They both saw the same scene.

One saw a bright, sunny day, of the sort that many more eloquent folk might refer to as "gorgeous," or "spectacular," but which she simply referred to in her mind as "pretty." Her actual feeling was much stronger than the word she chose to embody it, but she could think of no other.

She beheld the moving walkways lined with their brightly colored neon lights and thought of them as "neat." This was also not the word for it, but her limited experience with such things dictated that such a word might suffice. She had never seen a "people mover" before, and especially not such extensively decorated people movers. She rarely saw the bright pink and blue lights in Colony Hills, but there were enough on the automated walkway to make up for it.

Her luggage wasn't weighing her down like so many of the other travelers around her, yet she chose to abandon the endless pattern of tiles on the unmoving floor to ride the walkway for the sheer novelty of doing so. Her brother had dropped her off here like a sack of trash, and she knew that, had he come in with her, he would almost certainly rebuke her for being lazy. The machine dragged her slowly down the glass-lined hallway in a completely unexciting way, yet she was thrilled to be on something she had only ever seen on The Jetsons. It was odd to her that no one else seemed to care. One young man even yawned, but to her, the ride itself was "pretty neat" as well.

She was also very interested in the skylights. She had seen plenty of skylights before, but these were absolutely massive. They encompassed her entire field of view when she looked straight up, and she found that to be the "neatest" thing of all. It was so neat, in fact, that regardless of the other passengers trying to move around her she spent about ten minutes straight gazing up into the clouds. In a larger city, the skylights may have been bigger, the walkways would have been longer, and the neon lights might possibly have been more colorful and plenteous, but she couldn't even begin to picture any of it. This was her first time to ever leave home, and if it had been her choice, she would still be there now.

He, on the other hand, walked straight, not turning to view the concession stands or the bounties of overpriced souvenirs and magazines they contained. He noticed every little thing that went on around him, keeping stock of his situation, constantly updating the data his senses were sending him with all the processing power of a supercomputer. A fly couldn't have landed on a wall fifty feet away without his knowing about it.

As he neared the people movers, the word "gaudy" came to mind, and he sneered within himself at the disgustingly bright colored lights adorning them and unbelievably lazy people riding them. As he stepped into the sunlight spilling onto the monotonously tiled floor, he squinted and cursed the skylights, covering his eyes. The sun itself, blinding though it was, and the bright blue sky cradling it didn't even garner his attention for a moment. For all he cared, it could be the blackest of night. For him, it always was.

A large passenger jet rocketed overhead, rattling the entire room somewhat. She almost jumped out of her skirt with delight at the massive vehicle's passage, almost bumping into several people around her as she wheeled about to view it. He, on the other hand, continued his steady pace, unheeding. Meanwhile, the voice of a natural-born Spanish speaker came over the intercom, working its way through words only familiar by repetition.

"Flight two zero one nine to Boston is now boarding from gate twelve."

She snapped her head back to look around for the speaker and, as understanding dawned on her, she quickened her pace. He continued steadily on, unchanging.

The number of people increased as he neared gate eleven. Before, there were too many people about, but now it was unbearable. There were so many men, women, and children, all with different faces, different backgrounds, different cares, but all of them exactly the same. He couldn't stand to think of the empty, unfulfilling lives each of them would lead. He pictured the daily ritual of waking up, going to work, coming home, going to sleep, washing, rinsing, and repeating… It sickened him, and he tried his best not to stare in disgust at the empty people that now swarmed around him. He swore in himself for the millionth time in his life that he would never be one of them.

 

She greeted several people she had never met before. They smiled blankly and instantly forgot about her, not even bothering to speak or return her delicate wave. She was enjoying these new surroundings so much, however, that she didn't even take notice. It might have been a frightening new world of sight and sound, but she found it simply astonishing, despite the lack of friendliness around her.

Finally arriving at her destination, she wandered into a formless queue of people and stood ready to wait her turn. It was cold in the airport, and the medium-length sleeves of her dress weren't doing a good job of keeping her very warm. She took her favorite green sweater from her pack and pulled it quickly over her head, then slung the bag back around her shoulders.

The strap broke.

"Oh, no!" she exclaimed aloud, and the people around her that she had a moment ago warmly greeted slinked away in an effort to get out of being obliged to help.

"Gate ten now boarding! Gate ten, flight thirteen-twelve to Saint Louis! Now boarding!"

 

She stopped retrieving her scattered possessions long enough to look up at the attendant who had spoken from the end of the line in which she stood. Her eyes widened and she went back to collecting her things at a more quickened pace, reminding herself for the future that carrying a bag upright is no excuse not to zip it all the way closed.

