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It all started, as most catastrophes and very few miracles do,
with a cup of coffee. Not a neat, orderly, Instagram-worthy
pour-over, but one of those Monday morning chemical disasters,
extra hot, extra jittery, and apparently—thanks to Charlotte’s
graceless elbow—extra airborne. The mug, with its smug "Rise and
Shine" slogan, toppled with the authority of a Greek god hurling
thunderbolts, splattering coffee like some caffeinated Jackson
Pollock all over the kitchen counter, down the front of Charlotte’s
only clean blouse, and, most tragically, across the shiny screen of
her phone.



Charlotte froze. Time did that irritating thing where it slows
just enough to let you savor your own doom. Brown liquid oozed into
the speaker grill. A faint, dying beep. An electrical hiccup. Then,
as if the universe wanted her to know it was awake and watching,
the phone vibrated, shuddered, and went stubbornly black.



She uttered a few words that would have made her mother demand
a mouth rinse with lemon soap, wiped her hands, and surveyed the
damage. There was no time for despair; she was already late, and
the burrito place down the street would stop delivering in twenty
minutes. With a sense of false optimism, Charlotte dabbed the phone
with paper towels, crossed her fingers, and pressed the power
button. Miraculously, it flickered to life, looking as if it, too,
wanted a do-over on today.



With her hair in a lopsided bun, coffee stains blooming across
her chest like modern art, Charlotte thumbed through her contacts.
Food was the priority now. She scrolled, her hands still sticky,
and stabbed at the screen, only vaguely confident she’d found the
right number. In the chaos, her finger slipped, smearing a streak
of caffeine across the glass.



A ring. Two. Then, with a snap of static, someone picked
up.



“Hello?” A voice. Warm, amused, male. Not the nasal, weary
sigh of Eddie the burrito guy.



Charlotte was already in mid-rant before her brain caught up.
“Yes, hi! I need to place a pickup order, and before you say
anything about the time, I know it’s late but if I don’t get
something with cheese in it in the next fifteen minutes, I might
actually murder someone. Sorry, that’s a figure of speech, but I am
not responsible for my actions if this day gets any worse,
so—hello? Are you there?”



There was a pause. Then a light, bright laugh. “Well, that’s
the most passionate cry for help I’ve heard before lunch.”



She blinked. That was not Eddie. That was not burritos. That
was… “Oh, no. Wait, this isn’t—”



“Depends. Are you trying to reach the United Nations Crisis
Hotline or is this just a regular cheese emergency?”



The laugh was back, low and infectious, the kind of sound that
makes you smile even when your day is a dumpster fire. Charlotte
realized her mistake. The heat rising in her cheeks now had nothing
to do with the coffee.



“I’m so sorry,” she blurted, wishing she could crawl under the
fridge and stay there. “I meant to call my lunch place, not…well,
whatever this is. Please tell me I didn’t just dial my old dentist
or something.”



“No dentists here. Just your local knight in shining WiFi,
apparently.”



Charlotte groaned, mortified and reluctantly amused.
“That’s…well, that’s deeply unfortunate for both of us.”



“On the contrary,” he replied, “I thrive on a little chaos.
You’ve just made my morning ten times more interesting.”



His tone was teasing, but not unkind. Charlotte, ever the
queen of sarcasm, rallied. “Glad to be of service. Now, if you’ll
excuse me, I have to go save my reputation, what’s left of my
dignity, and possibly the universe from my hunger meltdown.”



“Of course. Good luck out there, coffee warrior.”



She started to hang up, then hesitated. Something about the
lightness in his voice made it feel like a shame to end things so
abruptly. But, really, what was she going to do—ask for his number
on purpose this time?



Charlotte cleared her throat. “Sorry again for interrupting
your obviously very important morning with my, uh, dairy
crisis.”



“Don’t be,” he replied, “it’s the best phone call I’ve gotten
all week. Maybe all year.”



The words danced through her, unexpected. She managed a laugh,
one that surprised her with its honesty. “Well, you’re welcome.
Have a—well, whatever kind of day you’re hoping for.”



“You too,” he replied. There was a hint of something in his
voice, a kind of easy confidence Charlotte found herself wanting to
match. “And hey—go easy on the cheese.”



With that, the call clicked off, and Charlotte found herself
staring at her reflection in the blank phone screen,
coffee-streaked and strangely giddy.



Ten minutes later, after actually calling the right number and
ordering something with double cheese and extra regret, Charlotte
wandered back into the living room of her apartment. It was a
symphony of single-girl chaos: a pile of clean-but-not-folded
laundry sprawled across the couch, an artfully tilted houseplant,
and—perched in the middle of the mess—her roommate Zoe, perched
like a smug cat, eyes sparkling over the rim of her mug.



“Well, you look like the heroine in a ‘before’ scene,” Zoe
observed. “Tough day?”



Charlotte threw herself onto the pile of laundry, groaning. “I
just made a complete idiot of myself on the phone.”



Zoe set down her mug, interested. “Was it a telemarketer? The
IRS? Oh my god, was it the burrito guy who’s obsessed with
you?”



Charlotte shook her head, trying not to smile. “Worse. I
dialed the wrong number and basically left a voicemail about how I
was two seconds away from eating my own arm unless someone
delivered cheese to my door. The guy picked up. He
was…amused.”



Zoe grinned, delighted. “Ooh, a mystery man. Was he at least
hot-sounding?”



Charlotte rolled her eyes, feigning annoyance. “He sounded
like someone who uses words like ‘knight in shining WiFi.’”



Zoe gasped. “That’s either terrible or genius. Did you get his
name?”



“I did not,” Charlotte said primly. “And I’m not calling back.
It was humiliating enough.”



“Oh, come on,” Zoe urged. “It’s a story! You have to text him.
You’ll regret it if you don’t.”



Charlotte eyed her phone, now propped on the table in a bed of
rice. “I don’t even know if my phone will survive. It’s basically
the technological equivalent of a breadstick now.”



Zoe flopped onto the couch beside her. “If you don’t text him,
I’m going to steal your phone and do it myself. It’s for the plot,
Charlotte. For the plot!”



Charlotte snorted, covering her face. “You’re
impossible.”



“Seriously,” Zoe persisted, “what have you got to lose? Worst
case, he ghosts you or sends you a meme about cheese. Best
case—well, you get another story for your collection. And let’s be
real, your dating life could use a little action.”



Charlotte groaned, but the idea tickled her. She pulled the
phone out of its starchy spa, wiped her hands, and typed out a
quick message:

Sorry again for the cheese emergency. Hope your day is less
chaotic than mine.



She stared at the message for a long, panicky heartbeat. Was
she really doing this? Was this normal? Her thumb hovered. Zoe made
grabby hands. “Send it!” she whispered.



Charlotte hit send. The world did not end. The phone did not
explode. She tossed it aside, feeling equal parts daring and
foolish.



“I can’t believe you just did that,” Zoe cackled,
clapping.



“Regret is setting in already,” Charlotte muttered, hugging a
throw pillow.



The next few minutes were a blur of overthinking. Charlotte
tried folding laundry, failed. She stared at the TV, watched a
rerun she’d seen a hundred times, rewound to the beginning, still
found herself staring at the phone. Every notification made her
heart thump. She was, she decided, officially insane.



Then, at 3:17 pm, her phone pinged.



She lunged for it, as if the message might
self-destruct.



From: Unknown

If you ever need someone to talk you down from a cheese ledge,
I’m your guy. Btw, coffee stains are a bold fashion choice.
Respect.



Charlotte snorted. It was not a dignified sound. She tried to
suppress her grin and failed. Zoe perked up. “Is that him?”



Charlotte, playing it cool, read the message aloud, mimicking
his teasing tone. Zoe squealed, “He’s funny! Text him back. Make it
flirty!”



“I don’t even know how to flirt,” Charlotte protested. “I’m
emotionally allergic to subtlety.”



“Just channel your inner rom-com heroine,” Zoe said, waving
her hands. “Do it for the plot!”



Charlotte sighed, but the impulse was impossible to resist.
She typed:

Only if you promise not to judge my fashion until you’ve
survived a Monday in my shoes. Which, by the way, are currently
coffee-flavored.



His reply came back almost instantly.

Noted. Are coffee shoes the new thing? Should I invest?



She found herself grinning, fingers dancing over the
screen.

Only if you’re ready for a caffeine rush every time you tie
your laces. Side effects include questionable judgment and
spontaneous dance moves.



He replied,

I already have those side effects. Could be a dangerous
combo.



Charlotte glanced at Zoe, who was watching her with a
cat-that-ate-the-canary smile.

“Are you done yet?” Zoe said, nudging her. “You’re texting so
hard I can hear your brain sparking.”



Charlotte threw a pillow at her. “It’s not a big deal. Just a
little banter.”



“Mmmhmm,” Zoe sang. “Banter with a hot stranger. Next thing
you know, you’ll be pen pals. Or lovers. Or the subjects of a
Netflix docuseries called 'Wrong Number, Right Guy.'"



Charlotte rolled her eyes, but the thought made her stomach
flutter. Still, she would not—absolutely would not—read into this.
She was a grown woman, not a character in a romance novel. She was
immune to mystery men and accidental flirtation. Or so she told
herself, until her phone buzzed again.



Just so you know, you made my day. Mondays are usually so...
Monday. Thanks for the upgrade.



She found herself blushing, chewing her lip.

Well, don’t get used to it. I don’t make a habit of dialing
strangers for attention.



Pity. You’re pretty good at it.



Charlotte tried to come up with a clever comeback but was
interrupted by the sound of her email pinging—work, reminding her
that adult life did not pause for accidental chemistry.



The rest of the afternoon unfurled in fits and starts,
Charlotte bouncing between bursts of work and peeks at her phone.
Each message from “Unknown” (which she now privately labeled ‘Wrong
Number Max’ in her contacts, though she would never admit it to
Zoe) was a little brighter than the last. They kept it light,
circling around the events of the day—her disastrous lunch, his
apparently tragic meeting with an office printer, their shared
disdain for Mondays.



She told herself it was just a silly story to tell at parties.
But every time her phone buzzed, her heart kicked up, a rebellious
drummer in her chest.



Across the city, Max was telling his roommate a very different
version of the story, which mostly involved describing Charlotte’s
frantic voice, her relentless wit, and the fact that she was
probably the only person alive who could make “cheese rage” sound
endearing.



“Dude, you’re not going to hear from her again,” his roommate
declared. “Wrong number calls don’t turn into anything. She’s
probably already blocked you.”



Max shrugged, unconvinced. “I don’t know, man. She’s…
different. I hope she texts back.”



Back at her apartment, Charlotte was sprawled on the floor,
one leg tangled in a cardigan, her brain whirring. Was it weird to
be texting a stranger? Was it some kind of modern cautionary tale?
Should she worry that she was enjoying it this much?



She fired off another message, this time trying to keep it
cool.

You know, if this conversation ends with you trying to sell me
essential oils, I’m going to be so disappointed.



Max’s reply was instant.

Only if you’re into sandalwood. But I warn you, my pitch is
pretty weak.



She laughed out loud, the kind of laugh that startled even
her. Zoe peeked around the corner, eyes sharp. “That’s a good
laugh. The kind that only comes from flirting. Don’t even try to
deny it.”



Charlotte stuck out her tongue but, in truth, she was
delighted. She felt lighter than she had in weeks, as if the day’s
disasters had given way to something deliciously unexpected. The
conversation drifted into memes—Max sent a picture of a cheese
wheel in a superhero cape. Charlotte replied with a coffee mug
doing battle with a bagel.



He volleyed back:

Is this the part where I ask for your real name, or do we keep
it all mysterious?



She considered, then typed:

Keep it mysterious. Real names are for people who don’t spill
coffee on themselves.



Deal. Until the next cheese crisis, Coffee Warrior.



That night, Charlotte lay in bed, the city humming beyond her
window. She turned her phone over in her hands, re-reading the
day’s exchange. She saved his number—Wrong Number Max—and grinned,
already composing possible replies in her mind.



It was stupid. It was random. It was not at all what she
expected when she woke up that morning.



She tried to sleep, but her mind kept replaying his voice, the
rhythm of their banter, the warm ease of someone she’d never even
met. Eventually, she drifted off, wondering what the odds were that
a wrong number could ever feel so right.



The next morning, sunlight prodded her awake. Charlotte’s
first thought was of her phone. She reached for it, pulse
quickening as she checked her notifications.



There it was.

Good morning, Coffee Warrior. Survived the night without a
cheese-related emergency?



Charlotte grinned so hard her cheeks ached. She rolled over to
see Zoe, bleary-eyed and suspiciously alert, peeking from behind
her pillow.



“Who’s got you smiling like that at 7am?” Zoe yawned.



Charlotte tossed a pillow at her, grinning. “No one. Just a
wrong number.”



Zoe smirked, eyebrows raised. “Looks like the wrong number
might actually be Mr. Right.”




  
Charlotte snorted, but she
didn’t protest. As she typed out a reply to Max, she thought,
Maybe, just maybe, Mondays weren’t so bad after all.
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It is a truth universally acknowledged, at least in the
Charlotte wing of the universe, that nothing makes a Monday feel
more like a Friday than waking up to a message from a man you’ve
never met but can’t stop thinking about. Charlotte woke to a “Good
morning, Coffee Warrior. Survived the night without a
cheese-related emergency?” and found herself grinning like a fool
into her pillow, savoring the gleam of a new inside joke.



She crafted her reply with all the precision of a master chef
arranging amuse-bouches for a food critic: “Survived, yes. But the
local cheese population isn’t so lucky.”



The reply pinged back so fast she wondered if he was lurking
by his phone, or—delightful thought—if he was just as addicted to
this banter as she was. “Justice for Cheddar. The brie community is
in mourning.”



So the day began with a volley of dairy puns and only
escalated from there. The city outside her window was just waking
up, sunlight barely skimming the rooftops, and already Charlotte
was hatching plans for an extra-long lunch break and the good
lipstick. She breezed into the kitchen with a spring in her step
and a suspiciously cheerful hum, only to find Zoe already in
residence, swiping through her phone with the intensity of someone
reading spoilers for a favorite show.



“Well, well, well, if it isn’t the Girl Who Laughed at Her
Phone,” Zoe intoned, not looking up. “Did you get another text from
Cheese Man?”



Charlotte feigned nonchalance, but her blush gave her away.
“It’s not like that. We just have a similar sense of humor. And a
shared appreciation for cheese.”



“Oh, sure,” Zoe said, grinning. “And I only watched The
Bachelor for the athletic competitions.”



Charlotte rolled her eyes, but inside she was bubbling. She
had never been the kind of person to get carried away by a text
conversation, but something about Max’s energy—a little offbeat,
relentlessly teasing, gentle beneath the surface—made it all too
easy to slip into a kind of playful intimacy.



The ping came again. “Serious question: If you were a cheese,
which would you be and why? There’s only one right answer, but I’ll
accept bribes.”



Charlotte’s snort of laughter echoed down the hallway. Zoe’s
head snapped up, alert. “Let me see! Is he cute? I bet he’s cute.
Tell me he’s cute.”



“We’re not doing this,” Charlotte said, holding her phone to
her chest with mock defensiveness. “No investigating the mystery
man. He’s strictly…conceptual.”



But Zoe was on her feet, advancing like a detective who’s
watched too much Law & Order. “Conceptual? Honey, nothing is
conceptual in this apartment, especially if it involves a man who
makes you giggle before coffee.”



Charlotte tried to bat her away. “You’re insufferable.”



“Thank you, I practice.” Zoe snatched a banana from the
counter and waggled it like a gavel. “But, serious question. Have
you Googled him yet? Instagrammed? Facebook stalked? Checked for
mutual friends?”



Charlotte snorted. “Please. I barely have the energy to put on
pants in the morning, let alone unravel the mysteries of Max.
Besides, there’s a kind of charm in not knowing.” She paused,
feeling the truth of it settle in her stomach. “It’s like being pen
pals in a less civilized era. Or internet friends with plausible
deniability.”



Zoe grinned, undeterred. “Or you’re just lazy.”



Charlotte flicked her hair. “That too.”



As the morning picked up speed, so did the messages. Max
proved himself to be a world-class texter: quick with a comeback,
generous with emojis, and not above deploying a well-timed meme.
They developed a rhythm, little inside jokes unfurling and looping
back on themselves, as if they’d been talking for years rather than
hours.



At one point, Charlotte typed, “Do you even work, or is your
job to amuse random women who dial the wrong number?”



His answer was instantaneous. “I’m a professional cheese
consultant. The pay is lousy, but the perks are delicious.
You?”



Charlotte leaned back in her chair, biting her lip to keep
from grinning like a maniac at her desk. “Freelance chaos
coordinator. Specialist in beverage disasters.”



“You sound overqualified. We should team up.”



“World domination? Or a boutique cheese and coffee bar?”



“Why not both?”



Later, during her lunch break, Charlotte caught herself
scrolling through her phone for no reason, just to see if a new
message had come in. It was a dangerous, delicious new addiction,
one she had no desire to quit.



She considered, for the briefest of moments, what he might
look like. It wasn’t her usual style—Charlotte prided herself on
living in the moment, not daydreaming about men she’d never
seen—but she couldn’t help imagining a lopsided grin to match his
humor, maybe dark hair, probably quick eyes.



She was halfway through composing a text (“You ever going to
admit you’re a 90-year-old cat lady with a secret cheese club?”)
when her phone buzzed.



Max: “You’re not stalking my socials, are you? Because if you
are, don’t judge me for the Halloween costume pics. I was young.
There was a bet. The tutu was not my idea.”



Charlotte snickered. She fired back: “Honestly, that sounds
like too much work. If you want to confess your most embarrassing
photo, you’ll have to send it.”



He replied, “Nice try. I’m keeping some air of mystery. Maybe
I’m not even real. Maybe I’m just a very clever chatbot programmed
to test your wit.”



Charlotte’s fingers flew: “Impossible. No chatbot could handle
this level of sarcasm.”



“I’ve been told I’m very advanced. Some say my spirit animal
is Clippy from old school Word.”



“Oh wow, retro references. You must be at least ninety.”



“Caught me. The truth is, I’m an elderly cat lady named
Gertrude. I spend my days knitting sweaters for pigeons.”



Charlotte barked a laugh so loud that the woman at the next
table in the café glanced over, startled.



She composed herself enough to type, “I KNEW IT. Gertrude,
reveal your secrets. Are the sweaters color-coordinated with the
cheese you consume?”



“Of course. I’m not an animal.”



This was getting out of hand in the best possible way.



She should have been working, should have been sorting through
the chaos of her to-do list, but instead she found herself tumbling
deeper and deeper into the playful orbit of someone she’d never
even seen. There was something old-fashioned about it, she decided,
this anonymity. Every word was a mystery, a new discovery, a chance
to laugh without expectation or pressure.



It was, Charlotte realized, the most fun she’d had in
ages.



By early afternoon, her boss called her in for a staff
meeting, which meant an hour in the conference room with her team,
whose collective energy hovered somewhere between “Monday morning
hangover” and “I’m only here for the snacks.” Charlotte, already a
covert agent of distraction, spent the meeting doodling cheese puns
in her notepad and occasionally stifling giggles as Max sent her a
relentless stream of puns.



Midway through her boss’s explanation of quarterly targets,
her phone buzzed—an image of a wedge of Swiss cheese photoshopped
to look like the Mona Lisa, complete with a speech bubble: “The
Mona Cheesa.”



The giggle burst out before she could stop it, drawing all
eyes her way.



“Something to share, Charlotte?” her boss inquired, arching an
eyebrow.



She shook her head, cheeks flaming. “Sorry, just—new phone,
who dis?”



Her team chuckled. The moment passed, but the text stayed,
lighting up her screen and her mood. She shot Max a message: “If I
get fired for cheese memes, I’m blaming you in my exit
interview.”



“Fair. I’ll send you a cheese bouquet by way of apology. I’m
told that’s how all the best people apologize.”



When the meeting finally ended, Charlotte found herself
floating through the rest of the workday, lighter, brighter,
powered by an invisible thread that kept tugging her back to her
phone. She could feel the change radiating off her—coworkers
noticed, offering sly glances and subtle winks, and even her boss
commented, “Someone’s in a suspiciously good mood. Did you win the
lottery or just finally learn how to operate the office
printer?”



Charlotte just smiled, biting her tongue.



Zoe was waiting for her at home, as always, with a glass of
wine and a million questions. “I’ve been thinking,” she announced,
sprawling across the couch like a queen surveying her kingdom. “We
need to know what he looks like. You need to know! I bet he’s hot.
Or at least ‘quirky-hot,’ like one of those indie film leads who
has too many opinions about vinyl.”



Charlotte shook her head, her phone clutched protectively.
“We’re not swapping photos. That’s the whole point. No
expectations. Just…vibes.”



Zoe rolled her eyes dramatically. “Vibes don’t keep you warm
at night, babe.”



“Vibes keep my heart rate up, which is more than can be said
for Tinder.”



But the truth was, Charlotte was just as curious as Zoe. It
was impossible not to wonder—was he tall? Was he cute? Was he,
perhaps, disappointingly normal-looking but with the world’s best
smile? Did he have that crinkle at the corner of his eyes, or a
dimple, or wild hair? She found herself reaching for her phone,
thumb hovering over his number, brain cycling through the pros and
cons of crossing that next little line.



As if he could sense her hesitation, a new message
arrived.



Max: “Is it weird that I keep wanting to ask what you look
like? But then I worry if you’re secretly a world-famous
supermodel, I’ll get self-conscious and start texting you dad
jokes.”



Charlotte, emboldened by the moment, replied, “You should be
so lucky. I’m more of a supervillain. You know, mysterious lair,
excellent monologues, questionable hair choices.”



Max volleyed back, “Does your lair have good WiFi? Asking for
a friend.”



“Only if you bring the cheese. Password is: lactose.”



He replied with a row of laughing emojis, followed by,
“Honestly, I kind of like not knowing. It’s fun. Plus, if you’re
actually a cat with thumbs, this will make a killer viral story one
day.”



Charlotte’s fingers danced. “If you’re expecting glamour,
prepare for disappointment. I’m more ‘sweatpants and sass’ than
‘gown and heels.’”



“Perfect. I’m currently rocking plaid pajama pants and socks
with tacos on them. Living my best cat lady life.”



She was laughing so hard she had to clutch her stomach.



A pause. Then, a more tentative message: “But seriously, if
you ever want to swap photos, just say the word. Otherwise, I’ll be
picturing you as a well-dressed hamster with excellent taste in
dairy.”



She stared at the message for a moment, feeling a pang of
something sharp and sweet—was it hope? Excitement? Fear? The idea
of stepping out from behind the screen, making things more real,
was both thrilling and a little bit terrifying.



She typed, then deleted. Typed again. Finally: “Let’s keep it
mysterious. I like it this way.”



He replied, “Mysterious is my brand. I was voted ‘Most Likely
to Be a Spy’ in kindergarten.”



She answered, “I was voted ‘Most Likely to Trip Over Nothing
and Blame the Floor.’”



“So you’re dangerous, then.”



“Extremely. Approach with caution.”



A beat, then: “Noted. I’ll bring snacks and a helmet.”



By now, the sun was setting, washing the apartment in golden
light, and Charlotte was stretched out on the couch, feeling the
delicious ache of smiling too much in a single day. She closed her
eyes, listening to Zoe humming in the kitchen, letting herself bask
in the weird, electric warmth of connection.



That was when her phone buzzed, this time with an unfamiliar
sound. She frowned, checking the screen. A voice note from
Max.



She stared at it, heart stuttering. A voice note. That was
different. That was…dangerously close to intimacy.



She hesitated, thumb hovering. Zoe, nosy as ever, crept in,
eyes wide. “Is that a voice note? Is he a podcaster? Maybe he has a
podcast voice. Oh, listen to it! I need to know if he sounds
hot.”



“Boundaries, Zoe,” Charlotte said, shooing her away, though
her curiosity was burning through her too. She waited until Zoe
retreated (not far; Zoe never retreated far), then pressed
play.



Max’s voice unfurled, warm and surprisingly smooth, low with a
rasp at the edges and a hint of laughter threading every word.
“Hey, mysterious coffee warrior. Hope your day’s not too wild.
Thought I’d change things up and send you my actual voice, in case
you were starting to think I was Siri in disguise. Full disclosure,
I only sound this chill because I’m hiding in the stairwell at
work, dodging a meeting. If you hear distant printer noises or a
shriek, send help. Or snacks. Or both. Anyway, hope you’re
surviving. Let me know if you want to join the witness protection
program. Or just, you know, say hi.”



Charlotte found herself blushing so hard she had to press her
face into a pillow. There was something so present about hearing
him—not just reading his words, but actually feeling the vibrations
of his voice in her chest, the playful drawl, the hint of shyness
beneath the bravado.



She pressed record before she could think, her own voice too
high, a giggle bubbling out before she managed, “Hi, Max. Or should
I say, Gertrude? I’m officially jealous of your podcast voice. It’s
like chocolate and, um, slightly less judgmental coffee. I don’t
have a good excuse for hiding in the stairwell, unless you count
avoiding folding my laundry as a legitimate threat to national
security. Anyway. Here’s my voice. Sorry about the accent—I only
get British when I’m nervous. Or Australian. Or vaguely Minnesotan.
Send snacks. Preferably cheese. End transmission.”



She listened back, cringing at her own awkwardness, but hit
send anyway. Then she fell face-first onto the couch,
groaning.



Zoe reemerged, clutching two mugs of hot chocolate and
grinning like the imp she was. “You did it, didn’t you? You sent a
voice note. Welcome to Level Two. Next up: accidental FaceTime in
pajamas and a face mask.”



“Over my dead WiFi,” Charlotte mumbled, still face-down.



But when Max replied, it was with a sound bite of fake violin
music, followed by, “I give your accent a solid eight out of ten.
Docked two points for the lack of snacks. Also, I’m now picturing
you as a British detective with a cheese sidekick.”



