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Chapter 1: High School
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I first noticed Max Rodriguez during sophomore biology, when Mrs. Chen paired us up for the frog dissection unit. He walked over to my lab table with that easy confidence that seemed to follow him everywhere—the kind that made teachers smile when he cracked jokes and made other students lean in when he talked.

"Scott, right?" he said, settling onto the stool beside me. He smelled like whatever cologne the popular guys wore, something clean and expensive that I'd never bothered to learn the name of.

"Yeah," I managed, trying not to stare at the way his dark hair fell across his forehead when he leaned over our specimen tray.

That was it. That was the moment I knew I was in trouble.

Max was everything I wasn't—captain of the soccer team by junior year, effortlessly funny, the kind of person who could walk into any group and belong there instantly. He dated Sarah Mackay for most of sophomore year, then Jessica Park, then briefly that girl from the next town over whose name I never caught. Always girls with perfect hair and easy laughs, girls who looked like they'd stepped out of the yearbook photos I'd never quite fit into.

I, on the other hand, was the kid who sat in the back corner of most classes, who ate lunch in the library more often than the cafeteria, who somehow managed to be both too tall and too small at the same time. My mom still bought my clothes, which meant I usually looked like I was dressed by someone who thought I was still in middle school. I kept my hair longer than most guys because I'd convinced myself it made me look less awkward. It didn't.

The crush developed slowly, the way these things do when you're sixteen and don't quite understand what you're feeling. At first, I told myself I just admired him—the way he could make Mr. Peterson laugh during AP History, or how he never seemed stressed about tests the way the rest of us did. Then I started noticing smaller things: the way he bit his lip when he was concentrating, how his eyes crinkled when he really laughed, the careful way he treated the equipment in chemistry class.

By junior year, I had memorized his schedule without meaning to. I knew he had calculus third period because I'd seen him walking past my English classroom at 10:15 every Tuesday and Thursday. I knew he bought the same turkey sandwich from the cafeteria every day, and that he always sat at the second table from the windows with his soccer teammates.

I never sat anywhere near that table.

The thing about unrequited crushes is that they teach you to become an expert observer. I learned that Max was left-handed but played soccer with his right foot. I learned that he got nervous before big games because he'd fidget with his jersey during the morning announcements. I learned that he was actually pretty smart, despite the way some teachers seemed surprised when he did well on tests.

I also learned that he was completely, utterly straight, and that even if he wasn't, he would never look twice at someone like me.

There was a comfort in the impossibility of it all. I never had to worry about what I'd say if he actually talked to me, because why would he? I never had to figure out how to ask someone out, because it would never happen. I could admire him from a distance—the way you might admire a painting in a museum, beautiful and untouchable and safely behind glass.

Senior year brought a strange kind of relief. Max was focused on university applications and his final soccer season. I was counting down the days until I could leave Millbrook High and hopefully figure out who I was supposed to be somewhere else, somewhere bigger, somewhere where maybe the clothes would fit better and the mirror would show me someone I recognized.

The last time I really looked at Max Rodriguez was graduation day. He was standing with his family near the gymnasium doors, his cap slightly crooked, his parents taking what seemed like hundreds of photos. He looked happy. He looked like someone who had figured out exactly who he was supposed to be and had become that person effortlessly.

I walked past them on my way out, invisible as always, and felt something that wasn't quite sadness. It was more like gratitude, maybe. Max had taught me something important without ever knowing it: that sometimes the most powerful feelings are the ones that exist entirely in silence, that change you completely while touching nothing at all.

I didn't know then that the real changes were still coming. I didn't know that university would bring mirrors that showed me different possibilities, or that I'd eventually learn the words for feelings I'd carried without names. I didn't know that the discomfort I felt in my own skin had less to do with Max and more to do with the skin itself.

But that summer after graduation, packing for university and trying to imagine a different version of my life, I was grateful for what the crush had taught me about longing, about observation, about the particular sweetness of wanting something you can never have.

Sometimes that's enough. Sometimes that's where the real story begins.
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Chapter 2: Uni
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The mechanical pencil felt slippery in my palm as I stared at the last question on my developmental psychology exam. Around me, the gymnasium was filled with the soft scratching of pencils on paper and the occasional nervous cough. Two more paragraphs about attachment theory, and then I'd be done with third year.

Actually done.

I glanced at the clock above the basketball hoop—forty-three minutes left, but I could probably finish in twenty. The answer was already forming in my head, something about Bowlby and secure base behaviour. Easy enough. I'd been looking forward to summer for so long that I could practically taste the freedom.

Just get through this, I told myself, clicking my pencil. Then it's three months of being exactly who you want to be.

The thought made me smile as I bent back over my exam booklet. Three months of sleeping in until noon if I wanted. Three months of reading books that weren't assigned. Three months of hanging out with Maya and Jess and the others without having to worry about assignments lurking in the back of my mind.

I'd already made a mental list of everything I wanted to do. There was the cottage weekend that Maya had been planning since February—three days at her family's place up near Muskoka, where we could swim and drink cheap wine and stay up talking until the sun came up. There was the music festival in July that Jess had bought tickets for months ago. There were all those hiking trails around the city that I'd been meaning to explore, and the new brunch place downtown that everyone kept talking about.

Most importantly, there was the simple luxury of time. Time to figure out what I actually wanted to do with my life beyond just surviving each semester. Time to maybe start trying to date again, properly this time, without the stress of midterms and essays making everything feel rushed and overwhelming.

I finished the last question and flipped through my exam booklet one more time, checking for any blank spaces I might have missed. Everything looked good. Everything looked complete.

When I stood up to hand in my paper, I felt lighter than I had in months. The teaching assistant took my booklet with a tired smile—she probably had fifty more of these to collect—and I walked out of the gym feeling like I was floating.

The late afternoon sun hit my face as I pushed through the doors of the athletics building, and for a moment I just stood there, letting the warmth sink in. It was one of those perfect May days that made you remember why you put up with six months of winter. The kind of day that promised long evenings and barbecues and swimming until your skin smelled like lake water.

I pulled out my phone to text the group chat.

DONE!!!! Third year is officially over. Beach day tomorrow???

The responses came back almost immediately. Maya with a string of celebration emojis. Jess asking if we should pick up some of those fancy seltzers from the LCBO. Alex wanting to know if tomorrow was too soon to start planning the cottage weekend.

I was still grinning at my phone when it buzzed with a text from my mom: How did the exam go, sweetheart? Dad and I are so proud of you.

Went great! Officially on summer break now. Love you both!

The part-time job at my favourite bookstore wouldn't start for another two weeks, which meant I had a glorious stretch of absolutely nothing ahead of me. Well, not nothing—there would be the beach days and the late-night walks around the neighbourhood and the Thursday trivia nights at the pub near campus that had become a weekly tradition.

There would be time to catch up on all the shows I'd abandoned during exam season. Time to finally organize my room properly instead of just shoving things into drawers whenever I needed to clean quickly. Time to call my high school friends who were scattered across the country now, all of us trying to figure out what adulthood was supposed to look like.

Time to just be Layla, without the constant pressure of proving myself to professors or keeping up with readings or worrying about group project partners who never responded to emails.

I started walking toward the bus stop, already mentally planning my summer wardrobe. I'd finally saved up enough to buy some of the clothes I'd been wanting—sundresses that actually fit properly, a few pairs of shorts that made me feel confident, maybe even a new bathing suit for all those lake days I was planning.

The bus arrived just as I reached the stop, and I found a seat by the window. As we pulled away from campus, I watched the familiar buildings slide past and felt that same floating sensation again. For the first time in months, I had nowhere urgent to be, nothing pressing to worry about.

Just summer stretching ahead of me like an open road, full of possibilities I was finally ready to explore.
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Chapter 3: Happenstance
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The lineup at Brew & Bean was longer than usual for a Tuesday afternoon, but I didn't mind. I had nowhere to be except maybe the park with my book, and the coffee here was worth the wait. I was scrolling through Instagram, half-listening to the barista call out orders, when I heard someone behind me clear their throat.

"Excuse me, are you... Layla?"

I turned around, and for a moment the world seemed to tilt slightly. Dark hair that still fell across his forehead in exactly the same way. Those same brown eyes that had once made me forget how to form complete sentences. A little older, a little more filled out, but unmistakably him.

Max Rodriguez was standing three feet away from me, holding a reusable coffee cup and looking genuinely pleased to see me.

"Oh my god," I said, probably a little too loud. "Max? I thought that might be you, but I wasn't sure..."

He grinned, and it was the same easy smile I remembered from high school hallways. "It's so good to see you! How are you? You look amazing."

My brain was doing that thing where it couldn't quite process what was happening. Max Rodriguez—the Max Rodriguez—was not only talking to me, but he'd recognized me. He'd used my name. My actual name.

