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The Space Between Floors
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Getting to Hannah’s hotel always required intention.
A rattling jeepney. A bus heavy with warm air-conditioning. Then a short walk where the city changed its posture—noise thinning, glass rising, lobbies swallowing sound.
I never arrived by accident.

I met Hannah in the spaces around work, not the work itself. She was one of the overseas trainers brought in for the pioneer account, older than me, louder, British in a way that made everything feel less serious. We kept crossing paths—elevators, sidewalks after shifts, a coffee line where she turned and said, You look like you need a drink.

She liked bars and dancing and attention. I liked orbiting her while she chased them.

She stayed at Northwell Hotel. Eventually, the guards stopped asking who I was there for.

That night, she kicked off her heels and flopped onto the couch.

“Can you do a beer run?” she asked.

“Again?”

“Stock up,” she said. “People might come.”

The 7-Eleven sat halfway between her hotel and another one across the block, bright and humming, the kind of place that never slept. I was crouched slightly, trying to balance a paper bag against my hip while sliding cans of beer inside, when someone spoke behind me.

“Big party?”

I turned.

Malik (POV)

I noticed her eyes first—not because they were striking, but because they stayed.

They didn’t skim or soften when they met mine. They held, steady and unreadable, the way someone looks when they’re taking things in rather than offering themselves up. Dark eyes that knew how to watch. That had learned stillness before speech.

Then she smiled.

It wasn’t placed there for effect. It happened quickly, unguarded, like it slipped out before she remembered herself. It changed her whole face—warmed it, opened it—made the aisle feel smaller, closer.

That smile hit harder than I expected.

Everything else followed after.
Jeans worn for comfort, not statement. A simple top. No jewelry except a ring on her thumb—there because she liked how it felt, not how it looked. Her hair loose and natural, except for the small, deliberate shaved detail at her temple. Clean. Intentional. Like punctuation instead of rebellion.
She didn’t look like she was waiting for something to happen.

She looked like someone who already had somewhere to be—and had paused here by choice.

I remember thinking, don’t stare.
I remember thinking, don’t interrupt6.
And then, against my better judgment, I opened my mouth.

———
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He was tall in a way that subtly changed the shape of the aisle around him, as if the space had adjusted to make room. Dark-skinned, broad through the shoulders, relaxed in his body like someone who knew exactly how much of it he occupied. His hair was pulled back in neat, thick locs that brushed his shoulders, framing a face that carried warmth and quiet confidence—strong jaw, steady eyes, a smile that looked like it arrived before he decided to use it.

He wore his height casually. A dark tank beneath a light shirt left open, sleeves loose, the fabric shifting when he moved. A thin gold chain caught the fluorescent light when he tilted his head. In one hand he held a basket with instant coffee, sugar packets, and a bottle of water.

He didn’t look rushed.
He didn’t look like someone killing time.
He looked like someone who was exactly where he meant to be.

“No,” I said, smiling despite myself. “Just helping a friend stock her fridge.”

He glanced at the bag, then lifted his basket slightly.
“Looks like we’re both preparing for something.”
“For you?”

“Late night,” he said. “I’m bad at sleeping in strange places.”

“I’m bad at sleeping in general,” I said.

That made him smile wider.

He studied me a moment longer than the bag in my hands, his gaze steady but not appraising in the way I was used to.

“You look...” he started, then stopped himself. Smiled. “Focused.”

“That’s not usually the word people use,” I said.

“I know,” he replied. “That’s why it stood out.”

I laughed softly. “Because I’m aggressively committed to beer?”

“Because you’re not performing,” he said. “Everyone else in here is killing time. You looked like you had somewhere to be.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. No one had ever described me that way before — like I was in motion, not waiting.

“I’m Malik DuBois,” he said, offering his hand.

I hesitated—just a beat—before taking it.
“Lina. Santos.”
“Nice to meet you, Lina.”