Charlotte sent a recording of herself pretending to be a
grumpy detective: “Another crime scene, Watson. The suspect was
last seen with a suspicious wheel of gouda. Motivation: hunger.
Alibi: weak.”



Max sent a gasp and a dramatic sigh, “The gouda did it. It’s
always the gouda.”



Thus began the ritual. For the next few days, voice notes flew
back and forth—sometimes silly, sometimes sweet, often deeply
ridiculous. Max sent her a morning message of himself reading the
weather in a cheesy French accent. Charlotte replied with a
“breaking news update” on her hunt for matching socks.



They never swapped photos. Not yet. But it didn’t matter,
because each voice note revealed a new corner of the person on the
other end: the way Max’s laugh caught in his throat, the nervous
excitement when he asked her how her day was, the genuine interest
when he asked her what she was dreaming about, really.



Charlotte found herself confiding things she hadn’t said aloud
in ages. She told him about her work, about the endless meetings,
the coworkers with their “Team Building” obsessions, her strange
affection for old black-and-white movies and the way she secretly
named every houseplant (including, yes, the plastic one). Max told
her about his roommate, his disastrous attempts at cooking, his
ongoing feud with a local pigeon who seemed to have it out for him
personally.



He was funny, yes, and clever, but there was also a steadiness
to him that made Charlotte’s wild, whirring brain slow down just a
little. She liked the way he asked her about her day and then
actually listened, replying with thoughtful voice notes instead of
lazy emojis. She liked how he never once made her feel
self-conscious about her quirks—he matched them, encouraged them,
even elevated them.



Soon, her friends began to notice. It was impossible to hide,
after all, when you were smiling into your phone every ten minutes.
Zoe, especially, became relentless. “You’re glowing,” she accused
one night, flopping beside Charlotte on the bed. “Is this what love
looks like? Or is it just cheese?”



Charlotte threw a pillow at her, but couldn’t help giggling.
“Stop. I barely know him. He could be a serial killer with a
fondness for dairy-based puns.”



“He’s a serial punner, at least,” Zoe countered. “Honestly,
I’m just glad you’re smiling again. It’s been a while.”



That was true, and Charlotte knew it. She’d been single for
longer than she liked to admit, and while she had her friends, her
job, and a healthy appreciation for Netflix and takeout, there had
always been a restlessness, a sense that something fun, something
truly unexpected, was out there waiting. Now, maybe, it had arrived
in the form of a glitchy phone call and a stranger with the world’s
most appealing laugh.



By Friday, their voice notes had become as natural as
breathing. Charlotte looked forward to them in the way she used to
look forward to Friday night drinks with friends—only more so. When
Max’s voice appeared in her inbox, she found herself hurrying to
the bathroom at work, or ducking into a stairwell, or hiding under
her desk just to listen in private.
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Charlotte’s relationship with her phone had evolved in recent
days. It was no longer just an object or an appendage—no, it had
become a portal, an emotional airlock between the wild world of
work and the soft, giddy territory of possibility. Each vibration
or chime was a new invitation: a challenge, a joke, a dare, a voice
that was never quite what she expected and always exactly what she
wanted.



If she was honest, she’d admit she was obsessed. But only to
herself, and only at night, in the moment when the city quieted,
Zoe’s snoring drifted down the hallway, and the last “good night”
voice note from Max played in her headphones. She’d catch herself
smiling in the dark, replaying little moments—a pun, a laugh, a
slow inhale as he thought before answering a silly question. His
face was a mystery, a blank canvas onto which she painted, then
erased, then painted again. Brown hair? Glasses? Did he have that
crinkle in the corner of his eyes that came with a good laugh? Was
he—oh, God—wearing socks with cartoon tacos right now?



Charlotte’s curiosity was a little monster, gnawing away at
her resolve.



So it was only a matter of time before Zoe, armed with
caffeine and a very nosy disposition, tried to lure that monster
into the daylight.



It happened on a Tuesday, one of those forgettable midweek
days when the world seems suspended between ambition and
exhaustion. Charlotte, her hair in a lopsided braid and her laptop
perched precariously on a tower of laundry, was deep in a texting
exchange with Max about whether one could actually die from a
cheese overdose (“Noted, Gertrude, but science has yet to catch up
with your lifestyle choices.”), when Zoe burst in with the energy
of a conspiracy theorist about to unveil her corkboard.



“Okay,” Zoe announced, setting down her mug with unnecessary
force. “It’s time. We need to find out who this guy is. No more
living in the dark. Give me your phone.”



Charlotte clutched her phone to her chest. “Absolutely not.
We’ve talked about this. The mystery is the fun part.”



“Please. You’re one Pinterest search away from writing his
name in calligraphy in your journal.” Zoe snatched up her own
phone, thumbs already flying. “Just tell me what you know. First
name? Where he lives? Do you know if he’s wanted by
Interpol?”



“I don’t want to know! Not yet!” Charlotte squeaked, then,
realizing how desperate she sounded, tried for nonchalance.
“Honestly, I think I’m enjoying this too much to ruin it with
Google.”



Zoe gave her a look, the look reserved for people who claimed
they could live without carbs. “At least let me check if he’s
secretly married. Or, you know, an actual cat lady.”



Charlotte shook her head, making her braid whip like a
metronome. “Nope. If he’s an international cheese smuggler, I want
to find out the old-fashioned way. Through puns and escalating
dares.”



“You are so weird,” Zoe muttered, but there was affection
underneath the exasperation.



“Thanks,” Charlotte said, flipping her phone and watching the
latest message from Max load. “I try.”



The day drifted by in a haze of little amusements, Max popping
up in her notifications with the regularity of a caffeine craving.
At some point, in the golden lull after lunch, he sent, “Serious
question: What do you actually do for work? And if you say ‘cheese
consultant,’ I’ll know you’re stealing my brand.”



Charlotte glanced at her half-written project plan, the jumble
of sticky notes with To-Do scrawled in various colors, and smiled.
The temptation to impress, to craft a new identity, swept over her
like a mischievous breeze.



She replied, “I run a covert operation as a professional
daydreamer. Also, part-time circus acrobat. My specialty is the
flaming hula hoop, but only when the insurance is good.”



There was a suspiciously long pause. Then: “I KNEW IT. I’ve
been talking to someone with actual marketable skills. Well, you
should know I’m in deep cover with the Agency. Code name: Mr.
Mystery. My current mission is infiltrating the world’s most
dangerous knitting circle. They suspect nothing, but I live in
constant fear of a rogue yarn attack.”



Charlotte snorted into her mug. “Do you at least get cool
gadgets?”



“Only the best. My spy kit includes: one grappling hook
(unlicensed), x-ray glasses (which are just sunglasses with
stickers on them), and a small but terrifying cat named Agent
Whiskers. She’s the real brains of the operation.”



It went on like that for half the afternoon. Whenever
Charlotte’s real job—the dull and thankless grind of emails,
deadlines, meetings that could have been memos—threatened to
encroach on her fun, Max would pop in with another escalation. She
told him she had a jetpack that ran on old coffee grounds. He
insisted his office had a secret trapdoor to a cheese vault.



The lines blurred, the lies blossomed, and Charlotte caught
herself mixing her real life with her made-up one. She wrote an
actual email to her boss and, out of habit, signed it, “Yours in
acrobatics, Charlotte.” She had to recall it within three seconds,
cheeks burning, heart racing, half-laughing, half-mortified.



It was somewhere between “my favorite thing to juggle is live
squirrels” and “Agent Whiskers is running for office next year,”
that Charlotte’s boss, a woman whose entire wardrobe seemed to
consist of navy cardigans and mild disappointment, leaned out of
her office.



“Charlotte? Could I see you a moment?”



Instant panic. Had she accidentally sent the squirrel message
to the wrong thread? Was she about to be fired for excessive
creativity?



In the office, her boss explained, in that calm, “don’t
interrupt me” tone, that a new client had a huge project and
everyone would be required to work late this week. The deadline was
insane. There would be overtime, pizza if they were lucky, and, if
the boss was feeling generous, an extra five minutes of
lunch.



Charlotte nodded, smiled her “sure, I love work” smile, and
staggered back to her desk. As soon as her boss was out of earshot,
she sent a quick, “Save me. I’m being held hostage by an evil
corporation. Pizza is involved, but my soul is not for sale.”



Max’s response was immediate. “Code word for
extraction?”



“Pineapple. No, wait, that’s controversial. People will argue
about whether it belongs on pizza. Use ‘taco.’ Tacos are
universal.”



“Understood. Will dispatch Agent Whiskers at once. ETA: 12
minutes, assuming no hairball incidents.”



She giggled, letting the stress roll off her. In the endless
fog of meetings and spreadsheets, Max was her lighthouse, shining a
little beam of absurdity through the mist.



Later, as the clock ticked toward overtime, Charlotte found
herself slumped at her desk, eyes glazed, watching the loading bar
crawl across her screen. She was hungry, tired, slightly resentful,
and only one ill-timed “reply all” away from a complete
breakdown.



It was Max, as usual, who rescued her. “So tell me, acrobat,
what’s the real story? Work giving you grief?”



She hesitated, then shrugged. What was the harm? “Honestly, I
spend most of my day trying to convince people that deadlines are
not, in fact, a suggestion. My boss thinks ‘teamwork’ is just
another way to make sure nobody leaves before 8 pm.”



Max’s reply was gentle, a change from his usual bravado. “Been
there. My office is run by a guy who thinks motivational posters
are a leadership style. ‘Hang in there,’ cat doesn’t fix broken
printers or make meetings shorter.”



Charlotte typed, paused, erased. She wanted to ask more, to
know more. Instead, she settled for, “Do you ever feel like you’re
living someone else’s life? Like, you took a wrong turn and ended
up at a desk, and now you’re just trying to look busy until you can
sneak out and become a pirate?”



There was a delay, and for a moment Charlotte wondered if
she’d gone too deep. Then, “All the time. I wanted to be an
inventor when I was a kid. Or a travel writer. Not a guy who spends
eight hours a day arguing with printers and hiding from Carol in
HR.”



She smiled, heart fluttering. It was a small confession, but
it felt enormous.



They traded real stories, then—one fact at a time. It became a
game, a little ritual. Truth hour, they called it. For every joke,
a fact. For every pun, a piece of the real person behind the
screen.



Charlotte went first: “I have an embarrassing love for bad
reality TV. Like, ‘singing competitions featuring farm animals’
level bad.”



Max: “I’m irrationally afraid of clowns. Like, full-on,
cross-the-street-to-avoid-birthday-parties kind of afraid.”



Charlotte: “I once faked an accent for a whole first date
because I panicked. Still not sure he noticed.”



Max: “I accidentally texted my mom ‘I love you, babe’ instead
of my girlfriend. She still signs her emails that way.”



The truths wound together, little knots of intimacy, lacing
through their absurdity like gold thread in a tapestry. Charlotte
felt lighter, braver, somehow more real for all the lies and all
the honesty combined.



Zoe, ever the detective, noticed the change in the air. One
evening, Charlotte sat on the balcony, giggling over a new voice
note, and Zoe burst out, “Okay, I need to hear this. He’s not a
robot, right? Let me listen.”



Charlotte covered her phone protectively. “Boundaries, Zoe!
This is my thing. My weird, beautiful, only-mine thing.”



Zoe pouted, but relented. “Fine, but if you run away with him
and I don’t get a wedding invite, I will haunt you forever.”



Charlotte grinned. “Deal.”



Max’s voice notes became the soundtrack to her life: whispered
late at night, rambled during lunch breaks, dispatched from under
the covers, from the middle of street crossings, from the line at
the grocery store. She heard his laughter over the clatter of
dishes, his encouragement over the hum of the office. When he asked
her to describe herself in three emojis, she spent ten minutes
pondering the perfect ones, then sent: “🦄☕️🦸♀️”



Max’s response came back: “🌮🤹♂️🙈”



She snorted, texting back, “So you’re a taco-juggling
monkey?”



“More or less. You’re a unicorn superhero with a caffeine
problem?”



“Now you’re getting it.”



As the week wound down, the overtime ramped up. Charlotte
found herself alone in the office, fingers numb from typing, the
sky outside bruised purple and gold. She was tired, starving, and
dangerously close to hurling her laptop out the window.



A ping. Max: “Dinner menu: tacos, tacos, or tacos. What’ll it
be?”



She grinned. “Tacos, obviously. Extra cheese. Side of
existential dread.”



He replied with a taco meme so outrageous she laughed out
loud, the sound echoing in the empty room.



But then, disaster struck. Her phone—battered, overworked,
caffeinated within an inch of its life—blinked, buzzed, and died.
Just…died. No warning, no melodramatic gasp, just a blank screen
and the sinking feeling of being cut off from oxygen.



Panic clawed at her throat. She scrambled for her charger,
plugging in and willing the screen to light up. Five minutes. Ten.
She paced the office, muttering curses, imagining Max on the other
end, thinking she’d disappeared, thinking she was a flake,
thinking—oh God—he’d lost interest.



When her phone finally sputtered back to life, there were
three messages waiting.



First: “You okay? Did Agent Whiskers finally get you?”



Second: “I’m just going to assume you’re out there fighting
crime and not ghosting me.”



And, last: “Miss you. Weird, right?”



Charlotte pressed a hand to her chest, grinning, breathless,
exhausted, but buoyant. She texted back, “Still here. Phone died.
Missed you, too. And Agent Whiskers is no match for my
caffeine-fueled ninja skills.”



As she stepped out into the cool night, the city sparkling
around her, Charlotte realized with a thrill that this wasn’t just
about jokes or passing time anymore. She was hooked. On the banter,
the voice notes, the sense of being seen. On Max. Or whoever he
really was. 
And she didn’t mind a
little mystery.
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There was a moment every Sunday afternoon when Charlotte’s
life shifted from organized chaos to the performance of control. A
moment when she sat at her battered thrift-store desk, headphones
perched atop hair she’d never quite managed to tame, microphone
gleaming with the self-satisfied air of a seasoned confidante, and
the blinking cursor on her laptop dared her to say
something—anything—worth listening to. In the two years since she’d
started Maybe Mondays: Advice for the Uncommitted Heart, Charlotte
had become something of a minor internet celebrity. Not the kind
who scored free leggings or endorsement deals, but the sort that
strangers confided in. The podcast was a confessional, a therapy
session, a group chat with three thousand invisible best friends.
And for most of that time, Charlotte had felt in control, her voice
smooth and her heart, if not always together, at least shielded by
the microphone and the gentle anonymity of the internet.



Not today. Today, the microphone looked judgmental, her notes
a scattershot list of listener questions and inspirational quotes
she’d already used, and her mind… well, her mind was somewhere else
entirely. To be more precise, it was somewhere in the land of witty
text messages, taco memes, and the memory of Max’s low, laughing
voice in her headphones, asking if she’d ever consider a career in
crime-fighting or—failing that—competitive cheese tasting.



Charlotte scrolled through her inbox. A listener named Nora
wanted advice about texting a crush (“Is it too forward to send him
a meme of two sloths spooning? Asking for a friend.”). Another,
Janet, was spiraling over a disastrous first date (“He ordered a
Caesar salad, ate only the croutons, and then asked if I’d seen any
good documentaries about worms. Should I marry him or run?”).
Normally, Charlotte thrived on these; her snappy, half-serious,
half-sarcastic takes had earned her a loyal following of romantics
and cynics alike. Today, though, her mind kept looping back to her
own messages—the way she’d hovered over Max’s name in her phone,
the secret anticipation each time his voice slipped into her inbox,
the growing suspicion that she was on the edge of something.
Something big, and a little bit dangerous.



She hit record, exhaled, and began her usual greeting. “Hello,
heartbreakers and commitment-phobes. Welcome back to Maybe Mondays,
where I tell you how to live your best love life while maintaining
your emotional escape route. This week, we’re diving into the wild
world of flirting—digitally, analog, and everything in between. So,
grab a snack and let’s get maybe.”



Normally, the words tumbled out like pearls from a
well-practiced shell. Today, though, she stumbled, pausing,
fumbling for phrasing, and—much to her horror—giggling at odd
moments. When she tackled Nora’s sloth meme dilemma, she found
herself waxing poetic on the virtues of playful banter, her voice
going inexplicably soft. “If he’s worth texting,” she heard herself
say, “he’ll appreciate a meme that makes him laugh, even if it’s
about spooning sloths. In fact, that might be the best kind of
message—unexpected, a little bit weird, and definitely
memorable.”



Charlotte stopped. Had she just described her own life? She
cleared her throat, pivoted hard into Janet’s worm-obsessed date,
and instead of her usual sarcasm, she blurted, “Maybe the world
needs more people who see the humor in salad croutons and
documentaries about soil. Sometimes the best connections come from
the oddest places.” She could practically hear her listeners—those
who’d been around since episode one—perking up, noting the subtle
shift, the suspicious warmth in her words. Somewhere in the
apartment, Zoe’s ears were surely burning.



She powered through, a little more flustered, a little less
polished. Each question seemed to circle back to Max—his voice in
her mind, his imaginary reactions to her advice. Was she becoming
one of her own letters? The girl hopelessly swooning over a
stranger, falling for an ideal that existed mostly in texts and
voice notes?



The episode wound down, and Charlotte paused the recording,
pulling off her headphones and groaning. “Great,” she muttered to
the microphone, “now I sound like a lovesick high schooler with a
podcast.” The microphone, being an inanimate object, offered no
consolation.



Moments later, Zoe drifted in, barefoot, hair up in a
pineapple-shaped bun, clutching a mug the size of a small car. “You
finished?” she chirped.



Charlotte considered lying but couldn’t muster the energy.
“Sort of. I think I just confessed my secret crush to three
thousand people without realizing it.”



Zoe looked delighted. “Perfect! Maybe he’ll listen.”



Charlotte rolled her eyes, attempting to recover some dignity.
“Max is not going to listen to my podcast. He doesn’t even know it
exists. We’re keeping things… old-school. Anonymity. Mystery.
Remember?”



Zoe was already shaking her head, a gleam of mischief in her
eyes. “You know what would be hilarious? If you had him as a guest.
I’m telling you, your listeners would eat it up. Wrong Number Guy
meets Digital Advice Guru. It’s a meet-cute for the ages.”



Charlotte snorted, but somewhere inside, a little spark of
intrigue lit up. Would Max do it? Would she want him to? She
pictured him, blurry and unfinished in her mind’s eye, cracking
jokes into her microphone, telling stories about Agent Whiskers and
spy gadgets. The idea was both mortifying and—if she was
honest—kind of thrilling.



Zoe plopped onto the bed, ignoring the faint look of panic
crossing Charlotte’s face. “I mean, what’s the point of running a
wildly popular podcast if you can’t abuse your platform for
personal entertainment? You could call it ‘Wrong Numbers and Right
Moves.’ Instant classic.”



Charlotte tossed a pillow at her. “Please. The last thing I
need is a live audience for my spiral into rom-com cliché.”



But the idea refused to die. All through the rest of the day,
Charlotte found herself turning it over, imagining how she’d
introduce Max, the questions she’d ask, the jokes they’d make. It
was a little embarrassing, this daydream, and yet… she couldn’t let
it go.



Later that evening, as if the universe was listening in, a new
message from Max appeared: “So, random question. You wouldn’t
happen to host a podcast, would you? Asking for a friend. A very
cool, mysterious friend.”



Charlotte’s heart thudded. She stared at the message, then at
the open tab on her laptop, then back at her phone. How did he
know? Had she mentioned it? Was he a secret super-sleuth, or just
lucky?



She typed, then deleted. Typed again. Finally: “Maybe. Why?
Are you a podcast critic? Should I be worried?”



His reply was characteristically sly. “Oh, just heard
something about a show run by a caffeine-powered unicorn with a
questionable relationship to cheese. Figured it had to be
you.”



Charlotte groaned, rolling onto her back, phone pressed to her
chest. Had she revealed too much? Were her friends leaking secrets?
Had she accidentally uploaded a blooper reel to the public feed?
The possibilities were endless and only mildly mortifying.



Max followed up: “Relax. I haven’t listened yet. But I’m told
you give excellent advice, and your laugh is infectious. Full
disclosure, my roommate might be a fan.”



Charlotte, trying for breezy, replied, “Well, if your roommate
ever needs help navigating a cheese-related romance, I’m their
girl.”



He volleyed back, “Noted. But I think you should do a segment
on ‘Wrong Numbers: Accidents or Fate?’ Could be
groundbreaking.”



She hesitated, tempted to come clean, but instead ducked the
question with her usual shield: humor. “Only if you promise not to
call in and ask about your secret life as a spy. The world isn’t
ready.”



Later that night, lying in bed with her phone glowing softly
on the pillow, Charlotte replayed their exchange. Was it possible
Max was listening? Had she really dropped enough clues? And did it
matter? Part of her loved the risk, the sense that their worlds
were bleeding together, that something bigger than texting and
voice notes was starting to form in the space between them.



The next day at work, the real world came crashing in. The
company’s annual staff mixer loomed, and her boss—who seemed to
have a sixth sense for Charlotte’s limits—handed her a folder
thicker than her arm. “I know you’re good at bringing people
together,” the boss intoned, as if pronouncing a curse. “I want you
to run point on this. Entertainment, snacks, decorations, the whole
circus. Make it fun, Charlotte. The team needs a lift.”



Charlotte smiled, nodded, and mentally began drafting a
resignation letter in her head. As she staggered back to her desk,
Zoe texted: “Heard about the mixer. Don’t worry—I’ll help! (Don’t
tell your boss, I’m terrible at mixers.)”



Charlotte snorted. “That’s like inviting a tornado to help
organize your sock drawer,” she muttered to herself. But Zoe’s
offers of help—however chaotic—were always more fun than suffering
alone.



The rest of the day passed in a blur of emails, phone calls,
and emergency runs for more caffeine. When the pressure got to her,
Charlotte ducked out to the fire escape, phone in hand, and called
Max.



He picked up on the first ring, voice warm and familiar. “Hey,
Coffee Warrior. Survived another day?”



“Barely. My boss has me organizing a mixer for people who
would rather be trapped in an elevator than make small talk. I
might fake a power outage.”



He laughed, that wonderful low rumble that made her shoulders
drop. “You know what you need? Party games. I’m talking
embarrassing icebreakers, trivia about the boss, and—if things get
desperate—karaoke.”



“Is karaoke always your answer?”



“It is when you want people to bond. There’s nothing like
watching the VP butcher a boy band song to bring the office
together.”



Charlotte giggled, her mood lightening. “If I get fired for
making my boss sing ‘Bye Bye Bye,’ I’m blaming you.”



“Deal. But I expect a full report. Also, you’re required to
sing, too.”



“Oh, no. I don’t sing in public. That’s a line I don’t
cross.”



“Everyone has a line,” Max said, and for a moment, the teasing
faded, replaced by something softer.



They talked longer than she intended, the conversation
drifting from office party disasters to childhood dreams to what it
meant to feel stuck. Max confessed he’d once tried to run away and
join a circus at ten (“Turns out, the circus requires references.
Who knew?”). Charlotte shared her fantasy of moving to Paris,
opening a bookstore, and living on croissants and mystery
novels.



The conversation deepened, looping around to heartbreaks and
trust. Max, after a long, comfortable silence, admitted, “I’ve been
burned before. Someone I trusted. Made it hard to…you know. Try
again.”



Charlotte, lying on her back, watching clouds scud past her
window, replied, “Me too. Different flavor, same result. Sometimes
I think it’s easier to be the advice-giver than the advice-taker.
Feels safer to keep people at arm’s length.”



Max, gently teasing, said, “You? Keeping people at arm’s
length? Never.”



She laughed, but the honesty made her ache. “Yeah, well.
Sometimes you find the right person in the weirdest way, and then
it’s even scarier. Because what if it’s real?”



There was a pause. Then Max, voice full of warmth, replied,
“Maybe that’s the point. Sometimes the best things start by
accident.”



Charlotte felt the truth of it in her bones. Their
conversation turned lighter—stories of worst first dates, terrible
karaoke, ridiculous family traditions. But beneath it all was the
sense of something growing, something neither of them wanted to
name.



That night, as Charlotte wrapped up her podcast edits, Zoe
wandered in, hands full of sticky notes and a dangerous gleam in
her eye. “I have ideas for your mixer. Also, are you ever going to
meet this guy, or what? Because if not, I’m going to start inviting
eligible bachelors over. It’s your civic duty.”



Charlotte rolled her eyes, but the words lingered. Was she
dragging this out because she liked the magic, the possibility? Was
she afraid to let reality in, to risk ruining what felt so good? It
was easier, somehow, to live in the land of voice notes and jokes,
to keep the story perfect and unfinished.



The next morning, the podcast world spilled into her office.
She was stapling flyers for the mixer when a familiar voice piped
up from the break room. “Hey, Charlotte—listened to your new
episode last night. Loved the bit about spooning sloths. Your
podcast is the only thing keeping me sane on my commute.”



Charlotte froze. She knew that voice—Tanya from accounting,
superfan, owner of three cats and at least fifty podcast stickers.
Charlotte’s mind raced. Had she said anything embarrassing? Had she
confessed her cheese fixation on-air? Had she slipped up about
Max?



She pasted on a smile. “Thanks, Tanya. Glad someone’s
listening.”



Tanya grinned. “Are you ever going to do a meet-and-greet for
your fans? We’d love to see the face behind the advice.”



Charlotte mumbled something noncommittal and made a mental
note to scrub her next episode for accidental confessions.



Midway through the afternoon, her phone buzzed. Max again.
“So, any wrong numbers today? Or am I still your favorite
accident?”



She couldn’t help the giggle that bubbled up. Even at her
desk, surrounded by the dull whirr of printers and gossip about
toner supplies, he could reach across the miles and make her
smile.



She ducked into a quiet corner and sent him a private voice
note—no puns, no jokes, just the honest, nervous flutter in her
voice. “Hey. Just wanted to say… sometimes I get nervous that
you’ll listen to my podcast and realize I’m a complete disaster.
But for what it’s worth, I really like talking to you. Maybe more
than I should.”