"I'm good," I managed, still a bit stunned. "Really good, actually. Just finished exams, so I'm officially on summer break. But how did you...?" I gestured vaguely at myself, suddenly self-conscious. "I mean, how did you know it was me? And know my name?"

Max's smile got even warmer. "Oh, Facebook. We're friends on Facebook."

I blinked. "We are?" I hadn’t even remembered that fact. I had literally no idea when I’d accepted that request. Or vice versa.

"Yeah, have been for years. I remember when you updated your name and everything. I was really happy for you." He said it so matter-of-factly, like it was the most natural thing in the world.

The barista called out my order—iced vanilla latte with oat milk—and I stepped forward to grab it, my mind still reeling. When I turned back, Max was gesturing toward a table by the window.

"Do you have a few minutes? I'd love to catch up properly."

Twenty minutes later, I was sitting across from Max Rodriguez—actually sitting across from him, having an actual conversation—and wondering if I'd somehow slipped into an alternate universe. But if I had, it was a pretty good one.

He'd just finished his degree in kinesiology at Queen's and was back home for the summer before starting a master's program in physiotherapy. He still played soccer, though not competitively anymore, and he'd spent last summer working at a kids' camp where he'd discovered he was surprisingly good with twelve-year-olds.

"What about you?" he asked, leaning forward slightly. "What are you studying?"

"Psychology," I said. "Just finished third year. I'm thinking about maybe doing counselling eventually, but honestly, I'm still figuring it out."

"That makes total sense," he said, and something in his tone made me look at him more carefully. "I remember you being really thoughtful in high school. Like, you always seemed to notice things other people missed."

I nearly choked on my latte. "You remember me from high school?"

Max looked genuinely surprised by my surprise. "Of course I do. We had biology together sophomore year, and then history with Peterson. You were always so insightful during discussions, but you were quiet about it. I always thought you were one of the smartest people in our class."

I stared at him. "Really?"

"Really. I actually wanted to talk to you more back then, but you always seemed kind of... I don't know, like you wanted to be left alone? I didn't want to bother you."

The irony was so thick I could have cut it with a knife. All those years of thinking I was invisible to him, of assuming he'd never noticed me, and apparently he'd been just as aware of me as I'd been of him. Just for completely different reasons.

"I wasn't trying to be standoffish," I said finally. "I was just... figuring things out, I guess. High school was complicated."

Max nodded. "It really was. I'm glad things seem to be going well for you now, though. You seem happy."

"I am," I said, and realized I meant it completely. "Really happy."

We talked for another hour, about university and summer plans and the weird experience of running into people from high school when you felt like a completely different person than you'd been back then. Max was exactly what I'd imagined he might be like if you got past the popular-guy exterior—genuinely kind, funny in a way that didn't put anyone down, interested in what other people had to say.

When he finally checked his phone and grimaced at the time, I felt a little disappointed.

"I should probably head out," he said. "I promised my mom I'd help her with some yard work this afternoon. But this was really great, Layla. I'm so glad we ran into each other."

"Me too," I said, and meant it.

He stood up, then paused. "Maybe I’ll see you around this summer?"

I looked up at him—Max Rodriguez, possibly just being polite, possibly asking if I wanted to hang out—and felt something settle into place that I hadn't even realized was crooked.

"I'd love that," I said.

As I watched him walk away, coffee cup in hand and that familiar easy confidence in his stride, I couldn't help but smile. High school Layla would never have believed this moment was possible. But then again, high school Layla had never imagined a lot of things that had turned out to be possible. In fact, high school Layla hadn’t even realized she really existed.

Sometimes the best surprises were the ones that had been waiting for you all along.
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Chapter 4: Messenger
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I was still laughing about something Jess had said during the movie as I fumbled with my keys at the front door. We'd gone to see that new romantic comedy everyone was talking about—the kind that was predictable but charming enough that you didn't mind knowing exactly how it would end. Maya had spent the entire walk back to the parking lot doing impressions of the male lead's dramatic declarations, and I could still hear Alex's snorts of laughter echoing in my head.

My phone buzzed just as I kicked off my sandals in the hallway.

Facebook Messenger notification: Max Rodriguez

I nearly dropped my phone.

For a second, I just stared at the screen, convinced I was seeing things. But no—there it was, a little blue dot next to his name, indicating an unread message. My heart started doing something that felt suspiciously like the arrhythmic thumping it used to do in high school whenever he'd walk past my locker.

I threw myself onto my bed and opened the message.

Hey Layla! Hope you're having a decent summer so far. Just thought I'd say hi.

That was it. Simple, casual, friendly. Nothing earth-shattering. But I read it about six times anyway, analyzing every word like it was poetry.

Hey! Yeah, summer's been great so far. Just got back from the movies with some friends. How's yours going?

I hit send before I could overthink it, then immediately started overthinking it anyway. Was that too eager? Not eager enough? Should I have mentioned which movie we saw? Should I have asked him something more specific?

The three dots appeared almost immediately.

That's awesome! What did you see? And summer's been good, thanks. Been helping my parents with some renovations and playing way too much soccer with my old teammates.

We saw "Love Actually Happens" - totally predictable but fun. And soccer sounds way more productive than my current hobby of sleeping until noon and reading trashy romance novels lol!

Haha nothing wrong with trashy romance novels! I've been known to enjoy a good cheesy plot myself. What are you reading right now?

And just like that, we were having a conversation. An actual, flowing, natural conversation about books and movies and summer plans. He told me about the kitchen renovation that was taking forever and driving his mom slightly crazy. I told him about Maya's cottage weekend plans and how I was already dreading having to be social before 10 AM.

You're still not a morning person then? he wrote. I remember you always looked half-asleep in first period history.

You remember that? I typed back, then deleted it. Then typed it again. Then deleted it again and wrote instead: Some things never change! Though I've gotten slightly better. I can now function at 9 AM with adequate caffeine.

Progress! I'm impressed.

We talked about summer jobs and university stories and the weird experience of being back in our hometown after months away. The conversation was easy in a way that surprised me—like picking up with an old friend rather than someone I'd barely spoken to in high school.

But gradually, the responses started getting a bit slower. A minute between messages became five, then ten. I could practically see him getting distracted by something else, maybe his phone getting forgotten on a counter while he went to help with whatever project his parents had him working on.

Well I should probably get some sleep he wrote around 11:30. Early morning tomorrow helping my dad with some deck repairs. But this was really nice! Good to catch up.

Definitely! Sleep well.

You too! Talk soon.

And then... nothing. The conversation just faded out the way digital conversations do, without any real ending or promise of continuation.

I set my phone on my nightstand and stared at the ceiling, trying to process what had just happened. Max Rodriguez had messaged me. Out of nowhere, on a random Tuesday night, he'd thought of me and decided to reach out. Not because he needed something or because it was my birthday or because we'd run into each other and politeness demanded follow-up.

Just because.

He'd remembered details about me from high school—like how I wasn't a morning person. He'd asked what I was reading and seemed genuinely interested in my answers. He'd said it was "really nice" to catch up and "good" to talk.

Maybe he was just being friendly. Maybe this was how he talked to everyone from high school that he ran into. Maybe I was reading way too much into a perfectly innocent conversation between two people who happened to know each other.

But maybe not.

Maybe the warmth in his messages was real. Maybe when he'd said "talk soon" he actually meant it. Maybe there was something there that was worth exploring, something that had been waiting quietly in the background all these years.

I rolled over and grabbed my phone again, reading through our conversation one more time. In high school, I would have convinced myself that this meant nothing, that someone like Max would never be interested in someone like me. But I wasn't the same person I'd been in high school.

And apparently, neither was he.

For the first time in years, when I thought about Max Rodriguez, the word "impossible" didn't immediately follow. Instead, I found myself thinking something I never would have dared to think at seventeen:

Maybe there's a shot.
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Three days passed without another message from Max, and I was starting to convince myself that I'd imagined the entire conversation. Or at least imagined the significance of it. 

Maybe "talk soon" was just one of those things people said, like "we should get coffee sometime" or "let's hang out"—pleasant enough in the moment but ultimately meaningless.

I was sprawled on Maya's back deck, supposedly reading but mostly watching her attempt to perfect her Instagram-worthy iced coffee recipe, when my phone buzzed.

Max: Hey! Random question, but do you still like hiking? I remember you mentioning some trails you wanted to explore.

I sat up so quickly that I nearly knocked over my own drink.

"What's wrong?" Maya asked, looking up from her elaborate coffee setup. "You look like you've seen a ghost."

"Max just texted me," I said, probably with more excitement than the situation warranted.

Maya raised an eyebrow. "Max from high school Max? Coffee shop Max?"

"Yeah. He's asking about hiking."

"Ooh, let me see." She abandoned her coffee experiment and came over to peer at my phone. "Okay, that's definitely not just being polite. That's him remembering specific things you talked about and following up. That's intention."

Intention. The word made something flutter in my chest.