She finally gathered the last item, her makeup case, which in the fall had also broken open and spilled its contents unmercifully about. Zipping her bag and noticing with some distress that the other strap was the tiniest bit frayed, she clutched it to her chest and ran off toward what she hoped was the right gate.

As she rounded the corner, a thought came to her mind that she had been dwelling on most of her life. The stressfulness of the situation had nothing to do with it, although it had certainly acted as a catalyst. The thought worked its way through her mind, and formed itself on the tip of her tongue. Regardless of the crowded people all around her, she couldn't help but force it out with a shallow breath, miniscule but audible.

"I hate being alone."

 

It was then that she blindly collided with him. Standing his ground, always at the ready, the man was completely unmoved, but she bounced back and hit the floor, hard, bottom first. Once again, what amounted to all of her present worldly possessions were strewn about the floor around her as the stitching of her poor backpack gave way.

Her makeup case was a guilty pleasure. She only had it for special occasions, since Eric never allowed her to wear any makeup. Her brother was carrying on with the tradition started by her mother and her mother's mother, and kept her from "dolling herself up." Regardless, she wanted to see if she could get away with it at Aunt Edna's, and had stashed the case in her bag before she left. With horror, she looked at the now-obliterated container, rouge spreading away from it like a pool of dusty blood. Her heart broke.

He looked down at her, and gave her a gentle kick to get her attention.

"You missed," he said calmly, his voice a deep, almost growled voice issuing from the shadow under a wide-brimmed hat. He offered her a hand.

"I what?" she queried with a slight whimper. She could feel unwanted tears start to burn in her eyes, and her voice quavered in a way that would have remained completely undetected to anyone but her brother and the particular man she had run into. She took the hand without even thinking.

"You missed. The very open space directly to the left of me. A difficult task, I would think. Congratulations." He helped her to her feet and knelt without another word to collect her things.

She smiled to herself, hiding it daintily behind her hand.

"What's… what's your name?" she asked, gulping back the tears, thinking the question to be a bit sudden and unprecedented. She was already on her second question, and she had many more, but felt like two was already an embarrassing enough number within the first few seconds of their meeting.

"I'm not sure. You did hit me rather hard." He didn't turn to look at her as he continued to pick up her scattered belongings. She chuckled a bit, and covered her already-covered mouth with her other hand to stifle it.

He deftly gathered everything and returned it to the ruined backpack. Taking the seemingly destroyed case, he attempted a quick reconstruction, which failed but accomplished the containment of the makeup. He placed it carefully back in the bag, wrapped the bag up in its own strap to keep it together, and then held it close to his chest to hinder any further mishaps.

"Where are you going?" he asked as he finished, standing to his full height. When no answer came, he glanced at her and noticed that she was gaping at him. He thought nothing of it and looked back to the bag, asking again as he tried to think of another way to repair it.

"Where are you going, miss? Do you have a flight to catch?"

"I'm…" she stopped short. Still, she was looking at him with a deep feeling she figured to be wonder. Rather childishly, she thought she'd try something.

"Hello!" she said, beaming. Her hand, partially hidden in the extra-long sleeves of her sweater, left her mouth and waved madly in his direction. He reluctantly raised a hand in reply and waved back, lips tightly upturned as though unaccustomed to smiling, thus passing the test so many others had failed today.

"Hello," he said. "You concern me."

"Why's that?" she said, abruptly plopping both her hands back down by her side. He ignored her question and asked his once again.

"Where are you going?" he repeated for the third time, then, "Are you going to miss your flight? I can help you if you need it."

"Are you serious?" she asked, her eyes widening.

"I would assume so," he answered, in a state of confusion which was very unfamiliar to him. She really did concern him, which was another feeling he wasn't used to.

"Are you seriously going to help me?"

"Where are you going?" he said slowly, within himself swearing that he would sooner take his own life than repeat it one more time.

"I'm going to go visit some sick aunt I've never met. I really don't want to go."

"I'm sorry, what?" he wondered, amazed at what seemed to be a complete lack of any coherent thought pattern on behalf of his odd new acquaintance.

"I'm going to Boston to see my aunt Edna," she explained, which was still not the exact answer he wanted, but at least contained a hint. He decided pursuing the matter any further would only lead to further confusion, and so he turned and stalked off.

"Where are you going?" she cried, catching up to him in a moment. He didn't stop, but called to her over his shoulder.

"That's what I've been asking!"

"You have my bag!" she tried, and this seemed to deter him. Stopping, he turned to face her again and raised an eyebrow.

