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"The next girl? What the hell does that even mean?” asked Kyle. He knew perfectly well what it meant, but he wanted to hear it from her. 

"Well," the girl said sheepishly. "Alina was the last girl. She just left, no? So... I'm the next girl." She held out her hand, and he purposefully ignored it. "My name is Natalya, but most people call me Natalie. It is more American, I think.”

"How long have you been here, Natalie?" he asked as he looked her over. She wasn’t anywhere near as tall as Alina had been. She was shorter and noticeably younger. She didn’t look like she could be any older than twenty years old. 

"I just came in the car with Mischov," she said.

"I've been standing here the whole time with Mischov and Alina and I didn’t see you get in or out of any car."

"I must have appeared by magic then," she said, clearly trying to lighten the mood. 

“Where are your bags?”

“I don’t have any. I was just told to give you this," she said as she reached into her pocket to reveal a credit card. Kyle took the card and looked at it. "Mischov said you were the best at knowing how to make all this work and get me everything I need and all that."

“Fine. Let's go inside and find you a room," he said as he walked towards the door.

"You have more than one?"

"Of course, I have more than one," he huffed as he walked. "The piano is in the living room; feel free to use it when you want to practice. It’s far away from my room, so I won’t be disturbed." 

"Do you play the piano?" she asked.

"No, I assumed you did," he said as he opened the door for her.

“There are lots of instruments besides the piano.”

"What do you play?" he asked, exasperated by how unclear she was. "I prefer not to talk about it," she responded. 

Kyle rolled his eyes and showed her the room that Alina had been staying in. "I’ll get fresh linens for the bed and you can make yourself at home. We can go out tomorrow and buy you anything you need."

"Thank you. This will work nicely." She walked in, sat on the bed, and stared at the empty closet. "This is comfortable," she said. "Can we buy some books when we go out to the store?" she asked. “I love to read.”

“Sure” Kyle said, pushing away the thought of Alina and her identical request. 

"I’ll make a list of what I want, if that's okay with you?"

"That's fine," he replied, before leaving her in her room. He set about unpacking his clothes, then went downstairs to take inventory of the food in the house. He felt a pang as he was reminded of the twenty-seven year old rebellious teenager who had just abandoned him for Europe. It seemed ridiculous, but a fridge full of junk food and energy drinks nearly brought a tear to his eyes. 

"God, I hope this one isn’t a rebellious teenager," he said under his breath. 

"I'm not rebellious," came a voice from behind him. Kyle was startled by the voice behind him.

"Natalie... I didn’t hear you sneak up on me," he said apologetically. Just because he didn’t like the fact that she was in his house didn’t mean he had to be openly hostile to her. 

"If I was sneaking up on you, I wouldn’t want you to hear me," she stated.

"I'm sorry... it’s a long story. Alina could be a bit of handful sometimes, so that’s how I used to refer to her.”

“Don’t worry, I'm much more civilized," she said as she grabbed an apple off the counter and returned to her room.

The next morning, he approached her room and gently knocked on the door.

"Come in," she said. Kyle opened the door and looked at the young girl as she was making the bed. "Are you ready to go shopping?" she asked. 

"Yes. We can go if you are ready," he said as he looked around the room at the trinkets she had set out and the clothes she had hung in the closet.

"Perfect," she said as she turned to walk out the door.

"Where did all this stuff come from?" he asked as she stepped past him and into the hall.

"Magic," she answered as she walked down the hall towards the door.

"Why do you keep saying that?" 

"I heard it was a phrase to just explain things without having to go into greater detail," she replied.

They walked outside and got into the SUV. They made their way to the store and grabbed a shopping cart. Their first stop was the book section where she grabbed several novels that were he first in a series and a few interesting magazines. Kyle then took her to look for food and snacks. Her selections were much healthier than Alina and she did not involve energy drinks. Together they picked out fresh fruit as well as a variety of unique cheeses to go with some crackers Natalie wanted to try. 