Yeah, I do! Haven't gotten to many of them yet though. Why?

I showed Maya my response before hitting send, and she nodded approvingly. "Good. Not too eager, but not playing hard to get either."

The reply came back within minutes.

I was thinking of checking out the Rattlesnake Point trail this weekend if you're interested? I know it's not super challenging, but the views are supposed to be amazing.

I read the message twice, then looked at Maya, who was grinning like she'd won something.

"He's asking you out," she said matter-of-factly.

"It's hiking," I protested, though my heart was doing that thing again. "It's not necessarily—"

"Layla. He remembered a specific thing you mentioned. He looked up a trail. He's asking you to spend several hours alone with him in nature. That's a date."

Was it? The thought made me equal parts excited and terrified. Dating was still relatively new territory for me—I'd had a few dates since transitioning, but nothing serious, nothing that felt like it mattered this much.

And this was Max. Max, who I'd spent three years of high school watching from afar. Max, who represented everything I thought I could never have.

That sounds amazing! I've been wanting to check that one out too.

Perfect! How about Saturday morning? I was thinking we could grab breakfast somewhere first if you're up for it.

Breakfast too. Maya caught my expression and practically squealed.

"Oh my god, you're going on a proper date with your high school crush. This is like something out of a movie."

"Don't get too excited," I said, but I was fighting a smile. "Maybe he just wants to be friends."

Maya gave me a look that suggested she thought I was being deliberately obtuse. "Honey, straight guys don't typically ask their female friends on hiking-and-breakfast dates. Especially not female friends they barely knew in high school but have been thinking about enough to message randomly."

She had a point. I looked down at my phone again, at Max's messages sitting there in black and white, undeniably real.

Breakfast sounds great! What time were you thinking?

How about 9? I know a place that does amazing pancakes. Fair warning though—I might actually be chattier in the morning than you remember me being in first period history.

I laughed out loud at that.

I think I can handle chatty. See you Saturday!

Looking forward to it!

I set my phone down and looked at Maya, who was practically vibrating with excitement.

"I can't believe this is happening," I said.

"I can," Maya said firmly. "You're amazing, Layla. Of course he wants to spend time with you. The only surprising thing is that it took him this long to figure it out."

That evening, I called my mom. I hadn't told her about running into Max—partly because I wasn't sure what there was to tell, and partly because I wasn't ready for her inevitable questions about whether I was being careful with my heart.

But now, with an actual date planned, it felt real enough to share.

"Max Rodriguez?" she said when I finished explaining. "Wasn't he the one you used to—"

"Yes," I said quickly, before she could finish the sentence. "That Max."

There was a pause. "And how do you feel about that, sweetheart?"

Trust my mom to cut straight to the emotional core of things.

"Terrified," I admitted. "But also... excited? Like, really excited. He seems genuinely interested in getting to know me. The real me. And he's exactly as kind as I hoped he'd be back then."

"That's wonderful, honey. Just remember—"

"To take it slow and not build it up too much in my head," I finished. "I know, Mom. I'm trying."

"I was going to say to have fun," she said gently. "You deserve to be happy, Layla. You deserve to be with someone who sees how incredible you are."

After we hung up, I sat on my bed staring at my closet, already trying to figure out what one wore to breakfast-and-hiking with one's former high school crush. Something cute but practical. Something that said "I'm confident and outdoorsy" without trying too hard.

Something that would help me feel like the version of myself I wanted to be on Saturday morning—brave enough to believe that maybe, just maybe, this was the beginning of something I'd stopped letting myself dream about years ago.

Saturday was still three days away, but for the first time since running into Max at the coffee shop, I let myself think the word that had seemed impossible for so long:

Hope.
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Chapter 6: The Text
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The morning of the hike dawned bright and clear, the kind of summer day that seemed tailor-made for new beginnings. Golden sunlight spilled through my blinds, painting stripes across the hardwood floor, and the air smelled like freshly cut grass and possibility. I’d been awake since six, too restless to sleep, cycling between my closet and the mirror like a woman possessed.

Outdoorsy but cute. Confident but not trying too hard.

I’d settled on dark green hiking shorts, a fitted but breathable tank top, and my most reliable trail runners—broken in enough to prevent blisters but not so worn they looked shabby. My hair was pulled into a loose braid, and I’d even dabbed on a hint of mascara, something I never bothered with for actual hikes.

Just in case.

Maya had texted me no less than five times since last night—DON’T OVERTHINK IT followed by BUT ALSO SEND PICS—and my mom had called to wish me good luck in that careful, trying-not-to-sound-too-invested tone of hers. Even Jess, who was usually more reserved, had sent a single heart emoji at midnight with no explanation.

They all knew. They all knew how much this meant to me.

I was just tying my shoes when my phone buzzed on the nightstand. A flutter of anticipation shot through me—maybe Max was confirming the time, or suggesting a different breakfast spot, or—

The screen lit up with his name.

But it wasn’t a cheerful On my way! or Can’t wait to see you!

It was three lines.

Hey Layla. I’m really sorry to do this at the last minute, but I have to cancel today. Something came up, and I can’t make it. I hope you understand.

I read it once. Then again. Then a third time, as if the words might rearrange themselves into something that made sense.

Cancel?

The room tilted slightly. I sat down hard on the edge of the bed, the phone clutched in my hand like a lifeline. The rational part of my brain scrambled for explanations—Maybe he’s sick. Maybe it’s a family emergency. Maybe his car broke down. But beneath that, a darker, more familiar voice whispered: He changed his mind. He didn’t want to go through with it. He realized this was a mistake.

I swallowed hard, my throat suddenly tight.

No worries, I typed, my fingers moving automatically. Hope everything’s okay.

I stared at the message before hitting send, debating whether to add something else—a joke to lighten the mood, a question about rescheduling. But what if he didn’t want to reschedule? What if this was his way of letting me down easy?

I sent it as-is.

The reply came faster than I expected.

Thanks for understanding. Really sorry again.

No explanation. No Let’s try for next weekend. Just an apology, hollow and final.

I dropped my phone onto the bed like it had burned me.

For a long moment, I just sat there, staring at the wall. The sunlight that had felt so hopeful minutes ago now seemed mocking. My hiking clothes—carefully chosen, meticulously planned—felt like a costume for a play that had been cancelled.

And then, the worst part: I had to tell everyone.

Maya would be disappointed. Jess would be sympathetic. My mom would try to hide her worry behind platitudes about things happening for a reason. And all of them would be thinking the same thing I was: He wasn’t that into you after all.

I pressed the heels of my hands into my eyes, willing myself not to cry. It wasn’t just about Max. It was about the hope I’d let myself feel—the quiet, terrifying belief that maybe, after everything, I could have this. That the person I’d spent years pining for from afar might actually want me back.

And now? Now I had to untangle that hope, stitch by stitch, before it suffocated me.

My phone buzzed again. Maya, probably. Or Jess checking in. I couldn’t bring myself to look.

Instead, I stood up, stripped off the hiking clothes, and pulled on an old pair of sweatpants and the oversized Queen’s hoodie I’d stolen from my dad years ago. I didn’t want to be Layla, who got stood up by her high school crush. I just wanted to be Layla, who stayed in bed and ate ice cream for breakfast.

But as I trudged downstairs, the weight of the unanswered questions pressed down on me like a physical thing:

––––––––
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WHAT CAME UP?

Was it ever real to begin with?

And why does this hurt so much more than it should?

––––––––
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I DIDN’T HAVE ANSWERS. All I had was the silence of my phone, the too-bright sunshine, and the crushing realization that sometimes, hope was just heartbreak in disguise.
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Chapter 7: Drinking
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The day carried on. Time has a funny way of doing that. Even if you don’t want to move, the whole world just keeps moving.

I’d told the girls, and they were devastated for me. Just like I didn’t want them to be. However, my worst fears hadn’t come true. They’d chosen to spend the day with me instead. And one of them was about to suggest going out bar hopping tonight.

By three in the afternoon, Maya had shown up at my door with reinforcements—Jess carrying a bag of my favourite Thai takeout, and Alex trailing behind with what looked suspiciously like the contents of someone's liquor cabinet.

"Okay," Maya announced, pushing past me into the living room like she owned the place. "Emergency friend intervention is now in session."

I'd spent the morning alternating between staring at Max's last message and scrolling mindlessly through Netflix, accomplishing nothing except making myself feel worse. The hiking clothes were still crumpled in a corner where I'd thrown them, a polyester monument to my poor judgement.

"You guys didn't have to—" I started.

"Nope," Jess interrupted, already unpacking containers of pad thai and green curry. "We're not doing the thing where you pretend you're fine and we pretend to believe you. Today sucked. We're acknowledging that it sucked, and then we're going to make it suck less."

Alex held up a bottle of vodka. "I brought supplies."

Despite everything, I felt the corner of my mouth twitch upward. "It's 3 p.m."