He held on a moment longer than necessary, not aggressive, just deliberate.

“I’m staying across the street,” he said casually. “Room twenty-one oh four. If that fridge turns into a party.”

“It won’t,” I said. “But good luck.”

“Fair enough.”

I paid and walked out, the bell chiming behind me.

I took three steps before stopping.

Turning around meant something. I knew it even as I did it.

“Do you want to come up instead?” I asked when I went back inside. “My friend’s suite. We’re just drinking.”

His eyebrows lifted, surprised—and pleased.
“Yeah,” he said. “I’d like that.”
On the walk back, I called Hannah.

“I’m bringing someone,” I said quickly. “Just... a guy I met.”

There was a pause.
“...Okay,” she said carefully. “Bring him up.”
They walked back together, the paper bags heavy between us. He reached for them without asking, fingers closing around the handles like it was the most natural thing in the world.

“Here,” he said. “That’s a lot of trust in brown paper.”

“I was managing,” I said.

“I can see that,” he replied, already adjusting his grip so the cans wouldn’t clink. “But I don’t like watching people struggle when I can help.”

It wasn’t a line. He didn’t look at me when he said it.

The hotel lobby swallowed us whole—cool, quiet, polished. The kind of place where footsteps softened and voices lowered automatically. Malik followed my lead without hesitation, matching my pace, letting me badge us in.

The elevator arrived already half full.

We stepped in anyway.

Someone shifted. Someone else moved back. Space compressed.

Malik ended up closer than before—close enough that I could feel the heat of him through fabric, close enough that when the doors slid shut, my shoulder brushed his chest.

Not dramatic.

Not avoidable.

When the car lurched upward, my hand lifted instinctively to steady myself.

Our fingers collided as he reached for the same railing.

Skin on skin.

Warm.

Unmistakable.

I inhaled sharply before I could stop myself.

It wasn’t loud. It wasn’t theatrical.

But it was real.

The sound cut the space between us like a wire pulled tight.

Malik froze.

Not stiff—alert.

He didn’t look down at our hands. He looked at me.

Something shifted in his expression, subtle but immediate, like a lock clicking open.

“Sorry,” I said, too quickly, withdrawing my hand.

“It’s okay,” he said just as fast. Quieter than before.

The elevator filled another inch. Someone’s bag pressed into my side. Malik adjusted without thinking, angling his body just enough to give me room, one arm lifting slightly behind me—not touching, not claiming, just... aware.

Seventh floor.

I reached for the button.

He did too.

Our knuckles brushed again.

This time, I didn’t gasp.

But I didn’t pull away either.

“Your friend lives here?” he asked, voice low, like he didn’t want to break something.

“Yes,” I said, a little breathlessly for my own good. “That she does.”

He noticed. He huskily replied, “Lucky friend.”

I smiled. “She’d agree.”

The elevator slowed. The tension didn’t.

When the doors opened, Malik stepped out first, automatically shifting the bags back into his hands like he’d decided—somewhere along the way—that they were his responsibility now.

I followed, heart still doing something unfamiliar in my chest.

The hallway stretched ahead of us, quiet and carpeted.

Neither of us spoke.

We didn’t need to.

Because whatever that sound had been—whatever had passed between us in that small, rising box—it had already said enough.

Malik (POV)

It wasn’t the smile this time.

He’d seen smiles like that before—warm, quick, disarming. They were easy to misread. Easy to forget.

It was the sound.

That sharp, involuntary inhale when our hands brushed in the elevator.

Not surprise. Not embarrassment.

Recognition.

His body reacted before his mind did. A full, quiet stillness—like everything in him had leaned forward at once. He’d been close to women plenty of times. Crowded rooms, tight spaces, careless touches. None of them had ever cut through him like that.

That sound wasn’t meant for anyone else.

It wasn’t offered.

It slipped out.

And the second it did, something in him locked into place.