"You seem incapable of carrying it yourself," was his response, and she was silent, considering how true that actually was. He turned away once more to look at the monitors to which he had purposely led her.

"It's good that Northfield has such a small airport. There's only one flight to Boston. Twenty-nineteen, at gate twelve."

"Yeah. I need to go to gate twelve."

"I see that now. You might have been a bit more helpful when I asked you five times earlier where you were going."

"I told you!"

"I meant it in a more immediate sense. Where you're going in the long run is not my concern." She began to answer, but he interrupted.

"Technically," he said, "where you are going immediately doesn't concern me, either."

"Then why ask?"

"That's a good question."

"You're in-furry-ating…"

This apparent deliberate mispronunciation slightly bothered him, and without thinking, he spoke out against it.

"I believe the word you're looking for is 'infuriating.'"

"I said what I meant and I meant what I said."

"You aren't an elephant," he said, instantly recoiling and cursing himself for acknowledging his awareness of the line from Doctor Seuss. She giggled in an overly girlish way, and he rolled his eyes.

"Enough. Can we kindly get you to where you're going?"

"You're going to help me, then?" she asked, beaming. For just a moment, he caught the gleam in her eye and couldn't help but feel, if for only a moment, his heart soften.

He didn't much like it.

"I don't suppose I have much of a choice now. I'm in it for the long haul."

"You didn't have to be. You didn't have to get involved."

"I did, believe me. Do you know how disturbing it is to live in a world where people openly display their incompetence on a regular basis?"

He rarely restrained the thoughts in his head from taking form in his mouth, and it was no different with this young lady. However, whereas he normally would have meant this as an insult to anyone else, he meant it more playfully this time. It actually surprised him. Luckily, she didn't take it as an insult. He wondered how, and blamed it on ignorance.

"But you are helping me," she said, "and I'm thankful."

"Don't think too much into it."

"Flight twenty-nineteen now departing from gate twelve, flight twenty-nineteen from gate twelve." The voice on the intercom shocked her back into realizing her current state of affairs.

"Oh, no!" she started, and spun around to the now-empty gate. Through the large bay windows set around it, she watched in horror as her plane pulled off across the tarmac without her on board.

"Tough luck, kiddo," said the man sternly, which she failed to notice, "You need to book a new flight now. That's non-refundable, too, I bet."

"Oh, no," she said again, turning back to stare deep into his eyes. The stare was aggravating, because he knew what it meant.

"I can't help you any more," he asserted. "I have pressing matters to attend to."

"But, if you didn't… you would help me, right?"

"I very well may, but again, don't look too much into it. I am a human being, after all."

"No one else uses that as an excuse," she said, smiling. "You don't really mean it."

"I don't mean that I'm a human being?"

"Yes. It's not a very good excuse. There are a lot of human beings around, and none of them would have helped me."

"There aren't as many as you might think," he said. He reinforced this statement in his mind by taking stock of the many people surrounding them. It made him shudder.

"You're gonna help me. I know you are."

"Are you prescient?"

"I don't know what that means, but I might be."

"If you don't know, chances are you aren't. Therefore, you cannot possibly know that I'm going to help you."

"I do. I know you're a nice guy."

"Do I look like a nice guy?" She actually stopped to look him over carefully. He was dressed in a black suit, a black shirt, and a black tie, and was draped in a black dress coat. He was tall, slender, and pale. His black hair hung heavily over dark green eyes, curling across a brow seemingly knit permanently with discontent. She could tell he was not very much older than herself, but he seemed, strangely, to be packing more years of grief and trouble in him than his apparent age could justify. He did not look like a nice guy at all.

"It's not the surface that matters," she said sincerely. Her sincerity was bothersome to him, since he knew it to be misplaced.

"I could be a murderer," he said, but she didn't miss a beat.

"So could I!" She said it with an emphatic urgency that he didn't understand. The man stared back at her in bewilderment for what he was now reckoning to be about the hundredth time.

"That's doubtful," he said, and, much to his dismay, released a little chuckle. He secured it immediately and turned his dark eyes again to meet hers.

"See!" she yelped, excited. "You are a nice guy. You're the only nice guy in this entire building."

"I decline that nomination."

"Well you are!" She moved closer to him, which he found extraordinarily frustrating. "You're the nicest guy I've ever met!"

"You must only have ever met some fairly rancid people, then, I suppose. Can we get on with this?"

She felt very odd. She had seen her fair share of romantic movies that never seemed to make much sense. She remembered one in particular where the main male and female characters had only known each other since the beginning of the movie, and at the end of some two-hour long adventure they were in love. It always seemed very odd to her that so many popular films portrayed this type of thing. Didn't they know that people didn't want to watch such unbelievable stories?