"Do we get in trouble for spending money like this?" she asked as they waited to check out at the register.

"No," he answers. "At least I haven’t gotten in trouble for it yet. This is food and entertainment for you, so that seems reasonable to me."

"Fair enough," she said nonchalantly as he started to scan the items at the register and place them in bags. When they were done scanning everything, he placed the bags in the cart and they returned to the SUV. They loaded everything in the back climbed in to head back towards the house.

"Is there any good place to get an ice cream? It is much warmer here than where I come from, and I have always wanted to try an American ice cream.” 

“Fair enough," he said as they drove out of the parking lot and down the street to a local ice cream shop. Kyle and Natalie entered the ice cream shop, the cool air a welcome relief from the warm day. The shop was bustling with customers, a mix of families and couples enjoying the weekend. Natalie's eyes lit up as she took in the various flavors on display, the bright colors and creative names enticing her. 

"So many choices," she said, a smile spreading across her face. "I think I need to try a few before I decide." Kyle smiled inadvertently at her enthusiasm. 

"Take your time. We don’t have anywhere else to be, and I'm sure each one will be delicious." Natalie approached the counter, her green eyes scanning the menu, and finally settled on a scoop of salted caramel and a scoop of cookies and cream. They found a small table in the corner and sat down, enjoying the sweet treat and the relaxed atmosphere. 

"This is nice," Natalie said, licking a drip of ice cream from her cone. "I'm looking forward to discovering more places like this." 

Kyle mumbled noncommittally. With no idea how long she was going to stay, it seemed cruel to start suggesting places they might not have time to visit. 

Finishing their ice cream, they threw away their trash and headed back to the SUV. The sun had already set and the moon cast a warm glow over the town as they drove back to the house in silence. 

As they pulled into the driveway, the house loomed large, a welcoming sight after their outing. Kyle turned to Natalie. “Now, let's get your things inside and settled. Then we can relax and plan for another day." Natalie nodded in response. 

Kyle helped her carry her bag of books to her room and set it on the bed for her. "Do you need help organizing anything or are you good with this stuff?" he asked.

"I'm sure I can master it," she said confidently.

"Okay, you can go do that and I’ll take everything else to the kitchen and put it up. Feel free to help yourself to anything you need at any time,"

"Thank you," she said as she walked away with her new toy. Kyle made a few trips in and out to unload the car. He set about putting things in the fridge and pantry. He organized the best he could and tried to make it easier for Natalie to find anything she wanted. 

After all the groceries were put up and ready, Kyle decided to check on Natalie. He walked down the hall to her room and knocked on the door. 

"Come in," she said. He opened the door and found her lying on the bed with a book. The rest of her stack had been placed neatly on the desk.

"It looks like you got settled in nicely," he stated.

"Yup. Found the Wi-Fi password and everything, so now I’m just relaxing with a good book," she said without losing focus on the page in front of her.

"Excellent," he said. "I'm going to bed, but feel free to make yourself at home. You are welcome to anything in the kitchen. If you need anything, I’ll be upstairs."

"Thank you," she said as she was engrossed in the game. 

"Good night," he said as he shut the door and left her to her game. Then he ascended the stairs to his room, took a shower, and went to bed. 
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The next week flew by with barely any interaction between Kyle and Natalie. Natalie kept to herself in her room. Kyle occasionally saw her come out and get food and then return to her room. She also received several packages each day from UPS and FedEx. She obviously tracked her packages because as soon as they arrived, she dashed out of her room, scooped them up from outside, and race back in. When he questioned her about what they were, she only responded that they were for her performances.

After a week of her going through the process of moving in, getting settled, and collecting packages each day, she approached him while he was eating breakfast. She set a note on the table and took a seat across from him. 

"So, how does this work?" she asked.

"This is your first show in the US?" he asked as he looked at her note, a list of performance dates and times, the word Chicago written across the top.

"Pretty much," she stated.

“Nothing for you to worry about; I’ll make all the arrangements. You’ll enjoy Chicago,” he added, as though he had any idea what she would or wouldn’t enjoy. “What do you need for the trip?” 