His reply was almost instant, soft and sure: “Disaster is my
favorite flavor. And honestly, I could listen to you all day.”
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There are mornings when the world feels ordinary, coffee
percolates and emails arrive and the only adventure is trying to
find matching socks. And then there are mornings when your phone
vibrates before your alarm, and you know before you even look that
it’s going to be a Max Day—the best kind of day, Charlotte had
decided, the ones punctuated by his texts and voice notes and,
increasingly, the not-so-subtle fluttering of something in her
stomach she’d always attributed to caffeine but was starting to
suspect was something else entirely.



Max had established a new ritual, one Charlotte would never
admit she adored, even under threat of being made to organize
another office mixer. Every morning at 7:07 a.m.—“because seven is
lucky, and double seven is double lucky,” he’d claimed in a
note—her phone would light up with some delightfully groan-worthy,
sometimes shockingly clever “good morning” pun.



The first morning’s effort:

“You must be a magician, because whenever I look at my phone,
everyone else disappears. Have a magical morning, Coffee
Warrior.”



The next:

“Do you believe in love at first text, or should I send
another meme?”



Then, as if to up the ante:

“Roses are red, violets are blue, mornings are terrible—unless
they start with you.”



Charlotte, still half asleep, snorted into her pillow each
time, sometimes waking Zoe, who threatened to record her snorts and
set them as her ringtone. The puns didn’t stop at sunrise; if
anything, they grew more elaborate as the day wore on, turning each
texting session into a low-key comedy roast with a healthy side of
flattery.



Which is how, on a particularly gray Tuesday morning,
Charlotte found herself declaring a “compliment battle.” The rules
were simple: no sincerity allowed; only the most ridiculous,
over-the-top, tongue-in-cheek compliments would be accepted.



Her opening volley:

“Max, your sense of direction must be flawless, because you
always find your way into my notifications.”



He volleyed back within seconds:

“Charlotte, your spirit is so bright, even solar panels are
jealous. Scientists are studying you for alternative energy
solutions.”



Charlotte, not to be outdone:

“If texting was an Olympic sport, you’d have more gold than
Michael Phelps.”



Max:

“Your wit is so sharp, cheese knives tremble in your
presence.”



Charlotte snickered, thumb flying.

“If there were a Nobel Prize for meme selection, you’d have
your own Wikipedia page.”



He sent a GIF of an animated gold medal, followed by,

“I’d like to thank my fans, my phone charger, and my mother
for supporting my journey to textual greatness. But mostly, I’d
like to thank the Snack Queen herself for inspiring me to
greatness.”



Snack Queen. The nickname stuck, and Charlotte let it. For her
part, she began referring to Max as “Sir Crunch-a-Lot,” after
discovering during a late-night chat that his idea of a perfect
meal involved an appalling combination of pretzels, cheese puffs,
and cold pizza, which she mocked mercilessly but secretly admired
for its unashamed joy.



“Don’t judge,” he texted, “My palate is refined. Some people
train their taste buds for years. I was just born this way.”



Charlotte replied, “I bow to your crunchy wisdom, Sir
Crunch-a-Lot. May your snacks forever be crispy and your drinks
never flat.”



These exchanges were quickly becoming her favorite moments of
every day—the gentle escalation of affection, the deepening spiral
of inside jokes, the way the conversation would slip effortlessly
from wit to realness and back again, never feeling forced. She felt
a tug toward him that was equal parts curiosity and comfort, the
kind of connection she’d only read about in her listeners’ more
optimistic emails.



And, perhaps, something else—a growing certainty that he felt
it too, or was at least leaning in the same direction.



Zoe was relentless, as always. Every evening, she’d appear in
the kitchen with a mug of something warm and a not-so-subtle demand
for updates. “You’re glowing,” she’d announce, as if it was a
scientific diagnosis. “Don’t try to hide it. I want details. What
did he say today? Was it the magician line again? I swear, if he
sends you a pun about traffic lights, he’s The One.”



Charlotte had learned the fine art of being both honest and
entirely unhelpful. “He called me a snack queen and told me my
playlist gave him feelings.”



Zoe, unimpressed, tried a new tactic. “How’s his voice? On a
scale from ‘voicemail robot’ to ‘Ryan Gosling with a cold’?”



Charlotte, honest this time, replied, “Like… hot chocolate if
hot chocolate had a secret.”



Zoe melted, groaned, and rolled her eyes all at once. “You’re
doomed.”



But Charlotte was content to keep the details private. There
was something precious about the way their rapport was growing,
something she wanted to nurture away from the glare of her
roommate’s romantic ambitions and her coworkers’ nosiness. For now,
it was just for her and Max—a pocket universe built on puns,
playlists, and snack-related declarations.



Max, true to form, sent her a link one afternoon. “Playlist:
Songs To Text By. If you listen while replying, your texts gain +10
charm.”



She hit play. The first song was a remix of an old pop ballad;
the next, something indie and bouncy; then a piano cover of a song
she’d once confessed loving during a particularly vulnerable voice
note. She smiled so hard it hurt. The soundtrack was as eclectic as
his snack choices and twice as sweet.



She texted, “I feel like a textual athlete. Where’s my
medal?”



Max answered instantly, “Check your inbox. Medal ceremony is
at 8:15, tux optional.”



The attached GIF: a cartoon podium, Charlotte at the top,
flanked by animated snack foods throwing confetti.



If there was a medal for cheering her up, Max had won it ten
times over. Especially now, as her work stress crept to new heights
and the dreaded staff mixer loomed like an unwelcome dentist
appointment. Her boss’s requests had turned into demands, then
last-minute emergencies, each one more exhausting than the
last.



The afternoon before the mixer, she collapsed at her desk,
texting Max, “Emergency. I require sustenance. Stat.”



He replied, “What’s your ultimate comfort food?”



Charlotte, without hesitation: “Cheesy fries. A mountain of
them, ideally. With a milkshake for dipping. Yes, I dip my fries in
milkshakes. Don’t judge.”



Max: “No judgment. Fries and shakes are a classic. My comfort
food: cold pizza, ideally at 2am. Or nachos with way too many
jalapeños. Bonus points if eaten on the couch in pajamas.”



She replied, “Sir Crunch-a-Lot, I dub thee Knight of the
Midnight Snack.”



He shot back, “All hail the Snack Queen, ruler of the Cheesy
Dominion. May your fries always be crispy and your milkshakes
thick.”



There was something lovely about the way their banter orbited
real life, never fully leaving the ground, but always buoyed by
something effervescent, like the fizz of a just-opened soda. It was
fun, yes, but it was also supportive. Every time she vented about
work or confessed her doubts, Max would offer a joke or a meme, but
underneath it all was genuine encouragement—a feeling that maybe,
just maybe, she wasn’t as alone in the world as she sometimes
felt.



On the evening of the staff mixer, Charlotte was a bundle of
nerves. She wore her “office party armor”—black jeans, a vintage
tee, a blazer that made her feel slightly more in control than she
was. Zoe, despite being “officially banned” from office events, had
shown up with a tray of home-baked cookies and the kind of energy
that made Charlotte both grateful and slightly terrified.



As guests began to trickle in—coworkers in various states of
awkwardness, snacks arranged in Instagram-unfriendly
piles—Charlotte hid behind the punch bowl and texted Max, “Send
help. Or jokes. Or a fire alarm.”



He replied, “You’re a superhero. You’ve got this. But I dare
you to make a toast. With puns. The cheesier, the better.”



Charlotte stared at her phone, pulse racing. A pun toast? In
public? It was exactly the sort of dare Max would concoct, and
exactly the sort of risk she’d never have taken before. But there
was something about the way he believed in her, the way he made
everything feel less embarrassing and more like a story worth
telling.



“Fine,” she texted, “but if I get fired, you’re responsible
for my future snack budget.”



“Deal,” he replied. “Snack Queen deserves a kingdom. Go forth
and pun-der.”



At precisely 7:19, her boss tapped the side of a glass and
called for attention. Charlotte, heart hammering, climbed onto a
chair. “Hi, everyone. I know mixers can be… awkward, so I’m here to
break the ice. And the cheese. Because what’s a party without a
little gouda energy?”



A ripple of laughter. Emboldened, she continued, “I’d like to
raise a toast to the hardest-working team this side of the cubicle
farm. You’re nacho average coworkers, and you’re all
un-brie-lievable. If you ever feel blue, just remember, there’s
nothing feta than friends and snacks. Let’s have a grate time
tonight!”



Groans, laughter, applause. Someone actually chanted, “More
puns!” and Charlotte grinned, flushed and giddy, as the tension in
the room dissolved. Even her boss looked, for once, like she might
actually have a sense of humor.



Unbeknownst to Charlotte, Zoe had captured the whole thing on
video. Five minutes later, the video was winging its way to Max’s
phone, accompanied by a flurry of emojis.



Max texted her: “You’re pun-derful. Truly a national
treasure.”



Charlotte blushed, her cheeks warm in a way that had nothing
to do with the wine or the bright office lights. “Don’t encourage
me,” she replied, “or next time, I’ll break out the pasta
puns.”



“Can’t wait,” he replied. “I carb believe how much you make me
laugh.”



Her coworkers—once oblivious to her mood—now began teasing her
mercilessly. “What’s got you so happy?” Tanya from accounting
asked, elbowing her with a wink. “New boyfriend?”



Charlotte shrugged, smiling. “Just a friend. The best kind,
maybe.”



Later that night, curled up in bed with her phone balanced on
her stomach, Charlotte replayed the day. Max’s texts lit up the
screen, each one a little firecracker of joy. “You make my day
every day,” he wrote. “Not just with the puns. With you.”



Her heart thudded. She stared at the words, then typed back,
“You’re my favorite wrong number.”



For a moment, the whole world went quiet. Then her phone
buzzed, Max’s reply warm as sunlight: “Here’s to the best accident
of my life.”



Charlotte closed her eyes, feeling her walls crumble, feeling
her heart crack open and let the light in. She didn’t know what
would happen next, didn’t know if magic could survive the leap into
reality, but for tonight, she let herself hope.
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There are few things more alarming than waking up to discover
you’ve been outwitted by a string of tiny, smiling digital faces,
but that is exactly what greeted Charlotte when she fumbled for her
phone at precisely 6:57 a.m. She had been dreaming of floating on a
lazy river made of cheese fries—perhaps not the most elegant
metaphor for her subconscious, but the kind that made perfect sense
after a week of late nights, stress snacking, and pun battles. The
river had seemed endless, the current gentle, the fries perfectly
crispy—until a familiar buzz dragged her into the waking
world.



She squinted at the bright blue glow, then at the line of
emojis marching across her lock screen: 🦄🕵️♂️🎤🌮🏆🐱👤🦸♀️🎭🍕🍩🎨💥🚇🤔



Beneath them, Max had written: “Decipher the code, Snack
Queen. Winner gets a surprise. No pressure—but your reputation as
Emoji Athlete of the Year is on the line.”



Charlotte groaned, rolled over, and began to decode, her mind
still hazy with dreams and the memory of Max’s last “good night”
message. There was always a game with him, some new layer to the
conversation, some secret meaning she had to unravel. And she loved
it. More than she could admit, even to herself.



She fired back, “Give me time. I’m only at Level One: Coffee
Acquisition.”



But even as she yawned and stretched, she started to piece the
string together. Some were obvious: the unicorn was her; the taco,
his favorite snack; the ninja cat, Agent Whiskers; the subway, a
nod to her city commutes. But others—🕵️♂️🎤🎭—were trickier. She
copied the string into her notes, making mental space for the
challenge.



She read the riddle again over cereal, nearly pouring orange
juice into her coffee in her distracted state. Even as she packed
her bag, she was thinking in emojis—picturing herself as a
superhero ninja on the subway, tailed by a pizza-eating unicorn
with a karaoke microphone.



She wasn’t any closer to a solution by the time she stepped
onto the subway, but she was smiling—absurdly, hopelessly, in a way
that made the woman sitting across from her glance up from her
thriller and smirk.



It was only when she heard the train doors swoosh open, looked
up, and realized she was two stops past her destination that she
snapped out of her reverie. She scrambled to her feet, muttering
apologies as she nearly toppled an elderly man in a Yankees cap,
then hustled off the train and up into the blinding morning sun,
heart pounding and cheeks red—not just from embarrassment, but from
the simple, wild fact that a string of emojis had made her miss her
stop.



She texted Max as soon as she was above ground: “Your emoji
mind games have officially ruined my commute. I hope you’re pleased
with yourself.”



His reply: “I’m absolutely delighted. You’re playing at the
highest level, Snack Queen. Bonus points for subway
acrobatics.”



She ducked into a coffee shop, ordered the largest iced latte
on the menu, and fired off her guesses one by one, incorporating
her own emoji shorthand: 🦄 (her), 🕵️♂️ (her detective fantasies), 🎤
(her secret love for karaoke), 🌮 (him, obviously), 🏆 (their endless
competition), 🐱👤 (Agent Whiskers, may she reign forever), 🦸♀️ (her
superhero alter ego), 🎭 (her flair for drama), 🍕🍩🎨 (late-night
snacks and their creative streak), 💥 (the mayhem of their
friendship), 🚇 (her subway misadventures), 🤔 (and their
never-ending curiosity about each other).



She sent it all with a flourish. “Did I win? Or am I being
demoted to mere Mortal Texter?”



He volleyed back, “Full marks. Except you missed one: 🎭 is for
your podcast voice—always performing, always a little mysterious.
But bonus points for pizza artistry. Prize coming soon.”



As she hustled to the office, Charlotte replayed the
conversation, her grin refusing to fade. This—this was what she’d
missed about falling for someone, even just in text. The games, the
in-jokes, the way even the most mundane morning could feel like an
adventure when you shared it with someone who understood how your
brain worked. Who delighted in it.



She was still basking in that warmth when she slipped into her
desk chair, Zoe popping up beside her in a tangle of earbuds and
coffee spills. “You’re late,” Zoe sang, “and don’t even try to tell
me it wasn’t a Max Emergency. What’s the score now?”



Charlotte tried for indignant. “Excuse me, I have a life
outside my phone.”



Zoe only grinned wider. “Please, your life is a group chat.
Hand it over.”



Reluctantly, Charlotte handed over her phone, showing Zoe the
emoji string and her attempt at decoding it.



Zoe cackled. “He’s good. But he’s not ready for the Riddle
Queen.” Zoe—self-appointed keeper of obscure trivia and reigning
champion of the office holiday scavenger hunt—spent the next ten
minutes constructing her own emoji riddle and dared Charlotte to
send it. They negotiated: “No using emojis for swears,” Charlotte
insisted, “and nothing that would get me fired if my boss saw
it.”



By midmorning, a scoreboard had materialized on the kitchen
whiteboard back at their apartment. “Emoji Olympics,” it read, with
Charlotte’s name in pink and Max’s in blue. Zoe, taking her new
role as referee seriously, kept a running tally of victories,
draws, and “most creative use of the fire-breathing dragon.”



The battle escalated. Max sent her an emoji recipe—🍞🥑🍳🍋🍅—and
challenged her to guess his breakfast. She fired back with a story,
all emojis, about her disastrous attempt at yoga class:
🧘♀️🤸♀️💦😵💫🙈💔🦄 (the unicorn represented herself, sprawled on the mat
in defeat).



Each time one of them won a round, the other awarded a fake
“prize”—Max sent a picture of a golden taco trophy; Charlotte sent
back a meme of a unicorn riding a pizza slice, sunglasses on,
captioned “World Champion: Emoji Freestyle.”



It wasn’t just the game. The whole day felt lighter, fizzier,
like the world had pressed “play” on a playlist of her favorite
songs. Even the endless parade of emails and client calls seemed
less daunting with Max pinging her between tasks, each message a
spark of anticipation.



Midafternoon, Max upped the ante: “Best childhood memory.
Emoji only. Go.”



Charlotte chewed on her pencil, remembering summers in her
grandmother’s garden, building forts out of sheets and eating
homemade popsicles until her tongue turned purple. She sent:
🏡🌻👧🏻🥶🍧👵🏻👑 (her grandmother always insisted she was the queen of the
garden).



Max replied almost instantly. “Your grandma sounds like a
legend. I’m guessing you ruled your kingdom with an iron popsicle
stick.”



She grinned, thumb hovering. “You know me too well. Your
turn.”



His answer—🛶🏕️🎣🐸😅—told a story all its own: camping trips,
fishing fails, one fateful frog. She asked, “Did the frog
win?”



He replied with a voice note—Max, doing his best old-man
storyteller, complete with gravelly voice: “Legend has it, the frog
is still out there, plotting his revenge. I haven’t been near a
lily pad since.”



Charlotte was laughing so hard she nearly spilled her coffee.
She recorded her own reply, using a wooden spoon and a jar of rice
as percussion: “This is my official submission for the ‘Best Use of
Utensils in an Emoji Song’ category.” She sang—badly—about her
kingdom of popsicles and her reign of garden chaos.



Max replied, “Ladies and gentlemen, I present the Emoji
Champion of Brooklyn. You win. All my trophies are yours.”



Charlotte grinned, cheeks flushed with pleasure, and for a
moment, all the stress and uncertainty of the past few weeks faded.
This was joy, pure and simple. Not easy, but honest. Something she
hadn’t felt in far too long.



But real life was waiting, as it always did. Just before
lunch, Charlotte was summoned to a conference room—one of those
glass-walled cages where daylight mocked the fluorescent bulbs and
every chair seemed to squeak at the wrong moment. Her podcast,
which had started as a lark, had just scored its first real
sponsor—a boutique dating app that promised “matches as unique as
you are.” The meeting, run by a woman in tortoiseshell glasses and
a blazer so sharp it could have been used as a weapon, stretched on
for an eternity: demographics, branding, a lengthy digression about
“user engagement strategies.” Charlotte’s mind wandered, fingers
itching for her phone, her heart beating a little faster every time
she imagined what Max would make of all this corporate
double-speak.



Eventually, she gave in, stealthily sliding her phone into her
lap and sending Max a text: “Help. Trapped in the world’s longest
meeting. Send rescue pigeons. Or snacks. Or both.”



Max replied, “On it. I’ve dispatched Agent Whiskers in full
stealth mode. If she doesn’t make it, you’ll have to rely on my
top-secret distraction plan: try not to laugh at this.” Attached
was a photo of a very fluffy cat wearing a tiny detective hat, paw
raised in salute.



Charlotte snorted, then clapped a hand over her mouth, cheeks
burning as the room fell silent and everyone turned her way. Her
boss gave her a suspicious side-eye, but Charlotte managed to fake
a cough, burying her laughter in her notes. Max was going to be the
death of her, she was sure of it.



As soon as she escaped the meeting, she called Zoe, regaling
her with the highlights. “Honestly, I think the sponsor expects me
to give dating advice while speed-dating a room full of cheese
enthusiasts. Also, Max won the emoji round with a cat in a
hat.”



Zoe, always ready to stir the pot, said, “He’s a keeper. When
are you going to let me meet him? In fact, when are you going to
let you meet him? Your birthday’s coming up. Invite him. Tell him
there’s cake. Nobody says no to cake.”



Charlotte hesitated, the familiar tangle of excitement and
anxiety tightening in her chest. It was one thing to text, to joke,
to play games in the digital twilight; another entirely to bring
him into her real world, with all its mess and unpredictability.
She wanted to—she really did—but the idea of risking the magic made
her throat dry.



“I don’t know, Zoe. Maybe. Not yet.”



Zoe, undeterred, set up the whiteboard scoreboard in their
kitchen, complete with emoji stickers and color-coded columns.
“Fine, but you can’t live in your phone forever, Char. At some
point, you have to let yourself have more than just texts.”



The afternoon faded into evening. Charlotte and Zoe ordered
pizza, arguing over toppings and the relative merits of anchovies.
They watched a bad action movie and debated Max’s possible
identity—“Is he really who he says? Is he hiding a secret family of
cats? Are we sure he’s not a professional comedian?”—and for once,
Charlotte didn’t mind Zoe’s relentless curiosity. It was nice, she
thought, to have someone who cared so much about the shape of her
happiness.



After dinner, as rain pattered against the window, Max sent
her a new challenge: “Emoji-only embarrassing story. Give me your
best.”



Charlotte considered, then sent: 👠👧🏻🚶♀️🌞🌊😱💦🙈🚑🥤.

Translation: Once, in broad daylight, she’d tripped in heels,
tumbled into a fountain, soaked herself and her soda, and had to be
helped out by a passing paramedic who—of course—turned out to be an
ex-classmate. Zoe had nearly peed herself laughing at the story,
and Charlotte could still hear the echo of her own shriek.



Max replied: 🎤🎵👨🏻🦰🎤🐔😳🚨🏆, which, after much deciphering, meant
that he’d once signed up for karaoke, lost a bet, and ended up
serenading a room full of strangers with “The Chicken Dance.” A
video of which, he confessed, still existed somewhere in his
mother’s files.



She texted back: “We’re officially even. Both humiliated, both
undefeated.”



He responded, “We should have an actual emoji trophy made.
Best Story, Most Creative Use of a Chicken, and so on.”



Their walls, it seemed, were not just coming down—they were
being bulldozed by honesty and laughter, leaving something
vulnerable and precious in their wake.



Zoe, who’d been hovering in the doorway, pounced. “Okay, this
is getting out of hand. Just call him! Let me hear that magical
voice.”



Charlotte, feeling cornered, shook her head. “No way. I’m…
building anticipation. It’s a proven strategy.”



Zoe rolled her eyes. “You’re phone-shy.”



“I’m not phone-shy,” Charlotte insisted, cheeks flushing.
“I’m… phone-selective.”



But the truth was, the idea of a real phone call made her
palms sweat. Texts and voice notes were safe; a call was a leap.
She told herself it was too soon, that she didn’t want to rush. In
reality, she was terrified—terrified that the chemistry wouldn’t
translate, that her nerves would get the better of her, that the
magic would fizzle.



Max seemed to sense her reluctance, and, true to form, teased
her gently. “I’m starting to think you’re a figment of my phone’s
imagination. Maybe we’re both bots, training each other for the
next emoji Olympics.”



Charlotte texted back, “Maybe I am. Maybe I’m just building up
to the grand finale.”



The Emoji Olympics continued late into the night, a blur of
riddles, rapid-fire challenges, and creative use of animal emojis.
They called it a draw, each awarding the other a gold medal, and
Max sent her a trophy emoji, crowned with a unicorn.



Charlotte lay in bed, phone nestled against her heart,
grinning into the darkness. It was so easy, with him. So fun. And
yet, beneath the laughter, something deeper was blooming—a hope she
hadn’t dared to nurture in a long, long time.
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Charlotte woke to the sound of her phone buzzing and the dull,
comforting haze of a Saturday morning. She reached out, still
half-asleep, to find the culprit—her pillow, not her phone—and only
on the third try did her hand make contact with the device glowing
insistently at the edge of the bed. She squinted at the screen,
which was already alive with the morning’s earliest chaos: a group
chat blowing up with memes from Zoe, two missed notifications from
her favorite podcast app, and, at the top, a cryptic text from
Max.



Max (7:22 AM): “Some days you’re the typo, some days you’re
the punchline. Guess which one I am today?”



Charlotte blinked. The words, so casual and odd, immediately
set her heart tap-dancing on the inside of her ribcage. What did
that mean? Was he in a weird mood? Was he annoyed about something?
Was he…flirting? Or just being mysterious for mystery’s sake, the
way he sometimes did to keep her on her toes?



She read it again. And again. She imagined Max’s face—was he
smirking, half-awake, hair a mess, firing off a joke from his
kitchen while his coffee gurgled in the background? Or was he
actually trying to tell her something?



Before she could spiral into a full anxiety weather system,
Zoe’s name popped up on her screen with a blaring incoming call.
Charlotte groaned, but answered.



“Did you get it?” Zoe’s voice came through, all fizz and
fire.



Charlotte pulled the covers over her head. “Did I get
what?”



“That weird text from Mr. Mystery. Read it to me. Out loud.
Now.”



Charlotte rolled her eyes, but obliged. Zoe let out a
delighted cackle. “He’s flirting. That’s 100 percent a flirt. Or
he’s doing the thing where he pretends to be mysterious but
actually wants you to ask him what’s wrong.”



“Or,” Charlotte replied, “he’s just in one of his moods. What
if I say something and he’s like, ‘Whoa, calm down, I was making a
joke about spellcheck’?”



Zoe tutted. “You overthink more than my grandma
cross-stitching the Lord’s Prayer. Just respond. Send a meme. Send
a picture of a typewriter in a punch bowl. Or just…text him
back.”



Charlotte, biting her lip, considered. She typed out half a
dozen replies, deleting each before hitting send. The pressure to
be clever, to be breezy but not needy, was immense. Why couldn’t it
ever be simple? Why couldn’t she just text, What did you mean? Are
you okay? Am I the typo? Am I the punchline? Do you like me or do
you like-like me? Instead, she settled on:



Charlotte: “Depends. Are you in a joke about typos or a typo
in a joke? Because if you’re the latter, I’m sending you back to
the autocorrect gods for a refund.”



She stared at the message, thumb hovering. Too much? Not
enough? But before she could spiral further, Max texted again—a
single, glorious GIF: a cat in a suit falling off a desk chair,
then popping up with jazz hands.



Charlotte burst out laughing, the knot in her chest
dissolving. She texted back, “10/10, would typo again.”



And just like that, the world righted itself. Maybe she’d
never understand Max completely, but wasn’t that half the
fun?



She got out of bed, smiling, and padded to the kitchen. Her
phone chimed again—this time, her boss, with a subject line that
made her eyes go wide: “Your creative spark is back! Let’s talk
about a promotion.” Charlotte grinned, thinking how everything
lately—work, life, her mood—felt more electric. She had Max to
thank for that, even if he didn’t know it.



Later at work, Charlotte’s desk was covered in sticky notes
and sly smiles from her coworkers. “Someone’s got a secret
boyfriend!” one teased, waggling her brows. “You’ve been walking
around like you swallowed a lightbulb.”