"It's five o'clock somewhere," Maya said sagely. "Plus, we're not getting drunk. We're getting strategically tipsy. There's a difference."

There wasn't a difference, but I found myself nodding anyway.

Two hours and several rounds of what Alex generously called "fancy cocktails" later, I was feeling considerably more philosophical about the whole Max situation. The Thai food had helped too—there's something about pad thai and mild intoxication that makes everything seem slightly less catastrophic.

"You know what?" I said, gesturing expansively with my drink. "Maybe this is actually a good thing. Maybe the universe was protecting me from something."

"Absolutely," Maya agreed, though she was swaying slightly in her chair. "The universe has excellent timing."

"Or maybe," Jess added thoughtfully, "Max is just an idiot who doesn't deserve you anyway."

"Or maybe," Alex said, pointing at me with the serious expression of someone who'd had exactly enough to drink, "maybe we should go dancing."

The suggestion hung in the air for a moment. Dancing meant getting dressed up. Dancing meant going out into the world instead of hiding in my living room. Dancing meant pretending to be the kind of person who bounced back from disappointment with grace and glitter eyeshadow.

"I don't know," I said slowly. "I'm not really in a dancing mood."

"That's exactly why we should go," Maya said, already pulling out her phone. "When was the last time we went to Vertigo? They have that new DJ everyone's been talking about."

Vertigo was the kind of nightclub that played music loud enough to drown out your thoughts and served drinks strong enough to make you forget why you'd been sad in the first place. It was also the kind of place where people went to feel attractive and desired and temporarily invincible.

All things I definitely didn't feel at the moment.

"Come on," Jess coaxed. "We'll dance badly, drink overpriced cocktails, and judge people's outfit choices. It'll be therapeutic."

"And if you want to leave at any point, we leave," Alex added. "No questions asked."

I looked around at my friends—Maya with her earnest, slightly unfocused expression, Jess trying to hide her concern behind casual encouragement, Alex already scrolling through Uber prices on her phone. She wanted to let us know how much it’d cost. She always did that sort of thing. My friends were good to me.

They'd dropped everything to come sit with me in my disappointment. The least I could do was let them drag me out of it.

"Fine," I said. "But I'm wearing something that makes me feel like a goddess."

Maya cheered so loudly that my upstairs neighbor probably heard her.

Two hours later, I was standing in front of my bedroom mirror in a black bodycon dress that hugged every curve I'd worked hard to love, my hair in loose waves that caught the light when I moved. My makeup was darker than usual—smoky eyes and red lips that looked like they meant business. I felt powerful. I felt beautiful.

I felt ready to forget about Max Rodriguez and his mysteriously cancelled plans.

—-
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THE NIGHT AIR WAS WARM against my skin as we climbed out of the Uber outside Vertigo, the bass line from inside already vibrating through the sidewalk. There was a line, but Maya knew someone who knew someone, and within minutes we were inside, the music washing over us like a wave.

It worked, at first. The drinks were strong, the music was loud, and my friends were determined to make sure I had fun whether I wanted to or not. We danced until my feet hurt in the best possible way, laughed until my cheeks ached, and took terrible selfies in the bathroom mirror that we'd probably regret tomorrow.

For a few hours, I almost forgot why we were there.

And then, just as I was starting to believe that maybe the night would end on a high note, everything changed.

I was at the bar ordering another round when he appeared beside me—tall, broad-shouldered, with the kind of confident smile that suggested he was used to getting what he wanted. He was attractive in an obvious way, the kind of guy who probably did well on dating apps.

"Can I buy you a drink?" he asked, leaning close enough that I could smell his cologne over the club's fog machine.

I glanced back toward the dance floor, where the girls were still lost in the music. A harmless flirtation might be exactly what I needed to end this day on a better note.

"Sure," I said. "Vodka soda."

His name was Brad—of course it was—and he worked in finance and lived downtown and had opinions about craft beer that he was eager to share. He was perfectly nice, if a little boring, and when he asked if I wanted to go somewhere quieter to talk, I found myself nodding.

We found a corner booth away from the speakers, and for twenty minutes or so, I almost felt normal. He complimented my dress, asked about my job, made jokes that were funny enough to make me laugh. It was easy, uncomplicated in a way that felt like a relief after the morning's emotional turmoil.

And then, somehow, the conversation turned to dating.

"I have to ask," he said, leaning back in the booth with a slightly more serious expression. Like he’d just had a realization. "You weren't born a girl, were you?"

The question hit me like cold water. Not because I was ashamed—I'd long since made peace with who I was—but because of the way he asked it. Like he was checking off boxes on a mental list.

"I'm trans, yes," I said carefully, watching his face for his reaction.

The change was immediate and brutal. His entire demeanour shifted, the easy smile sliding off his face like makeup in the rain. He looked at me like I'd just confessed to some elaborate deception.

"Oh," he said, and the single syllable carried more disgust than I'd thought possible. "That's... gross."

He stood up from the booth so quickly that he knocked over his drink, amber liquid spreading across the table between us. "Sorry, but that's not my thing. That's fucking gross."

And then he was gone, disappearing back into the crowd like our entire conversation had been contaminated.

I sat there for a moment, staring at the spilled drink, feeling like I'd been slapped. I was in complete disbelief. The word echoed in my head—gross—delivered with such casual cruelty that it took my breath away.

By the time I made it back to the dance floor, the girls had noticed my absence.

"Where were you? Weren’t you still chatting with that guy?" Maya shouted over the music. "We were looking for—" She stopped when she saw my face. "What happened?"

I didn't have to explain. Jess spotted Brad near the bar, apparently already chatting up another woman, and put the pieces together with frightening speed.

"What did he say?" Alex demanded, her hands already clenched into fists.

"It doesn't matter—" I started.

"Like hell it doesn't, what did he say, Layla?" Maya repeated.

“He... He said I was gross. For being trans. That it wasn’t his thing and that I was gross.”

As soon as I’d said it, the girls were on the warpath. Before I could stop her, she was marching toward the bar with Alex close behind.

I watched from a distance as they cornered Brad, their voices lost in the music but their body language unmistakably furious. I couldn't hear what they said, but I saw his face go red, saw him gesture dismissively, saw the moment when Alex got close enough to make him step backward. I also saw the other girl at the bar escape, clearly wanting to have nothing to do with the scene unravelling beside her.

Eventually, security noticed the commotion, and my friends returned to me, breathless and righteous.

"What did you say to him?" I asked.

"Nothing he didn't deserve," Jess said grimly.

"I may have suggested he examine his own anatomy before calling anyone else gross," Alex added.

"And I may have pointed out that he's missing out on an incredible woman because he's a small-minded asshole," Maya finished.

They were magnificent, fierce and loyal and everything I could have asked for in friends. They'd defended me without hesitation, fought battles I was too tired to fight myself.

But as we gathered our things and headed for the exit, as we waited for our Uber in the cooling night air, I felt the weight of the day settling back onto my shoulders like a familiar coat.

The fun had been real. The laughter had been genuine. My friends' love and support had been everything I needed.

But underneath it all, the hurt remained—not just from Brad's cruelty, but from the morning's disappointment, from the persistent feeling that maybe I was asking for too much by simply wanting to be seen and wanted and loved.

As the Uber pulled up to the curb, I realized that no amount of dancing or drinking or righteous anger could change the fundamental truth of the day: I was going home alone, just as broken as I'd been twelve hours ago, wondering if I'd ever stop being surprised by how much it could still hurt to be reminded that some people would never see me as anything more than an elaborate mistake.

The night was over. Tomorrow would come whether I was ready or not.

And I still had no idea how to make sense of any of it.
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Chapter 8: Recovery
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I woke up feeling like I'd been hit by a transport truck, then reversed over for good measure. My mouth tasted like something had crawled in there and died, and the sunlight streaming through my blinds felt like tiny daggers stabbing directly into my brain.

The events of the previous day came flooding back in waves—Max's cancellation, the girls' intervention, the dancing, and then Brad. Especially Brad. My stomach lurched, and I wasn't sure if it was from the hangover or the memory of his disgusted expression.

I dragged myself to the kitchen, desperate for water and ibuprofen, my bare feet sticking slightly to the hardwood floor. The empty Thai food containers were still scattered across the coffee table like evidence of last night's emotional triage. Maya's lipstick was somehow on my couch cushion, and there was glitter in places glitter should never be.

I was halfway through my second glass of water when my phone buzzed on the counter.

The sound made me wince—everything was too loud this morning—but I glanced at the screen anyway, expecting another check-in text from one of the girls.

It wasn't.

Max: Layla, I owe you a massive apology and a proper explanation. Can I call you?

I stared at the message, my foggy brain struggling to process it. Max. Texting me. Asking to call. After yesterday's brutal radio silence.

My first instinct was anger—where was this concern yesterday morning when I was sitting in my hiking clothes, feeling like an idiot? But underneath that anger was something else, something that felt dangerously like hope trying to claw its way back to the surface.