He didn’t want to crowd her after that. Didn’t want to test it or press. He shifted instead—made room, took the weight of the bags, let the moment breathe. But his awareness never left her. The way she walked beside him. The way her energy hadn’t pulled back, only steadied.

She wasn’t retreating.

She was choosing to stay right there.

By the time they reached the hallway, he knew it with uncomfortable clarity:

This wasn’t flirting anymore.

This wasn’t curiosity.

This was the exact instant something rewired—quietly, irrevocably.

He didn’t know her story yet. Didn’t know where the night would end or what she would let him see.

But he knew this much, with a certainty that made him slow his steps just slightly behind her—

Whatever happened next, he wasn’t walking away untouched.

That sound had already marked her as someone he wouldn’t forget.

And he hadn’t even stepped into the room yet.

———
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When we stepped into her suite, it was just the three of us. No music yet, no crowd—only the quiet hum of the air-conditioning and the city beyond the windows. Hannah took Malik in at a glance, polite but alert.

“Hannah, this is Malik... Malik — Hannah”, Lina chimes

They shake hands.

“So,” she said, leaning against the counter. “What do you do?”

“I play basketball,” Malik replied easily. “Professionally.”

Her eyebrows rose. “Here?”

“For now.”

She studied him a moment longer, then nodded. “Alright.”

I unloaded beer into the fridge, grateful for something to do with my hands. Malik answered Hannah’s questions without trying to impress her. When she turned away to grab glasses, he glanced at me and smiled—small, conspiratorial—and something in my chest loosened.

“That’s not going to last,” Hannah said, peering into the fridge. “We need more.”

“I’ll go,” Malik said. “Could use the air.”

I hesitated, then grabbed my bag. “I’ll come with you.”

The elevator doors slid shut, sealing us into a smaller world. The noise from the suite dropped away so completely it felt like pressure. I stood a little too straight, suddenly conscious of the mirrored wall, of how close he was standing, of the faint scent of soap and something warm that I couldn’t place.

The car jolted slightly as it started down. Someone squeezed in at the last second, forcing Malik a half-step closer.

Our arms brushed.

It was nothing—barely contact—but my breath caught anyway, sharp and involuntary. I felt it leave me before I could stop it.

Malik stilled.

Just for a fraction of a second. Long enough for me to know he’d heard it.

He didn’t look at me right away. When he did, his expression was careful, like he was choosing calm on purpose.

“You always get quiet like that?” he asked, too casually.

“Like what?” I said, grateful for the distraction, hating that my voice sounded slightly breathless.

“Like you’re deciding whether you belong.”

The accuracy of it startled me. I laughed it off, because that was my instinct, and because the elevator felt suddenly too small.

“Occupational hazard,” I said. “I spend most of my life pretending I know what I’m doing.”

He smiled—not amused. Interested. Like the answer had confirmed something.

“What do you do?” he asked.

“I work nights. Call center.” I shrugged, shifting my weight, aware of his arm still close to mine. “I talk to people I’ll never meet and solve problems that aren’t really mine.”

“Sounds harder than basketball,” he said.

I snorted. “You get applause.”

“Trust me,” he said, “you get noticed either way. Difference is, most people don’t see you when they do.”

The doors opened, letting in street noise, movement, air. I stepped out a beat too quickly, relieved and disappointed all at once.

Outside, the night felt cooler. Looser. Like we’d both just exhaled.

Neither of us said anything about the elevator.

But the space between us felt different now—charged, awake—as we started walking.

At the store, we moved more slowly, not immediately reaching for beer. We lingered by the fridge, side by side.

“So,” I said, “where are you from?”

“Originally?” He paused. “New Orleans. But I have been to a lot of places. Mostly wherever the game took me.”

“That sounds lonely.”

“It can be,” he admitted. “Everyone thinks it’s glamorous. New cities, hotels, people knowing your name. But it’s strange, being recognized without being known.”

That landed somewhere deep in my chest.

