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The crimson “ON AIR” light pulsed to life, casting its warning flash across the shadowy studio like a beating heart. Kaila King settled her headphones into place, the cushioned weight as familiar against her ears as an old lover’s touch. She drew closer to the microphone — her confessor, her conduit to a city of restless souls. 11:58 PM. Two minutes until she invited strangers to whisper their secrets into her ear. Behind the glass partition, Sonny flashed a thumbs-up, her neon red-streaked hair catching the dim light as she prepared to connect Kaila to the voices waiting in the darkness. In one hundred and twenty seconds, “Late Night Love Lines” would transform from silence to sanctuary.

A small flutter of anticipation tickled her stomach. Tuesday nights had become special over the past few months, and she couldn’t deny why. She took a deep breath, centering herself as the intro music faded in — the smooth jazz composition her brother MJ had created specifically for her show.

“You’re listening to Late Night Love Lines, where we talk about matters of the heart when the rest of the world is asleep. I’m your host, Kaila King, and we have our regular caller on the line. Night Owl, welcome back.”

The familiar voice came through her headphones, deep and slightly melodic, sending an involuntary shiver down her spine.

“Thanks for having me, Kaila. Always a pleasure to join you in these midnight conversations.”

Kaila smiled, knowing her listeners couldn’t see it but would hear it in her voice. Something about Night Owl’s calls always made her sit up straighter, pay closer attention. She’d found herself looking forward to his insights, his thoughtful questions. Maybe too much.

“I’ve noticed you’ve been calling more frequently lately. Something on your mind?”

A thoughtful pause hung between them, and Kaila resisted the urge to fill the silence. Radio had taught her the power of these moments.

“I’ve been thinking about letting go. Not just of people, but of expectations. The stories we tell ourselves about how things should be.”

His words struck a chord. Kaila’s fingers brushed unconsciously against the bare spot on her left hand where her engagement ring had sat. Long gone, but sometimes she still felt its phantom weight.

“That’s actually perfect timing. We were just discussing how hard it is to move on from relationships. What’s your take?”

“I think we often confuse letting go with giving up. But they’re fundamentally different. Giving up is resignation. Letting go is… liberation.”

Kaila leaned closer to her microphone, drawn in by the quiet certainty in his voice. “Can you elaborate on that?”

“When my marriage ended, I spent months replaying every moment, every conversation, searching for the exact point where things went wrong. As if finding that moment would somehow undo everything.”

The confession caught her off guard. Night Owl rarely shared personal details. Her heart sank with empathy.

“I know that feeling all too well,” she said softly, more vulnerable than she’d intended. Sonny raised an eyebrow at her through the glass, but she ignored her.

Night Owl continued, “The turning point came when I realized I wasn’t just holding onto her, but to a version of myself that no longer existed. The man who entered that marriage couldn’t be the same one who left it.”

Kaila’s breath caught. The words pierced through her professional facade, touching something raw and unhealed. “That’s… profoundly insightful.” Her voice wavered slightly.

A warm chuckle came through her headphones. “Don’t sound so surprised.”

The tension broke, and Kaila laughed, grateful for the moment of lightness. “Sorry, it’s just—most people don’t reach that level of self-awareness without years of therapy.”

“Oh, there was therapy. And late nights. And your show, actually.”

Her eyebrows shot up. “My show?”

“Listening to others work through their pain made me confront my own. There’s something powerful about hearing strangers articulate feelings you thought were uniquely yours.”

A warmth spread through her belly, reminding her why she’d started this journey in the first place. “That’s why I do this. For that connection.”

“And you do it beautifully.” He paused, and Kaila held her breath. “So, to anyone listening who’s struggling to let go—it’s not about forgetting. It’s about making peace with the memory, so it becomes a part of your story instead of defining it.”

Kaila sat back, momentarily speechless. The clock showed they were nearing the segment’s end, but she didn’t want to rush this moment. His words resonated too deeply, reflecting back to her the advice she’d been unable to take herself.

“Night Owl, I think you just gave the best advice of the evening. Sometimes I wonder who’s hosting this show.”

His laugh, rich and unguarded, filled her headphones and her heart. “Just sharing the wisdom of a fellow traveler, Kaila. Nothing more.”

Her lips curved into a smile. “Well, this fellow traveler is grateful you called tonight. Same time next week?”

“Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” he replied, his voice softening in a way that made her wonder, not for the first time, who this mysterious man might be beyond the anonymous calls and thoughtful words.

As the call ended, Kaila turned to the next segment, but Night Owl’s insights lingered, echoing the journey she was still navigating herself.
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K A I L A




The LED display blinked 11:58 PM as Kaila adjusted her headphones in the dimly lit studio. The familiar scent of coffee and takeout containers mingled with the musty air-conditioning. Through the glass partition, her producer Sonny gave her a thumbs up, mouthing “thirty seconds.”

She took a sip from her honey-lemon tea, letting the warmth soothe her throat. The hushed stillness of downtown Cleveland settled against the studio glass, city lights twinkling like earthbound stars.

The opening notes of her theme music filled her ears. Kaila leaned into the microphone, her voice dropping into its smooth, late-night register. “You’re listening to Late Night Love Lines, where love might be complicated, but it shouldn’t be impossible. I’m Kaila King, and I’m here to navigate the maze of modern romance with you.”

The chatroom filled up immediately. Sonny motioned a quick thumbs-up as she took control of the flow of requests popping up on the screen.

“Love Lines, you’re on the air.”

“Hi Kaila.” A woman’s voice crackled through. “I’m Tanya. My boyfriend of two years says he’s not ready for marriage, but he wants us to buy a house together.”

Kaila straightened in her chair, fingers drumming silently on the desk. “Let me ask you something, Tanya. If you were house-hunting and found a perfect place, but the foundation was cracked, would you buy it?”

“No, of course not.”

“Then why invest in a relationship where you and your partner have different foundations?” Kaila watched the sound waves dance on her monitor. “A house is just as big a commitment as marriage - sometimes bigger. If he’s not ready for one, he’s not ready for either.”

Tanya’s exhale rustled through the speakers. “I never thought about it that way.”

“That’s why I’m here.” Kaila glanced at the next avatar on the list, a smile playing at her lips. “Remember, ladies and gentlemen, love isn’t about rushing into construction - it’s about building something that lasts.”

She moved through her callers, each story unique yet somehow familiar. This was her element: the quiet intimacy of midnight, the trust of strangers seeking guidance, the gentle push toward clarity. She paused for a sip of tea, settling into the rhythm of the show. “Love Lines, you’re on the air.”

“Hello, Kaila.” The deep voice rolled through her headphones like distant thunder. Her pulse quickened - the Night Owl had called again. His calls always came just after midnight, always brought something different to her show.

“Well, if it isn’t my favorite nocturnal caller.” She adjusted her microphone, aware of Sonny’s raised eyebrow through the glass. “What’s keeping you awake tonight?”

“I’ve been thinking about what you said the other week, about vulnerability being a strength, not a weakness.”