Charlotte rolled her eyes, swatting at the air, but she
couldn’t quite stop the blush that crept up her cheeks. The office,
usually a blur of gray walls and buzzing monitors, felt a shade
brighter lately—like someone had cracked a window and let all the
city’s possibility come pouring in.



On her lunch break, Charlotte sifted through her podcast fan
mail—digital letters from strangers describing everything from
disastrous Tinder dates to ghosted text chains that lasted months.
One listener wrote, “What do you do when a guy sends you five
emojis and none of them are the same fruit? Is he flirting, or is
he just hungry?” Another confessed, “I accidentally sent a heart to
my boss. My husband thinks it’s hilarious.”



Charlotte laughed, feeling a kinship with these anonymous
hope-chasers. In that spirit, she planned her next episode: “Modern
Romance Gone Wrong: A Field Guide to Digital Disaster.”



That afternoon, she ducked into the podcast studio, sliding on
her headphones and breathing in the silence. She hit record.



“Okay, team, let’s talk about flirting in the era of
autocorrect and mixed signals. You ever send a text, then stare at
your phone for twenty minutes, dissecting whether you should have
put a period or a smiley face? You ever try to play it cool and end
up looking like you hate joy? Today, I want your best stories of
modern romance gone sideways…”



She told her own, masking Max’s identity in a haze of “a
friend I know.” She described the infamous wrong-number text that
started it all, the spiral of decoding every subsequent message,
the memes that saved her from overthinking herself into
oblivion.



The response was overwhelming—her inbox flooded with
confessions, memes, horror stories, and the occasional, shy hope.
One listener wrote, “I guess I’d rather have mixed signals than no
signals at all. At least it means the wires are live.”



Mid-recording, her phone buzzed again. It was Max: “Glad I’m
your best wrong number.”



Charlotte’s hand slipped, sending her mic crashing to the
table. She blushed alone in the booth, heart hammering.



Later, Zoe cornered her at home, both of them sprawled on the
living room floor with a bottle of wine and a bag of chips. “So,
when do you actually tell him your real name? Or, I dunno, your
last name? Or that you’re the host of a moderately successful
podcast about love and chaos?”



Charlotte groaned. “It’s not lying, it’s…curated honesty. I
like the mystery. What if it’s better this way?”



Zoe snorted. “Mystery is fun until you end up on a date and
realize your soulmate is actually your dentist’s cousin.”



But Charlotte kept the secret, savoring the liminal space
between possible futures.



The next night, Max dropped a bombshell—casual, tossed in with
all the gravity of a weather report: “Someday, we should get
coffee. Or, you know, set a world record for most digital tacos
exchanged.”



Charlotte’s breath caught. Did he mean it? Did he want to meet
for real? The thought sent her into a tailspin of delight and
panic. She typed, deleted, and retyped a dozen responses, each more
neurotic than the last.



Charlotte (draft 1): “Are you serious? Like, in person? Like,
with faces?”



(Deleted.)



Charlotte (draft 2): “I’m allergic to real life. Doctors
recommend a strict diet of memes.”



(Deleted.)



Charlotte (draft 3): “Maybe someday. But today is reserved for
digital tacos.”



She hovered. Sent. Immediately regretted not being braver, but
also felt a trickle of relief. The truth was, the possibility both
thrilled and terrified her.



Max’s reply was instant: “Someday it is. For now, more GIFs.”
A loop of a penguin waddling in a circle. She laughed, feeling her
nerves ease.



That Friday, Zoe organized a girls’ night out—a ritual for
heartbreak, crushes, and any crisis that could be cured by loud
music and neon cocktails. They wore sparkles, took too many
selfies, and toasted to “mystery men and the phone batteries that
keep us up at night.”



“You realize you’re basically in a relationship with your
phone?” one friend teased as they clinked glasses.



Charlotte howled with laughter, but the words stuck. Was it
weird, she wondered, to be so attached to someone she’d never met?
Or was this just the new normal—where connection was measured in
memes and minutes of voice notes listened to before bed?



As the night wound down, Charlotte slipped outside for air,
texting Max, “Just checking in. Girls’ night is wild. How’s your
Friday?”



Max’s reply made her choke on her laughter: “Your curfew is
midnight, young lady. Don’t make me revoke your meme
privileges.”



Charlotte texted back, “I require a boyfriend permission slip,
complete with glitter.”



Moments later, Max sent a photo—an actual, hastily scribbled
permission slip, signed “Mr. Maybe,” decked out with digital
sparkles and a dancing llama sticker. Charlotte showed her friends,
who squealed and demanded to see more. She blushed, tucking her
phone away, savoring the warm bubble of joy.



After midnight, back home, Charlotte and Max traded sleepy
voice notes—stories about their best and worst dates, some so
cringe-worthy Charlotte nearly fell off the bed laughing. Max’s
“worst date” included a haunted escape room, a spider, and a
near-evacuation. Charlotte’s included a boy who spent the entire
night talking about his sock collection.



“I can’t decide if that’s tragic or adorable,” Max said in his
last note, his voice soft with sleep.



“Maybe both,” Charlotte replied, “which is the best kind of
story.”




  
She set her phone down,
snuggled into her pillow, and let her mind wander—wondering if
maybe, just maybe, all these mixed signals weren’t signals at all,
but a secret handshake. Maybe half the fun was never knowing for
sure, and just letting the story keep unfolding.


                    
                

                
            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                
                    
                    
                        Chapter 8: Playlist of Possibilities
                    

                    
                    
                

                
                
                    
                    
There are mornings that begin with a whimper—a yawn, a cold
mug, the muted dread of a meeting-heavy calendar—and then there are
mornings when your entire worldview gets upended by a carefully
curated digital mixtape, and you realize, with the startled delight
of someone who just found a twenty in an old coat pocket, that you
are, in fact, the star of your own slow-burning romantic
comedy.



Charlotte’s Tuesday started in its usual flurry: the shriek of
the alarm, Zoe’s disco-sock–clad feet tripping over laundry, the
race for hot water in the shower, the last-minute hunt for earbuds
not entombed in her coat pocket. She nearly missed the
notification, only noticing the familiar “MAX, POSSIBLY DANGEROUS”
ID flashing just as she was about to silence her phone.



“Thought you could use a little morning inspiration,” read the
message, followed by a streaming link and a playlist graphic
titled, in chunky retro font, “Maybe Songs: A Soundtrack for Days
That Start With Coffee and End With Possibility.”



She thumbed open the app, immediately smiling at the playlist
cover: a cartoon taco (clearly Max’s signature), a coffee cup with
a winking face (her), and a unicorn galloping beneath a disco ball.
The first track began with an infectious piano riff that made
Charlotte’s toe tap before she was even fully conscious.



She stuck her phone in her pocket, earbuds in, and bounded
into her commute with something that felt perilously close to joy.
The subway was its usual morning mélange of commuters—one man
reading a worn mystery paperback, a kid scrolling endlessly through
a looping video, a woman in a sharp green suit balancing an iced
coffee and her will to live—but Charlotte floated above it all, the
world receding beneath the steady pulse of Max’s handpicked
soundtrack.



Every song felt like a secret message. Track two, a peppy
indie tune about falling for someone you haven’t met, made her
smile so hard she was forced to tuck her chin against her coat to
avoid making eye contact with her reflection in the window. Track
five, a jazzy cover of an old pop song, conjured images of Max
singing along in his kitchen, perhaps in the presence of the
infamous Agent Whiskers. Track seven—a swoony, slightly cheesy
ballad about taking chances—brought a lump to her throat so sudden
she blamed it on an errant eyelash when the woman in green glanced
her way.



By the time she surfaced onto the city sidewalk, she’d already
listened to the playlist once through and immediately queued it up
again. Each track became a little memory: the warmth of Max’s voice
in her head, the fizz of their last late-night chat, the sense of
being known, just a little, by someone she hadn’t even
touched.



She was halfway up the office steps before she remembered to
thank him, thumbing out a message between bites of a granola
bar.

Playlist review: 12/10. Gold medal in ‘Most Likely to Make Me
Miss My Subway Stop.’ New favorite: the one about dancing in the
kitchen. You have excellent taste… for a taco aficionado.



He replied so quickly she imagined him waiting, just out of
sight, fingers poised over his screen.

Glad you approve, Snack Queen. Bonus points if you can guess
which song I secretly sing in the shower.



She considered, then guessed: The one about dancing like no
one’s watching?



He replied, You know me too well. But only if Agent Whiskers
isn’t watching. Then I lose all confidence.



She laughed aloud, earning a strange look from one of her
colleagues. The playlist, she decided, was now officially the
soundtrack for her day—no, for her week, maybe for her whole life,
or at least for the fuzzy, hopeful chapter that had somehow snuck
up on her since Max had entered her orbit.



She found herself humming as she drifted from meeting to
meeting, her mind returning again and again to the tracklist: what
it said about Max, what he was trying to say to her, and—just
maybe—what she wanted to say back.



By midafternoon, after a particularly disastrous video call
where a coworker’s cat staged a mutiny and someone forgot they were
unmuted (the phrase “I need a drink the size of Lake Michigan”
echoed through the conference call), Charlotte took a deep breath,
popped in her earbuds, and lost herself in Max’s songs. The world
became a little softer at the edges, her anxiety dimming beneath
the thrum of guitar strings and a chorus that insisted, in no
uncertain terms, that “maybe” was just another word for hope.



It was on her lunch break, at a sunlit table with an
overpriced sandwich, that Charlotte decided it was only fair to
return the favor. She opened her favorite music app, started her
own playlist, and titled it “Soundtrack for a Perfect Day (In
Progress).” It was an eclectic mix—old school and new, a little bit
indie, a dash of jazz, and, for comic effect, a classic ‘80s anthem
that Zoe had once demanded they play every time they did
laundry.



She included her favorite rainy day song (for moodiness), her
favorite song to run to (which she never ran to, but liked to
imagine she might), and a slow, plaintive track that always made
her cry, even when she was pretending to be emotionally
bulletproof. She almost didn’t include it, afraid it would give too
much away, but in the end, she decided to risk it. Max could handle
it.



She sent the playlist with a voice note:

I made you a soundtrack for when your day needs a little extra
sparkle. Track four is my secret ‘cry in the bathtub’ jam. Please
use responsibly.



His reply:

Just pressed play. If I start dancing in the kitchen, I’ll
blame you. Or the taco. Or both.



They spent the afternoon trading song recommendations, each
message peeling back another layer. Max confessed that he couldn’t
listen to certain songs without picturing his grandmother dancing
at every wedding, her arms flailing, her grin enormous and
unselfconscious. Charlotte admitted that there were at least three
songs she couldn’t hear without tearing up, and two more that made
her want to run up a mountain and scream, even though she’d never
once climbed a mountain in her life.



Max confessed, with a cringe emoji, that his guilty pleasure
was belting out ‘90s boy band hits in the shower—off-key, off-beat,
but “with the passion of a thousand karaoke dads.” Charlotte
replied that she would pay cash money to witness such a
performance.



“Not a chance,” he shot back. “I have a reputation as a
mysterious man of taste and intrigue to maintain.”



“Oh, come on,” Charlotte replied. “Video or it didn’t
happen.”



Max threatened to ghost her, then, minutes later, her phone
buzzed with a grainy, thirty-second video of Max in his kitchen,
wielding a spatula like a microphone, hips swaying in a way that
was both abysmal and utterly endearing. In the background, Agent
Whiskers glared with palpable feline disdain. The track—yes, it was
a boy band classic—was just audible over Max’s tuneless but
enthusiastic falsetto.



Charlotte nearly dropped her phone laughing. She waited until
Zoe returned home, then, with the stealth of a seasoned prankster,
handed her the phone just as Max launched into the high note. Zoe
shrieked, “He’s a legend! Give that man a glittery tracksuit and
book him for the next office party.”



Charlotte, inspired, set up her own camera and attempted the
same dance, adding a ridiculous hairbrush microphone and an
ill-fated attempt at the moonwalk that nearly ended in tragedy with
a kitchen chair. Zoe, naturally, walked in at the climax and, never
one to let a comedy opportunity go, immediately joined the routine,
adding improvised jazz hands and a dramatic dip.



They sent the video to Max with a single line:

Dance-off challenge accepted. Prepare for defeat.



His reply was swift and gleeful:

Undisputed dance queens. My kitchen is not worthy. Rematch at
dawn.



What began as a joke swiftly became tradition. Any time
Charlotte was stressed, Zoe would blast their new theme song and
drag her into the kitchen, where they would boogie, flail, and
giggle until all the worries of the world melted away in the warm
glow of badly executed choreography and the knowledge that, at
least in this tiny corner of the universe, everything was exactly
as it should be.



It was during one such kitchen boogie, mid-spin and
mid-cackle, that Charlotte received an email from her podcast
producer—a subject line in all caps, with far too many exclamation
points. “HOT INVITE: MAYBE MONDAYS LIVE! HOST THE ULTIMATE CITY
SOUNDTRACK EVENT???”



Charlotte stopped mid-step. “Zoe, you’re not going to believe
this.”



Zoe, undeterred, continued shuffling. “You won the lottery?
You got a date with Sir Crunch-a-Lot?”



“No,” Charlotte gasped, eyes wide, “they want me to host a
live music event. Onstage. In front of actual people. Like, out
loud.”



Zoe’s eyes widened. “That’s huge! That’s terrifying! That’s…
wow. You’re going to be amazing.”



Charlotte was less sure. The thought of taking her carefully
curated digital world and translating it to a stage, a crowd, a
spotlight—it was exhilarating and deeply, deeply scary. The voice
that had always felt so big behind a microphone suddenly seemed too
small.



Max’s playlist, still humming softly in her earbuds, gave her
courage. She messaged him, not hiding her nerves:

So, remember that time I said I was allergic to public
speaking? My producer just invited me to host a city-wide music
event. Onstage. With actual people. I might faint.



His reply came with a link:

Pep Talk Playlist: For Bravery, Dancing, and Conquering
Stages. Track one: Queen, obviously. Track two: My own homemade
voice note telling you that you’re already the bravest person I
know. Listen to this whenever you need a reminder.



She pressed play, and Max’s voice—soft, strong, utterly
sincere—filled her head.

You can do this. Seriously. You were born for the spotlight.
If you get nervous, just imagine the whole crowd is a herd of
dancing unicorns. Or a room full of tacos. Or me, at the back,
waving my spatula. Go show them what you’ve got, Coffee
Warrior.



For once, she didn’t try to make a joke. She just recorded a
reply, her voice shaky but grateful.

Thank you. For the playlist. For the pep talk. For making me
feel like maybe—just maybe—I really can do this. I wish you could
be there.



He replied,

You’ll feel me there. I’ll be the loudest imaginary
cheerleader in the room. (Also, I expect a full report. And a
playlist update.)



The night of the event arrived in a blur of nerves and dry
mouth, her stomach a roiling sea of anxiety and caffeine. Zoe gave
her a pep talk—equal parts motivational speaker and chaos
muppet—then helped her pin her hair back and sent her out the door
with a slap on the back and a whispered, “You got this, Snack
Queen. And if you don’t, just start dancing.”



The venue was a converted theater, string lights casting a
golden haze over the crowd. The audience was bigger than she’d
imagined, and louder, too—podcast listeners, music lovers, and the
curious alike, all buzzing with anticipation. Charlotte stood in
the wings, headphones around her neck, clutching her phone like a
lifeline. For a moment, she was sure she’d forgotten how to speak,
how to be clever, how to exist outside the cozy bubble of her
kitchen.



And then the first chords of Max’s playlist filled her head,
and she remembered who she was: the woman who made up stories out
of song lyrics, who invented whole universes out of puns and
daydreams, who danced barefoot in her kitchen because it felt good,
not because anyone was watching. She stepped onto the stage, took a
breath, and let the music guide her.



The night flew by in a haze of laughter, applause, and song.
Charlotte found her rhythm, interviewing local musicians, riffing
on audience questions, even leading the crowd in an impromptu
kitchen boogie that would later go mildly viral on social media
(thanks, Zoe, who filmed from the front row). Each time she felt
her nerves threaten, she pictured Max at the back of the room,
holding up his spatula, grinning encouragement.



When it was over, Charlotte slipped outside, breathless and
giddy, texting Max before the applause had even faded.

I survived. I even danced. Thank you for being my invisible
hype man. Want to form a terrible cover band? You, me, and Agent
Whiskers on maracas.



He replied,

Only if we can call ourselves ‘The Unlikely Maybes.’ I’ll
bring the tacos. You bring the disco ball.



At work the next day, Charlotte’s coworkers all seemed to have
caught her mood, remarking on her new springy bounce and her
tendency to hum between meetings. Tanya from accounting greeted her
with, “Heard you killed it last night, Podcast Queen. What’s your
secret? Did you get a mysterious new muse?”



Zoe was no help at all, singing “Love Sickness” at the top of
her lungs and claiming Charlotte was the first recorded case of
“Maybe Fever.” Charlotte rolled her eyes and claimed she was just
“maybe-sick”—not in love, not exactly, but open to the wild
possibilities of falling for someone you’ve never even met.



That afternoon, Max texted:

You’re the best DJ my soul ever had.



Charlotte, blushing fiercely, saved his playlist in her music
app and retitled it “For Emergencies Only (Or Any Time I Miss
Max).” It became her comfort, her armor, her reminder that she
wasn’t alone on this adventure—that someone out there, someone real
and ridiculous and perfectly imperfect, was rooting for her, song
by song.
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Charlotte had always thought of blind dates the way some
people think of haunted houses: theoretically entertaining,
possibly thrilling, but far more enjoyable when they were happening
to someone else. Still, there was something about Zoe’s “you’ve got
to trust me” look—the glint of her eyes, the way she clasped her
hands in that dramatic, pleading gesture—that wore Charlotte down.
Or maybe it was the slow, relentless drip of curiosity, the ache
for distraction from the ever-present hum of Max, the need to prove
(to herself and maybe to her best friend) that she was still open
to the world beyond the warm, witty walls of her phone.



So when Zoe set her up with “an actual human man, not just a
voice or a meme,” Charlotte resisted, negotiated, and then caved.
She told herself she was doing it for the plot, for the story she’d
inevitably tell her podcast listeners, for Zoe’s peace of mind, and
for the statistical possibility that there might still be a man
alive in this city who could compete with the mysterious charm of
Max.



Which is how she found herself, on a Friday night, nervously
eyeing her closet and debating the semiotics of various tops—was it
more tragic to wear her “accidentally sexy” blouse, or to opt for
something aggressively casual, as if to signal her apathy to the
universe? She finally settled on a compromise: dark jeans, her
favorite boots, a soft sweater that made her feel just the right
balance of approachable and protected. She put on lipstick, erased
it, tried again, and ultimately decided to let her smile do the
heavy lifting.



Zoe hovered, fussing with Charlotte’s hair and emitting a
constant stream of pep talk. “He’s cute, he’s funny, he has a job
that doesn’t involve cryptocurrency or TikTok, and—get this—he
actually reads books. Not just podcasts, not just memes. Paper
books, with pages.”



Charlotte rolled her eyes, but she was grateful for the
distraction. “If he’s so amazing, why are you pawning him off on
me? Is he secretly a cult leader? Does he collect his own toenail
clippings? Should I bring pepper spray?”



Zoe cackled, fixing Charlotte’s part. “Trust me. You’ll be
fine. Worst case, you’ll have a horror story for your podcast and
we’ll eat ice cream while you recover. Best case—well, who knows?
Just go. Be open. And if he mentions NFTs, fake a seizure.”



Charlotte snorted, pocketed her phone, and promised to text
updates “if I get kidnapped by a book club.” She braced herself and
marched into the night, wishing her heart would stop its traitorous
leap every time she thought of Max.



The restaurant Zoe had chosen was aggressively trendy—tiny
tables, exposed brick, cocktails with names like “The Flirty
Gherkin.” Charlotte arrived early, scanned the room, and spotted
her date: tall, earnest, and already scrolling his phone with the
kind of focused anxiety she recognized in herself. She took a deep
breath, plastered on her most charming grin, and approached.



He looked up and stood, offering an awkward handshake that
almost became a hug. “Charlotte?”



“That’s me,” she replied, sliding into her seat. “You must be
Tim.”



He nodded. “Wow, Zoe said you were funny. I—uh—like your
sweater. Is that, um, a unicorn?”



Charlotte looked down, startled to find she’d grabbed her
unicorn cardigan in her rush. Max would have made a joke; Tim just
blinked at it, confused.



“Yeah, I guess I’m still in my ‘magical animal’ phase,” she
said, hoping for a smile.



Tim nodded solemnly. “I respect that. I, uh, once had a dragon
phase.”



Charlotte stifled a giggle. “Who among us hasn’t?”



There was a pause—the first of many, as it turned out. The
conversation moved in stuttering fits and starts, like a car that
kept threatening to stall at a red light. Tim was… perfectly nice.
He asked about her job (“Oh, podcasts. That’s… that’s on the
internet, right?”), her favorite foods (“Is ice cream a food group?
Uh, I mean, technically…”), her hobbies (“I tried yoga once but I
kept falling asleep during the quiet part”), and nodded with a
seriousness that bordered on alarming. He had no allergies, liked
oatmeal, and owned a cat named Leonard. His laugh, when it came,
sounded like a cough escaping in disguise.



Charlotte tried, valiantly, to carry things. She told stories.
She asked about his work (urban planning), his favorite books
(three titles, all assigned in college), his most embarrassing
moment (he once called his third-grade teacher “mom”). But the
chemistry was missing; the jokes landed with soft, dull thuds, and
every attempt at humor felt like playing tennis against a
particularly earnest brick wall.



The appetizer arrived. Tim studied the menu as if deciphering
a medieval manuscript. “So, uh, what’s your podcast about?”



Charlotte launched into her well-worn spiel, sprinkling in her
signature charm, but halfway through, Tim interrupted. “Do people
really listen to advice from strangers? I mean, I guess that’s what
the internet is for. I just listen to weather reports.”



She blinked, laughed. “Well, maybe you could be a guest on my
‘Weather and Wisdom’ spinoff.”



He smiled, unsure if it was a joke.



She reached for her phone—ostensibly to silence it, really to
check for messages—and felt the magnetic tug of the one person she
wanted to be with more than anyone in this room. Max. Without
thinking, she typed a quick text under the table:



Me:

On a blind date. Help. Conversation so dry I might
spontaneously combust.



It took less than a minute for Max to reply.

MAX:

This is Max, reporting live from the field. Subject appears
stable but under threat of death by boredom. Can confirm: zero
percent chance of spontaneous laughter. Barometer falling rapidly.
Snack forecast: bleak.



Charlotte had to bite her tongue to keep from snorting. Tim
was describing the city’s latest parking initiative with the
intensity of a TED Talk. She replied to Max,

I’m hiding in the bathroom for this. Can you send a rescue
cat? Or an icebreaker?



Max:

Agent Whiskers is en route, ETA: never. Until then, your
challenge is to work the word “rutabaga” into conversation. Bonus
points if you use it in a weather metaphor.



She snickered, which earned her a concerned look from a woman
fixing her makeup in the mirror.



Back at the table, Charlotte gamely inserted “rutabaga” into a
story about gardening, but the punchline fell flat. Tim blinked,
then confessed, “I don’t really eat vegetables.” Charlotte,
undeterred, texted Max a live update:



Me:

I’ve resorted to root vegetables. Still no pulse.



Max:

Emergency protocol: order dessert immediately. Also, you’re
making me laugh so hard my roommate thinks I’ve joined a
cult.



The rest of the meal passed in a slow blur. Every time
Charlotte’s phone vibrated, she snuck a peek and grinned, unable to
help herself. She nearly lost it when Max sent a meme—“Blind Date
Escape Artist—Level: Expert”—featuring a cartoon ninja scaling a
wall of breadsticks.



Her date noticed her giggling. “Did I miss something?”



Charlotte, too honest to lie, shook her head. “Just… work
stuff.”



After dessert, she faked a text from her boss and apologized.
“I’m so sorry, there’s a podcast emergency. I need to go edit
something before midnight. But thank you for dinner.”



Tim smiled, relieved. “It was nice meeting you. Good luck with
your unicorn.”



Outside, the night air felt like freedom. Charlotte texted Zoe
the full horror story—

Me:

Survived. No chemistry. Nice guy, but the most exciting thing
he did was order extra bread. I faked a podcast emergency and
escaped. Please have ice cream waiting.



Zoe:

See? You survived. You’re still alive. And now you have
material for the pod. I’m proud. Also, there’s rocky road in the
freezer.



Charlotte texted Max,

Home safe. Thanks for the support. You’re officially my dating
disaster hotline.



He replied,

It’s a prestigious job, but someone’s gotta do it. I’m sending
your certificate and a year’s supply of breadsticks.



Later, curled up with ice cream and Zoe—who, true to form,
wanted every excruciating detail—Charlotte debriefed, then groaned
when Zoe suggested, “Next time, just meet Max. Seriously, what are
you waiting for?”



Charlotte hid her face in her hands. “It’s not that simple.
What if it’s weird? What if it’s not as good in person? What if I
ruin it?”



Zoe patted her back. “Or what if you’re missing out on the
best thing ever because you’re scared of leaving the comfort
zone?”



Charlotte knew she was right, but she wasn’t ready to admit it
out loud.



The next day, as the city rolled on and Charlotte’s brain
remained haunted by awkward conversation and dry bread, she and Max
exchanged voice notes about their Worst Dates Ever.



Charlotte’s entry:

“So, I once went to a costume party blind date, only I thought
the theme was superheroes and he thought it was villains. I showed
up as Wonder Woman, he showed up as Voldemort. He spent the whole
night talking about snake breeding and left early to ‘get more
talcum powder.’ I spent the rest of the night dancing with a guy
dressed as Chewbacca, who later turned out to be the
bartender.”