I set the phone down and walked to the bathroom, splashing cold water on my face and trying to think clearly through the haze of my hangover. In the harsh bathroom lighting, I looked exactly how I felt—pale, slightly green around the edges, with mascara smudged under my eyes like a raccoon who'd lost a fight.

When I came back to the kitchen, my phone was buzzing again.

Max: My sister Sofia ended up in the hospital yesterday morning. I had to rush her to emerg and I've basically been there ever since. I'm so sorry I was so short with you—I was literally running out the door when I texted. I should have explained properly.

The anger evaporated instantly, replaced by a flood of concern and guilt. His sister. The hospital. Emergency. And here I'd been, spending the entire day thinking he'd just changed his mind about me.

Oh my god, is she okay? Don't apologize—I had no idea. How are you holding up?

The response came quickly.

She's going to be fine, thank God. Appendicitis. They caught it before it ruptured, but it was touch and go for a while there. They had to remove it. I've been at the hospital all night. Just got home an hour ago.

Relief washed over me, followed immediately by embarrassment. While I'd been drowning my sorrows in vodka and self-pity, Max had been in a hospital waiting room, terrified for his sister. He probably slept worse than I had! Maybe he hadn’t slept at all.

I'm so glad she's okay. You must be exhausted.

I am, but I needed to call you first. Can we talk? I feel terrible about how I handled yesterday.

I looked at myself in the reflection of my microwave door—still looking rough, still slightly queasy, but suddenly feeling lighter than I had since yesterday morning.

Of course. Call whenever you want.

My phone rang within thirty seconds.

"Layla?" Max's voice was rough with exhaustion, but warm. "Thank you for picking up."

"Of course," I said, settling onto my couch and pulling a throw pillow into my lap. "How's Sofia doing now?"

"Much better. The surgery went perfectly, and she's already complaining about the hospital food, so I think that's a good sign." I could hear the smile in his voice, and the relief. "She's going to be fine, but God, Layla, I was so scared yesterday morning. She woke up in agony, couldn't even stand up, and Mum was at work and Dad was in Ottawa for business..."

"So you had to take her yourself."

"Yeah. And I felt awful about cancelling on you, but I was in full panic mode. I barely managed to get that text sent before I was helping her into the car. I should have called, or explained properly, but I wasn't thinking straight."

The pieces were falling into place now. The short, abrupt message that had crushed me yesterday morning suddenly made perfect sense. He hadn't been blowing me off—he'd been dealing with a family emergency.

"Max, you don't need to apologize. Family comes first, always. I completely understand."

"Do you?" His voice was quieter now, more vulnerable. "Because I know how that text must have sounded. I know it looked like I was just... backing out or something. And the timing was so shit, right at the last minute."

I closed my eyes, remembering the devastation I'd felt reading those three short lines. But that devastation felt smaller now, less significant in the face of what he'd actually been dealing with.

"I won't lie," I said carefully. "It did sting at first. But that's only because I didn't know what was happening. If I'd known Sofia was sick..."

"You would have told me to get off the phone and get to the hospital," he finished. "Which is exactly what you should have done."

"Exactly."

There was a pause, and when he spoke again, his voice was softer. "I was really looking forward to yesterday, you know. I'd been thinking about it all week."

Something warm unfurled in my chest. "Yeah?"

"Yeah. I even drove past the trail on Thursday, just to check the parking situation. Which is probably the most pathetic thing I've ever admitted to anyone."

I laughed despite myself. "That's not pathetic. That's sweet."

"I wanted everything to be perfect. I wanted..." He trailed off, then seemed to gather himself. "I wanted to spend the day getting to know you better. The real you. I've been thinking about our conversation at the coffee shop for weeks."

"Me too," I admitted. "Which is why yesterday hit so hard. I thought maybe I'd imagined the connection, or built it up in my head."

"You didn't imagine it," he said firmly. "Trust me, you didn't imagine it."

We talked for another twenty minutes—about Sofia's recovery timeline, about how he'd spent the night in an uncomfortable hospital chair, about how his parents had driven back from their respective locations to take turns watching over Sofia. But mostly, we talked around the edges of something bigger, something that yesterday's miscommunication had nearly derailed.

"So," he said eventually, and I could hear him yawning. "I know you probably have plans for today, but would you maybe want to try this again? The hiking thing? I promise no family emergencies this time."

I glanced around my disaster of a living room, at the evidence of last night's attempted recovery mission. My friends would be proud—I'd gone out, I'd danced, I'd let them rally around me. But this, this phone call, this explanation, this careful rebuilding of something that had been knocked down before it was even properly built—this felt better than all of last night's distractions combined.

"I'd love to," I said. "But maybe not today? I'm fairly certain I'm still slightly drunk, and I definitely look like I've been hit by a bus."

Max laughed, a real laugh that sounded like the Max I remembered from high school. "Fair enough. Maybe we can grab some coffee this week, instead?"

"Yeah. That actually sounds perfect."

"Good. And Layla? I'm really sorry about yesterday. The whole thing was a disaster."

"Don't be sorry," I said, meaning it completely. "Some things are more important than hiking. I'm just glad Sofia's okay."

After we hung up, I sat on my couch for a long time, still holding my phone, still processing the conversation. The hangover was still there—the headache, the queasy stomach, the general feeling of having been wrung out and hung up to dry. But underneath all of that was something else, something bright and hopeful and entirely different from the despair I'd been carrying since yesterday morning.

Max hadn't blown me off. He'd been dealing with a crisis, and he'd handled it exactly the way he should have—family first, explanations later. And now he was handling the aftermath exactly the way he should too—with honesty, with vulnerability, with a genuine desire to make things right.

When Maya texted an hour later—How are you feeling, babe? Do you need us to come over with greasy breakfast?—I found myself smiling as I typed back.

Hungover as hell but weirdly optimistic. Max called. His sister was in the hospital yesterday—appendicitis. That's why he cancelled.

The response was immediate: OMG! Is she okay? That changes everything!

She's fine. Surgery went well. And we're rescheduling for next weekend.

I TOLD YOU THERE WAS A REASONABLE EXPLANATION. I'm so happy I could cry. But also still coming over with breakfast because you sounded rough this morning.

I laughed, and it didn't even make my head hurt worse. Maybe the hangover was lifting, or maybe I was just too relieved to care about physical discomfort. Either way, for the first time since yesterday morning, I felt like myself again.

Actually, I felt better than myself. I felt like a version of myself who was brave enough to believe in second chances, in reasonable explanations, in the possibility that sometimes the story really was as simple and hopeful as it seemed.

My phone buzzed one more time. Max again.

Get some rest today. It’s going to be worth the wait. I promise.

I set the phone down and closed my eyes, letting the words wash over me like a warm bath. Next Saturday. Another chance. Another beginning.

Recovery, it turned out, came in many forms. Sometimes it was friends and Thai food and dancing until you forgot your troubles. Sometimes it was ibuprofen and water and time.

And sometimes, it was just a phone call from someone who cared enough to explain, to apologize, to ask for another chance.

Today, somehow, it was all three.
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Chapter 9: Coffee
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I checked my phone for the fourth time in three minutes as I walked down King Street, even though I knew exactly what time it was and exactly how long it would take me to get to Brew & Bean. 2:47 p.m. Thirteen minutes until I was supposed to meet Max for our do-over coffee date.

Probably should have left earlier, I thought, quickening my pace slightly. Nothing says 'I'm a responsible adult who definitely won't have a panic attack if you're five minutes late' like showing up precisely on time instead of fashionably early.

The truth was, I'd been ready to leave my apartment since noon. I'd tried on three different outfits—casual but not sloppy, cute but not trying-too-hard, the kind of ensemble that said "I just threw this together" while actually representing two hours of careful deliberation. I'd settled on high-waisted jeans, a soft blue sweater that Maya had assured me brought out my eyes, and ankle boots that were comfortable enough for walking but stylish enough to make me feel put-together.

I'd also stress-cleaned my entire apartment, reorganized my bookshelf by genre, and started a load of laundry that definitely didn't need to be done today. Nervous energy, Maya would have called it. I preferred to think of it as "productive anxiety management."

Okay, Layla, I told myself as I turned the corner and spotted the familiar awning of Brew & Bean up ahead. Let's review the facts. His sister had emergency surgery. He called to explain and apologize. He specifically asked to reschedule. He sounded genuinely excited about seeing you. The man even admitted to doing a reconnaissance mission of the hiking trail. These are all very good signs.

Still, there was a tiny, persistent voice in the back of my head—the same voice that had spent three years of high school convinced that Max existed in a completely different universe from me—whispering unhelpful things like What if he changes his mind again? and What if this is just pity? and What if you're reading this whole situation completely wrong?

I told that voice to shut up and have a seat. I'd had enough drama for one week.