“And?”

“What if opening up means risking everything you’ve built? What if being vulnerable destroys the walls that keep you safe?”

Kaila traced her finger along the edge of her desk, considering his words. Once again, the question hit close to home - too close. Her own walls had grown higher since Lucas had walked away with her engagement ring and four years of trust.

“Safety isn’t always protection,” she said. “Sometimes it’s just isolation in disguise. The walls we build to keep out pain also keep out joy.”

Silence hung in the air, filled with anticipation. “You make it sound so simple.”

“Nothing about love is simple, Night Owl. But nothing worth having comes without risk.” She leaned back in her chair, picturing the anonymous man on the other end of the line. His voice had become familiar over the past months, a constant in her late-night world. “The question isn’t whether vulnerability is risky - it’s whether what’s on the other side is worth the leap.”

“And how do you know when it is?”

“That’s the thing about leaps of faith - you don’t. You just have to trust your wings.”

The soft sound of his laugh warmed her ears. “Always the poet, aren’t you?”

“Only after midnight.” Kaila glanced at the clock - 12:23 AM. “And speaking of midnight, we need to take a break. Stay with us, listeners. More Love Lines when we return.”

Kaila pulled off her headphones as the commercial break began, rolling her shoulders to release the tension. Through the glass, Sonny waved a takeout container, pointing at the break room.

She followed Sonny into the break room, the scent of spicy noodles pulling her forward. The small space felt cozy despite its utilitarian design - a worn leather couch pushed against one wall, a mini fridge humming in the corner, and a collection of mugs arranged on the counter beside the coffee maker. The overhead fluorescent lights cast a harsh beam compared to the studio’s warm ambiance.

Sonny pushed her jagged bangs away from her face, her thick-rimmed glasses sliding down her nose as she unpacked the takeout containers. Her oversized vintage Cleveland Fusion t-shirt hung loose over ripped jeans, and her ever-present headphones rested around her neck like a tech-savvy necklace.

“So, Night Owl’s back again.” Sonny handed Kaila a pair of chopsticks. “That’s what, how many weeks in a row now?”

“He’s just a regular caller.” Kaila settled into one of the metal folding chairs, the cold seeping through her clothes.

“Right. A regular caller who only phones in at midnight and has you giving advice that sounds more like poetry than your usual straight-talk approach.” Sonny’s dark eyes sparkled with mischief behind her frames. “And don’t think I haven’t noticed how your voice changes when you realize it’s him.”

“Girl, you need to eat something.” Her bracelets jingled as she shoved another container in front of Kaila. “You’ve been running on tea and air all night.”

“I had lunch.” Kaila opened the container, the aroma of pad thai making her stomach growl in betrayal.

“A protein bar at four doesn’t count as lunch.”

“And that’s my regular radio voice.”

“Oh, please. That’s your Night Owl voice. You went all sultry-smooth, like honey over velvet.” Sonny mimicked the tone, batting her eyelashes. “Only after midnight.” He’s called every Tuesday and Thursday for months. And now it’s practically every night. You don’t think that’s weird?”

Kaila pushed the noodles around. “He’s just a faithful listener who happens to be articulate and thoughtful.”

“And mysterious. And has a voice that makes you blush.” Sonny tapped her watch. “Break’s almost over. But this conversation isn’t finished.”

Back in the studio, Kaila settled her headphones back on, trying to ignore the warmth in her cheeks. Night Owl was just another caller. Another voice in the dark. Another person seeking connection through the radio waves.

But as she queued up the next segment, she found herself hoping he was still listening. His questions about vulnerability had stuck with her, echoing her own doubts. Since Lucas, she’d become an expert at giving advice that she secretly struggled to accept.

The on-air light flashed red. Kaila leaned into the microphone, pushing thoughts of mysterious callers aside. She had a show to run, hearts to mend, love to untangle. Her own complications could wait until dawn.

“Welcome back to Late Night Love Lines. Let’s take our next caller…”

The rest of Kaila’s show passed in a blur of calls and advice. At 4 AM, she packed up her notes while Sonny wrapped up the audio files for their podcast upload.

“You coming to Tye’s for breakfast?” Sonny unplugged equipment with unrivaled efficiency. “She’s testing new muffin recipes.”

“Can’t.” Kaila slipped her laptop into her bag. “I promised Alex I’d call her before the twins’ school run. She’s freaking out about some merger deal.”

“Your sister needs to learn time zones exist.” Sonny shook her head. “It’s going to be what, 5 AM in Atlanta?”

“That’s prime Alex time. She’s probably already been to the gym and drafted three contracts.” The thought made Kaila’s muscles ache. Her body still ran on normal human hours, unlike her overachieving sister.

The cool night air hit her face as they stepped outside the studio, making Kaila pull her light jacket closer around her shoulders. Downtown Cleveland slept around them, street lamps casting pools of light on empty sidewalks, their warm glow a stark contrast to the deep shadows between buildings. A lone taxi cruised past, its tires whispering against the pavement. Their footsteps echoed off brick buildings as they walked to their cars, the sound amplified in the pre-dawn stillness that always made her feel like she and Sonny were the only people awake in the world.

“You sure you don’t want those muffins?” Sonny dangled her keys. “Tye’s trying this new ‘Mocha Chili Crunch Muffins’ thing.”

“Tempting, but I need sleep more than carbs.” Kaila’s apartment called to her, promising quiet and her favorite pajamas. “Besides, I know you want alone time with the baker.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Sonny’s cheeks darkened. “Tye and I are just early morning work acquaintances.”

“Right. That’s why you’ve memorized her work schedule.” Kaila unlocked her car door. “And why you suddenly care about artisanal bread.”

“At least I’m not the one getting flustered over mystery callers.”

“Goodnight, Song-Hee.” Kaila slid into the driver’s seat, cutting off her friend’s knowing smirk.

The drive home was peaceful, Cleveland’s Warehouse district empty except for delivery trucks and early morning joggers. The late spring breeze carried the scent of fresh blooms across the quiet streets as Kaila drove past the illuminated red brick facade of the West Side Market, its iconic clock tower standing sentinel over the historic structure. Even at this hour, it stood sentinel over Ohio City. During the day, the century-old marketplace bustled with vendors selling fresh pierogies, local produce, and deli meats. Now it watched over the quiet neighborhood like a sleeping giant.

She turned onto Bridge Avenue, crossing the Cuyahoga River where pleasure boats bobbed at their moorings. The water reflected the city lights in rippling ribbons of gold and silver. A freight train rumbled across the distant railroad bridge, its horn echoing across the water. The trees along the street were full with new growth, their fresh green leaves rustling in the gentle spring air. Some early bloomers had already shed their foliage, creating swirling patterns on the sidewalks. The sight reminded her of Detroit springs, jumping in puddles with Alex and MJ while Parkview Towers came into view, its Art Deco details highlighted by strategic lighting that emphasized the geometric patterns carved into its facade. The building’s warm yellow glow served as a beacon guiding her home, just as it had when she first moved to Cleveland.