Max’s reply was rich with mock drama:

“I was catfished once. Matched with a woman whose photos were
all from ten years and two continents ago. When we met, she tried
to convince me she was her own cousin. We ended up having dinner
with her actual cousin, who was lovely, but then the original date
left through the bathroom window. The cousin and I finished the
cheese platter.”



Charlotte countered, “That’s amazing. I would have stayed for
the cheese, too. Did you ever see her again?”



Max:

“Nope, but I ran into the cousin at a farmer’s market once. We
nodded, as if sharing a deep secret. I still buy her
strawberries.”



Their stories escalated. Max challenged her to a “bad date
story duel.” Charlotte won with a tale involving mistaken identity
at a masquerade ball, culminating in a dramatic unmasking and the
realization that she’d spent the entire night flirting with her
ex-boyfriend’s cousin.



Max declared her “Queen of Disaster Dates,” but insisted,
voice lower, “Just for the record, I’d never mistake you for anyone
else.”



The quiet intimacy of that remark sent a pulse through
Charlotte she couldn’t ignore. She almost replied with a joke, but
her voice note came out soft, honest: “That’s the nicest thing
anyone’s said to me all week.”



Max replied, equally gentle: “Truth is, I think I’d recognize
you anywhere. Even without the unicorn sweater.”



She blushed, cheeks burning, and let the words hang between
them.



The next morning at work, Charlotte was distracted, replaying
Max’s voice in her head, turning his compliment over and over like
a rare coin. She tried to throw herself into meetings, but the
memory of last night’s disaster—and the sweet, silly comfort of her
post-date texts with Max—kept floating up like bubbles in a glass
of prosecco.



She spun the story into a podcast segment, recounting the
horrors of blind dating with the humor and self-deprecation her
listeners loved. “Remember, heartbreakers: sometimes it takes a
terrible date to remind you what you’re really looking for. And
sometimes, the best chemistry is the kind you can’t manufacture
over fancy bread and forced laughter.” She encouraged listeners to
send in their own dating horror stories, which flooded her inbox
with tales of misread signals, wardrobe malfunctions, and at least
two accidental run-ins with an ex at a yoga studio.



Midday, Max texted:

You’re officially my favorite dating guru. I think you just
cured me of my fear of breadsticks and costume parties.



Charlotte replied,

Glad to help. I’m thinking of launching a side hustle as a
romance consultant. Motto: ‘If I can’t find you a soulmate, I’ll at
least find you better snacks.’



He replied,

Sign me up. But only if the first session comes with
fries.



The easy rhythm of their banter restored her mood. She felt
lighter, more open, the old anxiety melting away with every
exchange. But beneath the jokes, she was aware of something
deeper—a longing to turn the page, to see what would happen if she
took a risk.



That evening, Zoe organized a “girls’ night celebration” in
honor of Charlotte’s survival, complete with pizza, movies, and a
“never have I ever” that went off the rails before it even started.
They danced in the kitchen, invented new ice cream toppings, and,
for a moment, Charlotte felt young and invincible.



Just as she was drifting off to sleep, her phone vibrated. A
new audio file from Max.



She pressed play, and his voice, lower than usual, threaded
through the dark:

“Tonight’s bedtime story: The Blind Date Blues. Once upon a
time, a brave woman suffered through a dinner so dull that even the
breadsticks begged for rescue. But, thanks to her quick wit, her
unicorn sweater, and a well-timed fake work emergency, she escaped
to tell the tale. Moral of the story: if you ever find yourself on
a date with someone who prefers weather reports to laughter, just
remember—your real people will always be waiting for you, with
memes, snacks, and maybe even a playlist or two. Good night, Snack
Queen.”



Charlotte laughed so hard she woke up Zoe, who grumbled from
her room, “If that’s Max again, tell him he owes me sleep and a new
set of earplugs.”



Charlotte sent Max a sleepy, giggling reply: “You’re the best.
If I have another bad date, I’m calling you to come rescue me in
person.”



He texted back,

Next time, let’s skip the blind date and just eat ice cream
together. Deal?



Charlotte stared at the message, feeling a ridiculous grin
spread across her face. She saved the text, heart swelling, knowing
it would be her go-to on any lonely day.
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It’s easy to fall for a voice. That’s what Charlotte was
starting to realize, though she’d have died before admitting it out
loud—even to Zoe, even to her own reflection. A voice, especially
when it belonged to a man who specialized in puns, playlists, and
the kind of banter that could brighten a whole subway commute, was
a sort of magic. It lived in the liminal space between fantasy and
possibility, untouchable yet deeply intimate, a secret soundtrack
to her daily life.



But what happens, she wondered, when you try to turn magic
into reality? When the voice wants to step out of the headphones,
take up residence in the unpredictable world of actual phone calls,
awkward silences, and the risk of real disappointment?



The question landed in her inbox on a sleepy Thursday evening.
She’d just finished recording a new podcast segment—an advice
letter about letting go of perfectionism, full of her usual blend
of self-deprecating wisdom and slightly manic encouragement—when
her phone vibrated with a fresh voice note from Max.



She almost didn’t play it. She was tired, tangled in a nest of
cables and notes, her own words still echoing in her head. But
curiosity won. She pressed play and let his voice fill the
quiet.



“Hey, Snack Queen,” he began, sounding a little softer than
usual, the humor running beneath his words like a lazy river
instead of the usual rushing torrent. “Okay, real talk. I know
we’ve got a good thing going—texts, memes, voice notes, secret
playlists, you being the queen of unicorn memes, me holding the
record for world’s worst kitchen dancer. But… do you ever think
about just, I don’t know, actually talking? Like, on the phone?
Old-school style, no filter, just us. No pressure, just wondering.
Anyway, let me know if you’re game. Or, you know, if you want to
stay mysterious a little longer, I’ll respect the code.”



He ended with a little nervous laugh, and Charlotte found
herself clutching her phone to her chest, as if it might slip away
if she didn’t hold it tight enough.



She didn’t reply, not at first. She listened to the message
again, then a third time. Each play-through peeled back another
layer: his playfulness, yes, but also something quieter—a longing,
an invitation, a gentle dare.



Charlotte considered herself a champion of digital flirtation.
She could banter with the best of them, out-meme any challenger,
and craft voice notes that made even Zoe jealous of her casual
charm. But an actual phone call? The thought of it made her palms
sweat. What if it was awkward? What if they ran out of things to
say? What if his laugh sounded different, or her voice cracked, or
the silence between them grew so big it swallowed up everything
they’d built?



It was the sort of question she’d dismiss with bravado on her
podcast: “Take the risk, heartbreakers! Awkward silences are just
the universe’s way of letting your soul catch up to your heart!”
But here, in the dark, with only Max’s voice and her own racing
thoughts, she felt less like an advice guru and more like a
teenager with a crush and a closet full of bad decisions.



Zoe, ever the psychic roommate, materialized with a bowl of
popcorn and her most insistent smirk. “You look like you just
watched the world’s sappiest rom-com. Don’t tell me—Max wants to
elope and name your children after snack foods?”



Charlotte rolled her eyes, snatching a handful of popcorn. “He
wants to talk. Like, for real. On the phone. With voices and
everything.”



Zoe’s eyes lit up. “Oh my god, are you going to do it? Please
say yes. You’re not going to ghost him, are you?”



“I might,” Charlotte muttered, voice muffled by popcorn. “What
if it ruins everything? What if he realizes I’m more awkward in
real life than I am in text? What if I realize he isn’t as charming
in real time? I like what we have.”



Zoe threw a popcorn kernel at her. “Oh, come on! You tell
strangers on the internet to be brave every week. Maybe it’s time
to follow your own advice. Besides, even if it’s a disaster, it’ll
be hilarious. Podcast gold!”



Charlotte groaned, sinking deeper into the couch. “Can’t I
just send him a meme of a phone call and call it a day?”



But the truth was, the idea of talking to Max was exhilarating
and terrifying in equal measure. It felt like crossing a bridge
you’d built from wishes, uncertain if the first step would
hold.



The next morning, she woke to another voice note from
Max—short, sweet, with a winking tone that made her chest ache in
the best way. “Just checking in to see if I’ve scared you off
forever. If I have, I’ll just have to start sending you
interpretive dance videos as apology.”



She didn’t reply, not yet. She needed time. Instead, she
stalled, inventing errands, tidying the apartment, alphabetizing
her podcast notes, even going so far as to clean the inside of her
toaster—a task that, until now, she’d considered both impossible
and unnecessary.



At work, her boss noticed her distraction. “You’re miles away,
Charlotte. Did you finally get a sponsorship from a coffee company?
Or are you just dreaming about your next viral episode?”



Charlotte managed a vague smile. “Something like that.”



The day drifted by in a daze. In between emails, she found
herself imagining what Max looked like. Not just the vague sketches
she’d built up from texts and jokes—a lopsided grin, dark hair
(maybe?), mischievous eyes—but the real thing. Did he fidget when
he was nervous? Did he talk with his hands? Did he look different
in sunlight than under the blue glow of a phone screen? Every time
her phone buzzed, she hoped it would be him.



It was. In the middle of a tedious conference call, a new
message from Max appeared. The subject: “Mystery Selfie.” She
opened it, expecting nerves, but instead found a picture of a
cartoon character—giant eyes, goofy grin, a text bubble that read,
“Not what you expected, huh?”



Charlotte’s laughter broke the silence, startling her boss,
who frowned over her glasses. “Everything okay, Charlotte?”



“Sorry, just… urgent podcast business,” she stammered.



She snapped her own joke photo in reply—a selfie of her behind
a curtain, only her forehead visible, with the caption, “The
elusive podcaster, rarely seen in the wild.”



Max answered with another: a photo of his hand holding a
banana, with a face drawn on it in Sharpie. “Today’s look:
potassium chic.”



The silliness eased her nerves. The pressure melted away,
replaced with the easy playfulness that had always been at the core
of their connection. And yet, as she scrolled back through his
voice note, a knot of anticipation tightened in her chest.



Later that evening, curled up in bed, Charlotte listened to
Max’s vulnerable message again. The first time, she’d caught his
nervous laugh. The second, the hopeful tremor in his voice. By the
third, she found comfort in the cadence, the way he lingered on
“maybe,” as if leaving a door open for her to walk through.



She recorded a reply—her own voice softer, full of conflicting
emotions. “Maybe I’ll call you… one of these days. Who knows? I’m
kind of into the mystery.”



Max answered, “All talk, no dial, huh? I see how it is. Guess
I’ll have to step up my meme game.”



The banter was a shield, but it was also an invitation. It let
her feel safe, even as she edged closer to saying yes.



The next day, Zoe, never one to let a challenge drop, proposed
a solution. “Let’s practice. We’ll do a prank call. If you can
survive pretending to be a survey taker asking people about their
favorite pasta shape, you can survive a real conversation with
Max.”



Charlotte agreed, and the two of them spent a riotous hour
prank-calling Zoe’s sister, the local pizza place, and
(accidentally) Charlotte’s dry cleaner. Each call was a comic
disaster—Charlotte giggled through her “official business,” Zoe
cackled in the background, and the dry cleaner now believed
Charlotte was launching a food podcast called “Macaroni or
Bust.”



By the end, Charlotte’s cheeks hurt from laughing. “Okay,
maybe I can do this,” she conceded, feeling a little braver, a
little lighter.



The universe, it seemed, had impeccable timing. That night, as
Charlotte was brushing her teeth, her phone rang. Max’s name filled
the screen. For a split second, she considered answering, then
panic seized her. She let it ring, heart pounding, toothbrush
frozen in mid-air.



Immediately, she texted,

Sorry! Butterfingers. (Literally. Toothpaste everywhere. Next
time, I swear.)



Max replied,

It’s okay. I hear phone calls are scary. Some say they’re the
leading cause of sweaty palms and awkward silences. Allergic,
maybe?



She laughed, the tension dissolving again. “Maybe I am. Maybe
I’m saving our first call for a truly dramatic moment—like during a
thunderstorm, or while escaping a breadstick-themed
disaster.”



Max: “I’ll be ready with my emergency playlist. And a banana
phone.”



As the days passed, their voice notes grew longer, drifting
into more personal territory. Charlotte found herself confiding in
Max about her family—her parents’ messy divorce, her childhood love
of books, the way she’d always felt safest behind a wall of jokes
and cleverness. She admitted her secret dream: to write a book of
her own, to see her words in print, to create something that
lasted.



Max replied in kind. He spoke of moving to the city to escape
small-town suffocation, the ache of losing his father too young,
the years he’d spent trying to please everyone but himself. He told
her he’d always wanted to be a songwriter, that sometimes he wrote
lyrics on the back of receipts and napkins, but he’d never let
anyone see them.



Their connection deepened. The voice notes became the
highlight of Charlotte’s day—a ritual, a refuge, a place where she
could be herself without fear or filter. Each note ended with a
question or a challenge, a thread that kept them tangled
together.



Zoe noticed the change. “You’re different lately,” she
observed one morning, watching Charlotte smile at her phone like a
woman in a toothpaste commercial. “You’re softer. More…
hopeful.”



Charlotte shrugged, trying to play it off. “It’s just Max. He
makes it easy.”



But it wasn’t just Max. It was the possibility of Max, the
sense that she’d found someone who saw her, not just as a
collection of quirks and jokes, but as a whole person.



One night, after an especially intimate exchange, Max
suggested a new challenge:

Five minutes. Real phone call. No texting, no memes. Just us.
What do you say?



Charlotte stared at the message, nerves buzzing. “I’ll think
about it,” she replied, hoping he could hear the hope beneath her
hesitation.



She spent the evening rehearsing what she might say—running
through conversation starters, witty retorts, stories to fill the
inevitable silences. She practiced greetings in the mirror (“Hi,
it’s Charlotte. Yes, the real one. No, I’m not calling from a
banana phone”), even coached herself through awkward pauses (“So,
do you come here often? To this… phone call?”).



Hours ticked by. She lay awake, phone glowing on her pillow,
listening to Max’s voice notes on repeat, feeling the gravity of
the moment tugging her closer.



Just after midnight, when the city outside had gone soft and
sleepy and Zoe was snoring gently in the next room, Charlotte made
a decision. She slid out of bed, padded to the window, and dialed
Max’s number before she could talk herself out of it.



It rang once, twice. Her heart hammered in her chest. She was
suddenly sure she’d forgotten how to speak. Then, his voice—softer,
realer, a little surprised—answered.



“Charlotte?”



She laughed, breathless. “It’s me. You know, the elusive
podcaster. Live, not prerecorded.”



There was a pause, then a laugh—familiar, but closer. “I
thought you might be a figment of my phone’s imagination. You
sound… amazing.”



Charlotte blushed, grateful for the dark. “You, too. I was
worried you’d sound like a robot. Or worse, a banana.”



Max snorted. “Banana mode engaged. Please state your favorite
snack for verification.”



She giggled, nerves unraveling. “Cheesy fries. Dipped in
milkshake. That’s the password, right?”



“That’s the one,” he replied, voice warm with delight. “You
passed. Congratulations. You’re officially cleared for phone
privileges.”



They talked, awkward at first—stumbling over words, laughter
filling the silences. Charlotte rambled about her day, her
disastrous prank calls, Zoe’s theories about love and
carbohydrates. Max told her about his roommate’s attempts to set
him up with a friend (“It ended in an escape through a bathroom
window. Never again”), his current kitchen experiment (banana bread
gone wrong), the way he still felt nervous talking to her, even
after all this time.



The conversation grew easier, lighter. They played “twenty
questions,” debating the best pizza toppings, the worst movies, the
most embarrassing childhood crushes. They confessed to secret
talents (Charlotte could recite every line from her favorite
rom-com; Max could name every snack food in the international aisle
of their local grocery).



There were moments of comfortable silence, moments when they
just listened to each other breathe, moments when the city outside
faded and it was just the two of them, suspended in
possibility.



Eventually, the call wound down. Charlotte, half asleep,
murmured, “This wasn’t so scary after all.”



Max replied, “Told you. Sometimes the magic is even better in
real life.”



She smiled, heart full. “Maybe this is how it starts.”



“Maybe it is,” he said, and Charlotte could hear the grin in
his voice.



They said goodnight, neither wanting to hang up, neither
wanting the night to end.
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There is a special kind of morning reserved for the aftermath
of a first real phone call with a crush, and Charlotte woke up
squarely in the heart of it. The light was too bright, her mouth
tasted like a nervous, midnight snack, and her head was crowded
with the scrambled replay of every syllable she’d managed to utter,
every laugh, every silence, every bit of accidental honesty that
had slipped through the cracks of their shared insomnia.



She lay in bed a moment longer than usual, letting the
half-faded city sounds filter in through her cracked-open window,
eyes unfocused and heart fluttering as she relived it: her voice,
lighter than she remembered, a little high at the edges; Max’s,
soft and real and full of those pauses that made space for her to
speak. Had she talked too fast? (Definitely.) Had she laughed too
loud at his banana jokes? (Absolutely.) Had she, for a few moments,
completely forgotten what it meant to be self-conscious?
(Miraculously, yes.)



She glanced at her phone, half-dreading, half-hoping for a
message. There it was—a meme from Max. A pixelated cartoon phone,
arms trembling, sweat drops flying, with the caption: “Phone Call
Jitters: The Leading Cause of Butterflies Since 1876.”



Beneath, his note read:

Morning, Char. Hope your voice survived. If you have a ‘phone
call hangover,’ coffee’s on me.



She grinned, rolling onto her stomach, the embarrassment of
her cracked, over-caffeinated midnight voice giving way to a gentle
giddiness. Maybe, she thought, this was what falling for someone in
the digital age felt like—not a thunderclap or a lightning strike,
but a slow, steady sunrise, the world warming by degrees you could
almost mistake for the weather.



In the kitchen, Zoe was already on her second mug, humming
loudly and flipping pancakes with a flourish designed to draw
attention. “You look…,” she said, eyeing Charlotte’s rumpled hair
and irrepressible smile, “like someone who either got laid or
stayed up all night singing karaoke with a boy. Spill.”



Charlotte groaned, grabbing the milk. “Neither. I just talked
to Max. For real. On the phone. Like it’s 1997. Happy?”



Zoe’s eyes widened. “Oh my god! And? Did he sound like a phone
operator? Like a real human? Was there chemistry? Was it awkward?
Did you tell him about the cheese fries thing?”



Charlotte poured her coffee, bracing herself for the
Inquisition. “I think my voice cracked at least three times. I
laughed at my own jokes, which is tragic. I may have told him about
my disastrous prank call career. He did not, in fact, sound like a
banana or a robot. He was… just Max. But real. Like, right there.
In my ear. I thought my heart was going to explode.”



Zoe was already texting someone—probably a group chat labeled
“Charlotte’s Love Life, Vol. 8.” “Did you record it? For posterity?
For blackmail?”



“No! But he sent a meme this morning about phone call jitters.
Does that count?”



Zoe plopped a pancake onto Charlotte’s plate, her tone
conspiratorial. “It counts as proof you’re both giant dorks. But
seriously, Char. This is big. Are you going to see him? Or is this
going to be one of those weird, millennial situationships where you
fall in love with someone’s bitmoji?”



Charlotte, too honest for her own good, sighed. “I don’t know.
I want to keep this… safe. You know? What if it’s all weird in
person? What if I mess it up?”



Zoe shook her head. “You can’t keep love in a jar, Charlotte.
Or in a playlist. Or behind a screen. You have to let it out
eventually, or it’ll turn into that sourdough starter I forgot in
the back of the fridge. Trust me. It’s not pretty.”



Charlotte giggled, the mood lighter, and she ate her pancakes
in the sunshine, replaying every second of Max’s voice, every line
of their silly, sweet conversation.



The day was barely underway when life, as it does, demanded
her attention. Her boss, an efficient woman with a hair bun tighter
than the legal pad she wielded, cornered Charlotte before she’d
even finished her first cup. “Good news! You’re co-hosting the
fundraising event this Friday. Don’t look so alarmed. I need
someone relatable and bubbly—someone the audience will trust. And
who better than the voice behind that podcast everyone keeps
talking about?”



Charlotte tried to protest, but her boss waved her off. “I’m
sending you the script. Practice. Be brilliant. Don’t embarrass the
company.”



As soon as she was free, Charlotte texted Max a dramatic
SOS:

Help. Been drafted for live public humiliation. Stage fright
level: DEFCON 1.



He replied within seconds:

Here’s my advice: Imagine everyone in the audience is wearing
pajamas and eating tacos. Works for me. Also: If you get nervous,
just say, ‘Are you from Tennessee? Because you’re the only ten I
see.’ Cheesy lines—guaranteed crowd-pleasers.



She snorted in her cubicle, picturing herself delivering
pickup lines to a room of donors in formalwear.

If I get fired, you owe me fries and a milkshake.



Deal, he sent back. You’ve got this, Char. Just do that thing
with your radio voice. Everyone loves it.



She rolled her eyes, feeling buoyed by his confidence, and
went back to work, script in hand and heart thumping a little less
violently.



That evening, Charlotte recruited Zoe for a rehearsal. Zoe
insisted on playing both the event host and the “difficult guest,”
interviewing Charlotte in increasingly bizarre accents.



“Welcome, Charlotte! Tell us, what inspired you to become a
world-renowned advice-giver and pancake enthusiast?”



Charlotte launched into her “professional” voice, lower and
smoother than her usual, but Zoe doubled over laughing. “You sound
like an infomercial for essential oils! Try again. And this time,
channel your inner British aristocrat.”



For the next hour, their apartment echoed with bad accents and
giggles. Charlotte stumbled through the script, adding a “pip pip
cheerio” here, a “darling, it’s marvelous!” there, until she was
weeping with laughter. Zoe, for her part, declared herself the
“best fake audience” in the city.



Charlotte’s phone buzzed again—Max, sending her a flirty audio
message, his voice dipped in mock-seriousness. “And now, a special
request for my favorite DJ: Give us your best radio voice. Bonus
points if you mention cheese fries.”



She couldn’t resist. She recorded a “thank you” in her
cheesiest announcer impression.

“Ladies and gentlemen, this next one goes out to Sir
Crunch-a-Lot, the only man brave enough to serenade me with kitchen
dance moves and questionable memes. May your fries be crispy and
your playlists legendary.”



They traded audio clips all evening: Charlotte’s faux–radio
DJ, Max’s attempt at a sultry jazz club MC, Charlotte’s terrible
French accent, Max’s even worse Scottish brogue. Every message was
sillier than the last, their banter spiraling from flirting into
outright comic theater.



Finally, Max challenged her:

Tomorrow, I dare you to do an entire day at work in a British
accent. Full commitment. No breaks.



Charlotte texted back, You’re on, love. Hope you’re ready for
the fallout.



The next morning, she greeted her coworkers with a chipper,
“All right, mates? Lovely weather we’re having! Fancy a cuppa?”
Confusion and amusement spread through the office. Tanya from
accounting blinked and whispered to a colleague, “Has Charlotte
been watching too much BBC again?”



At lunch, Charlotte recited the lunch specials in her best
Downton Abbey voice, nearly sending her boss into a coughing fit
when she inquired about the “scones situation.” By 3pm, her
coworkers were in stitches; Tanya had started calling her “Your
Grace,” and the IT guy tried to get her to record his voicemail
greeting.



The fun soured just a touch when Olivia from marketing leaned
across the lunch table, grinning slyly. “So, Charlotte. Who’s the
mysterious boyfriend? You’re all sunshine and voices lately. Is he
a prince? Or just British?”



Charlotte, cheeks hot, coughed into her tea. “Oh, no
boyfriend. Just… having a bit of fun.”



Olivia winked. “Well, when you’re ready to introduce him, let
us know. He’s clearly doing something right.”



Charlotte changed the subject, mortified but secretly thrilled
that her happiness was showing, that Max’s effect on her had become
visible to the outside world.



When the event finally arrived, her nerves roared back, but so
did Max’s encouragement.

Big night! Remember: Breathe, smile, and if you panic, just
imagine me in the front row, holding a sign that says, ‘I’m here
for the cheese fries.’ You’ll crush it.



She pocketed her phone, took a deep breath, and marched
onstage. Her co-host introduced her with glowing praise, and for a
split second, Charlotte froze, the crowd a faceless blur, the
lights too bright. But then she pictured Max—his banana phone, his
terrible pickup lines, his unwavering belief—and the fear
dissolved. She made her way through the script, voice steady, jokes
landing, charm shining. The audience laughed in all the right
places; her boss beamed; even Zoe, peeking out from the wings, gave
her a triumphant thumbs-up.



The event ended in a whirl of applause and handshakes, and
Charlotte, flushed with adrenaline, slipped outside to call
Max.



He picked up on the first ring. “Hey, DJ Char! You did
it!”



She burst into excited babble, recapping the highlights, the
rush of performing, the way she’d almost lost her nerve but
remembered his advice and powered through. Max listened, laughter
threading through his words, pride unmistakable.



“I knew you would,” he said, voice softening. “You’re kind of
unstoppable, you know.”



Charlotte blushed, glad he couldn’t see her. “Only with you in
my corner.”



Just then, Zoe emerged, waving two to-go bags and grinning.
“Victory dinner! I made a reservation at that new dumpling place.
And, since you won, you get to choose the playlist all
night.”



Charlotte insisted Max join, at least by speakerphone. Zoe,
never missing a beat, took control of the conversation, grilling
Max with the focus of a game show host.



“So, Max,” she demanded, “favorite color? If you were a snack,
what would you be? On a scale from one to Agent Whiskers, how weird
are you? And why haven’t you met Charlotte in person yet? Bonus
points for creative answers.”



Max fielded each question with humor and charm. (“Snack?
Clearly a kettle chip. Crunchy, unpredictable, and leaves you
wanting more.” “Weird? Eleven. No, twelve, but only on leap years.”
“Haven’t met Charlotte? Because she’s a unicorn and I’m still
earning my horn.”)



By the time dinner ended, Charlotte’s cheeks ached from
laughing, Zoe was fully on Team Max, and the trio made plans for an
in-person hangout “soon, or else,” as Zoe threatened.