She handed him another note. “Just these.”

The next day, Kyle awoke and went downstairs to find Natalie eating breakfast.

"Excited to do some shopping for your trip?" he asked.

"It's a necessary evil," she replied. 

They climbed into Kyle's gleaming black SUV, the leather seats emitting a comforting warmth that seemed to belie the cold steel and glass of the vehicle's exterior. The drive to the mall was a blur of unfamiliar landscapes, a tapestry of suburban houses and strip malls that all looked the same.

They found themselves in the luggage section first, surrounded by a wall of suitcases in every color and size imaginable. Kyle could tell she was overwhelmed, so he tried to help her make her selection. Every time he made a suggestion, though, she shook her head and said, “No, bigger”, until they walked out of the store with the three largest suitcases. They loaded them in the car before returning for the rest of the shopping. 

As they moved to the women's clothing store, he could tell she was self-conscious. Her own attire was a patchwork of obvious hand-me-downs and garments that looked like they came from a small town's market, a stark contrast to the sleek, designer outfits displayed on the mannequins. She shuffled her feet, eyes darting around the store. 

Kyle gave her a gentle nudge. "Just pick what you like," he said, "You're going to look great no matter what." 

Encouraged, Natalie began to peruse the racks, her hands brushing over fabrics that were likely smoother and softer than anything she had ever felt before. The dresses she chose were simple but elegant, in shades of navy and grey that mirrored her own quiet disposition. The shoes she picked were sensible and comfortable, perfect for navigating the concrete jungle she was about to enter. 

The mall's bright lights and the thrum of activity became a backdrop to their mission. They moved from store to store, Kyle explaining the exchange of currency and how whatever she needed was going to be paid for, so she didn’t have to worry about money. 

The drive back home was filled with a mix of excitement and trepidation. The three new suitcases, now loaded into the back of the SUV, seemed to carry with them the promise of adventure and the unknown.

The next few days passed by quickly. Natalie spent time packing things and organizing her room. Kyle worked on his writing and made sure his clothes were dry-cleaned for the trip.

Natalie moved quietly around the guest room on the first floor, the early morning light filtering through the blinds in thin lines. The space had been hers for the past several days—comfortable but neutral, like a guest room ought to be. Above her, Kyle’s bedroom and office sat tucked away upstairs, a quiet distance that gave them both breathing room in the large house.

In the kitchen, Kyle moved with morning ease. The smell of coffee drifted through the house, mixing with the soft hum of the refrigerator and the distant chirp of birds outside. His home was tucked away on a quiet plot of land just outside the city—several acres of stillness and privacy, wrapped in a line of trees that gave the place its own rhythm. Five bedrooms, wide open common spaces, and long stretches of peace.

By the time Natalie emerged, dressed in black with a hoodie pulled tight around her shoulders, Kyle had the Escalade idling in the driveway. The black SUV gleamed faintly in the early light, parked just beyond the porch. Kyle leaned against the front fender with a travel mug in hand, wearing his usual calm.

“All set?” he asked, watching her pull the three suitcases toward the back.

She nodded. “Yeah.”

He opened the hatch for her. He noticed the number of bags but didn’t ask. He never asked. He’d seen violinists travel with one bag and pianists arrive with five. What they carried was their business.

The drive to the airport was quiet. Natalie slipped in her earbuds shortly after they pulled away, her gaze fixed on the blur of trees and road. Kyle kept one hand on the wheel and one on his coffee, letting the silence hold.

At the airport, things moved quickly. Checked bags, security, and then boarding. Natalie moved through it like someone who’d done it all before, quiet but efficient.

On the plane, they sat side by side. She tucked her hood back slightly and pulled a deck of cards from her bag. Kyle raised an eyebrow as she started to lay them out on her tray.

"Are you planning to hustle some businessmen mid-flight?" he asked with a half smile.

Natalie glanced at him, her expression unreadable but not unfriendly. “Just solitaire,” she said. “Helps pass the time.”