“I think I know that feeling,” I said quietly. “Being seen without being chosen.”

He looked at me then, really looked — not like he was cataloging me, not like he was impressed. Like he was considering something.

“And you?” he asked. “What brought you here tonight? Besides beer smuggling.”

I smiled. “Hannah.”

“And before that?”

I hesitated. “I don’t usually invite people up,” I said.

That caught him.

“Why did you tonight?” he asked.

The question wasn’t probing. Just curious. Like he wasn’t assuming an answer.

I thought about it — not in the careful way I usually did, but honestly.

“I noticed you,” I said. Then, because it sounded too simple, I added, a little softer, “And I didn’t talk myself out of it.”

His mouth curved slightly. Not smug. Interested.

“You usually do?”

“Yes,” I said. “I’m very good at finding reasons not to.”

“And this time?”

“This time felt... clear.” I shrugged, a little shy now that I’d said it out loud. “Like I’d regret it if I didn’t.”

He nodded slowly, like he understood that exact feeling.

He glanced at the paper bag in my hands, then back at my face.

“So this wasn’t a plan,” he said.

“No,” I replied. “Plans usually talk me out of things.”

“That sounds like experience.”

I smiled, small. “That sounds like you noticing.”

His gaze held mine a second longer. Not weighing. Not claiming. Just... staying.

“I don’t get asked like that very often,” he said. “Without a script.”

“What kind of script?”

“The kind where you already know how it’s supposed to go.”

“And this?” I asked.

“This feels...” He paused, searching, then gave a quiet huff of a laugh. “Like we both stepped off the map a little.”

Something in my chest loosened at that.

“I didn’t mean to make it complicated,” I said.

“You didn’t,” he replied. “You made it honest.”

We stood there in the cold light of the store, the hum of the fridge filling the space again.

Neither of us moved.

Then he added, softer, almost to himself, “I’m glad you didn’t talk yourself out of it.”

I didn’t answer right away.

But I didn’t look away either.

We finally grabbed more beer. On the walk back, our shoulders brushed once, twice. Neither of us moved away.

“You know,” he said, “most nights I go back to my room alone. Not because I can’t find company. Because I don’t want noise.”

“And tonight?”

“Tonight I didn’t want to be alone.”

That was it. No flourish. No pressure.

We reached the hotel lobby and slowed again, like we’d both forgotten why we were there.
When we reached the elevator again, I realized something quietly unsettling and entirely true:
I didn’t feel like someone he’d noticed anymore.

I felt like someone he’d chosen.

The elevator doors opened immediately.

Empty.

We stepped inside.

The doors slid shut.

And suddenly there was nothing but reflected light and the soft mechanical whir of ascent.

No one pressed against us.
No accidental bump.
Just space.

Which somehow felt worse.

I faced forward at first. He did too.

Then I felt it.

His attention.

Not moving.
Not touching.
Just there.

I turned slightly.

He was already looking at me.

Not bold.
Not teasing.
Something quieter.

Something like recognition.

Neither of us spoke.

The air thickened with every floor we passed.

Three.

Four.

Five.

My pulse ticked in my throat. His jaw flexed once, like he was holding something steady.

For a second — just one — I wondered what would happen if I stepped closer.

If he did.

The elevator dinged.

Reality snapped back into place.

The doors slid open.

We both exhaled like we’d been underwater.

And then we walked out — composed, unremarkable, as if nothing had nearly happened.

But something had.

And we both knew it.

By the time we returned, Hannah had put music on.

The room filled quickly after that—messages answered, doors opening, voices stacking on top of one another. Someone recognized Malik. Someone asked for a photo. The night tilted louder, brighter, less contained.

I moved the way I always did in rooms like this—opening beers, leaning into jokes, letting humor smooth the edges. It was easy. Familiar.

But something had shifted.

Even when I drifted toward the kitchen or the balcony, I kept ending up back beside Malik. Not deliberately. Not like I was seeking him out.