Back home, Zoe flopped on the couch, sighing with
satisfaction. “He’s adorable. You’re adorable. Please don’t
overthink this, Char. Sometimes things really are as good as they
seem.”



Charlotte wanted to believe her. She found herself
daydreaming, picturing a million ways she might finally meet Max:
bumping into each other at a bookstore, arranging an elaborate
scavenger hunt, or just awkwardly hugging at a coffee shop, both so
nervous they forgot how to use their words.



She knew she was in deep now—thinking of Max all the time,
longing for his next message, crafting voice notes in her head
while brushing her teeth. That night, as she crawled into bed,
Charlotte recorded a voice note, meaning to finally say what she
felt. She hovered over the send button, heart in her throat… then
chickened out, swapping the confession for a joke about their
“British invasion” at work.



Max replied with a laugh and a promise: “Next time, I’ll do my
worst Australian accent. But only if you promise to try a Texas
drawl.”
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Some mornings, the city
felt like a riddle Charlotte would never solve, full of snippets of
conversation, quick glances, and stories she’d never know the
endings to. There was something intoxicating about this—the sense
of possibility, the delicious, maddening chaos of it all. She
always believed that the best stories happened to the people who
kept their eyes and ears open, and today, the universe seemed
determined to prove her right.




It was a Thursday that threatened rain, the sort of day when
every subway ride was a lottery and every crosswalk became a stage
for dramatic puddle avoidance. Charlotte, running on three hours of
sleep and a large, questionably strong coffee, ducked into her
favorite corner café on the way to work. She relished these brief
morning pauses, the soft hum of espresso machines, the low babble
of other people’s routines. A moment to herself, anonymous and
unremarkable, and yet—today, she would be anything but
unremarkable, as fate (or at least caffeine) would have it.



She’d barely settled at a window table when her attention was
caught by a couple seated a few feet away. Their argument, hushed
at first, quickly escalated into a full-fledged, low-volume bicker
that had all the hallmarks of a relationship drama unfolding for
the hundredth time.



“I’m just saying,” the woman snapped, a sliver of pain in her
tone, “you can’t blame the app for your lack of follow-through.
It’s not like the algorithm sends flowers.”



The man, slumped and defensive, replied, “Maybe I don’t want
flowers from an algorithm. Maybe I want to actually meet someone
who cares enough to remember my dog’s name.”



There was a pause. Charlotte, who would never admit to
eavesdropping but who excelled at “ambient curiosity,” waited,
heart oddly tense.



“So you’re blaming me now?” the woman said, voice trembling
between anger and something softer, like fear. “You think this is
easy? Do you even remember why we started this in the first
place?”



But the man was silent. The woman exhaled sharply, then stood,
grabbed her bag—and in her rush, left her wallet on the
chair.



She marched out into the rain, door slamming in her wake, and
Charlotte was left blinking at the sudden silence. The man just
stared at the empty space she’d left, looking like he’d already
given up. After a minute, he rose and drifted toward the door,
oblivious to the forgotten wallet.



Charlotte glanced at it, then at the barista, who was
polishing mugs with the stoic patience of someone who’d witnessed
every variety of human implosion before noon. She cleared her
throat. “Excuse me—she left this.”



The barista smiled, a little sad, and took the wallet,
promising to hold onto it if the woman returned.



Charlotte walked out, shoulders prickling with something
between sympathy and nosiness. She couldn’t stop replaying the
couple’s words in her head—how fragile hope sounded, even from
strangers; how quickly a moment could tilt from connection to
confusion.



As she waited for the crosswalk, she texted Max.

Witnessed a breakup at the coffee shop. Dramatic, tragic,
possibly weather-related. Also, someone left their wallet. Is it
wrong that I’m now obsessed with the lost wallet’s backstory?



He answered almost immediately, because Max had the uncanny
ability to materialize exactly when her mind wandered to him:

The lost wallet belonged to a secret agent, obviously. Inside:
three fake IDs, a faded photo of a hamster named Kevin, and a
handwritten list of banned karaoke songs. She stormed out to
protect her cover, but she’ll be back at midnight, looking for
clues.



Charlotte grinned, delighted.

Counterpoint: She’s actually a runaway heiress, using dating
apps to hide from her family’s matchmaking schemes. The wallet
contains a subway punch card, a stick of cinnamon gum, and an IOU
for “one happy ending.”



Max, never to be outdone:

The man, meanwhile, is an ex-professional mime. He can’t speak
about his true feelings, but his hands tell the story. He left
behind only a single black glove and a receipt for invisible
coffee.



By the time Charlotte reached her building, the game had fully
taken over her mind. Each stranger she passed—a woman in mismatched
shoes, a delivery guy humming “Total Eclipse of the Heart,” a
toddler licking rain from a stroller handle—became a character in
the stories she and Max wove together, via text, all the way to her
desk.



At lunch, Zoe joined the fun. “Give me your best pitch,” she
demanded, grabbing half of Charlotte’s sandwich and stretching out
across three chairs. “I’m rating for creativity, believability, and
use of dramatic irony.”



Charlotte described a man with a tattoo of a squirrel on his
wrist, whom she’d decided was a failed acrobat who now ran a
hot-sauce blog. Max spun a tale about a barista moonlighting as a
dog psychic. Zoe gave Charlotte’s story a seven (“bonus for animal
motif”), Max’s a nine (“dog psychics are timeless”), and declared
herself the Simon Cowell of stranger backstories.



The storytelling high carried Charlotte through the afternoon,
right up until her boss called an impromptu meeting. The reason:
“We’re launching a new podcast segment. Missed Connections.
Listeners submit their weirdest, wildest, or most poignant
encounters. You curate, narrate, make it magic.”



Charlotte loved the idea. The world was full of almosts, she
thought—near-misses and if-onlys and those tiny moments when two
people brush past each other, carrying whole universes of longing
and possibility in their pockets. Maybe, she mused, some of her own
moments belonged in that category.



She posted a callout: “Tell me your missed connections—real or
imagined! Did you lock eyes with a mysterious reader in a
bookstore? Did you share a joke with a stranger in a rainstorm? Did
you let your soulmate walk away because you couldn’t think of the
perfect opening line? Email me, DM me, send a smoke signal. The
best stories get featured.”



Within hours, her inbox was overflowing—some submissions
hilarious (“I met a guy at the DMV. He gave me his number on a
parking ticket. I never called”), some heartbreakingly earnest (“I
saw you on the 3 train, reading my favorite book. We smiled. I got
off at 86th and never saw you again”), some downright surreal (“Met
a woman in a wizard hat at a bagel shop. She said, ‘Magic happens
when you toast things twice.’ Is this a sign?”).



Amid the flood was one that made Charlotte nearly choke on her
tea:



Missed Connection:

You: Girl with a laugh like golden syrup, standing in line for
coffee. Me: Guy with mismatched socks, two too many puns, and a
habit of sending memes at inappropriate hours. Maybe next time,
I’ll ask your name. Or just send a playlist and hope for the
best.



Charlotte recognized the words immediately—Max’s handwriting,
his humor, his secret way of saying “I see you” without ever
breaking the fourth wall. She texted him:



Saw your submission. Flattered, but I’m holding out for
someone with better sock game.



Max:

Ouch. You wound me, Miss Golden Laugh. I promise my socks are
on their best behavior. For now.



Still not over the syrup thing, she replied, blushing at her
desk.



The week was a blur of stories—on-air and off. At work, a new
temp in accounting started bringing her extra coffee and
complimenting her hair, sparking a flurry of speculation among her
colleagues. Olivia declared, “The Love Life of Charlotte strikes
again!” Tanya, never subtle, started humming “Isn’t She Lovely”
every time Charlotte walked by.



Charlotte, more amused than anything, found herself
automatically comparing everyone to Max. The temp’s smile was
polite, but not crooked enough. His jokes, sweet but not sharp. His
coffee order—plain black—was, frankly, uninspired. She smiled, made
small talk, and texted Max the minute she got back to her
desk:

Possible flirtation at work. 5/10, lacking in pun power. Do I
dare ask his favorite snack?



Max:

Test him. If he answers ‘pretzels,’ run. If he says ‘nachos,’
he might be undercover. Either way, report back.



Later, Zoe caught her mid-eye roll at the temp’s latest
compliment. “Hopelessly smitten,” Zoe declared, tossing a
highlighter at her. “You’ve got Max Brain. The only cure is a real
date, or at least a prolonged meme exchange.”



“Is that a prescription?” Charlotte countered.



Zoe grinned. “Only if you promise to live-blog it for
science.”



That afternoon, Max upped the ante:

I dare you to strike up a conversation with a stranger for
research. Bonus points for snacks, double if it ends with an
awkward compliment.



Charlotte, blushing, resolved to try. At her usual coffee
haunt, she approached the barista—young, pierced, with an air of
someone who took latte art very seriously.



“So, um, this is weird, but do you ever get people using
coffee as a pickup line?” she blurted.



The barista grinned. “Only every hour. My favorite is, ‘Are
you made of coffee? Because you’re brewing up feelings in
me.’”



Charlotte, laughing, admitted defeat. “I can’t top that. But I
do have a podcast, and I’m collecting stories. Best coffee date
ever?”



The barista winked, handed her an extra cookie with her order,
and said, “I once had a customer pay for his coffee entirely in
song lyrics. You’d be surprised how many ways you can rhyme
‘macchiato.’ Enjoy the cookie, podcast queen.”



She texted Max:

Barista research complete. Gained a free cookie, lost my
dignity.



Max:

Irresistible in all coffee shops, clearly. Expecting a
follow-up episode: ‘How to Get Free Pastries with Awkward
Questions.’



That night, Charlotte opened her podcast with the story of the
lost wallet, the coffee shop breakup, and her own accidental
experiments in stranger interaction. She invited listeners to share
their wildest missed connections and watched her inbox fill with
tales of love found, lost, and occasionally covered in powdered
sugar.



As she recorded, Max listened live, sending a running
commentary of texts:



Max:

Calling it now: the guy in story three is a secret
billionaire. Also, if you ever run into someone wearing two left
shoes, that’s my cousin.



Charlotte:

You’re corrupting my journalistic integrity.



Max:

Only with the finest memes and speculative fiction.



The episode was a hit. Listeners wrote in with everything from
missed glances at farmers markets to life-altering subway run-ins
(“He spilled his iced coffee on my foot. We laughed, he offered his
napkin, and I never saw him again. True love?”). Charlotte and Max
spent hours dissecting the wildest stories, sometimes dissolving
into fits of laughter, sometimes marveling at the bittersweet
poetry of almost-love.



Lying in bed after the episode, Charlotte messaged Max:

Do you believe in fate? Or are we all just bumbling through,
hoping the universe throws us a bone (or a playlist) when we need
it?



Max’s reply was thoughtful:

I don’t believe in fate, not really. I think life’s just a
bunch of good timing, lots of small decisions, and a healthy
respect for dumb luck. You meet people at exactly the moment you’re
ready to—if you’re paying attention.



Charlotte smiled, tucking his words away for later.

So you’re saying I need to keep my eyes open, just in case I
nearly miss the right person in a coffee shop?



Exactly. Or on a subway. Or during a live event. Or in a sea
of memes. You never know when the good stuff is about to
happen.



She felt a rush of warmth, a sense of all the missed
connections she’d nearly let pass by, all the moments that might
have led her somewhere else.



On her walk home, Charlotte let herself wander, eyes open to
every little story unfolding around her—the couple laughing over a
single umbrella, the street musician serenading a flock of
toddlers, the woman in a red coat handing a daffodil to a cab
driver. She almost tripped over a golden retriever leashed to a
bench, caught herself with a laugh, and immediately texted
Max:



Nearly face-planted in front of a very judgmental dog.
Graceful exit: 2/10.



Max replied:

Did the dog at least offer a rescue? Or were you forced to
perform an emergency interpretive dance?



Heroic rescue. I bribed him with a treat.



Classic. The canine hero we all need.



On a whim, Charlotte dared Max:

Send me a photo of your day, but no faces allowed. I want to
see your life, disaster or not.



A few minutes later, her phone chimed. Max had sent a shot of
his mismatched socks, one navy with tiny avocados, the other gray
and splattered with coffee—a crumpled to-go cup, an open notebook
with scrawled lyrics, and the tip of Agent Whiskers’ tail in the
frame. Underneath:

Life, unfiltered. Warning: hazardous levels of caffeine and
questionable fashion.



Charlotte responded with her own photo: a half-eaten bagel
with too much cream cheese, her notes for the next podcast episode
scribbled on a napkin, a streak of chocolate on her jeans, and her
own mismatched slippers peeking out from the bed.



Disaster chic, match made in heaven, she captioned it.



Their photo exchange went on: Max’s bookshelf stacked with
cookbooks and sci-fi novels, Charlotte’s fridge covered in silly
magnets, Max’s shoes by the door (one muddy from a rainy walk),
Charlotte’s desk overflowing with sticky notes and colored pens.
Each new image revealed something deeper, something more real—the
truth of who they were when no one else was watching.



And as the night deepened and the rain finally arrived,
Charlotte curled up, phone warm in her hand, a dozen imagined
stories swirling through her mind. For all the missed connections,
all the chance encounters, she realized the real magic was in
noticing each other—over and over, in all their messy, honest,
everyday glory.

                    
                

                
            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                
                    
                    
                        Chapter 13: Mystery Man-ifesto
                    

                    
                    
                

                
                
                    
                    
If you asked Charlotte a year ago, she’d have said that “the
list” was something best left to people who journaled with scented
pens or plotted wedding hashtags before their second date. She
always scoffed at the idea of reducing love to a bullet-pointed
manifesto—there was no spreadsheet for connection, no way to sort
the wildness of attraction by columns of “deal-breakers” and
“must-haves.” But tonight, with the city humming gently outside her
windows, the soft blue wash of twilight seeping into her living
room, and Zoe stretched out beside her, eyeliner smudged from
laughter and the remnants of an experimental mud mask cracking at
the corners of her mouth, Charlotte found herself reaching for a
pad of sticky notes and a felt-tip pen.



“Let’s do it,” Zoe declared, voice equal parts challenge and
delight, her knees tucked up under a blanket festooned with cartoon
cats. “Write your ideal man. All of it. No edits. I want the truth
and the weirdness.”



Charlotte made a face, but she played along, the pen trembling
a little in her fingers as if it, too, was uncertain whether hope
belonged on paper. “What counts as ‘ideal’ these days?” she
muttered. “Tall, dark, and emotionally available? Able to assemble
Ikea furniture without a meltdown? Has opinions on breakfast for
dinner?”



“Start with the basics,” Zoe instructed, grabbing a stack of
highlighters as if she were prepping to grade the results. “Then go
wild. Dream big. You deserve it.”



So Charlotte began, half serious, half snark, the words
tumbling out in loopy handwriting: Must be able to make me laugh so
hard I snort. Gets my jokes. Cares about something—anything—more
than his Instagram. Thinks puns are a valid form of flirtation. Has
an actual favorite book, not just one he pretends to read for
dating app profiles. Can hold a real conversation even when it’s
awkward. Not threatened by women with opinions. Can cook at least
one edible thing, or, failing that, knows where to order decent
Thai.



Zoe peered over her shoulder, reading aloud as Charlotte
wrote, offering commentary in between sips of herbal tea. “Must
love snacks—yes, crucial. Must not be a serial
killer—non-negotiable. Must be comfortable with the concept of
sweatpants as formalwear—this is the foundation of any healthy
relationship, Char.”



Charlotte grinned, adding, Must love board games, or at least
tolerate losing to me. Must be willing to watch bad movies and let
me talk over the plot. Must send me memes and not get mad when I
reply three hours later because I got distracted by a dog
video.



As the list grew, it veered from practical to whimsical. Would
high-five me after a tough day. Thinks penguins are the funniest
animal. Won’t mind if I sing badly in the shower. Can admit when
he’s wrong. Likes to people-watch and make up stories. Can laugh at
himself. Believes in something—even if it’s just good coffee.



By the end, Charlotte was laughing so hard she nearly dropped
the pen. “I’ve written a manifesto for a sitcom character, not an
actual man,” she declared, waving the sticky notes at Zoe, who
grabbed them with glee and began sorting: “Essentials,” “Fun
Bonuses,” and “Unrealistic Unicorn Demands.”



“You realize,” Zoe pointed out, “that Max ticks like, ninety
percent of these boxes. Except for being an actual, tangible human
you’ve met outside a screen. Small technicality.”



Charlotte tried to brush off the truth, but she couldn’t deny
the flutter in her chest. “He’s not real, Zo. He’s… virtual. Maybe
he’s perfect because he’s just pixels and punchlines.”



Zoe raised an eyebrow, the mask flaking as she grinned. “Or
maybe you’re scared that he’s real, and that’s why you’re hiding
behind all this. Come on—text him. Send him the list. See what he
says.”



Charlotte groaned. “He’ll think I’ve lost my mind.”



“He already knows that,” Zoe retorted, shoving the phone into
Charlotte’s hand. “Do it.”



Fueled by a heady cocktail of embarrassment and anticipation,
Charlotte snapped a photo of the manifesto, complete with doodled
stars and a large, underlined “NO SERIAL KILLERS” at the top, and
sent it to Max.



Me:

Full disclosure: This is what you’re up against. Good luck,
mystery man.



Max replied with suspicious speed.

MAX:

Finally, the Charlotte Gold Standard! I can confirm: not a
serial killer (unless you count plants I’ve forgotten to water).
Penguins—huge fan. Memes—obsessive. Sweatpants—way of life.
Weakness: can’t assemble Ikea furniture unless supervised by
someone over age fifty. Also, may have strong opinions about
breakfast-for-dinner being the only legitimate dinner. What do I
win?



Me:

A year’s supply of sarcastic texts and the privilege of losing
to me at board games.



MAX:

Dreams do come true. But it’s only fair I send you my own
list. Prepare yourself.



Seconds later, her phone lit up with Max’s
“Man-ifesto”—absurd, over-the-top, and yet more revealing than any
dating profile. Must love penguins and tolerate terrible puns. Must
be able to hold their own in a kitchen dance battle. Must
occasionally let me win at Scrabble. Will not judge if I eat pizza
for breakfast. Has at least one playlist for sad days and one for
good ones. Is willing to share fries (occasionally). Thinks karaoke
is a group sport. Is not allergic to cats, dad jokes, or
adventure.



He added a few that made Charlotte snort-laugh into her
pillow. Must not hold it against me if my socks rarely match. Must
enjoy the occasional midnight existential crisis. Believes laughter
is the only true currency.



She texted,

Me:

I can’t believe you included socks on your list. And I’m
totally judging the pizza-for-breakfast thing.



MAX:

It’s a lifestyle, not a choice. And the socks are a
character-building quirk. If you’re going to love me, you’re going
to love the socks.



Me:

Fine, but only if you admit that sweatpants are superior to
all other pants.



MAX:

You’ve got yourself a deal. Is this what being adults is like?
Negotiating snack preferences and sock colors?



Charlotte’s smile faded into something softer, more
vulnerable. She hesitated, fingers hovering over the keys, then
typed,

Me:

Is it weird that this list makes me more nervous than any date
I’ve ever been on? Wanting things—real things—feels… risky.



MAX:

That’s the bravest part, isn’t it? Telling the truth about
what you want. For the record, I like your honesty most of
all.



The words glowed on her screen, a strange comfort. Charlotte
realized she was holding her breath, blinking back a rush of
something—longing, maybe, or the shock of being seen.



She didn’t know how to reply, so she sent him the lyrics to
her favorite comfort song, the one she sang off-key every time it
rained or the world felt a little too sharp. Within minutes, Max
replied with a voice note—his own version, howlingly off-key,
committed, full of wild vibrato and goofball joy.



Charlotte laughed so hard she almost woke Zoe, hugging her
phone to her chest. She saved the voice note, replayed it twice,
and then, emboldened, recorded her own audition for their “bad
karaoke club,” complete with fake audience applause and a sign-off:
“Thank you, thank you, I’ll be here all week, unless I’m banned for
excessive crimes against melody.”



Max replied:

That’s it. You’re officially the president of the club. First
order of business: making up our own song lyrics for everything,
starting with breakfast.



The world felt lighter, Charlotte’s steps bouncing the next
day as she floated through her meetings. But even as she rattled
off marketing statistics and pitched new podcast ideas, her mind
wandered. She caught herself doodling hearts in the margins of her
notes—a habit she’d given up in middle school but now indulged
without shame.



At lunch, Zoe slumped into the break room, eyeing Charlotte’s
absent-minded grin. “You’re a goner, you know that? You need to
make a move before you start naming your future houseplants after
him.”



Charlotte rolled her eyes, but couldn’t help the warmth
spreading through her. “It’s just easy with him. We talk, and I
forget to worry.”



“That’s your sign, babe. You want real? Go get real. Or at
least book a plane ticket to Realityville.”



But Charlotte’s fear still lingered—the fear that if she
reached out, the whole fragile, shimmering thing would
shatter.



That afternoon, Max messaged her with a new idea:

You ever tried that new ramen place on 9th? What if we do a
virtual date—order the same takeout, video call, compare notes?
Best bite wins eternal bragging rights.



Charlotte’s heart skipped.

Me:

Deal. But be warned: I take food reviews very seriously.



MAX:

I trust your expertise. What’s your go-to order?



They traded menu links, debating the merits of extra spice and
soft-boiled eggs, each text threaded with mounting anticipation. At
the appointed time, both logged onto video chat—Charlotte in her
coziest sweater, Max sporting a backwards cap and a sheepish grin,
Agent Whiskers occasionally photobombing from the edge of the
screen.



The “date” was a riot. They held up their bowls for
inspection, performed elaborate “first bite” reviews, and ranked
each ingredient (“Best broth: mine. Best egg: yours. Best noodle
slurp: tied, but only because you almost choked and I can’t
penalize that kind of commitment.”). They awarded “Best
Presentation” to Agent Whiskers, who stole a piece of pork and
disappeared behind Max’s couch, and “Best Dessert” to Charlotte’s
improvised s’mores made over her stovetop.



Conversation spilled into ridiculous hypotheticals (“Would you
rather only eat ramen for the rest of your life or only communicate
in song lyrics?”), into stories about childhood favorites and
kitchen disasters, into the kind of laughter that only happens when
two people are entirely themselves.



At the end, when Max held up his empty bowl in salute and
declared, “Best date I’ve had in years,” Charlotte felt her heart
stutter. For a split second, the words almost tumbled out—the truth
of how much she liked him, how safe and seen she felt, how the idea
of a real first date now seemed both impossible and
inevitable.



But courage, for all her podcast pep talks, was easier in
theory than in practice. She chickened out, instead replying,

Me:

Maybe it’s time for another? I hear the sushi place delivers
extra wasabi for daring customers.



MAX:

Challenge accepted. Same time next week?



Charlotte agreed, already counting down the days.



Zoe, always one step ahead, found her after the call, arms
folded, expression suspiciously gentle. “So? Are you going to let
this be real, or am I going to have to set you up on another blind
date just to force the issue?”



Charlotte threw a pillow at her, but the smile wouldn’t leave
her face. “Maybe. I’m thinking about it.”



She lay awake that night, the glow of the video call still
dancing in her mind. She pictured the way Max’s face had lit up
every time she made him laugh, the way his eyes crinkled at the
corners, the mess of his apartment behind him—real, lived-in, messy
in the way that made her want to be part of it. She wondered if she
could actually take the next step, if she could let herself want
what she wanted and risk finding out that sometimes, the best lists
are the ones you never finish, because life keeps adding new
reasons to say yes.
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Charlotte had always been
the type who believed in the honest mess of human connection—the
way people blurted out the wrong thing at the wrong time, the way
laughter could tip into tears with only the smallest nudge, and
how, if you paid attention, you could tell when something was real,
even if it wasn’t perfect. Still, there was a certain kind of doubt
that thrived in the dim, blue-lit corners of digital romance—a
little voice that, no matter how often she tried to silence it,
loved to whisper: But what if you’re wrong?




It was Olivia, of course, who let the worry loose at work.
Charlotte was halfway through her second coffee, hunched over her
desk and grinning down at her phone at something Max had sent—a
photo of a cat wearing sunglasses, captioned “Agent Whiskers,
undercover”—when Olivia slid into the chair next to her, eyes
glinting.



“Careful with that smile, Char. People will start thinking you
actually like your job,” she teased, nodding at Charlotte’s phone.
“Or is it your mystery boyfriend again? When do we get to meet this
Max, anyway? Or is he just another ‘internet legend’ who turns out
to be a fifty-year-old in Wisconsin?”



Charlotte rolled her eyes, pocketing her phone. “He’s not a
legend. Or fifty. Or in Wisconsin.”



Olivia grinned, undeterred. “How do you know? You ever video
call? Maybe he’s secretly a catfish. Or, you know, three squirrels
in a trench coat.”



Charlotte made a show of sighing. “He’s not a catfish. He’s…
Max.” The name was a warm spot inside her chest.



Still, after Olivia left, the doubt settled in the back of her
mind, persistent as a sticky note you can’t quite peel off. She
told herself she wasn’t worried, that she and Max had something
real—real laughter, real late-night confessions, real friendship.
And yet, for every text, every meme, every voice note, there was a
tiny, dark kernel of fear: What if he wasn’t who he said he was?
What if she’d built this whole beautiful world on quicksand?



That evening, over greasy fries and sparkling water, Charlotte
brought it up to Zoe, who responded with a mouthful of her own
cautionary tale. “Did I ever tell you about the time I dated that
guy who said he worked in ‘event security’ but actually turned out
to be a children’s birthday clown named Lester? I only found out
because I saw him at my niece’s party, juggling plastic bananas and
sweating through his wig. Two months of late-night texts, inside
jokes, and emotional support—and he never once mentioned the clown
shoes!”



Charlotte, snorting, almost spilled her drink. “Lester the
clown? You never told me this!”