Kyle gave a nod and leaned back, letting the white noise of the engines settle over them as she shuffled her cards.

Chicago greeted them with wind and gray skies, the kind that made the city feel colder than it looked in photos. The jet bridge rattled as they exited the plane, and Kyle carried himself with the casual, practiced pace of someone who'd done this enough times to know the shortcuts. Natalie followed a step behind, her hood up again, her face mostly hidden beneath it.

They didn’t speak much through the terminal. Kyle arranged for their bags while Natalie kept to the edge of the crowd, her hands tucked into the sleeves of her hoodie. When their luggage arrived, her three oversized suitcases stood out like obelisks among the usual black roller bags, but Kyle made no comment. He loaded them onto a cart and pushed them toward the exit, the wheels clattering slightly on the tile.

Outside, their SUV pulled up at the curb. Kyle had booked it earlier through a local transportation service, opting for the larger vehicle specifically because of Natalie’s luggage. The driver, a middle-aged man in a Cubs hat, popped the trunk and began loading without a word.

“Thanks,” Kyle said, slipping him a folded bill as they climbed in.

The ride into the city was smooth, if not a little quiet. Natalie watched the buildings grow taller, her eyes following the flicker of neon signs and glass.  façades. Kyle checked his phone but didn’t text anyone. There wasn’t anyone to text.

Their hotel sat near the river, towering above the street in sleek angles of steel and dark glass. Inside, the lobby glowed with warm lighting and designer minimalism—high ceilings, velvet chairs, and polished floors that echoed under their steps.

Kyle checked in first, giving his name and reservation code. The front desk attendant handed him a key card and a welcome packet with a small smile.

“Mr. Anderson, you’re in 1907. City view.”

He nodded. “Thanks.”

When it was Natalie’s turn, the tone subtly shifted. The woman at the desk straightened a little more, glanced down at the screen, and offered Natalie a complimentary drink voucher she wouldn’t be able to use.

“You’re in the Presidential Suite—4203. River view. Private elevator access. Is there anything else you’ll need during your stay?”

Natalie shook her head gently. “No, thank you.”

She took the key without ceremony. No surprise, no reaction. Just another room in another city.

They rode the elevator together as far as the 19th floor, and when the doors opened, Kyle stepped out first. He turned toward her before the doors slid shut again.

“I’ll probably get settled, grab a shower. Text me if you need anything,” he said.

She gave him a small nod. “I will.”

The doors closed with a soft chime, and she continued up, vanishing behind the mirrored walls.

Kyle’s room was modern but unremarkable—a king bed, floor-to-ceiling windows, a desk with a nice view of the city. He set his suitcase on the bench and opened it slowly, letting the soft hum of city noise filter through the glass. He didn’t expect much from the next two days. His job was to get her here, get her back. Whatever happened in between was her world, not his.

He had just kicked off his shoes when his phone buzzed.

Dinner?

The message was simple. No emoji. No context. Just an unexpected suggestion.

Kyle blinked at the screen, then typed back, Sure. Somewhere nearby?

Her reply came seconds later. Lobby. 20 minutes.

He stood there for a moment, still holding the phone, before letting out a slow breath.

He changed into dark jeans and a clean shirt, ran his hands through his hair, and glanced in the mirror. This wasn’t a date. It was just a girl getting settled in a new city and wanting something familiar before showtime. Still, it felt different. Casual, but intentional. Quiet, like everything else about her.

Exactly twenty minutes later, he stepped out of the elevator and saw her already waiting by the bar, wearing a long coat and scarf. She looked more like a student than a performer—young, reserved, and unreadable. When she spotted him, she gave a nod and fell in step beside him as they headed out into the Chicago night.

The restaurant was only a short walk from the hotel—one of those sleek bistros tucked between a bookstore and a high-end flower shop. Natalie didn’t say much as they walked, but she didn’t seem uncomfortable either. She moved with quiet purpose, her scarf fluttering in the wind, eyes alert but never anxious.

