looked back at the screen, trying to hide her smile. Not like this. With me.

As Hepburn and Peck rode through Rome on a scooter, Mia laughed out loud—an unguarded, sparkling laugh she didn’t recognize as her own. It startled her.

Daniel looked at her like it was the most beautiful sound he had ever heard.

Their hands brushed on the couch cushion. She hesitated, but didn’t pull away. He slowly turned his palm upward, an invitation. With a deep breath, she slid her fingers into his. Their hands fit together like they had always belonged there.

Neither spoke. The silence between them was comfortable, full. The kind of silence that said more than words.

By the time the movie ended, Mia had nearly forgotten it was playing. She rested her head lightly against his shoulder. He didn’t move, didn’t shift—he simply let her be there, holding her hand, steady and sure.

The credits rolled, the music faded, and the room was quiet except for their breathing. She turned her face up toward him. His eyes met hers, and for a heartbeat, the world outside ceased to exist.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

“For what?”

“For today. For everything.”

Daniel squeezed her hand gently, and the smallest smile curved his lips. “Mia… you don’t have to thank me. Just being here with me is enough.”

Her chest ached. For once, she believed it might be true.

 

Chapter 10

 

Mia opened her eyes to a bright, generous morning. She rolled toward Daniel, ready to kiss him awake—but his side of the bed was empty.

Her body went rigid. Shower, she told herself. But the apartment was silent: no water, no clatter in the kitchen.

She slipped from the sheets, the new pajamas fitting like they’d been made for her, and padded through the flat. Living room—empty. Bathroom—empty. Kitchen—nobody. Her pulse climbed as she crossed to the balcony door; even before she touched the handle, she knew he wasn’t there.

Where is he? The question escaped in a thin whisper.

She checked the guest room she’d used that first night—bed still made, no one there. Out of places and out of breath, she sank onto the couch and pressed her face into her hands. Tears pricked.

Where is—

The key turned in the front door.

She spun, froze, and then ran.

The door swung open and there he was: both hands full of paper bags and two steaming coffees—Dunkin’ Donuts stamped across the sides. She couldn’t slow down. She leapt, arms around his neck, legs around his waist. Coffee splashed the floor; he dropped a bag to catch her and hold her steady.

“I’m so sorry,” she breathed against his ear. “I was worried.”

“Worried?” He chuckled and kissed the side of her neck. “That was petrified.”

Heat rose to her cheeks. “Where’s the mop?”

“In the tall closet by the door,” he said, grinning.

She found it, swiped up the spill in a few quick passes, and slid the mop back into place.

“Hello, Cinderella,” he said.

“Hello, Mr. Charming.”

She rescued the bags and coffees to the table. “Plate for you?” she asked, trying on a queenly tone.

“Only if you’re volunteering to wash dishes.”

“No way.” She opened the bags: egg-and-sausage sandwiches, muffins, croissants, donuts.

“Help yourself,” he said.

“You choose for me.”

He arranged one of everything for each of them. Only then did she notice he’d bought doubles, like he always had her in mind. She whispered a thank you and took a huge bite of the sandwich. It was impossible to chew and laugh at the same time, but she tried anyway, eyes crinkling when she caught his amused look.
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