Zoe shrugged, grabbing another fry. “Because it’s humiliating.
The point is, you can know someone for months and still not know
the whole truth. Digital love is like Schrodinger’s Cat—you never
know if you’re being adored or totally bamboozled until you open
the box.”



Charlotte rolled her eyes, but Zoe’s words—like Olivia’s
earlier jab—itched at her. She spent the rest of the night
replaying her history with Max in her mind: the running jokes, the
playlists, the voice notes that felt impossibly intimate. Could it
all be fake?



She lay awake, her thoughts looping. She knew Max’s favorite
breakfast, his go-to comfort song, the way his voice sounded when
he was tired or excited. She trusted the pattern of their
connection, the unvarnished details of his life. Still, she
couldn’t help worrying. Hadn’t Zoe, and Olivia, and every dating
blog on the planet, warned her that hope was the most dangerous
drug of all?



The next morning, Charlotte decided to face her anxiety
head-on. She texted Max, pretending nonchalance:



Me:

Level with me: are you secretly a Russian bot, a supermodel in
disguise, or a figment of my over-caffeinated imagination? Bonus
points for proof you’re not a catfish.



Max’s reply came quickly, as always.



MAX:

You caught me. I’m actually a world-famous runway model with a
tragic addiction to sweatpants and ugly slippers. For proof, please
see attached.



Charlotte’s phone pinged—a photo, artfully unglamorous, of
Max’s feet: hideous, fuzzy slippers, one shaped like a disgruntled
duck, the other a faded plaid. His jeans were cuffed awkwardly
high, revealing mismatched socks.



She burst out laughing, snapping a photo of her own ensemble:
flannel pajama pants with tiny tacos, a neon green slipper on one
foot, and a bare ankle on the other. She sent it with the
caption:



Me:

The glamorous life. Catfish credentials revoked.



MAX:

We are officially the least photogenic couple in America. I
declare a bad photo contest. Winner takes all.



And so, the next hour was spent in glorious, self-deprecating
style. Max sent a selfie with his hair sticking straight up, eyes
crossed, a colander perched on his head. Charlotte countered with a
double-chin closeup, tongue out, eyeliner smudged. Max wore a towel
like a cape and a sock puppet as a mustache. Charlotte dug up an
old Halloween photo of herself as a “sexy calculator” (don’t ask).
Max found a picture of himself as a grumpy baby, chocolate smeared
across his face.



By the time the contest was over, Charlotte’s phone was a
museum of accidental comedy, her cheeks hurt from laughing, and her
coworkers were staring at her with bemused curiosity. Tanya from
accounting poked her head into Charlotte’s cubicle, arching an
eyebrow. “Big meeting? Or just really, really good memes?”



“Just winning a beauty contest,” Charlotte replied, trying to
wipe the grin off her face.



Olivia was not so easily satisfied. “He’d better be real,” she
said, hovering like a vulture. “I’m keeping an eye on you, Char.
Don’t let me down.”



Later, in the bathroom, Zoe cornered her. “You’re getting cold
feet, aren’t you? You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to,
you know. But don’t let a little fear ruin something that makes you
this happy.”



Charlotte looked at her reflection. There were new laugh lines
around her eyes, a softness to her expression she hardly
recognized. “I’m not cold-feet. I’m just… cautious. I like what we
have. What if it’s never this good again?”



“Or what if it’s even better?” Zoe replied, gentler than
usual. “You get to decide, Char. But if you’re happy, that’s all
that matters. You’re allowed to want things.”



That night, as if sensing her hesitancy, Max sent a voice
note, low and sincere.



“I know we joke about being catfish and Russian bots and all,
but… I just want to say, I like what we have. You make me laugh at
things I didn’t even know were funny. You let me be ridiculous and
real and a little bit vulnerable. No pressure for anything to
change. If all we ever have is this, it’s enough. Just wanted you
to know.”



Charlotte’s eyes stung. She sent back a photo from her
childhood—her at age six, grinning through missing teeth, wearing a
shirt that read “I’m with Genius” (the arrow pointed straight up to
her face). “If you ever doubted my dork credentials, please refer
to Exhibit A.”



Max responded in kind: a blurry shot of him and two siblings
at a carnival, all three sticky with cotton candy, Max mid-eye roll
at the camera. “Proof that I have always been awkward. Also, that
my brother once tried to sell me for two corn dogs.”



They swapped stories: Charlotte’s disastrous third-grade play,
Max’s crush on a kindergarten teacher, Charlotte’s high school
disaster date (involving a bicycle, a borrowed suit, and a mud
puddle), Max’s first attempt at baking (“The fire department still
talks about it”). By midnight, Charlotte felt as close to him as if
he were sitting at her kitchen table, spinning tales, nudging her
knee with his under the wobbly leg.



Inspired, she recorded her next podcast episode about
“romantic risks.” She confessed, on air, that she was afraid—afraid
to want something real, afraid of disappointment, but even more
afraid of letting fear keep her from something good. “Sometimes the
biggest risk is showing up,” she told her listeners, voice
trembling with sincerity. “You can’t fall in love if you never step
outside the safe zone.”



After, Zoe appeared with two mugs of cocoa and a proclamation:
“No matter what happens, I’ve got your back. Even if Max is
secretly a clown named Lester.”



Charlotte snorted. “If he is, you’re buying me dinner.”



The next afternoon, as Charlotte scrolled through the growing
pile of bad photo contest entries and listeners’ stories (“My worst
date ever: he brought his mother and a tarot deck”), Max sent a
text that made her heart skip:



MAX:

Would you recognize me if we met in real life?



She stared at the message for a long time, unsure what to say.
She wanted to believe she’d know him instantly, that their
connection was real enough to survive the awkwardness of first
impressions. But what if…?



She typed,

Me:

Are you wearing the slippers? If so, yes.



MAX:

Ha! Trick question. The slippers are for special occasions
only.



Me:

So what do I win if I recognize you?



MAX:

A prize, of course. But first, you have to solve a
riddle.



He sent it:



I’m there in the quiet, I’m found in a smile,

I live in the playlists you play for a while.

I hide in your pocket and ring in your ear—

What am I to you when you wish I was near?



Charlotte, stumped, read it aloud to Zoe, who snatched her
phone, brow furrowed in concentration.



“Easy,” Zoe declared, “He’s talking about himself. Or maybe…
hope? Love? Your phone? Char, he’s being romantic and you’re
overthinking it.”



Charlotte sent back:

Me:

You’re the answer, obviously. But also hope, music, my phone,
and maybe a little bit of magic.



Max replied:

Ding ding! You win a virtual hug coupon. Redeemable anytime.
Bonus points for puns at the point of collection.



Me:

I plan to cash it in soon. So you better keep those arms
ready.



MAX:

I’m always ready. Especially for you.



The flirty undercurrent of his reply made Charlotte’s stomach
do an acrobatic flip. She felt the push and pull of wanting
more—the sweet safety of what they had, and the thrill and terror
of what they might become. She texted Zoe:



Me:

What if I ruin it by wanting too much?



Zoe:

What if you make it better by wanting everything? You
overthink everything, Char. Sometimes you just have to go for it.
Otherwise, you’ll be stuck living in “maybe” forever.



Late that night, Charlotte curled up on her bed, staring at
the ceiling, replaying Max’s voice note in her mind. She hovered
over her phone, then, summoning every ounce of courage and hope,
she recorded a single, quiet message.



“Maybe soon…”



She pressed send, her heart racing, and let the hope bloom,
wild and unfiltered, beneath the city’s dreaming lights.

                    
                

                
            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                
                    
                    
                        Chapter 15: A Case of the Giggles
                    

                    
                    
                

                
                
                    
                    
Charlotte had read somewhere that laughter, real laughter, was
the shortest distance between two people. It was something she’d
repeated on the podcast, in advice letters, in text threads to
friends who’d just had their hearts trampled: “If he doesn’t make
you laugh, what’s the point?” She wore this truth like armor, a
talisman to ward off loneliness, and sometimes she worried she’d
built so many layers of wit and humor around herself that no one
would ever get close enough to see the parts that weren’t quite as
funny. The ache, the nerves, the late-night doubts. And yet, with
Max, every wall seemed to vibrate and shake, if not tumble down,
whenever he managed to get her laughing so hard she wheezed.



On Friday, Charlotte was already glowing with anticipation
before Max even texted the evening’s challenge. The office was
mercifully quiet—most of her coworkers were out for “team-building
bowling,” which meant she had an entire afternoon to finish her
work in peace and indulge in what she secretly considered the best
part of adulthood: making elaborate plans for nights with zero
obligations except snacks, streaming, and the kind of easy company
that felt better than any bar.



She spent half her lunch break prepping her space for giggle
marathon battle: fluffing pillows, staging snacks, setting out
extra blankets in case Zoe decided to crash, rearranging the living
room lighting into “comfy cave” mode. As the afternoon melted into
evening, Zoe arrived home with a grocery bag clinking with every
flavor of sparkling water known to humankind and a box of
Charlotte’s favorite cookies.



“Tonight,” Zoe declared, “we laugh until our stomachs hurt,
and then we eat cookies until the giggles come back.” She flopped
onto the couch, already scrolling through stand-up specials and
TikToks to queue up.



Charlotte, pacing restlessly in her “podcast pajamas” (the
ones that felt like a hug but didn’t look like a crime scene),
grinned at her best friend and then at her phone, where Max’s name
was lighting up her notifications.



MAX:

Prepare yourself, Maybe Girl. Tonight, we find out who is the
real master of giggles. No mercy. No prisoners. Only bad puns and
eternal bragging rights.



Me:

You’re going down, King of Comedy. I’ve been training for this
moment my whole life.



MAX:

That’s what you said before you lost the Great Ramen Slurp-Off
of ‘23. This time, I’m bringing out the big guns.



Me:

Guns loaded… with knock-knock jokes? I’ll take my
chances.



Zoe, reading over her shoulder, smirked. “You two are
disgusting. And also adorable. I hope you both lose.”



They set the ground rules with all the formality of a United
Nations summit. Charlotte, as the reigning queen of her high school
improv club, argued for a strict definition of “laugh” that
included snorts, snickers, and even suspicious facial twitches.
Max, ever the game show host, wanted to include all audible
giggles, but offered a compromise: Zoe would be the official
referee, empowered to issue red cards for “egregious corniness” and
to settle disputes by fiat. It was all so silly—and so real,
Charlotte realized, the kind of real that burrows under your skin
and lives in your bones.



The opening salvo was gentle: Max texted, “Why did the
scarecrow win an award? Because he was outstanding in his field.”
Charlotte shook her head, lips twitching, and countered with, “What
do you call fake spaghetti? An impasta.”



They volleyed back and forth, escalating the corniness, each
joke worse than the last. Zoe, cackling, started keeping score on a
whiteboard, adding stick figure illustrations that grew
progressively weirder with each round.



Max tried a classic: “Did you hear about the claustrophobic
astronaut? He just needed a little space.”



Charlotte shot back: “Why did the golfer bring two pairs of
pants? In case he got a hole in one.”



It was, objectively, awful—and objectively perfect. Charlotte
was already fighting laughter, cheeks flushed, as she struggled to
maintain her composure. The energy in the room was light, charged,
as if the entire apartment had been spun from spun sugar and
caffeine. She forgot about her inbox, about the looming work
deadlines, about the little ache in her chest that sometimes woke
her up in the middle of the night.



Max shifted gears, texting a rapid-fire string of knock-knock
jokes so bad that Zoe started groaning with every punchline.
“Knock, knock.”

“Who’s there?”

“Dishes.”

“Dishes who?”

“Dishes the police, open up!”



Zoe couldn’t take it. “That’s illegal. Arrest him for crimes
against comedy!”



Charlotte, tears threatening, managed to say, “I can’t. I
won’t—” before she burst out laughing. It was loud and sudden and
completely involuntary. Max’s reply was instant:



MAX:

Victory! King of Comedy forever! I expect my crown in the
mail.



Zoe, wiping her eyes, announced, “Charlotte is the first to
fall! But the night is young. Next round: meme-off!”



And so it went. They cycled through meme wars, each person
submitting their best absurd meme or viral video. Charlotte dug up
an old Vine of a screaming goat; Max countered with a TikTok of a
toddler arguing with a cat. Zoe tried to play judge but ended up on
the floor, clutching her stomach, moaning about “abdominal
whiplash.”



In between competitions, Max and Charlotte traded stories
about the worst jokes they’d ever heard. Charlotte’s contribution
was the infamous “orange you glad I didn’t say banana” routine her
dad had tortured her with for years. Max told a story about his
uncle’s habit of telling “dad jokes” at funerals (“He just wanted
to make everyone smile, even if they were horrified.”).



As the snacks disappeared and the sun set behind the curtains,
the laughter started to shift. The giggles softened, giving way to
quieter, more confessional moments—those intimate spaces that only
open up after you’ve laughed yourself hoarse.



Max, voice lower, admitted over audio, “You know, I used to
think being funny was all I had to offer. My family is a mess—my
parents divorced when I was in middle school, and my brother and I
learned to cope by cracking each other up. I think I started to
believe that if I could keep people laughing, they’d never notice
if I was hurting.”



Charlotte listened, her heart twisting. “I get it,” she
replied, voice equally quiet. “My mom used to say that some people
laugh to keep from crying. For me, it was always easier to make a
joke than to talk about what was really going on. But with you,
it’s like—both are okay. The funny and the… not-so-funny.”



There was a long pause, filled with the kind of silence that’s
more comfort than absence.



Max finally said, “That’s how I know you’re special, Char. You
let me be ridiculous and real, and you never make me feel like I
have to choose.”



She felt her eyes prickle, blinking hard, not wanting to break
the spell. Zoe, sensing the shift, wandered into the kitchen to
“check the popcorn,” leaving them alone in the strange, safe
digital cocoon they’d built together.



Charlotte rallied, determined not to let things get too heavy.
“Okay, rematch: who can make the other snort-laugh first?”



Max, sensing her mood, agreed. “Loser has to write an original
limerick about the winner’s snack habits.”



They pulled out all the stops: Charlotte did her impression of
a French poodle in a rainstorm, Max recited a tongue-twister about
a porcupine who wanted to be a hairdresser. Charlotte, desperate,
tried her best “dramatic reading” of an old recipe for ambrosia
salad she’d found in a 1960s cookbook. Max upped the ante by
reading the terms and conditions of his phone contract in a
Shakespearean accent.



It was Max who broke first, a strangled giggle escaping at
Charlotte’s description of “miniature marshmallows raining from the
heavens, smiting the citrus in a chariot of Cool Whip.” Charlotte
raised her fists in triumph.



“Queen of Giggles, restored to her throne!” she crowed.



Max sent a video of himself bowing grandly. “I yield. All hail
the Queen. Your wish is my command.”



She laughed, feeling lighter than she had in months. “Careful.
I have a long list of demands. Number one: you must never, ever
stop making me laugh.”



Max, earnest now, replied, “That’s an easy promise, Char.
Being with you is the best fun I’ve had in years.”



Charlotte blushed, even though Zoe wasn’t looking. “It’s
mutual, Max. No one else makes me forget all the other stuff—work,
life, everything.”



A ping from her boss threatened to disrupt the mood, but
Charlotte ignored it. For once, she didn’t let the outside world
intrude.



As the night wore on, they shifted to streaming their favorite
stand-up sets—swapping commentary, pausing to riff on punchlines,
challenging each other to predict the next joke. Zoe played laugh
referee, but quickly abandoned any pretense of neutrality, siding
with whoever made the best snack suggestion.



After a particularly hilarious set, Max texted
privately,

My face hurts from smiling. I can’t remember the last time I
let myself just be silly like this. With you, it’s easy. You make
the world feel… lighter.



Charlotte, moved, replied,

It’s easy for me too. Laughter’s always been my shield. My mom
says it’s my “superpower.” But I think it’s better when I share it
with someone who gets it.



They took turns sharing stories they’d never told anyone: Max
admitted to bombing at an open mic night in college, Charlotte
confessed to an embarrassing childhood crush on a comedian who wore
fake glasses and performed under the name “Professor
Chuckles.”



Max sent an audio note: “I’d like to see Professor Chuckles
try to out-joke you, Char. He wouldn’t stand a chance.”



Zoe, half-listening from the kitchen, yelled, “If you two
don’t meet in person soon, I’m going to show up at this Max’s door
and demand a comedy battle myself!”



Charlotte, torn between pride and terror, shouted back, “Hands
off, Zo! I need more time. This is… it’s special. I don’t want to
mess it up by rushing.”



Zoe reappeared, arms folded. “You’re not rushing if you’re
ready. You’re just moving forward. But hey—if you want a double
date with me and Agent Whiskers, let me know.”



Charlotte flipped a pillow at her, but her heart was racing.
She turned back to her phone and found Max had sent a bedtime
story, his voice full of warmth and playful drama:



“Once upon a time, there was a princess who had a laugh so
contagious that she could make the entire kingdom snort their
morning tea. Dragons surrendered at her feet, jesters retired out
of envy, and every night, she dreamed of meeting the one person
whose giggle matched hers note for note…”



Charlotte listened, then recorded her own reply:

“There was a prince, clumsy and kind, who’d spent years trying
to make the world laugh because he thought laughter was all he had.
One day he met a girl who laughed not at his jokes, but with
him—and suddenly, he knew he had everything he’d ever
wanted.”



They swapped bedtime stories until their words blurred,
drifting into the soft intimacy of almost-sleep. In the quiet,
Charlotte drafted a message—one that almost, almost said everything
she was afraid to say. “Max, I think I…” But she deleted it,
sending a string of emojis instead—a laughing face, a heart, a
crown.



Max, wise to her patterns, sent a final note:

You don’t have to say anything you’re not ready to say. I’m
happy just being here with you. For as long as you want.



Zoe, who’d caught the end of the exchange, offered a gentle
squeeze on Charlotte’s shoulder. “He’s a good one, Char. Don’t let
fear get in the way.”



Later, alone in bed, Charlotte replayed Max’s last words:
“Sleep tight, Maybe Girl.” She clutched her phone to her chest and
let her laughter echo in the dark, knowing that whatever tomorrow
brought, she was exactly where she wanted to be—right in the messy,
magical, uncontrollable middle of it all.



Scene Expansion: Deepening the Night

But the night, Charlotte realized, wasn’t quite finished with
her. Even as the laughter faded, her mind was electric—alive with
all the things she hadn’t said, all the possibilities that seemed
to bloom in the quiet after the storm of jokes and stories.



She tiptoed to the window, looking out at the city, the
endless thrum of distant car horns and the glowing chain of lights
snaking along the river. She imagined Max doing the same somewhere
across town, holding his phone, heart open, hoping for more. For
the first time, she wondered if longing itself was a kind of love—a
hope that connected two people before they ever held hands.



Her phone buzzed—another late-night text from Max.



MAX:

If we ever meet in person, promise you’ll laugh with me. Even
if I’m nervous. Even if it’s awkward. Especially then.



Charlotte pressed her palm to the glass, felt the city’s pulse
in her fingertips.



Me:

I promise. And I expect you to do the same.



MAX:

It’s a deal. No going back.



The intensity of it surprised her—a promise made in the dark,
binding in ways she’d never expected from a giggle marathon. She
wondered if maybe, just maybe, she was braver than she
thought.



She climbed back into bed, pulling the blanket up to her chin,
her phone nestled beside her like a secret. She let her mind
wander, playing back every laugh, every gentle confession, every
moment when it had been easier to smile than to cry.



Sleep found her slowly, laughter trailing her into
dreams—dreams where she and Max raced through the city, laughing so
hard the world faded away, finding each other in every echo, every
secret corner where joy could hide.




  
When the sun rose,
Charlotte woke with a smile still on her lips, the memory of Max’s
voice still warm in her ear. For the first time in forever, she
felt ready. Maybe not for everything, but for the next laugh, the
next risk, the next step—wherever it might lead.
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Charlotte woke, as she so often did lately, to the gentle ping
of a message from Max—a digital morning sunbeam sneaking past the
blackout curtains and scattering itself across her phone screen.
She stretched, yawned, and groped for her glasses, a sleepy,
lopsided smile already forming as she unlocked her phone. There it
was: a selfie of Max’s breakfast, plated like a culinary crime
scene.



The pancakes—lumpy, misshapen, and arranged in a stack that
defied gravity and all culinary decency—were accessorized by a
lopsided strawberry grin and two uneven eyes made of melting
chocolate chips. The caption read:

“BREAKFAST BYTES, coming soon to a screen near you. First
episode: ‘How Not To Flip Pancakes (But Still Have Fun
Trying).’

Underneath, Max’s face was just visible at the edge of the
frame, eyes squinting in feigned concentration, hair sticking up
like he’d slept on a porcupine.



Charlotte laughed so hard she almost dropped the phone on her
own pillow. Mornings had never been her strong suit—she was, by
nature, a night owl, happiest in the hush after midnight when the
city’s pulse had slowed and her thoughts could roam. But now, there
was Max: a reason to wake up early, to check her phone, to start
her day already smiling.



She snapped her own photo—a slice of avocado toast, artfully
arranged atop a chipped plate and sprinkled with more paprika than
was strictly necessary. In the background, Agent Whiskers lounged
on the kitchen counter with the regal disdain only cats possess,
one paw lazily trailing through the air as if dismissing the very
concept of breakfast.



Me:

Breakfast Bytes challenge accepted. My toast is judging your
pancakes, and so is my cat.



MAX:

He can judge all he wants. The pancakes are for show, the
coffee is for survival, and the company is what makes brunch
legendary. Virtual brunch? You, me, coffee, stories, and bragging
rights.



Charlotte grinned, warmth blooming in her chest.

Me:

I’m in. Prepare to witness the world’s most dramatic toast
flip.



They set the plan: ten o’clock, laptops open, a table set for
two across however many city blocks and WiFi networks separated
them. Charlotte tidied the kitchen, as if Max might somehow appear
in the doorway; she swept toast crumbs off the counter and fluffed
the couch pillows, then set up her laptop at just the right
angle—camera high enough to obscure the fact that she was still in
her pajama bottoms.



Ten o’clock arrived, and so did Max, beaming out from her
laptop screen, mug in hand and pancakes stacked precariously before
him. Charlotte could see the cluttered backdrop of his apartment:
shelves packed with cookbooks and science fiction, a guitar resting
on a battered armchair, the ghostly blur of a cat’s tail in the
lower right corner.



“Good morning, chef,” Max greeted, his voice still sleep-warm,
and for a moment Charlotte forgot that they were separated by more
than just a few walls.



“Chef is generous,” she replied, tilting her plate toward the
camera. “I tried to make my avocado look like a rose but it’s
giving me more ‘roadkill salad’ than Instagram brunch
goddess.”



Max feigned a solemn nod. “We’re here for taste, not
aesthetics. Besides, mine is a pancake Picasso—bold, experimental,
misunderstood by critics.”



They settled into an easy rhythm, banter and breakfast twining
together like vines up a sunlit trellis. Charlotte tried to impress
Max with her toast-flipping skills, almost sending her breakfast
flying across the room; Max, not to be outdone, attempted to flip
his last pancake and succeeded only in launching it into the sink.
They howled with laughter, the sound filling Charlotte’s tiny
apartment with warmth.



“New rule,” Max said, wiping tears from his eyes, “whoever can
flip a pancake without it sticking to the ceiling gets a lifetime
supply of brunch points.”



Charlotte mock-pouted. “I’m not sure I can even get a pancake
onto a plate without outside assistance.”



Max grinned. “That’s what DoorDash is for. Or, you know, a
live-in sous chef. Applications open.”



Charlotte was about to respond when Zoe strode into the
kitchen, wild-haired and resplendent in a robe patterned with
cartoon avocados. She squinted at the laptop, saw Max, and waggled
her fingers.



“Morning, Max!” she called, sliding into frame without
warning. “Don’t let her fool you—Charlotte only learned to cook
because she was afraid of being judged on Instagram.”



Charlotte groaned. “Zoe, you’re supposed to be my hype woman,
not my saboteur.”



Max beamed. “I trust no one who’s not sabotaged by their best
friend. Zoe, what’s your specialty?”



Zoe considered. “Microwaving leftovers and judging Charlotte’s
taste in podcasts.”



Max nodded, as if making a mental note. “You’re officially
hired as the brunch MC. Agent Whiskers is head of quality
control.”



The three of them bantered, and Charlotte felt, for the first
time, what real-life hangouts might be like—the easy jokes, the way
Max matched Zoe’s sass with his own, the sense that all of this
could, someday, be a Saturday ritual that didn’t require a screen.
It was dizzying, comforting, dangerous in the way that hope always
is.



Eventually, Zoe wandered out, muttering about laundry and
“mysterious work obligations,” leaving Charlotte and Max alone
again. Max picked up his phone.



“Brunch needs a soundtrack,” he said, sending over a playlist
titled “Brunch Vibes: From Sinatra to Boy Bands.” The first track
was a jazzy classic, the second a guilty-pleasure pop anthem, the
third a Disney song so embarrassing that Charlotte blushed even
though she’d been the one to mention her love of musicals.



“You know me too well,” she admitted, half-hiding her face
behind her mug.



Max winked. “A good brunch playlist should have a little bit
of everything. Even ‘Let It Go,’ if you promise not to judge my
singing.”



Charlotte set down her mug, emboldened. “Game time. Two Truths
and a Lie. Winner gets the last pancake—virtually, of
course.”



Max accepted the challenge. “You go first.”



“Okay,” Charlotte began, counting off on her fingers. “One: I
once spent a night locked in a library because I fell asleep behind
the reference desk. Two: I was kicked out of a college improv show
for laughing too loud at my own joke. Three: I can recite all the
lyrics to ‘I Want It That Way’ by heart, and I’m not even a little
bit ashamed.”



Max squinted at her, pretending to consider. “Hmm. I know your
karaoke skills are legendary, and I definitely believe you’d get
kicked out for laughing too loud… but I can’t see you sleeping
through a library lock-in. The first one’s the lie.”