Kaila let her mind wander, not to Night Owl’s voice - definitely not to that - but to her show’s growing success. Three months ago, they’d barely had enough callers to fill two hours. Now they had to turn people away after four.

The aroma of freshly brewed coffee wafted across the parking lot - Tye must have been experimenting with new roasts for the breakfast rush. The Gilded Grind occupied the building’s lobby, its warm windows glowing even at this late hour as Tye perfected her craft for the morning regulars.

The elevator doors parted with a soft chime, revealing the eighth floor’s polished corridor. Kaila’s heels tapped a steady rhythm against the gleaming tiles as she walked toward her apartment, her shoulder bag weighed down with tonight’s show notes, listener feedback emails she’d printed to review, and the romance novel she’d been carrying around for weeks but never found time to read.

Her apartment welcomed her with familiar shadows. She dropped her keys in the brass bowl by the door, the sound echoing in the pre-dawn quiet. The city lights filtered through her windows, casting pale-yellow stripes across her living room.

Kaila’s gaze drifted to the stack of boxes against the far wall, their brown cardboard surfaces dusty from months of neglect. Each one bore Lucas’s precise handwriting - “Kitchen,” “Living Room,” “Photos” - labels that had once promised a future together.

She sank onto her sofa, drawing her knees to her chest. The boxes loomed in the shadows like cardboard ghosts, each containing fragments of a life they’d planned to build. A crystal vase from his mother peeked through a partially opened flap. Wedding magazines she’d forgotten to throw away spilled from another.

The “Photos” box taunted her most. Inside lay carefully wrapped frames chronicling their relationship - vacation snapshots, holiday portraits, moments that had seemed permanent when captured. Now they sat buried in bubble wrap, too raw to display but too precious to discard.

Her fingers traced the edge of a moving label, the adhesive long since dried and curled. They’d spent weeks choosing this apartment, debating paint colors, planning where their merged furniture would go. Now half the closet stood empty, the kitchen cabinets contained gaps where his things should be, and these boxes remained as stubborn reminders of what almost was.

Alex had offered to help unpack during her last visit, but Kaila had waved her off. Some wounds needed to heal in private. Some boxes needed to stay closed until the mere sight of them didn’t make her chest ache.

A siren wailed in the distance, its cry echoing off the buildings outside. Kaila pulled her grandmother’s quilt from the back of the sofa and wrapped it tight around her shoulders, breathing in its familiar scent of lavender and home. The boxes could wait another day. Or another month. Or however long it took until unpacking them felt like releasing the past instead of reopening wounds.

Kaila kicked off her heels and padded to the kitchen, her feet grateful for the cool hardwood floors. The digital clock on her microwave blinked 4:47 AM. Just enough time to decompress before Alex’s call.

She poured herself a glass of water, leaning against the kitchen counter. Night Owl’s words about vulnerability played back in her mind. His questions always seemed to cut straight through her professional persona, as if he could somehow sense the doubts behind her advice.

The thought of his voice brought an unexpected warmth to her cheeks. She pressed the cool glass against her face, trying to blame it on the lack of sleep. Anything but the way his deep tone seemed to resonate in her chest.

“Get it together, King,” she muttered to herself. “He’s just a caller.”

A caller who never missed a Tuesday or Thursday show. Who asked questions that made her think, made her question her own carefully constructed opinions. Who somehow managed to turn their brief exchanges into the highlights of her broadcast.

The buzz of her phone interrupted her thoughts. Alex’s name flashed on the screen, early as usual.

Kaila swiped to answer her sister’s call, settling onto one of the kitchen bar stools. “You know normal people sleep at this hour.”

“Since when are we normal?” Alex’s voice crackled through the speaker. Papers rustled in the background. “I listened to your show tonight. That Night Owl character is back again.”

“Is everyone obsessed with my callers now?” Kaila traced the rim of her water glass, watching the city lights dance on the surface.

“Only the ones who make my baby sister’s voice go all swoony.”

“My voice does not go… Nevermind.” The protest sounded weak even to her own ears. “And I’m only two years younger than you.”

“Three years if you count maturity.” Keys clacked as Alex typed. “But seriously, there’s something about this guy. He’s different from your usual callers.”

Kaila stood and walked to her window, pressing her forehead against the cool glass. “He just asks thoughtful questions.”

“He asks questions that make you think about Lucas.”

The name hit like a punch to the gut. Kaila pulled back from the window, her reflection frowning back at her. “This has nothing to do with Lucas.”

“Everything has to do with Lucas until you deal with what happened.” Alex’s typing paused. “You give everyone else permission to be vulnerable, but you won’t give yourself the same grace.”

“I deal with other people’s relationships all night. Can we not psychoanalyze mine at five in the morning?”

“Fine. Let’s talk about this merger that I’m working on instead. The opposing counsel is trying to…”

Kaila let her sister’s legal jargon wash over her, grateful for the change in topic. But her mind kept drifting back to Night Owl’s question about vulnerability. About walls and safety and risk. About how sometimes the most dangerous walls were the ones you built yourself.

The city lights blurred through Kaila’s window as Alex’s voice droned on about contract clauses and shareholder agreements. Her sister’s legal vocabulary played like white noise, but her mind kept circling back to Night Owl.

“Are you even listening?” Alex’s voice cut through her thoughts.

“Of course.” Kaila moved away from the window. “Something about breach of contract.”

“That was five minutes ago. I’m talking about the equity distribution now.” Papers shuffled in the background. “What’s going on with you?”

“Nothing. Just tired.” Kaila sank onto her sofa, pulling her grandmother’s quilt over her legs. The familiar pattern of blues and purples brought comfort, even as her thoughts scattered. “It was a long show.”

“It’s more than that. You’ve been distracted lately. Is it the podcast numbers?”

“The numbers are fine.” Better than fine - the downloads had doubled in the past month. “I just need sleep.”

“Since when do you sleep? You’re usually bouncing off the walls at this hour, planning your next show.”

Kaila traced the stitching on the quilt, following the path of interlocking squares. “Maybe I’m finally developing normal human habits.”

“There’s nothing normal about you, baby sis.” Alex’s laugh echoed through the phone. “That’s what makes you good at what you do.”

The comment struck deeper than Alex likely realized. Kaila was good at what she did - at listening, at understanding, at helping others navigate their heartbreaks. But when it came to her own heart, she kept it locked behind steel walls, safe from the kind of pain Lucas had left behind. Yet something about Night Owl’s questions made those walls feel less like protection and more like prison bars.

“Earth to Kaila.” Alex’s voice snapped her back. “You’re doing it again.”

“Sorry.” Kaila shook her head, trying to clear it. “Tell me more about this merger.”

Alex’s voice faded into legal jargon again, but Kaila’s attention drifted to the city lights through her window as exhaustion settled into her bones. The late-night show always left her drained yet wired - a combination that made sleep elusive.

“I should let you go,” Kaila said, interrupting Alex’s detailed analysis of some clause. “You’ve got that morning meeting, and I need to at least attempt sleep before my podcast editing session.”