Once inside, they were seated near the window, the city lights painting golden streaks across the white tablecloth. The menu was full of elegant dishes, but neither of them seemed particularly concerned with the details.

Their conversation stayed on neutral ground. Travel. Weather. The oddities of hotel elevators. Natalie didn’t volunteer much, but he didn’t mind. There was no awkwardness, just space. Comfortable silence. The kind that made Kyle feel like this wasn’t a job, not really. Not tonight.

“You do this often?” he asked at one point, casually slicing into his steak.

She shrugged. “Enough.”

“Always Chicago?”

She shook her head. “All over.”

Kyle nodded. That made sense. He didn’t push for more.

By the end of the meal, they hadn’t said much, but somehow the absence of small talk didn’t feel like a void. It just felt like her. Quiet. Thoughtful. A mystery, but not in a dramatic way—more like a locked room with the door left slightly ajar.

As they stepped back into the night, Kyle gestured toward the sidewalk. “Walk or ride?”

“Walk,” she said. “I like the feel of the cool breeze on my face”

They strolled the few blocks back to the hotel without another word, just the occasional sound of heels against concrete and the hum of passing traffic. At the lobby, she turned to him with a gentle nod.

“Thanks for dinner.”

“Sure,” he said. “Sleep well.”

She stepped into the elevator, and as the doors closed, Kyle caught a faint smile—small, but real.

He turned toward the other set of elevators, pressing the button for his floor. The evening had been simple. Uncomplicated. And for reasons he couldn’t quite name, that felt like exactly what he’d needed.
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Kyle was up before the sun. The hotel’s quiet hum was a sterile kind of peace—no birds, no rustling trees like at home, just the occasional elevator chime echoing down the hall. He spent a few minutes watching the pale city light seep into the edges of his blackout curtains, then got up, showered, and dressed.

At 8:42, a text lit up his phone.

I’m at the café downstairs.

He smiled at how direct she was.

He made his way down through the wide, polished corridors of the hotel. The lobby was calm, echoing slightly with the sounds of shoes on marble and the clinking of dishes from the café tucked behind a sculptural divider near the windows.

Natalie was already there.

She sat alone at a small corner table with a view of the quiet street below, cradling a white coffee mug in both hands. Her hair was loosely pulled back, and a chunky dark green sweater made her look smaller than usual, the sleeves nearly swallowing her fingers. She looked comfortable, not out of place, not dazzled by the upscale surroundings—just settled.

“Morning,” Kyle said as he sat down across from her.

She looked up with a slight nod. “Morning.”

He glanced at the untouched menu in front of her. “Not hungry?”

“I’m still deciding,” she said. “The coffee’s fine.”

Kyle smiled. “Hotel coffee’s never more than that.”

They ordered. Natalie settled on oatmeal and fruit. Kyle went with eggs and bacon and something the server insisted were “artisan” potatoes.

The quiet between them was normal now. It had developed in the weeks they’d shared space at his house—companionable, easy. Kyle appreciated it more than he expected to. With the others, there had always been something buzzing underneath, either the pull of attraction, emotional tension, or small bursts of drama. Natalie didn’t come with any of that.

She sipped her orange juice, then glanced over at him. “Did the others travel this much?”

Kyle raised an eyebrow, amused by how casually she asked. “The others?”

She didn’t elaborate. She didn’t have to.

He leaned back in his chair. “Yeah. It was pretty common. The first one had shows in Denver, Chicago, New York City... even one out on Long Island. All arranged through the Conservatory. I just made sure she got there in one piece with all her gear.”

Natalie nodded slowly. “And the second?”

“Los Angeles. And a cruise out of Miami, actually. That was... a different kind of trip.”

Natalie tilted her head slightly, stirring her oatmeal. “I’m sure it was...dramatic,” she said knowingly. 

Kyle blinked, mildly surprised. “Yeah. You know Alina?”

She shrugged. “Only her reputation.”