The coffee shop was busier than it had been on the Tuesday when I'd first run into Max, probably because it was Wednesday afternoon and half the neighbourhood seemed to have decided they needed a caffeine fix. I scanned the interior through the large front windows, looking for familiar dark hair and broad shoulders.

No Max yet. Which was fine. Completely fine. I was actually three minutes early, so if anything, this was proof that he was a normal human being who arrived places at the agreed-upon time instead of lurking outside coffee shops like some kind of overeager stalker.

Couldn’t be me, I thought wryly, who has apparently been circling this block for the past ten minutes like a very anxious shark.

I pushed through the door, the little bell chiming overhead, and immediately felt better. There was something about the warm, coffee-scented air and the low hum of conversation that made everything seem more manageable. I could do this. I could sit at a table with Max Rodriguez and have a normal conversation like a normal person. I'd done it before, after all. Granted, that was before I'd spent a full day convinced he'd stood me up, followed by a night of therapeutic drinking and an unfortunate encounter with Brad the Finance Bro, but still. Progress was progress.

I ordered my usual—iced vanilla latte with oat milk—and found a table near the window where I could watch for Max's arrival without looking like I was watching for Max's arrival. The key was to appear casually engaged with something else, like I was the kind of person who often sat alone in coffee shops, perfectly content with my own company.

I pulled out my phone and opened Instagram, scrolling mindlessly through pictures of friends' lunches and sunset photos and the kind of inspirational quotes that looked profound at first glance but fell apart if you thought about them too hard. Maya had posted a story from her morning yoga class, all zen poses and motivational hashtags. Jess had shared a photo of her breakfast that looked suspiciously healthy for someone who'd been drinking vodka cocktails three days ago.

Speaking of which, I thought, I should probably mention to Max that I spent Saturday night getting drunk and emotional over his cancelled hiking date. Really set the tone for mature adult relationship dynamics.

Actually, no. I would not be mentioning that. Some stories were better left untold, at least until you'd been dating someone long enough that they were obligated to find your neuroses charming instead of concerning.

2:58 PM. Two minutes to go.

I looked up from my phone and immediately froze. There he was, standing just outside the coffee shop, checking his own phone with that slightly furrowed concentration I remembered from high school. He was wearing dark jeans and a grey henley that fit him exactly right, and his hair was doing that thing where it looked perfectly tousled without any obvious effort.

Okay, I thought, he showed up. He actually showed up. This is happening.

He glanced up from his phone, spotted me through the window, and broke into that easy smile that had been haunting my dreams since I was sixteen. He raised his hand in a small wave, and I waved back, probably a little too enthusiastically.

Play it cool, Layla. You're a sophisticated woman of twenty-one who definitely does not turn into a pile of mush every time this man smiles at you.

The door chimed again as Max walked in, and I watched him scan the space until his eyes found mine. The smile got even wider.

"Hey," he said, approaching my table. "Sorry, am I late? I got caught behind the world's slowest streetcar."

"No, you're right on time," I said, standing up to give him a hug. It was brief and friendly, but I caught that same clean, expensive scent I remembered from biology class, and for just a moment I was sixteen again, trying not to stare at the way his hair fell across his forehead.

Get it together, I told myself firmly. You are not sixteen. You are a fully-formed adult person who can hug her coffee date without having an existential crisis.

"Can I grab you anything?" he asked, gesturing toward the counter. "Another latte? Something to eat?"

"I'm good for now, thanks."

I watched him join the queue, noting the way other people in line seemed to notice him—not in an obvious, staring way, but in that subtle way people notice attractive, confident individuals. A woman behind him smiled when he stepped aside to let her add sugar to her drink. The barista, a guy who'd been purely business when taking my order, suddenly became much more animated when Max approached the counter.

Some things never change, I thought. Max still has that effect on people.

But here was the thing that seventeen-year-old me would never have believed: he was here to have coffee with me. Not with Sarah Mackay or Jessica Park or any of the other effortlessly perfect girls from high school. With me. Layla. The girl who used to eat lunch in the library and wore clothes her mother bought and spent three years convinced she was completely invisible to him.

The thought was so absurd, so completely contrary to every assumption I'd carried about myself for years, that I almost started laughing right there in the middle of the coffee shop.

Max returned to the table with what looked like a black coffee and a chocolate croissant, settling into the chair across from me with that same easy confidence that had always made him seem larger than life.

"So," he said, taking a sip of his coffee. "How are you feeling? You mentioned you were a bit rough on Sunday."

"Much better, thanks. Though I'm pretty sure I'm never drinking vodka again. Or at least not until I forget how terrible I felt Sunday morning." I paused. "How's Sofia doing?"

"Really well, actually. She's back home now, milking the whole 'recovering from surgery' thing for all it's worth. Yesterday she convinced my mum to make her three different kinds of soup because she 'couldn't decide what would be best for her healing process.'" He rolled his eyes affectionately. "She's going to be fine."

"I'm so glad. I can't imagine how scary that must have been."

"It really was. You know how they say your life flashes before your eyes in moments like that? I kept thinking about all the times I'd been annoyed with her for borrowing my hoodies or eating my leftovers, and suddenly none of that seemed important anymore."

There was something in his voice when he said it, a kind of quiet vulnerability that made me understand why he'd been so shaken up. I'd always thought of Max as someone who had everything figured out, but here he was, admitting to being scared, to second-guessing himself, to all the ordinary human messiness that came with caring deeply about someone.

It made me like him even more, which I hadn't thought was possible.

"Siblings are like that," I said. "They drive you absolutely mental ninety percent of the time, but the thought of anything happening to them is unbearable."

"Exactly." He leaned back in his chair, some of the tension leaving his shoulders. "Anyway, enough about my family drama. I want to hear about you. What have you been up to this week? Besides recovering from vodka-induced suffering?"

And just like that, we were talking. Really talking, the way we had over Facebook Messenger but somehow easier, more natural. He asked about my summer job at the bookstore, which was just about to start. I’d been a customer there for years. I knew a lot of the regulars. I was so excited to begin working there.

I found myself telling him about the characters who came in every week to browse the same sections, and about Mrs. Chen—no relation to our old biology teacher—who bought romance novels by the armload and always asked for recommendations.

He told me about his program, about how he looked forward to working with actual patients instead of just studying textbooks, about the kid at the summer camp who'd convinced half his cabin that Max was secretly a professional soccer player.

"Are you?" I asked. "Secretly professional?"

"God, no. I'm barely semi-professional. But try explaining that to a bunch of ten-year-olds who think anyone who can juggle a ball more than five times must be the next Messi."

I laughed, picturing Max surrounded by starry-eyed kids, trying to manage their expectations while probably being way too modest about his actual skill level. In a way, I could relate to those starry-eyed children.

Time moved differently when you were enjoying yourself, I realized. What felt like minutes was actually over an hour, my latte long finished, Max's croissant reduced to crumbs. The coffee shop had quieted around us as the afternoon crowd dispersed, but I could have sat there for hours more, listening to him talk about everything and nothing.

"I should probably let you get on with your day," he said eventually, glancing at his phone. "But this was really nice, Layla. Really nice."

"It was," I agreed, meaning it completely. It had practically erased my disappointment from just days prior.

"So," he said, and there was something almost shy in his expression. "I know the hiking thing was a bit of a disaster, but would you maybe want to try something else this weekend? There's this outdoor movie screening in the park on Saturday night. They're showing The Princess Bride."

The Princess Bride. One of my favourite movies, under the stars, with Max Rodriguez.

"I would love that!" I said, probably with more enthusiasm than was strictly cool.

"Perfect. It starts at sunset, so maybe we could grab dinner first? Somewhere near the park?"

"That sounds amazing." I could feel the smile beaming across my face.

We stood up together, and this time when he hugged me goodbye, I let myself notice how solid and warm he felt, how perfectly I seemed to fit against his shoulder. It lasted maybe three seconds longer than strictly friendly, and when we pulled apart, there was something in his eyes that made my heart do that arrhythmic thumping thing again.

"I'll text you about dinner plans," he said.

"Looking forward to it."

I watched him walk away through the coffee shop window, hands in his pockets, that same easy stride I'd memorized from high school hallways. But this time, instead of feeling like I was watching something impossibly distant and unattainable, I felt like I was watching someone who genuinely wanted to spend time with me. Someone who'd asked me out. Someone who'd specifically chosen a movie he thought I'd enjoy.

Holy shit, I thought as the reality of it hit me. This is actually happening.

I pulled out my phone to text Maya, then stopped. I could practically hear her squealing from here, could imagine the barrage of questions and exclamation points and demands for every single detail. But for just this moment, I wanted to keep it to myself. I wanted to sit with the warm, fluttery feeling in my chest and the lingering scent of Max's cologne and the absolutely surreal knowledge that in three days, I was going to be watching The Princess Bride under the stars with the boy I'd spent three years of high school pining after.