“Fine, but we’re not done discussing this distraction of yours.” The smile in Alex’s voice carried through the phone. “And by ‘this,’ I mean your mysterious caller, Night Owl.”

“Goodbye, Alexandria King-Thomas, Esquire.” Kaila ended the call before her sister could start another round of teasing.

She stretched out on the couch, not quite ready to move to her bedroom. The quilt’s familiar weight grounded her as her mind replayed moments from the show. The way Night Owl’s voice had lowered when he talked about vulnerability, how his questions seemed to peel back her own emotional layers.

A car horn blared on the street below, jolting her from her thoughts. The microwave clock read 5:23 AM. She needed sleep, not more analysis of a caller who probably wasn’t even who he seemed to be. For all she knew, Night Owl could be some college kid playing games or a married man seeking late-night thrills.

But something in his voice, in the way he chose his words, told her different. There was an authenticity there that couldn’t be faked, even through the radio.

Kaila pulled herself up from the couch, gathering her grandmother’s quilt. Her feet carried her toward her bedroom as dawn crept closer, painting Cleveland’s skyline in shades of new day promise.

She paused at her bedroom’s full-length mirror, taking in her reflection in the dim light. Her natural hair was styled in a protective twist-out that framed her face, with fading honey brown highlights. Her curves filled out her sweater dress in a way that usually made her feel confident. She turned sideways, smoothing the fabric over her hips. “What are you doing?” she muttered to herself. But the thought had already taken root - would Night Owl find her attractive? Did he picture her when he called? What image did her voice conjure in his mind?

Heat crept up her neck as she caught herself preening like a teenager before prom. Here she was, a grown woman with a successful career, wondering if some mystery caller would like her dress.

“This is ridiculous.” She stepped away from the mirror, shaking her head at her own foolishness. “He’s just a voice. A disembodied voice who happens to ask good questions and sounds like…” She stopped herself before finishing that thought about how his tone affected her. Like Danny Glover in Buffalo Soldiers. She made a mental note to rewatch it and check the snack stash before her next movie marathon.

Kaila unzipped her dress, letting the fabric pool at her feet. The air kissed her bare shoulders as she stepped out of the circle of fabric, draping it over her bedroom’s reading chair. Her matching bra and underwear set - practical black cotton with just a touch of lace - reflected her approach to life: comfortable but put-together.

She ran her fingers along the simple elastic band of her underwear. The practical cotton set had been on sale at Marshall’s - buy five, get two free. She’d filled her cart with neutral colors, ignoring the display of delicate lace lingerie near the fitting rooms.

Her checked her open laptop, where an open browser tab still showed the La Perla website she’d been browsing for a few days. The black lace bodysuit had caught her eye - all delicate straps and sheer panels that probably felt like wearing nothing at all. The price tag made her wince. Four hundred dollars could pay for a month of groceries or cover her share of podcast hosting fees.

Besides, who would see it? Her last date had been eight months ago, a setup through Sonny that ended with awkward small talk over coffee. After Lucas, the thought of being that intimate with someone new made her stomach clench.

She clicked the browser tab closed. The memory of Lucas finding her Savage x Fenty lingerie collection during their initial split still stung. “Trying too hard,” he’d said, tossing the garments into a donation bag like they meant nothing. Like the effort to feel sexy for him had been desperate instead of romantic.

Still.

Her finger hovered over the mouse pad, tempted to reopen that La Perla tab. Perhaps one day she’d embrace the confidence to slip into something that celebrated her beauty simply because she deserved it. For tonight, the comfort of well-worn cotton would be enough.

She opened her dresser drawer and pulled out her favorite sleep outfit - a worn Howard Bisons t-shirt from her graduate days, the crimson fabric faded to a soft rose, and black cotton shorts with pockets deep enough for her phone. The familiar scent of lavender fabric softener enveloped her as she slipped the shirt over her head, soft from countless washes. The cotton was familiar, safe. Like the barriers she’d constructed around her soul after Lucas departed. No risk of disappointment when you kept things practical.

The outfit wasn’t glamorous, but it felt like home. Like late-night study sessions and early morning coffee runs. Like the woman she was before she started giving other people advice about love. She twisted her hair up into a silk bonnet, securing the edges with practiced movements. A small smile played at her lips as she remembered her mother’s voice: “Always protect your crown, baby girl.”

Kaila flopped onto her bed, burying her face in a pillow to hide from her own embarrassment. She was acting like one of her callers - the ones who fell in love with the idea of someone before ever meeting them. She knew better. She gave advice about this exact situation. But her traitorous mind kept drifting back to Night Owl’s chuckle from their previous conversation, how it rolled through her earpiece like faraway storm clouds.

“Go to sleep,” she commanded herself. “Stop thinking about some default avatar and his ridiculously sexy voice.

She pulled the quilt up to her chin, determined to get some rest before her next show. But as she drifted off, her last coherent thought was wondering how tall Night Owl might be.








  
  
  Chapter 3: “The Unpacking Blues”

  
  







K A I L A




Morning light poured through uncovered windows, throwing geometric shadows across towers of moving boxes that lined Kaila’s living room walls. She sipped her morning coffee, surveying the cardboard city she’d been avoiding. The boxes stared back, their labels faded and corners softened from their journey from Detroit.

“Time to stop living like a nomad.” Kaila set her mug on the kitchen counter and pulled her hair back into a scrunchie. Months of stepping around these boxes, of digging through them for essentials, of pretending this was just a temporary stop on her way to somewhere else without Lucas.

She picked at the packing tape on the nearest box marked “Kitchen - Fragile.” The adhesive crackled as she peeled it back. Inside, her grandmother’s china lay nestled in newspaper. Headlines about spring weather and local politics marked a time before she’d fled Detroit, before she’d chosen Cleveland as their fresh start. Before she fell in love and …

The memory of last night’s broadcast crept into her mind. That caller—Night Owl—had awakened something she believed she’d buried alongside these dishes. His voice echoed in her thoughts, rich and contemplative, questioning her standard counsel about embracing risks.

“Practice what you preach, right?” She unwrapped a delicate teacup, its gold rim catching the morning light. Her reflection wavered in its surface, a distorted version of herself looking back.

Kaila lifted another teacup from the box, remembering the afternoon Lucas had helped wrap each piece. His fingers had been clumsy with the newspaper, but he’d been so careful, treating each dish like it might shatter from his touch. Now those same hands had packed his own belongings, swift and sure, leaving empty spaces in their wake.

She placed the cups in her kitchen cabinet, arranging them in neat rows. The apartment felt different without his presence taking up space. His oversized armchair no longer dominated the corner by the window. His collection of law books had vanished from the built-in shelves. Even the air smelled different—more like her vanilla candles, less like his running shoes and hiking boots.

The storage unit had held the rest of her life in limbo. She’d kept telling herself it was temporary, that maybe Lucas would realize he’d made a mistake. That perhaps their four years together meant more than his sudden desire to take that job in Seattle without her.