She wrapped her arms around him and kissed him, long and passionately.

His lips remained stationary. His eyes, on the other hand, darted about to take stock of the situation. Two or three people were looking at them, but their thoughts about him didn't matter now and never would. Thus, he turned his focus back to her. Attempting to touch her as little as was humanly possible, he peeled her off and planted her firmly in front of him.

"What exactly was it you just did?"

"I… ummm…" she floundered.

"Here's a hint: You kissed me."

"I think so."

"Might I ask why?"

"No."

"Why not?"

"Because I don't know."

"That is not an acceptable answer."

"It's the only one I have!" she said, too cheerily for his tastes, and then came at him again. He was able to maneuver successfully around her advances this time, and, once again touching her as minimally as he could, held her firmly at arms' length from him. Before he spoke, he considered how exasperating it was that he had let his guard down enough for her to make it to him the first time.

"I am not amused."

"I'm sorry," she said, pouting in a way he found most unacceptable.

"Then why do it in the first place?"

She looked into his eyes yet again (an action he found that he was growing very much opposed to), and after a moment's reflection, spoke.

"I really don't know."

"I see."

 

He hated weakness. Thoughts about the fairer sex he found especially wearisome and weakening. In his line of business, he had no use for romance. He really wished at this point that he had never stopped to help the girl, and regretted the entire decision to frequent the Northfield Airport in the first place.

She tried again. This time, he rolled his eyes and returned the favor. Pulling away, she looked him squarely in the eyes, this time with a mild degree of consternation. He found this amusing, which was rare for him.

"You kissed me!" she cried.

"You kissed me."

"You kissed me back!"

"And this is a problem in what way?"

"I didn't say you could kiss me!"

"I didn't say you could kiss me."

"But I'm a girl!"

"That's sexual discrimination."

"What?"

"You can't tell me I'm guilty and you're not because of certain physiological differences."

"What?"

"Stop saying that."

She kissed him again. This time, he allowed it, although he didn't return it. After a moment, she stopped.

"You didn't kiss me back!"

"You said I couldn't." He was, at this time, actually growing quite upset with his envisioned weakness and decided it was time to stop playing around. As soon as he finished speaking, he turned away.

"Wait! You can kiss me!"

"I have absolutely no desire to. I've only just met you. Besides, my desire to kiss girls wore off slightly after my fear of cooties. Leave me alone."

"Wait! I'm sorry if I did something wrong!"

Her girlishness and her naïveté normally might have sickened him. In fact, he wasn't entirely sure that they weren't sickening to him, but for some reason, there was an inner turmoil telling him quite the opposite. He turned back to her, and preparing to speak, wiped his mouth with his sleeve. Before he could begin, she shrieked at him.

"You wiped your mouth!"

"Am I not allowed?" His face grew darker by the moment, and she could sense he was tiring of her game. The only problem was that this didn't seem like a game to her. It was completely unlike her to kiss random strangers, especially in public. In fact, she had never kissed, been kissed by, nor wanted to kiss, anyone before. She had no idea what had possessed her to do so. There was something about this strange, dark man, and she wanted to get to the bottom of it. Why that involved kissing him, she couldn't tell, but she knew it had to play a part. Maybe, she thought… just maybe, the movies were right.

"No, you're not allowed!" she answered. "I kissed you!"

"I noticed!" he cried back at her, and he was actually getting uncharacteristically out of sorts by now. "That is precisely why I'm wiping my mouth."

"No one says 'precisely' anymore," she said, and he scowled at her more deeply for the horrible sin of non-sequitur.

"I just said it. Can I kindly leave?"

"Where are you going?"

"Home, most likely," he grunted. She looked hopefully at him. She had no idea why she said what she said next, and moments later could barely remember that she had said it at all, as though it had been a dream.

"Take me with you…"

"What?"

"Take me with you!"

He scowled even more.

"Listen, kiddo, this is the way it is. I have no idea who you are, and I am not in the habit of letting strangers in my home, never mind taking them there."

"You kissed me, though."

"Don't remind me."<o:p>></o:p>>

"What?" she pouted at him again. It was very infuriating, but when the thought crossed his mind, it came out as "in-furry-ating," which infuriated him even further.

"No. You cannot go home with me. I am not a two year old, and you are not a puppy."

She attempted to be. The old puppy-dog-eyes trick, which she had seen countless success with in anyone she had ever used it against, bounced off him and hit her again like a slap in the face. He growled.

"I said no."