Some moments were too perfect to share immediately. Some moments needed to be savoured first, like good wine or expensive chocolate or the first sip of coffee on a perfect Wednesday afternoon.

I finished gathering my things and headed toward the door, catching my reflection in the window as I passed. I looked happy. Genuinely, unmistakably happy, in a way that seemed to start from somewhere deep inside and radiate outward.

Saturday night, I thought as I stepped out into the warm afternoon air. Dinner and a movie with Max Rodriguez. If seventeen-year-old me could see this, she'd probably faint.

Good thing seventeen-year-old me wasn't here. Twenty-one-year-old me was much better equipped to handle this kind of wonderful impossibility.

Although, if I was being honest, twenty-one-year-old me was still fighting the urge to pinch herself, just to make sure this was all really happening.

Some dreams, it turned out, were worth the wait.
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Chapter 10: Dinner & A Movie
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The evening air was warm and golden as Layla walked toward the park, the kind of summer twilight that made everything feel soft at the edges. She’d spent an embarrassing amount of time getting ready—curling her hair, debating between three different sundresses, and finally settling on the pale yellow one that made her skin glow in the fading light.

She spotted Max waiting by the burrito truck they’d agreed on, leaning against a lamppost with his hands in his pockets. He looked unfairly good in a navy blue t-shirt that hugged his shoulders and dark jeans that were just the right amount of worn-in. When he saw her, his whole face lit up, and Layla’s stomach did a somersault.

"Hey," he said, pushing off the lamppost to meet her. "You look amazing."

"Thanks," she said, suddenly hyper-aware of the way her dress swished around her knees. "So do you. I mean—not that you’re wearing a dress. Obviously. You just look—good. Really good."

Max grinned, slow and knowing. "I know what you meant."

The burrito truck had a short line, and they fell into easy conversation as they waited—about Sofia’s recovery, about the bookstore where Layla had just started working, about Max’s latest soccer game. By the time they got to the front, Layla was so relaxed she barely thought twice before ordering the carnitas burrito, extra guacamole, despite the fact that eating it gracefully in front of Max was probably impossible.

"You sure you don’t want a fork?" Max teased as they found a spot on a nearby bench.

"Where’s the fun in that?" Layla shot back, unwrapping her burrito with determination.

Famous last words.

Three bites in, a rogue glob of guacamole escaped the tortilla and landed with a splat right on the front of her dress.

"Oh no," she whispered, staring down at the bright green smear. "No, no, no—"

She grabbed a napkin, scrubbing frantically, but it only smeared further. Of course. Of course this would happen. She could feel her face burning, humiliation creeping up her neck.

"Layla," Max said, his voice warm with amusement.

"This is a disaster," she groaned. "I look like I lost a fight with an avocado!"

"Here." He reached out, gently taking the napkin from her. "Let me."

Before she could protest, he dabbed at the stain—not frantically, not like it was some catastrophic mistake, but like it was just... a thing that had happened. A minor hiccup in an otherwise perfect evening.

"There," he said after a moment, leaning back to inspect his work. "Hardly noticeable."

Layla looked down. It was absolutely still noticeable.

"Max, it’s green."

"Yeah," he agreed, shrugging. "But now it’s artistic green."

She blinked at him.

"What?"

"You heard me. Avant-garde. Bold. A statement." He took another bite of his own burrito, completely unbothered. "Besides, I’d take guacamole on a dress over a boring, stain-free night any day."

Something in Layla’s chest loosened. He wasn’t laughing at her. He wasn’t even fazed. If anything, he looked... fond.

"You’re ridiculous," she said, but she was smiling now. He’d somehow made her feel better in just a few words.

"And you," he said, bumping his shoulder against hers, "are overthinking a burrito. Eat before it gets cold."

So she did. And when another bit of salsa dripped onto her hand, she licked it off without panic. And when Max laughed at something she said, she didn’t worry about whether she sounded clever enough. She just was.

—-
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THE PARK WAS ALREADY filling up when they arrived, blankets spread across the grass, the giant inflatable screen glowing faintly against the darkening sky. Max led her to a spot near the back—close enough to see, but far enough that they could whisper without bothering anyone.

"Good?" he asked as they settled onto the blanket he’d brought.

"Perfect," Layla said, and meant it.

As the opening credits of The Princess Bride rolled, she felt Max shift beside her. Then—slowly, like he was giving her time to pull away—his arm slid around her shoulders.

Layla stilled for a heartbeat. Then she leaned into him, letting her head rest against his chest. His heartbeat was steady under her ear, his warmth solid and real.

"Comfy?" he murmured.

She nodded, not trusting her voice.

Onscreen, Westley said, "As you wish," and Max’s fingers absently traced circles on her shoulder.

Max pulled himself tighter to Layla, showing he was keen to get close to her. It made Layla feel seen. She felt wanted.

Layla closed her eyes, just for a second, breathing in the scent of his cologne and the summer night. The movie played on, the park around them alive with laughter and whispered commentary, but all she could think was—

This. This is what I waited for.

And it was better than she’d ever dreamed.
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Chapter 11: Looking Forward
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The credits rolled across the inflatable screen as the crowd around them began to stir, folding blankets and gathering scattered popcorn containers. But Layla didn't move from where she was curled against Max's side, his arm still wrapped securely around her shoulders. She could feel the steady rise and fall of his chest, the warmth of his hand where it rested on her arm.

"So," Max said quietly, his voice barely audible over the chatter of departing moviegoers. "What did you think?"

Layla tilted her head back to look at him, noting how the moonlight caught the angles of his face. "About the movie?"

"Well, that too." His smile was soft, almost shy. "But I meant about this. Our actual, non-cancelled, no-emergency-surgery-required date."

She couldn't help but laugh. "It was pretty great, even with the guacamole incident."

"Especially with the guacamole incident," he corrected, and the fondness in his voice made her chest flutter. "It was very you."

"Messy and embarrassing?"

"Real," he said simply. "I like real."

Layla appreciated that response from him.

The park was quieting around them, the crowd thinning as people headed home. Soon they'd have to leave too, but for now, Layla was content to stay exactly where she was, watching the way Max's eyes reflected the scattered lights from the nearby pathway.

"I keep thinking I'm going to wake up," she admitted, the words slipping out before she could stop them. "Like this is all some elaborate dream my brain cooked up to torture me."

Max's hand found hers, fingers intertwining. "If it is a dream, I'm having the same one."

"Are you?" She searched his face. "Because three years ago, I was completely convinced you didn't even know I existed."

"Layla." His voice was serious now, all traces of teasing gone. "I noticed you. I noticed you in biology class when you'd get so focused on your notes that you'd bite your lip. I noticed you in the hallway when you'd duck your head and hurry past like you were trying to become invisible. I noticed you reading during lunch breaks, completely absorbed in whatever book you had that week."

Her breath caught. "You did?"

"I did. I just..." He ran his free hand through his hair, looking almost embarrassed. "I didn't really know you. The real you. You seemed so smart, so self-contained. Like you had this whole rich inner world that was way more interesting than anything happening in high school. I figured someone like you wouldn't waste time on someone like me. Even just to chat or hang out."

"Someone like you?" Layla stared at him in disbelief. "Max, you were perfect. You still are perfect! You're kind and funny and gorgeous, and you make everyone around you feel important. How could you possibly think—"

He silenced her with a look that was so tender it made her forget what she was saying.

"Can I tell you something?" he asked.

She nodded, not trusting her voice.

"The day I saw you at Brew & Bean? I'd been thinking about messaging you on social media for months. I kept typing out messages and deleting them, convinced I'd sound like an idiot. And then there you were, and I thought maybe the universe was trying to tell me something."

"What kind of something?" Layla couldn’t help but question.

"That some things are worth the risk." His thumb traced across her knuckles. "That maybe, if I was really lucky, the girl I'd been too chicken to talk to in high school might give me a chance now."

The words hung between them in the warm night air, and Layla felt something shift inside her chest—not the anxious flutter she'd grown accustomed to, but something steadier, brighter. Like a door opening onto a room full of sunlight.

"Well," she said, trying to keep her voice light despite the way her heart was racing. "I'd say your luck's pretty good."

Max's smile was brilliant. "Yeah?"

"Yeah."

He shifted slightly, turning toward her so they were facing each other properly. One hand came up to cup her cheek, his thumb brushing across her skin with devastating gentleness.

"Layla," he said, and her name sounded different in his voice now—softer, more intimate, like a secret he was sharing.

"Yes?"

"I'd really like to kiss you now."

The breath left her lungs in a rush. "I was hoping you'd say that."

He leaned in slowly, giving her every opportunity to change her mind, but changing her mind was the furthest thing from her thoughts. When his lips finally met hers, it was soft and sweet and everything she'd imagined during those long-ago biology classes and more.