But three months had passed. Three months of sleeping on a blow-up mattress, using paper plates, and pretending this eighth-floor apartment was just a way station.

Kaila unwrapped a serving platter, her grandmother’s prized possession. The blue and white pattern caught the light, familiar and grounding. She’d grown up watching this platter come out for Sunday dinners, for celebrations, for moments that mattered.

“This is home now,” she said to the empty room, her voice steady. She cleared a space in the cabinet, sliding the platter into place. The certainty of the action, the soft click of ceramic against wood, felt like a decision being made. Like choosing herself.

Box by box, she began to fill the spaces Lucas had left behind with pieces of herself. Her books found homes on the shelves. Her art leaned against walls, waiting to be hung. Her life, unpacked and unfolded, began to take shape in the sunlight.

The box closest to the window held her vinyl collection. She’d promised herself she wouldn’t unpack them until she was certain she’d stay. Until Cleveland felt like more than an escape route to… where?

“You can’t build a new life out of cardboard,” she muttered, echoing words her mother had said during their morning check-in call. She pulled out her prized first-pressing of Ella Fitzgerald, running her fingers along the album’s worn edges.

The empty shelves along her wall beckoned. Each box represented a piece of herself she’d been holding back, waiting for… what? Permission? Certainty? The perfect moment that might never come?

Kaila stood, and brushed the dust from her yoga pants. Today, she’d start making this space her own. Today, she’d begin unpacking more than just boxes.




* * *




Sonny’s voice carried from the kitchen where she wrestled with Kaila’s ancient coffee maker. “This thing belongs in a museum. How do you even make coffee with this contraption?”

“It’s vintage,” Kaila called back, unwrapping the last of her picture frames. The afternoon sun had shifted, casting longer shadows across the now-transformed living room. Empty boxes lay flattened against the wall, waiting for their trip to recycling.

“Vintage is just another word for broken.” The coffee maker gurgled in protest, followed by Sonny’s colorful commentary in Korean. “There. I think I’ve performed a minor miracle.”

Kaila held up a framed photo of her family from Christmas past, everyone crowded around her parents’ dining table. Alexandria’s twins perched on her lap while MJ made faces behind her mother’s head. Normal. Happy. Before everything fell apart.

“Where does this one go?” Sonny appeared in the doorway, balancing two steaming mugs.

“Bookshelf, I think.” Kaila accepted the coffee gratefully. The bitter warmth cut through the afternoon fatigue that had settled in her bones. “Thanks for coming over. I couldn’t have done this alone.”

“That’s what best friends are for.” Sonny surveyed the room with satisfaction. “Look at this place. It actually looks like someone lives here now.”

Kaila surveyed the mess of cables and equipment scattered across her home office floor. The fading daylight revealed the scattered chaos. A stack of foam acoustic panels leaned against one wall, waiting to transform the spare bedroom into a proper recording space.

“Pass me that XLR cable?” She pointed to a coiled black cord near Sonny’s feet.

Sonny tossed it over. “You know, when you said you wanted to set up a home studio, I didn’t think you meant tonight.” She tousled her hair, pushing it back from her face. “We could have waited until the weekend.”

“I need the distraction.” Kaila connected the cable to her interface, double-checking the connection. “Besides, Lucas never wanted me to convert the spare room. Said we’d need it for when we had our…” The word stuck in her throat.

“Hey.” Sonny’s voice softened. “That guy’s an idiot. Who leaves someone because they’re too successful?”

Kaila busied herself with arranging her microphone stand. “According to him, I was ‘too focused on other people’s relationships to prioritize our own.’”

“What he meant was he couldn’t handle being with someone more ambitious than him.” Sonny picked up an acoustic panel and held it against the wall. “Here?”

“Perfect.” Kaila marked the spot with a pencil. “You know what’s funny? I kept thinking I needed to choose between building the show and him. But after he left, the show was the only thing that kept me sane. You kept me sane.”

“Of course.” Sonny grumbled, digging through her gear bag. “My grandma would say this calls for miyeok-guk—seaweed soup for stupid heartbreaks. But I’m not boiling beef bones at 3 AM, so… here.” She handed Kaila a single pepero stick from a secret stash.

Kaila sniffled. “This is a cookie.”

“And this is tough love. Eat it before I lecture you in Konglish.” Sonny pressed her forehead to Kaila’s, then grabbed her by the shoulders and gave her a quick shake. “Now, where do you want this mixing board?”

“By the window. The view of downtown might help inspire me during those late-night sessions.” Kaila ran her hand along the sleek surface of her desk. “This space is really coming together.”

“Just like you are.” Sonny adjusted her glasses with a knowing look. “And for the record? This room works way better as a studio than a… "

“Don’t.” Kaila’s voice cut through the air, sharp enough to stop Sonny mid-sentence. She turned away, fingers gripping the microphone stand until her knuckles tensed. The unspoken word “nursery” hung between them like a ghost, carrying all the doctor visits and disappointments Lucas had never understood.

Kaila grabbed her phone as it buzzed against the desk, MJ’s name lighting up the screen. Her brother’s timing was uncanny.

“Speaking of distractions…” She showed the screen to Sonny.

“Take it. I’ll start mounting these panels.”

Kaila stepped out onto her small balcony, the Cleveland evening air tight against her cheeks. “Hey, lil bro.”

“Just downloaded the latest episode of your show. That Night Owl caller? Girl.”

“Not you too. Don’t start.” Kaila leaned against the railing, watching the sunset paint the downtown buildings in shades of orange and pink. “He’s just another anonymous listener with his own issues trying to—”

“Please. I heard that voice of yours change the second he started talking. You went full chocolate-silk-smooth mode.”

“I did not.” But she remembered the warmth spread through her at the deep, thoughtful, with just a hint of playfulness… “I maintain my professional tone at all times.”

“Kay-Kay, I’m your brother. I know all your tells. That laugh you did? The one right after he made that joke about relationships being like jazz? That was your real laugh, not your radio laugh.”

Through the glass doors, Kaila watched Sonny carefully position an acoustic panel. “Even if - and this is a big if - there was something interesting about him, he’s just a voice on the internet. For all I know, he’s a serial killer. Or worse, a morning show DJ.”

MJ’s laughter echoed through the phone. “At least you haven’t lost your sense of humor. But seriously, when was the last time you felt that kind of way with someone? Since, you know… that asshole, what’s-his-name? Maybe this night caller is the next, you know… yum-yum.”

“I give relationship advice for a living. I’m not about to start swooning over an anonymous caller.”

“Maybe that’s exactly what you need. Someone who recognizes your essence before your complications. Stir your passions. Get your juices flowing again. I’m just saying, sis.”

Kaila pressed her forehead against the cool glass of the balcony door. Inside, Sonny gave her a thumbs up, pointing to the perfectly aligned panel. “I’ve got to go. We’re setting up the home studio.”

“Fine, avoid the subject. But this conversation isn’t over.”

“It never is with you.” Kaila smiled despite herself. “Love you.”