More like the room nudged me in his direction.

People spoke to him in bursts—quick admiration, curiosity, noise. He answered easily, politely. But his attention kept returning to me. Not checking. Not claiming.

Just... orienting.

If I laughed across the room, his eyes found me.
If I leaned against the counter, he adjusted his stance so I stayed within reach.
If someone stood between us, it never lasted long—bodies shifted, paths cleared, and suddenly he was there again, close enough that I could feel the warmth of him without touching.
It wasn’t possessive.

It was instinctive.

And that unsettled me more.

A few glances slid toward me—curious, faintly amused, the unspoken question hanging in the air: what is she to him? I opened beers, made jokes. Humor had always been my shield.

But now, with Malik close enough that I could feel his heat, I wasn’t sure I needed it.

Malik (POV)

He didn’t mean to track her. It just kept happening.

No matter where she moved—talking to someone, laughing, slipping away to grab another bottle—she curved back toward him without thinking. Like the room had a center and she kept finding it.

Him.

She wasn’t clinging. She wasn’t seeking reassurance. She was fully herself with other people—steady, warm, attentive. She listened when people spoke. Met their eyes. Made space.

And then, inevitably, she returned.

Each time she did, something in his chest tightened—not jealousy.

Recognition.

This wasn’t attention.

This was alignment.

When she settled beside him again, shoulder nearly brushing his arm, it felt less like coincidence and more like gravity.

I didn’t leave because I was tired. My shift the next day didn’t start until four in the afternoon.

I left because the night had found its rhythm—and I no longer fit inside it.

I leaned toward Hannah. “I’m heading out.”

She paused mid-pour and looked between me and Malik. One eyebrow lifted.

“Already?” she asked. Then, after a beat, “Or... already.”

I rolled my eyes. “Don’t be weird.”

She grinned. “Impossible.”

Malik stepped closer. “Thanks for the drinks,” he said. “And the music.”

Hannah studied him for a second longer, then nodded once. “Take care of her.”

“I will,” he said easily. No emphasis. No performance.

She smirked. “Polite. That’s how they get you.”

“Goodnight, Hannah.”

“Text me,” she called. “Or don’t. I like suspense.”

The hallway outside felt like a release—carpeted quiet, the party muffled behind a closed door. Malik walked beside me, not crowding, not distant. Our steps matched without effort.

Neither of us spoke.

We didn’t need to.

The elevator arrived quickly.

Empty.

We stepped inside.

The doors slid shut.

And suddenly there was nothing but reflected light and the soft mechanical hum of descent.

No bodies pressing in.
No accidental brush.
Just space.

Which somehow felt worse.

I faced forward at first. He did too.

Then I felt it—his awareness. Not moving. Not touching.

Just there.

I turned slightly.

He was already looking at me.

Not bold.
Not teasing.
Something steadier.

Something that felt like he understood exactly what was happening between us—and wasn’t rushing it.

The air thickened with every passing floor.

Five.

Four.

Three.

My pulse ticked low and fast. His jaw flexed once, like he was holding something in place.

For a second—just one—I wondered what would happen if I stepped closer.

If he did.

The elevator dinged.

Reality returned.

The doors slid open.

We both exhaled like we’d been underwater.

Outside, the city felt cooler.

“Want me to walk you home?” he asked.

“I don’t live close,” I said. “I could walk you.”

He paused, measuring the moment.

“Or you could come up,” he said. “I’ll make coffee before you go.”

I looked down. Fear and curiosity tangled.

“We don’t have to do anything,” he added quietly. “Not unless you want to.”

“Okay,” I said, barely.

Malik (POV)

The “okay” was small.

But it wasn’t hesitant.

It was deliberate.

And that mattered.

He’d been holding himself in check all night without realizing it—matching her pace, letting her decide the shape of things. Now she wasn’t being pulled forward.

She was stepping forward.