The kiss was gentle at first, tentative, like they were both still half-convinced this couldn't be real. But when Layla's free hand found the front of his shirt, fingers curling into the soft cotton, Max deepened it slightly, and she felt like every romance novel she'd ever read had been preparing her for this exact moment.

When they finally broke apart, both breathing a little unsteadily, Max rested his forehead against hers.

"Wow," he whispered.

"Yeah," she agreed, feeling slightly dizzy. "Wow."

They sat like that for a long moment, close enough that she could see the flecks of green in his beautiful eyes, could feel his breath warm against her lips. The park was nearly empty now, just a few stragglers packing up their things, and the night felt like it belonged entirely to them.

"So," Max said eventually, his voice still soft and wondering. "What happens now?"

Layla smiled, feeling bold and giddy and completely, impossibly happy. "Now we have a second date. And then a third. And then we see what happens."

"I like the sound of that." He pressed a quick, sweet kiss to her lips. Layla kissed him right back. "Any preferences for date number two?" Max asked with a smile.

"Surprise me," she said. "Though maybe somewhere with less potential for food-related wardrobe malfunctions."

Max laughed, the sound warm and delighted. "I don't know, I'm pretty fond of the guacamole dress. Very fashion-forward!"

"You're never going to let me live that down, are you?"

"Absolutely not." He kissed her again, longer this time, and when they parted, his eyes were bright with mischief and affection. "It's part of your charm."

As they finally began packing up the blanket, Layla caught herself stealing glances at Max—at the way he moved, the easy confidence that had always drawn her to him, the gentle way he helped her to her feet. But now, instead of feeling like she was observing him from a distance, she felt like she was part of the picture.

Walking back through the park, their hands linked, Layla thought about seventeen-year-old her—the girl who'd spent lunch periods hidden in the library, who'd convinced herself she was invisible, who'd nursed a hopeless crush on the boy walking beside her now. That girl would never have believed this moment was possible.

But here they were, under the stars, with the taste of their first kiss still lingering and the promise of many more to come. Sometimes, Layla thought, the best dreams were the ones that came true when you weren't looking.

"Penny for your thoughts?" Max asked as they reached the edge of the park.

She squeezed his hand, looking up at him with a smile that felt like it started in her toes and radiated outward.

"Just thinking about how sometimes the things you want most are worth waiting for."

Max stopped walking, turning to face her fully. In the glow of the streetlight, his expression was so tender it made her breath catch.

"Layla," he said, and the way he said her full name made it sound like poetry. “Be careful... Don’t make me fall in love with you."

Her heart did that familiar arrhythmic dance, but this time it felt like celebration instead of panic.

"Max," she replied, rising up on her tiptoes to kiss him once more. "I think you already have,” Layla said in a tone that was flirtatious, but carrying an underlying seriousness with it.

And as they walked toward whatever came next—second dates and third dates and all the beautiful, messy, wonderful possibilities stretching out before them—Layla couldn't remember ever being happier to be wrong about her own invisibility.

Some stories, she thought, were worth the wait. And some dreams were even better than you'd imagined when they finally came true.

If you enjoyed this story, please consider leaving a review! It really helps small artists and creators like me better understand my customers. I sincerely appreciate your time reading this book, and humbly ask you for an honest review. Thank you <3

-Ms Naughtee




    
        Don't miss out!

        
            
                Click the button below
            
            and you can sign up to receive emails whenever Ms Naughtee publishes a new book.  There's no charge and no obligation.
        

        
            
                
                    https://books2read.com/r/B-H-VGACB-TWKOG[image: Sign Me Up]
                

            
            https://books2read.com/r/B-H-VGACB-TWKOG

        

        
            
            [image: books2read]
            

            Connecting independent readers to independent writers.

        

    





  	
	    
	      Did you love Trans Romance: My Old Crush? Then you should read
              
                Trans Romance: A Friendship Gone Right (Or Wrong) by Ms Naughtee!
              
          

	    

    
	    
            
                [image: Trans Romance: A Friendship Gone Right (Or Wrong)]
            
	    

	  
        What happens when your best friend becomes something more... and you're not sure you're ready for the feelings that follow?
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Trans Romance: A Friendship Gone Right (Or Wrong) is a standalone new adult romance that proves sometimes the best relationships start with the person who's been right there all along.
Will Arielle and Jackson find the courage to choose love over fear? Or will their friendship become another casualty of hearts that wanted too much, too fast?
Find out in this unforgettable story of friendship, passion, and the beautiful messiness of falling in love.
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var gPosition = 0;
var gProgress = 0;
var gCurrentPage = 0;
var gPageCount = 0;
var gClientHeight = null;

const kMaxFont = 0;

function getPosition()
{
	return gPosition;
}

function getProgress()
{
	return gProgress;
}

function getPageCount()
{
	return gPageCount;
}

function getCurrentPage()
{
	return gCurrentPage;
}

/**
 * Setup the columns and calculate the total page count;
 */

function setupBookColumns()
{
	var body = document.getElementsByTagName('body')[0].style;
	body.marginLeft = 0;
	body.marginRight = 0;
	body.marginTop = 0;
	body.marginBottom = 0;
	
    var bc = document.getElementById('book-columns').style;
    bc.width = (window.innerWidth * 2) + 'px !important';
	bc.height = (window.innerHeight-kMaxFont) + 'px !important';
    bc.marginTop = '0px !important';
    bc.webkitColumnWidth = window.innerWidth + 'px !important';
    bc.webkitColumnGap = '0px';
	bc.overflow = 'visible';

	gCurrentPage = 1;
	gProgress = gPosition = 0;
	
	var bi = document.getElementById('book-inner').style;
	bi.marginLeft = '0px';
	bi.marginRight = '0px';
	bi.padding = '0';

	gPageCount = document.body.scrollWidth / window.innerWidth;

	// Adjust the page count to 1 in case the initial bool-columns.clientHeight is less than the height of the screen. We only do this once.2

	if (gClientHeight < (window.innerHeight-kMaxFont)) {
		gPageCount = 1;
	}
}

/**
 * Columnize the document and move to the first page. The position and progress are reset/initialized
 * to 0. This should be the initial pagination request when the document is initially shown.
 */

function paginate()
{	
	// Get the height of the page. We do this only once. In setupBookColumns we compare this
	// value to the height of the window and then decide wether to force the page count to one.
	
	if (gClientHeight == undefined) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	
	setupBookColumns();
}

/**
 * Paginate the document again and maintain the current progress. This needs to be used when
 * the content view changes size. For example because of orientation changes. The page count
 * and current page are recalculated based on the current progress.
 */

function paginateAndMaintainProgress()
{
	var savedProgress = gProgress;
	setupBookColumns();
	goProgress(savedProgress);
}

/**
 * Update the progress based on the current page and page count. The progress is calculated
 * based on the top left position of the page. So the first page is 0% and the last page is
 * always below 1.0.
 */

function updateProgress()
{
	gProgress = (gCurrentPage - 1.0) / gPageCount;
}

/**
 * Move a page back if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goBack()
{
	if (gCurrentPage > 1)
	{
		gCurrentPage--;
		gPosition -= window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move a page forward if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goForward()
{
	if (gCurrentPage < gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage++;
		gPosition += window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move directly to a page. Remember that there are no real page numbers in a reflowed
 * EPUB document. Use this only in the context of the current document.
 */

function goPage(pageNumber)
{
	if (pageNumber > 0 && pageNumber <= gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage = pageNumber;
		gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Go the the page with respect to progress. Assume everything has been setup.
 */

function goProgress(progress)
{
	progress += 0.0001;
	
	var progressPerPage = 1.0 / gPageCount;
	var newPage = 0;
	
	for (var page = 0; page < gPageCount; page++) {
		var low = page * progressPerPage;
		var high = low + progressPerPage;
		if (progress >= low && progress < high) {
			newPage = page;
			break;
		}
	}
		
	gCurrentPage = newPage + 1;
	gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
	window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
	updateProgress();		
}

//Set font family
function setFontFamily(newFont) {
	document.body.style.fontFamily = newFont + " !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets font size to a relative size
function setFontSize(toSize) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.fontSize = toSize + "em !important";
	//To prevent 1 page chapters from not reflowing to additional pages when increasing the font size:
	if (toSize > 1) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets line height relative to font size
function setLineHeight(toHeight) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.lineHeight = toHeight + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Enables night reading mode
function enableNightReading() {
	document.body.style.backgroundColor = "#000000";
	var theDiv = document.getElementById('book-inner');
	theDiv.style.color = "#ffffff";
	
	var anchorTags;
	anchorTags = theDiv.getElementsByTagName('a');
	
	for (var i = 0; i < anchorTags.length; i++) {
		anchorTags[i].style.color = "#ffffff";
	}
}



d2d_images/teaser_2898891_image.jpg





d2d_images/b2r_image.png
BOOKS 7)) READ





d2d_images/new_release_sign_up_button.png
Sign Me Up!





d2d_images/scene_break.png