“Love you too, sis. And Kay-Kay? It’s okay to let someone new in. You don’t owe that piece of shit this God damn mourning period. You hear me?”

Kaila slipped her phone into her pocket and lingered on the balcony. The city lights blinked to life against the deepening twilight, each one a reminder of another person living their own story. Their own heartbreak. Their own healing. She traced her finger along the railing where she’d finally removed the fairy lights Lucas had insisted on hanging. The bare metal felt more honest somehow.

Through the glass, Sonny worked with focused precision, transforming the room that was supposed to be… No. She wouldn’t go there. That dream had died the moment Lucas had walked out, claiming they wanted different things. Different futures.

The spare room had sat untouched, door firmly closed, a shrine to what could have been. But now, with each panel Sonny mounted, with each cable carefully arranged, the space was becoming something new. Something hers.

MJ meant well. They all did - her brother, Alex, her parents with their not-so-subtle hints about her cousin’s handsome single doctor friend. But they hadn’t been there during those first raw weeks, when even ordering coffee for one instead of two had felt like admitting defeat.

A quiet breeze wafted across Lake Erie carrying with it the faint scent of flowers from the rooftop garden. Kaila took a deep breath, letting it fill her lungs. They’d moved here for a fresh start as a couple, drawn by the growing arts scene and the chance to build something of their own. The show had flourished beyond her wildest dreams, even as her personal life had crumbled.

Maybe that was enough for now. Maybe she didn’t need to jump back into dating just because her family thought it was time. The show, this apartment, her growing circle of friends - she was building a life that didn’t need a relationship to make it complete.

Sonny knocked on the glass, pointing to a tangle of cables with an exaggerated look of despair. Kaila smiled and reached for the door handle. One step at a time. That’s how she’d heal. That’s how she’d move forward.

* * *

A knock at the door interrupted Kaila and Sonny’s debate over microphone placement. Kaila opened it to find Tye Simpson, the owner of the Gilded Grind, balancing a drink carrier in one hand and a paper bag in the other.

“Special delivery!” Tye’s golden brown-toned curls bounced as she stepped inside, her green apron dusted with coffee grounds. A delicate nose ring caught the light, matching the constellation of tiny studs decorating her ears. “I brought my famous lavender lattes and fresh scones, plus your regular.”

Behind Kaila, something clattered to the floor. She turned to see Sonny fumbling to pick up the mic stand she’d dropped, her cheeks flushed pink.

“Oh hey, Sonny! I had a feeling you’d be here.” Tye’s warm hazel eyes lit up. “I added an extra shot to yours, just how you like it.”

“You… you remember my coffee order?” Sonny’s voice cracked on the last word.

“Hard to forget someone who comes in twice a day.” Tye set down the treats on Kaila’s kitchen counter. “Plus, you’re the only one who draws little music notes on your tip receipts.”

Sonny adjusted her glasses three times in rapid succession. “I just… they’re fun to… I mean, you have nice doodles… hands. For coffee! Making coffee!”

Kaila bit back a smile, watching her best friend flounder. “Tye, we need to take a break. Would you mind showing Sonny that new tea selection you were telling me about? She’s been looking for some new recording session fuel. The last blend wasn’t quite keeping up the energy we need with our late-night episodes.”

“I’d love to!” Tye touched Sonny’s arm, her fingers lingering just a moment longer than necessary. “Come down to the shop? I just got this amazing oolong in. It’s got these little blue cornflower petals mixed in. Or, we can do a dark roasted oolong with ginseng and goji berries.”

“Tea! Yes. Good. Now?” Sonny shot Kaila a panicked look, her glasses slightly askew and cheeks still flushed.

Kaila gave her friend a gentle push toward the door, trying not to laugh at how the usually composed producer was reduced to single syllables. “Go. I’ve got things handled here. The boxes are almost all unpacked anyway.”

She watched as Tye led a still-stammering Sonny into the hallway, their heads bent close together as Tye described her latest tea shipment with animated gestures. Sonny kept nodding, though Kaila doubted her friend was processing a single word about steep times or flavor profiles. The door clicked shut behind them, leaving Kaila alone with the scattered packing boxes and the lingering scent of lavender lattes. She made a mental note to tease Sonny about this later - payback for all those times Sonny had called her out on her own awkward moments.

Kaila grabbed a stack of flattened cardboard boxes from the pile near her couch. The apartment felt too quiet without Sonny’s chatter, and the half-assembled recording equipment reminded her how much work still lay ahead. Fresh air might help clear the mental fog that had settled over her since the move. She tucked the boxes under her arm and headed for the door.

Kaila struggled with them as she backed out of her apartment door. The cardboard slipped, threatening to scatter across the hallway floor. She shifted her hip, catching the wayward pieces before they could escape.

The elevator dinged.

She quickened her pace, not wanting to wait for the next car. “Hold the door, please!”

A hand shot out, catching the closing doors. Kaila hurried forward, boxes obscuring her view. “Thank you, I just need to—”

She stumbled, the top box sliding. Strong hands steadied both her and the teetering stack. The crisp, clean scent of fresh laundry and something spicy filled her senses. Kaila peered around her load and her breath hitched.

Sexy almond shaped eyes met hers, set in a face that belonged on a magazine cover. Every inch of visible dark brown skin, from his collarbone to his temple, bore evidence of a precise grooming ritual. Not shiny, not matte, but that perfect middle ground where hydration lingers invisibly beneath the surface. He wore simple jeans and a white button down shirt that did nothing to hide his athletic build. The man’s broad shoulders blocked the elevator light, casting shadows that sharpened his angular jaw. His sleeves were rolled to the elbows, revealing strong forearms dusted with dark hair. A leather-bound notebook peeked from his back pocket—the kind of effortless, intellectual allure that made her fingers tighten around the boxes. A natural, warm presence. Like coming home to a melody she’d forgotten. Oh my God. Who the fu—

“Going down?” The voice was deep, rich like aged bourbon.

“Yes, to the—”

“Dumpster,” they said in unison.

Heat crept up her neck. She adjusted her grip on the boxes, hyper-aware of the small space they shared. The elevator descended in silence broken only by the soft whir of cables.

“Let me help you with those,” he offered, reaching for the boxes with a smile that made her pulse skip.

Kaila hugged the cardboard stack closer, shaking her head. “Thanks, but I’ve got it. It’s all part of my ‘strong Black woman with all my ish together while moving into a new place’ act I’m putting on.”

His hands dropped to his sides with a quiet chuckle that filled the elevator car, warming the space between them. “Fair enough.”

He shifted, and their arms brushed. Kaila stared straight ahead at the brass doors, counting the floor numbers. Eight. Seven. Six. Five….

“New to the building?” he asked and pointed to the apartment number scribbled in Sharpie on the side of her box.

“Just moved in, finally. Yes, 8C.”

“Welcome to Parkview.” He smiled, and Kaila’s stomach did a little flip. “I’m in 10A.”

The elevator reached the lobby. He held the door again, letting her exit first.