He didn’t rush to touch her. Didn’t press the moment bigger than it was.

When he took her hand, it was steady. Certain. Not possession.

Choice.

They walked in silence.

And for the first time that night, Malik wasn’t wondering what this might become.

He was simply aware of one thing:

She had chosen him.

And he intended to deserve it.

We walked hand in hand down the block, the night cooler now, quieter in a way that made everything feel more intimate. The city hummed around us—traffic passing, doors opening and closing, snippets of conversation drifting past—but between us, there was an easy silence.
Then we passed it.
The 7-Eleven.

Bright. Familiar. Unchanged.

I glanced at it and laughed before I could stop myself—quiet, a little embarrassed.

Malik looked over. “What?”

I shook my head, still smiling, eyes on the sidewalk. “Nothing. I just—”
I gestured vaguely behind us. “That’s... not usually part of anyone’s evening.”
He followed my glance, then laughed. “You saying this is where it started?”

“I’m saying,” I said carefully, “that if someone ever asked how we met, I’d have to admit it involved canned beer and fluorescent lighting.”

“So it’s a landmark,” he said.

I shrugged, tucking my chin. “A very unglamorous one.”

He smiled at that. “Those are usually the important ones.”

That quieted me for a second.

We kept walking.

After a few steps, he said, “So. You don’t usually do this.”

I looked at him. “Do what?”

“Change the direction of your night.”

I let out a small breath. “No. I usually stick to the plan.”

“And tonight?”

“I don’t know,” I said, honest. “I just... didn’t want to overthink it.”

“That’s new?”

“For me?” I gave a soft laugh. “Very.”

He glanced at our joined hands, then back at my face. “I’m glad you didn’t.”

I didn’t answer—but my thumb brushed his, just once.

Malik (POV)

It took him a minute to understand what felt different.

Not the attraction—that part was easy. He’d learned long ago how to recognize heat, attention, momentum. This wasn’t that.

Lina wasn’t reaching for the moment. She wasn’t amplifying herself to match it. She didn’t perform ease or confidence or mystery.

She simply was.

She laughed without checking if it landed. Joked without fishing. Walked beside him without angling her body closer or farther away, like she trusted the space between them to hold.

Most people filled silence by adding something to it—volume, charm, story. Lina let silence exist. Let moments arrive and pass without polishing them.

And somehow, that restraint pulled harder than anything loud ever had.

He realized then that she wasn’t understated because she lacked presence.

She was understated because she didn’t need to prove she had it.

That was new.

He’d been around women who knew how to command a room, who sharpened themselves until attention had no choice but to land. Lina moved differently—like she didn’t expect the room to adjust to her, and didn’t mind if it didn’t.

And yet, his focus kept returning to her anyway.

Not because she asked for it.

Because she made space feel intentional.

Walking beside her, Malik understood something quietly unsettling:
If he stepped closer, it wouldn’t feel like taking.
It would feel like answering.

———
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“Most nights,” he said after a moment, “I don’t ask people up.”

I looked at him. “Why me?”

He didn’t answer right away. Just smiled, thoughtful. “Because you didn’t feel like noise.”

That made my chest do something unexpected.

“Well,” I said lightly, “for the record—I don’t usually say yes.”

That caught his attention.

“And tonight?”

I hesitated, then shrugged. “Tonight felt... simple.”

He nodded, like that was enough.
By the time we reached his hotel, the glass façade rose up in front of us, all quiet luxury and muted lighting. The lobby doors slid open, and the temperature shifted again—cooler, cleaner.
Heads turned.

Not dramatically. Just enough.

I felt it immediately—the flicker of recognition, the second glances. I tightened my grip on his hand without meaning to.

Malik noticed.

He leaned slightly closer, voice low. “Hey.”

I looked up at him.

“You’re okay,” he said, like it was a fact. “They’re just looking.”

I nodded. “I know.”

“They’ll forget in five seconds,” he added. “I won’t.”
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