He gave a short laugh. “That tracks. She didn’t exactly keep a low profile. Talented, but... intense.”

Natalie didn’t respond right away. Her expression was unreadable, but she seemed to file the information away rather than react to it. She scooped another bite of fruit, eyes dropping to her plate.

“You all set for today?” Kyle asked, gently shifting the conversation.

She nodded. “I’ll be out by two. Should be back late.”

“You want me to meet you after?”

“If you’re still awake.”

He smirked. “I’m not that old.”

She gave a faint smile, just enough to suggest she didn’t believe him, then returned to her breakfast.

When breakfast ended, Kyle paid the check without discussion. They walked back toward the elevators, their footsteps quiet on the polished stone floor. At the split in the hallway, his room to the left, her private suite up a separate elevator, she paused.

“I’ll see you tonight,” she said, almost as if it were a question.

Kyle nodded. “Have a great show.”

She gave a small smile, then turned and disappeared into the elevator, the doors closing with a soft chime.

Kyle lingered for a moment, then exhaled, ran a hand through his hair, and walked off toward his room.

After a changing into warmer clothes, Kyle set out to get some fresh air and clear his mind. The morning was still quiet, with the city slowly waking up. He decided to take a walk through a nearby park, just to stretch his legs and think. The hustle of Chicago seemed worlds apart from the calm of the suburban neighborhood he had left behind that morning. He walked slowly, hands shoved into the pockets of his jacket, the cool air sharpening his thoughts.

His phone buzzed in his pocket, and he pulled it out to check a new message from Mischov. His text was brief, simply asking how Natalie was doing and if everything was set for her performance that night. It felt weird that he was concerned about her since he hadn’t bothered to check in with any of the other girls... except for the time Alina skipped all rehearsals in LA. Maybe he was concerned because she was so young and in a new place. Kyle quickly typed a response, assuring him that everything was going fine.

With no real concerns to deal with, Kyle felt the lightness of the day settle in. No immediate tasks, no drama, several hours before he needed to meet Natalie again. He tucked his phone back into his pocket and continued his walk, the city beginning to stir around him.

He spent the next couple of hours strolling through the streets, occasionally stopping at shops or cafés, but nothing caught his attention. His thoughts wandered, but they never settled on anything too heavy. He found a small bookstore and picked up a couple of books to pass the time.

At around 10:00 PM, Kyle returned to the hotel. He settled into the lobby, sending a quick text to check in with Natalie, though he didn’t expect an immediate reply. She was likely busy with her performance, and he was content to let her handle everything on her own.

He made his way back to his room, feeling the exhaustion of the day catch up with him. Just as he was about to settle in for the night, his phone buzzed once more. It was a text from Natalie.

"Hey, I’m back at the hotel. Want to grab something to eat?"

Kyle smiled at the message. It was a simple question, but it felt like a nice way to end the evening. After a brief moment of consideration, he typed back.

"Sure, I’ll meet you downstairs in a few."

He stretched, then grabbed his jacket before heading out the door. As he walked toward the lobby, he wondered how the evening would unfold. Something about this calm, easy companionship felt different from the intensity of his previous experiences.

Kyle met Natalie in the hotel lobby about ten minutes later. She was already waiting by the elevator, a soft smile on her face, her eyes flicking up to him as he approached. She had changed into something more comfortable after her performance—loose, black trousers and a plain white blouse, nothing flashy, but it suited her perfectly. Her quiet presence felt like a small but noticeable shift from the energy of the crowd at the Bulls game.

"Ready?" Kyle asked with a casual smile, offering her a nod.

She nodded in return, her lips curving slightly, but she didn’t speak right away. The two of them took the elevator down to the ground floor.

Once they were outside, they walked the short distance to a nearby restaurant, one that had been recommended by the hotel. It was a cozy spot with dim lighting, a relaxed atmosphere, and the hum of soft chatter coming from the tables around them. 

"So," Kyle began as they took their seats at a corner booth, sliding into opposite sides. "How’d the show go?"
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