Kaila risked another glance at her elevator companion. The shirt stretched across broad shoulders, and his forearms flexed as he adjusted his grip on the door. The neatly trimmed beard framed full lips that curved into an easy smile. His warm complexion under the lobby lights, was smooth and flawless except for a tiny scar on his left cheek that only added to his appeal.

When their eyes met again, she noticed subtle amber flecks in his deep brown irises. He stood at least six inches taller than her, and despite his casual attire, he carried himself with quiet confidence. His close-cropped hair featured a precise fade, the kind that spoke of regular maintenance and attention to detail. A gold watch caught the light as he moved, its understated elegance matching his overall professional aura.

She adjusted her grip on the unwieldy stack. A woman who hosted a successful dating podcast should’ve been able to manage basic small talk in an elevator. Instead, she’d turned into a walking rom-com cliché - the flustered heroine who drops things and stumbles into the arms of the impossibly handsome stranger. At least she hadn’t actually fallen. Though the way those boxes kept sliding, it had remained a distinct possibility. Her inner voice - which sounded suspiciously like Sonny - was probably recording this whole interaction for future mockery. ‘Remember that time you forgot how to form complete sentences because some hot guy held an elevator door for you?’

A box slipped again, and she tightened her grip. Focus on the task, not the man. She was a professional, a voice of reason for the lovelorn.

“Thanks.” Kaila managed a smile, already planning her escape. “For the door. Both times.”

He nodded, heading toward the front entrance. “Anytime, 8C.”

Kaila watched him disappear through the glass doors, then released a breath. But really, it wasn’t fair for anyone to look that good in simple white cotton button-down and jeans, for God’s sake. She stood frozen by the dumpsters, cardboard boxes forgotten in her arms as she watched the glass doors swing shut behind him. The evening breeze ruffled her hair, carrying away the lingering warmth from their brief encounter.

“Well done, King. Real smooth operator you are,” she whispered to herself. “Meet gorgeous neighbor, immediately malfunction.” She shifted the boxes and sighed. “And he lives just two floors above me.”

She replayed the moment his hands had tried to steady her, how his eyes had crinkled slightly at the corners when he smiled. The way he’d said “Anytime, 8C” in that rich voice that reminded her of saxophone solos in smoky jazz clubs.

A laugh escaped her lips as she tossed the boxes into the recycling bin. The relationship expert who helped strangers navigate the complexities of human attraction had turned into a stammering mess over a simple elevator ride.

As she headed back toward the building, Kaila paused, looking up at the illuminated windows of Parkview Towers. Somewhere up there, in 10A, lived her handsome neighbor, probably wouldn’t give their encounter a second thought. Meanwhile, here she stood, counting floors and wondering about a man whose name she didn’t even know.

Kaila dusted off her pants and made her way inside. She pressed the elevator button, already hoping their paths would cross again soon, preferably when she could form complete sentences. Some things even a love expert couldn’t predict.








  
  
  Chapter 4: “Asymptote”

  
  







N A T E




Nathaniel closed his apartment door behind him and leaned against it, replaying the elevator encounter from hours ago in his mind. The woman with the moving boxes. Her voice lingered in his ears like a half-remembered song.

“Smooth, Okoro. Real smooth,” he muttered, dropping his keys in the ceramic bowl his mother had purchased from the Museum of Art gift shop. The sound reverberated through his meticulously organized living space, where expansive windows showcased Cleveland’s cityscape and the distant lakeshore. The premium rent he paid for this top-floor view was worth every penny—the panorama never failed to captivate him.

He hadn’t even introduced himself. Just stood there, offered to help with her boxes, and mumbled something about being new to the building when she declined. The truth was, after a year at Parkview Towers, he was about as new as the Art Deco moldings.

Nathaniel crossed to his desk where his leather-bound journal lay open. His father had given it to him after the divorce. “A man needs somewhere to put his thoughts when they get too heavy to carry.” Tonight, he needed it.

He sank into his chair and picked up his fountain pen.

Her voice. Where have I heard it before?

He wrote the words then tapped the pen against his chin. The woman from the elevator had a voice that felt— warm, with just enough husk to make it distinctive. It tugged at him, but the connection remained just out of reach.

His phone buzzed. Ma.

“Hello, Ma,” he answered, swiveling to face the window.

“Did you eat dinner? And I don’t mean cereal.”

Nathaniel laughed. “I had actual food with actual vegetables.”

“Good. Your father wants to know if you’re coming for Sunday dinner. He’s making jollof rice.”

“Wouldn’t miss it.” His parents’ home in Shaker Heights remained his anchor, even if their academic expectations sometimes felt like weights.

After promising to bring dessert and deflecting questions about his dating life, Nathaniel hung up and turned back to his journal. He flipped through pages filled with quotes from Late Night Love Lines; words that had helped him through the darkest nights after Chinosa left.




“Healing isn’t linear. Some days you’re fine, some days you’re not, and both are perfectly okay.”

“The space between what we want and what we need—that’s where growth happens.”

“Trust isn’t just about believing someone won’t hurt you. It’s about believing you’ll survive if they do.”




Kaila King’s advice had become his midnight compass. Her voice—

Nathaniel froze, pen hovering above paper. He glanced at his watch. 11:42 PM. Her show would start soon. Tonight, instead of calling in as Night Owl, he’d just listen. He crossed the room, fingertips brushing lightly over the ivory keys as he reached the grand piano.

His beloved Yamaha occupied prime real estate near the floor-to-ceiling windows—a placement that had required movers, several neighbors’ patience, and one narrowly averted disaster with the building’s antique elevator. Worth every logistical headache for moments like this, when moonlight could dance across the ebony finish while he played. Music had always been his refuge—half his childhood memories scored by these same harmonies.

His fingers hovered over the piano keys, not quite touching them. Tonight, they twinkled against the indigo sky like scattered diamonds on velvet. He lowered himself onto the bench, the leather cool against his thighs. The apartment was quiet except for the distant hum of an airliner on it’s way to or from Hopkins and the occasional click of the heating system. His space was a careful balance of minimalism and warmth—clean lines softened by handwoven textiles his mother had collected, modern furniture complemented by his father’s vintage record collection displayed on custom shelving.

But tonight, the carefully designed peace of his sanctuary felt insufficient.

“8C,” he murmured, finally pressing down on middle C, letting the note hang in the air.

The woman from the elevator. Her voice wasn’t all he’d noticed. Those eyes—dark and intelligent, with a spark of humor even as she’d struggled with her burden. The curve of her lips as she’d smiled politely at his offer to help. The way she carried herself, confident but with a hint of guardedness. And yes, the graceful lines of her body, the sway of those sweet curves…

Nathaniel ran through a scale, then transitioned into Monk’s “Round Midnight,” his fingers finding the melancholy melody from muscle memory.

“Not happening, Okoro,” he told himself firmly.

Dr. Landon had been clear during their last session. “You need time to understand your patterns, Nathaniel. The way you lose yourself in relationships. The way you build these elaborate futures before you’ve even had a first date.”

His therapist’s words echoed as he improvised around the melody. After Chinosa, he’d spent months dissecting where things had gone wrong. How he’d overlooked the signs that their priorities were diverging. How he’d abandoned his own needs to accommodate hers, until resentment crept in like rising damp.

A sour note jarred him from his thoughts. He paused, flexed his fingers, and began again.

The truth was, he wasn’t ready. No matter how intriguing the woman in 8C might be. No matter how her voice stirred something in him he thought had gone dormant. No matter how her brief, polite smile had lingered in his mind longer than it should have.

His phone lit up on the piano top. A text from Terry:




Still on for basketball tomorrow?




Nathaniel typed back a quick affirmative, grateful for the distraction. Terry had been his rock through the divorce, offering both legal advice and friendship without judgment. Tomorrow’s game would help clear his head.

He returned to the piano, switching to a Bach prelude. The structured mathematics of it settled him, as it always did. Each note had its place, its purpose. Like the buildings he designed; form following function, beauty emerging from order.

The clock on the wall showed 11:55. Five minutes until her show. He’d listen tonight.

And then what?

Nathaniel’s hands stilled on the keys. Then nothing. He wasn’t ready to date. Wasn’t ready to risk the fragile equilibrium he’d established. Wasn’t ready to be just another caller seeking advice from someone who didn’t even know his real name. Not tonight.

He stood from the piano, stretching his long frame. The buildings across the way had their own stories, lights still on in some windows, others dark. Lives intersecting and diverging. The city was full of these connections and missed connections.

His jazz record collection beckoned from its uniformly spaced rows. He selected Miles Davis’ “Kind of Blue,” handling the vinyl with reverent hands before placing it on the turntable. The crackling silence before the first notes always felt like an intake of breath before speaking a truth. As the music filled the room, Nathaniel moved to his leather armchair and reached for the tablet on the side table. He turned it on, tuned to the local station, and waited.

“This is Kaila King, and you’re listening to Late Night Love Lines…”

The voice that filled his apartment was unmistakable. The same voice that had guided him through his darkest nights.

Nathaniel closed his eyes and listened, wondering what Night Owl would say if he called tonight. Wondering what the woman in 8C was doing right now. No wedding band or engagement ring…

The familiar intro music washed over Nathaniel like a gentle wave. He’d intended just to listen tonight, to be a passive observer rather than a participant. That was the comfort zone he had retreated to lately, watching from the periphery, analyzing rather than engaging.

His colleagues often joked about his encyclopedic knowledge of architectural journals and his ability to quote obscure design principles, but they rarely invited him to happy hours anymore. Not after months of declined invitations. His social circle had narrowed to Terry, his parents, and the small voice of a late-night radio host through his phone or tablet.

“Tonight we’re continuing to talk about vulnerability,” Kaila’s voice flowed from the speaker. “When was the last time you let someone see the real you?”

Nathaniel’s fingers twitched toward his phone. The question landed like a challenge.

His coffee table held the latest issues of Architectural Record and Dwell—not a single entertainment magazine or local paper that might feature her image. His digital subscriptions followed the same pattern: design blogs, jazz forums, engineering newsletters. Even his social media feeds were curated to exclude the noise of popular culture.

Nathaniel exhaled slowly, fingers tapping the arm of his chair. Kaila King’s voice wrapped around him; confident, warm, infused with that signature mix of humor and wisdom he’d grown to crave.

It was easier this way.

Safer.

Listening to her through speakers meant he could absorb her insights whole, unfiltered by tabloid gossip or paparazzi shots capturing unflattering angles. There were no Instagram posts to overanalyze, no tweets picked apart by internet strangers. Just her truth, pure and direct; flaws unscrutinized, humanity undisturbed by the public eye.

He frowned at that thought. Because wasn’t that the opposite of connection? To appreciate someone’s mind while deliberately ignoring the rest?

The steam from his neglected tea curled toward the ceiling as he stood abruptly, pacing past his curated bookshelves. Jazz albums, his father’s influence. Architectural blueprints, his own obsession. No pop culture magazines, no trending podcasts outside his professional circles. He’d built this deliberate blindness, brick by brick, and now…

Kaila’s laugh crackled through the speaker; bright, sudden. A caller had just confessed to rewriting texts five times before sending.

“Sweetheart,” she said, “If they need a perfect performance to love you, they don’t deserve the show.”

Nathaniel’s chest tightened. That was the crux of it: she championed authenticity while he hid behind an online alias. She urged callers toward vulnerability while he arranged his life to avoid it.

The woman in 8C flashed in his memory—moving boxes, the scent of jasmine, eyes that didn’t look away. A real person, close enough to touch but now doubly complicated. What if she listened to Kaila’s show? What if she disagreed with the convictions he clung to?

His fingers traced the chair’s edge. He craved Kaila’s fearlessness in a partner… yet kept actual women at arm’s length, preserving the illusion. Easier to love a dream than a person. Easier to admire from afar.

The broadcast buzzed with another caller’s dilemma. Nathaniel stood in the silence between their words; torn between the comfort of distance and the terrifying, necessary want for something real.

Before he could second-guess himself, he picked up his phone and dialed the number.
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K A I L A




“And we’re back, night owls and love birds.” Kaila adjusted her headphones, the familiar weight centering her as she leaned toward the microphone. “Our lines are open for your romantic conundrums, dating disasters, and relationship revelations.”

The studio’s amber lighting cast everything in soft shadows. Through the glass, Sonny gave her a thumbs up and pointed to the console. Kaila’s pulse quickened. She knew exactly who waited on the other end.

“Well, look who’s back. Our favorite insomniac philosopher has returned. Good evening, Night Owl.”

“Good evening, Kaila.” His voice flowed through her headphones like warm honey with that slight musical quality she’d come to anticipate.

“I was worried when you missed our last chat. Everything okay in your nocturnal world?”

A soft chuckle. “Just needed some time to think. Your advice has a way of lingering.”

“That’s what they pay me for.” She smiled, knowing her listeners couldn’t see the way her fingers tapped excitedly against her notepad. “What’s on your mind tonight?”

“I’ve been thinking about recognition.”

“Recognition?” Kaila repeated, intrigued.

“How sometimes we feel connections to people we barely know. Like meeting someone new but feeling you’ve known them forever.”

Kaila’s mind flashed to the man from the elevator; tall, handsome, warm friendly eyes, slightly awkward. She pushed the thought away. “That’s a fascinating topic. Some call it déjà vu, others past lives, scientists might blame pattern recognition in our brains.”

“What do you call it?”

“I call it…” She paused, considering. “I call it possibility. The universe nudging us toward connections we might otherwise miss.”

The quiet that settled between them carried both ease and anticipation.

“You’re good at that,” he finally said. “Finding meaning in the spaces between certainties.”

“And you’re good at asking questions that keep me up at night.” Kaila leaned forward. “Tell me, Night Owl, do you ever wonder about the people behind the voices on your radio? The faces behind the words that resonate with you?”
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