Charlotte shook her head, grinning. “Wrong. The lie is improv.
I only wish I had the confidence to laugh at my own jokes in
public. The library was real. I woke up at three a.m. and had to
call campus security to let me out. Traumatized, but I got a great
story out of it.”



Max threw his hands up in mock defeat. “I bow to your power.
My turn. One: I have a birthmark in the shape of Australia. Two: I
once tripped over my own shoelaces while meeting a celebrity and
landed face-first in a bowl of guacamole. Three: I failed my
driver’s license test twice because I forgot which pedal was
which.”



Charlotte pursed her lips. “That’s tough. You’re definitely
the kind of person who would trip and faceplant in guac, and I’ve
seen your sense of direction, so the driving one checks out. But
birthmark? Too easy. That’s the lie.”



Max grinned, delighted. “Guilty. My birthmark is more
‘unidentified blob’ than continent. But the guac thing is true.
Somewhere there’s a photo of me, green-faced, with a very
unimpressed pop star.”



They kept playing, trading stories, each round more
embarrassing than the last. Charlotte confessed to a college-era
obsession with making short films starring her goldfish (“Oscar was
the Marlon Brando of aquatic acting”). Max admitted he’d written a
breakup song so cringeworthy he’d hidden the lyrics in a shoebox
marked “DO NOT OPEN EVER.”



They kept score, tallying “brunch points” with increasingly
arbitrary rules—Charlotte awarded herself three for every pun, Max
gave himself two for every “dad joke” that made her roll her eyes.
By the time the plates were empty and the coffee gone cold, they
were neck and neck.



Just as Charlotte was about to claim victory, her phone buzzed
with a call from her boss. She stared at the screen, willing it to
disappear, but it persisted.



“Sorry, Max—emergency at work. I have to go be a responsible
adult,” she groaned.



Max clutched his heart. “Abandoned mid-bite. The
tragedy.”



“I’ll make it up to you,” she promised. “Tomorrow: rematch.
I’ll even let you pick the playlist.”



Max saluted her with his mug. “Deal. Go save the day, Maybe
Girl.”



Charlotte hung up, feeling oddly buoyant. Work emergencies
used to fill her with dread, but now she buzzed with a different
kind of energy, as if laughter and pancakes had rewired her
insides. She breezed into the office, radiating a confidence she
barely recognized. Tanya, the ever-watchful assistant, caught her
in the hallway.



“Somebody’s glowing,” Tanya teased. “You got a new skincare
routine, or are you just in love?”



Charlotte sputtered. “I think it’s the coffee. Very strong
coffee.”



Tanya grinned, not buying it for a second. “Well, whatever it
is, keep it up. You’re making the rest of us look bad.”



At her desk, Charlotte fielded the emergency—an intern had
double-booked two guests for the same podcast slot, and the audio
engineer was threatening to walk out. She solved it in record time,
her mind half-occupied by the memory of Max’s pancakes, his laugh,
the sound of his voice softening when he called her “Maybe
Girl.”



During her lunch break, she recorded a quick podcast
segment—“Weirdest Brunches I’ve Ever Survived”—detailing everything
from a childhood birthday party featuring blue scrambled eggs to a
disastrous first date where a would-be chef tried (and failed) to
flambé French toast with a blowtorch. She invited listeners to send
in their own stories, then checked her phone for Max’s follow-up
texts.



MAX:

For the record, today’s brunch gets 8/10: minus one point for
pancake disaster, plus two for Zoe’s cameo, minus one for being
abandoned, plus one for your laugh. Would brunch again.



Me:

Your pancakes were a crime against breakfast, but I’ll allow
it. Next time, I’ll make waffles. With extra whipped cream. Winner
gets to pick the next challenge.



MAX:

Careful. My whipped cream skills are legendary.



Inspired, Charlotte invited Max to call in to the podcast as a
mystery guest for the next “Brunch Disasters” segment.



He agreed, and the next episode was a riot. Max called in as
“Sir Pancake-a-Lot,” wielding an exaggerated accent and recounting
his disastrous cooking attempts—audiences adored him, lighting up
the comment section with requests for a recurring segment.
Charlotte’s boss, listening in from the producer’s booth, gave her
a rare double thumbs-up.



After the show, Max sent a voice note, still in character.
“Sir Pancake-a-Lot thanks thee for the opportunity to regale the
masses. Next week: epic tales of toast.”



Charlotte’s phone lit up with new followers and fan
comments—her listeners loved the back-and-forth, the way the show
had become a window into her real, messy, hilarious life. Zoe,
seeing the numbers climb, declared herself the official “Brunch
Event Planner” and volunteered to organize a live listener brunch
at their favorite café.



Charlotte hesitated—she loved the idea, but the thought of
meeting fans (and possibly, maybe, Max) in person made her palms
sweat.



After the episode, Max texted:

Wish I could be there for the live brunch. Maybe someday I’ll
crash the party with pancakes.



Charlotte’s fingers hovered over the screen. She wanted
that—wanted him there, in the crowd, in her life, for real. She
found herself staring at the phone, heart thumping. What’s holding
me back? she wondered. Is it fear, or is it just the comfort of
“maybe,” the way it lets her imagine every perfect version of him
without risking disappointment?



Zoe, ever attuned, found her staring into space.



“What’s the worst that could happen?” Zoe asked, gentle but
insistent. “You meet him, you laugh, maybe it’s a little awkward,
maybe it’s amazing. But you’ll never know if you don’t try.”



Charlotte shook her head. “I just… What if we lose the
magic?”



Zoe shrugged. “What if you find something even better?”



As if on cue, the doorbell rang. Charlotte padded to the door
and found a box on the mat—a delivery from her favorite bakery,
pastries still warm, with a note tucked inside:



For my Maybe Girl. One day, this will be in person. Until
then, enjoy a little sweetness on me. —M



Charlotte melted, clutching the box to her chest, heart
pounding as she read the note again. She called Zoe into the
kitchen, tears of happiness blurring her vision.



“Zoe, look. He remembered. He really remembered.”



Zoe squeezed her hand, grinning. “He’s a keeper, Char. You
know that, right?”



Charlotte nodded, barely able to speak. She felt something
shifting inside her, some wall giving way to the slow, steady tide
of hope. She bit into a pastry, let the sweetness fill her mouth,
and wondered if maybe—just maybe—this was what falling in love felt
like.



Later, alone in her room, Charlotte sat cross-legged on her
bed, box of pastries beside her, phone glowing with Max’s latest
text.



MAX:

Can’t wait for the day I get to see your smile in person.
Until then, thanks for making every morning a little
brighter.




  
Charlotte pressed her hand
to her heart, marveling at how close he felt, even from so far
away. She whispered into the quiet, as if he might hear her, “Me
too, Max. Me too.”
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Charlotte’s first waking thought was that her bed had somehow
been relocated to the middle of a disco—her phone was vibrating so
incessantly that she could feel the pulses through her pillow, and
the faint, telltale ping of her message notification was now
layered over by half a dozen new sounds she’d never bothered to
assign to anything, a symphony of beeps, dings, and one odd
wolf-whistle. Disoriented, she groaned, blinking at the ceiling,
then reached for her phone.



Max had declared war.



She should have seen it coming, honestly. After their marathon
of virtual brunches, bedtime stories, and giggle competitions, the
law of rom-com escalation practically demanded a new game—a new way
to make each other laugh and, beneath that, to edge closer and
closer to the terrifying edge of something real.



The first volley in the “GIF War” was a classic: a dancing
banana, doing the worm in a way that made Charlotte immediately
snort-laugh. This was followed, in quick succession, by a dramatic
hamster stuffing its cheeks with popcorn, a baby goat in pajamas
leaping onto a trampoline, and, finally, a clip of a woman
attempting—and failing—to open a bottle of wine with a shoe, the
cork sailing across the room and shattering a lamp in the
background.



MAX:

Let the games begin, Maybe Girl. You have three minutes to
respond, or I take the title of Ultimate GIF Overlord.



Charlotte, still cocooned under her duvet, grinned, thumb
already poised over the search bar. She scrolled, hunting for her
secret weapon, the one GIF that always made Zoe wheeze with
laughter and that had been, for years, the nuclear option in any
meme battle. There it was: a wide-eyed cat, startled to the point
of near-levitation, launching itself sideways into a cardboard box,
legs splayed like a feline starfish.



She fired it back, captioned:

Prepare yourself. The Cat of Destiny chooses only the bravest
combatants.



Max replied in seconds: a dog in sunglasses piloting a
remote-control car, the caption reading: “On my way to claim my
trophy.”



The war was on. For the next hour, Charlotte’s phone buzzed
like an angry hive—each new message an absurdist masterpiece. Max
sent a goat fainting at the sight of its own shadow; Charlotte
countered with a child slipping on a banana peel and landing,
miraculously, in a kiddie pool. Max unleashed a time-lapse of a
squirrel attempting to carry a massive bagel up a tree; Charlotte’s
revenge was a grandma attempting to dab, then breaking into
flawless moonwalk.



By the time Zoe emerged from her bedroom, hair in a sideways
ponytail and eyes half-open, the living room was alive with
Charlotte’s laughter—high, bright, completely unfiltered. She was
still wearing her sleep shirt (emblazoned with the words
“Procrastination Queen”) and hadn’t yet made it to the coffee pot,
but she’d already won Round One.



“What is going on?” Zoe asked, squinting at the screen. “Did
your mom send you more cat videos?”



Charlotte shook her head, pressing her lips together. “Max
started a GIF war. I’m winning, obviously.”



Zoe, rolling her eyes, flopped onto the couch and demanded to
be named judge. “You need an impartial referee, or this will never
end. Show me the contenders.”



Charlotte dutifully scrolled back through the barrage of
absurdities, narrating as she went. Zoe awarded points for
originality, escalation, and “the element of surprise.” By the time
Max’s “grandma moonwalk” landed, Zoe had tears streaming down her
cheeks.



“Okay, I declare Round One a tie. But only because the cat was
iconic and the grandma’s got moves.” She jabbed a finger at
Charlotte. “Now eat something before you combust.”



Charlotte barely had time to toast a bagel before her phone
buzzed again—this time, from work. She groaned, dreading the guilt
trip she’d get for being late, but the message was harmless enough:
a reminder about the morning meeting, which she’d already set an
alarm for. She risked checking her messages during the elevator
ride, and by the time she reached her floor, Max had sent another
dozen GIFs—a horse nuzzling a duckling, a group of penguins
tumbling down an ice slide, a loop of a man in a shark costume
tripping over a toddler.



It was contagious, this kind of joy, the sort that lingered
long after the initial punchline. It made Charlotte feel buoyant,
brighter, the way she always imagined happiness might feel if it
came with a user manual.



At her desk, she tried to look busy, but her cheeks kept
betraying her—smiling, then giggling, then outright cackling at the
latest GIF from Max, a raccoon “washing” a slice of pizza under a
garden hose, eyes wide with concentration.



She was still grinning when her boss, Miranda, appeared in the
doorway. Miranda was one of those women whose heels always seemed
just a hair too sharp, whose blazers never wrinkled, and whose eyes
could narrow to a point so fine it could cut glass.



“Charlotte,” Miranda intoned, arms folded. “I trust whatever
is so amusing at…” (she checked her watch) “…9:07 a.m. is also
related to podcast market research?”



Charlotte, not missing a beat, nodded. “Absolutely. I’m
crowdsourcing new segment ideas—comedy in the digital age, GIF
culture, the evolution of the meme as modern storytelling. You
know. Deep journalism.”



Miranda’s gaze lingered for a beat, then softened a fraction.
“Good. Bring me three pitches by noon, and if they’re half as
entertaining as your face right now, we’ll green-light them for the
next season.”



Charlotte exhaled as Miranda left, then texted Max:

Almost got caught. Cover story: market research. Now you have
to send me the most “intellectual” GIF you can find.



Max delivered immediately—a GIF of a man in a tweed jacket and
monocle, sipping tea and raising one eyebrow, the caption: “When
you’re pondering existential dread but the tea is piping
hot.”



Charlotte laughed, and her coworkers looked up. “Work
emergency?” Tanya called.



“Research,” Charlotte called back, smiling.



Later that day, she announced a new segment on her podcast:
“GIF-Off: Battle of the Memes,” encouraging listeners to send in
their best, worst, weirdest, or most topical GIFs. Max, always
game, sent a voice note: “I want full credit when this goes viral,
okay?”



Charlotte responded with a “sunglasses cat” GIF and a
wink.



As submissions rolled in—loops of politicians tripping over
flags, babies discovering lemons, celebrities crying and then
laughing—Charlotte’s phone pinged so frequently that even Tanya
noticed.



“Max again?” Tanya teased, waggling her eyebrows.



“Maybe,” Charlotte replied, feigning indifference, but her
blush was impossible to hide.



The “GIF-Off” segment aired that week, Max calling in as the
“Meme Master General,” narrating the top contenders in a voice so
dramatic Charlotte had to mute herself to avoid cackling live on
air. Listeners voted, the results were tabulated, and Max took home
the prize for a perfectly timed video of a dog riding a Roomba
while wearing a superhero cape.



Charlotte, gracious in defeat but unwilling to let Max have
the last laugh, demanded a rematch.



The banter spilled late into the night, the line between text
and conversation, digital and real, growing ever more blurred. Max,
in a rare display of late-night vulnerability, sent a simple GIF of
a white flag fluttering in a cartoon breeze, followed by a heart
made of emoji pancakes.



Charlotte melted. She responded with a dancing avocado GIF and
the message:

Truce, but only if you admit I’m the queen of reaction
GIFs.



Max agreed, but only on the condition that their next battle
would be “reaction GIFs to worst date stories.” Charlotte, always
up for a challenge, accepted.



She went first, recounting her most cringeworthy moment—a
first date with a law student who spent the entire meal critiquing
the “legal accuracy” of the restaurant menu, then, as a parting
gesture, tried to high-five her and missed, knocking her drink into
his lap.



Max sent a GIF of a cartoon character fainting onto a fainting
couch.



“My turn,” he said, admitting that he’d once spent a whole
year as the “awkward kid with the braces and the unfortunate
mushroom haircut” who’d been dumped at a school dance via Post-It
note. “My glow-up took years,” he joked, “and I still have the
note. For blackmail purposes.”



Charlotte reassured him, sending a “You got this!” meme and a
GIF of a duckling transforming into a glamorous swan.



Their video thread continued—now, instead of GIFs plucked from
the internet, they started sending each other real-life “reaction
GIFs,” short, silly clips documenting their days. Charlotte sent a
video of her morning routine, juggling coffee, podcast scripts, and
an obstinate cat. Max replied with a dramatic recreation of himself
stuck in an elevator, crooning a song about “being trapped by love”
until a startled neighbor rescued him.



The video exchange became their new thing, a living library of
real moments. Charlotte sent clips of her bike ride to work
(complete with a near-miss with a deliveryman), Max countered with
footage of his cat attempting to “help” with laundry by hiding in a
laundry basket and pouncing on socks. Charlotte filmed her attempts
to follow a YouTube yoga class, falling out of tree pose and
dissolving into giggles; Max replied with a time-lapse of him
making pancakes, flour everywhere, a pancake stuck to the
ceiling.



They laughed, cheered each other on, and, beneath the surface,
something began to shift—a sense that these moments, as small and
goofy as they were, added up to something bigger.



One night, as Charlotte lay in bed, replaying Max’s latest
video (a dramatic reading of grocery store receipts, delivered in
the style of a Shakespearean tragedy), she let herself imagine:
What if he was really here? What if, instead of video clips, she
could just turn and see him, in her kitchen, laughing at her
half-burnt toast, stealing her last strawberry?



Zoe, who’d been watching Charlotte for days, waiting for the
right moment, pounced as soon as she saw Charlotte’s dreamy
smile.



“You know you’re basically living in a rom-com now, right?”
Zoe teased, tossing a pillow at Charlotte. “If you start
monologuing to the audience, I’m moving out.”



Charlotte laughed. “If my life had a laugh track, I’d never
get anything done.”



Zoe rolled her eyes, but her voice was soft. “Seriously, Char.
What’s stopping you from making it real? You know he’d show up for
you in a heartbeat.”



Charlotte shrugged, picking at her comforter. “It’s just…
everything is so perfect right now. What if we meet and it’s
awkward? What if the magic disappears?”



Zoe sat beside her. “Or what if it gets even better? You’re
allowed to want something real, Char. You deserve it.”



They were interrupted by another ping from Max, this one with
a twist.



MAX:

Birthday coming up, right? I might have a surprise. Do you
trust me enough to let me plan something special?



Charlotte’s heart stuttered. She’d told Max her birthday was
next week, almost offhandedly, not expecting him to remember, let
alone make it a big deal.



She texted back:

Only if you promise not to send me a strippergram. Or a clown.
Or anything with glitter.



MAX:

No promises about glitter. But I promise to make it
memorable.



Zoe grinned wickedly. “This is your chance, Char. Birthday
bash, Max in person, all your favorite people in one place. What
could go wrong?”



Charlotte bit her lip, feeling a rush of nerves and
anticipation.
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Charlotte always claimed she didn’t care about birthdays. It
was a lie as obvious as the party hats on her childhood guinea pig
or the secret folder of “birthday meme stockpiles” she’d kept on
her phone since college. Birthdays, she insisted on air and in
life, were just another day—an arbitrary orbit around the sun,
nothing more. But the truth, embarrassing and tender, was that she
lived for a day when the world felt a little lighter, a little more
ridiculous, and she was allowed to be the heroine in her own story,
tiara optional but highly recommended.



This birthday, however, was different from the moment her
phone exploded at 7:03 a.m., filling the silence of her still-dark
room with a discordant orchestra of pings, pongs, and a truly
unhinged duck quack—Max’s signature notification, reserved only for
him.



First came the barrage of countdown messages:

MAX:

12 hours and counting: Prepare for maximum birthday
nonsense.

MAX:

T minus 8 hours: Have you hydrated? Birthday giggle stamina
required.

MAX:

5 hours to go: Are you stretching your meme muscles?

MAX:

BREAKING: In a scientific survey of my apartment, 100% of cats
agree you are the birthday queen.



Even half-asleep, Charlotte’s laughter startled Agent Whiskers
from his blanket cocoon. She scrolled, reading every ridiculous
text—memes of cartoon animals in party hats, a GIF of a hamster
eating cake in slow motion, a video of Max singing “Happy Birthday”
in four different cartoon voices, each one worse than the
last.



She was still grinning when Zoe burst into her room wielding a
glittery plastic tiara and a sash that read, in blinding gold,
“Birthday Maybe.” Zoe was a menace at 7:30 a.m., her hair wild, her
voice set to “parade marshal” as she decreed, “The Queen is awake!
Your presence is required in the Throne Room—aka, the kitchen.
Tiara and sash are non-negotiable. Pancakes and embarrassment will
be served.”



Charlotte groaned but allowed herself to be crowned, accepting
the tray of birthday pancakes Zoe presented, each topped with
exactly one candle. Zoe’s idea of “birthday breakfast” was an
over-the-top heap of chocolate chips and rainbow sprinkles, and
Charlotte nearly lost a tooth biting into the plastic “Happy
Birthday” ring hidden in the stack. They ate, giggling, the morning
as bright and silly as the day deserved.



At work, the spectacle only grew. She tried, and failed, to
slip quietly into the office. Tanya had decorated her desk with
pink balloons, sticky notes bearing inside jokes (“Coffee, not
calls!” “Pod Queen!” “Beware of glitter!”), and a homemade sign
that read: “Welcome to the Maybe Party—no pessimists allowed.”
Someone had replaced her usual mug with a bright yellow cup that
said “World’s Okayest Birthday Girl.” Charlotte pretended to
protest, but her heart soared.



Miranda, her boss, made a rare appearance, bearing a tiny
succulent plant in a glittery pot. “For your desk,” Miranda said,
her voice softer than usual. “Try not to kill this one. And take
the day off early, for heaven’s sake. Birthdays only happen once a
year, you know.”



Charlotte was floored. “Thank you! I—wait, are you
sure?”



“Consider it a professional order. Go. Have fun. And try not
to prank the copy machine again.”



The highlight of the morning, though, was Max’s audio birthday
card, which arrived as Charlotte was mid-coffee refill. She
recognized the opening chords of “Happy Birthday,” but then the
lyrics veered wildly off-script:



“Happy Birthday to you,

May your memes never be blue,

May your pancakes stay fluffy,

And your cats not be grumpy,

And may all your best days start with something as sweet as
you…”



It devolved into a series of increasingly off-key harmonies,
Max layering his own voice, pretending to be a barbershop quartet,
then a marching band, then finally what sounded suspiciously like a
chorus of kazoo-wielding ducklings. Charlotte’s laughter echoed
down the office hallway, earning her a round of applause from Tanya
and a chorus of “let’s hear it again!”



She recorded a reaction video—blushing, giggling, eyes
shining—then sent it to Max with a caption:

Me:

I’m reporting you to the Birthday Police. Crimes against music
and excessive cuteness.



Max replied instantly, with a GIF of a puppy hiding under a
birthday hat.

MAX:

No jury would convict me. Not when you’re this happy.



By lunchtime, Charlotte’s podcast listeners had flooded her
inbox and social feeds with birthday wishes—some sweet, some sassy,
some in full musical production numbers, courtesy of a group of
listeners who’d become infamous for their parody jingles. There
were “Maybe Girl” memes, tales of their own best (and worst)
birthdays, and more cat GIFs than the internet strictly
needed.



The onslaught was interrupted by a call from the lobby: a
delivery from Max. Inside the bag was an all-star lineup of her
favorite snacks—cheese crackers, sour gummies, a bento box from her
favorite lunch spot, and a bottle of cold brew with a sticky note
that read:

“For Birthday Energy. And don’t share with Zoe.”

At the bottom of the bag was a single donut, shaped like a
question mark, with pink icing and rainbow sprinkles.



Charlotte grinned, dizzy with delight, and texted Max a selfie
with the donut:

Me:

How did you even get this donut? Are you magic?



MAX:

Trade secret. But your smile is all the magic I need.



She ate lunch at her desk, feeling like a minor celebrity as
coworkers dropped by, each one offering a story, a joke, or in
Tanya’s case, a serenade so off-key that Charlotte nearly choked on
her bento.



As the workday wound down, Zoe appeared, breathless, with a
tray of cupcakes—each one iced with a different letter, spelling
out “HAPPY BIRTHDAY MAYBE QUEEN!” Behind her, a fold-out “Maybe”
sign glittered under the fluorescent lights, and Charlotte found
herself blushing, laughing, and wishing Max could see it all in
person.



For her afternoon podcast, Charlotte recorded a birthday
episode, sharing listeners’ wildest birthday tales—“The year my dad
set the grill on fire and we ended up eating birthday beans!” “That
time I got locked in a costume shop and celebrated with
mannequins!”—and recounting her own disaster birthdays (the
infamous “Piñata Fail of 2003,” and “Surprise Karaoke for
Grandma”). The episode sparkled with the giddy chaos of the day,
and just as Charlotte was winding down, the studio line lit
up.



“Hello, this is Maybe Radio, and you’re on the air—wait, is
this…?”



“Birthday Queen!” came Max’s voice, disguised as a radio
announcer. “This is your Mystery Guest, calling with one question:
Is it true that you once tried to adopt a miniature pony for your
tenth birthday?”



Charlotte blushed, laughter bubbling over. “The rumors are
true. His name was Captain Cupcake. My mom said no. I still haven’t
forgiven her.”



Listeners chimed in with their own horse-related dreams, and
Max, ever the showman, kept the crowd in stitches with stories of
his worst birthday presents (including a box of socks labeled “For
your stinky feet” and a cake shaped like a calculator, because
“math is delicious”). When Charlotte signed off, the switchboard
was still lighting up with birthday greetings, and she felt like
the star of her own weird, wonderful rom-com.



That night, Zoe herded Charlotte home for a small “just the
essentials” birthday party—code for a handful of Charlotte’s
closest friends, more snacks than any reasonable person could
consume, and a playlist of embarrassing throwback songs curated by
Zoe herself. There were fairy lights strung across the ceiling, a
banner that read “You’re Not Old, You’re Just More Mysterious,” and
a corner set up for “birthday confessions,” where guests could
record stories, toasts, or unsolicited advice on Zoe’s phone for
Charlotte to listen to later.



Max texted throughout, building anticipation for a “special
present” with cryptic hints:



MAX:

Hope you’re ready for a little adventure. Birthday Maybe isn’t
just a day—it’s a quest.



At nine p.m., Zoe handed Charlotte a gold envelope, sealed
with a cartoon sticker of Agent Whiskers in a party hat. Inside was
the first clue in a scavenger hunt:



To the place where stories live,

And Maybe Girl once lost her mind—

Go there now, a note to find.



Charlotte squealed, instantly recognizing the reference—the
library where she’d once spent the night by accident. Zoe drove,
playlist blaring, as Charlotte giddily relayed her favorite
memories of the infamous lock-in. At the library, the evening
security guard greeted her with a wink and handed over a second
envelope, containing a tiny origami book and the next clue.



So it went: to her favorite indie bookstore, where the owner
presented her with a bookmark inscribed with an inside joke; to the
park where she’d picnicked with Zoe on their first day in the city,
where a bouquet of wildflowers and a riddle awaited; to the little
bakery that always sold out of her favorite lemon tarts, where the
baker handed her a cupcake and a card from Max, reading,

“If you were a cupcake, you’d be the last one on the
shelf—worth the wait.”



Each stop brought a new token, a new note, a new wave of
laughter and anticipation, friends following along, filming her
every reaction for the inevitable “birthday montage.” At every
stop, she felt Max’s presence—his humor, his kindness, the way he
made the world feel both bigger and more intimate.



The final clue led Charlotte to her favorite coffee shop,
where the barista—grinning, clearly in on the secret—handed her a
phone, already connected to a video call. On screen, Max was
waiting, holding a cupcake with a single, flickering candle.



“Happy Birthday, Maybe Girl,” he said, voice full of mischief
and something softer, something closer to love. “For your final
challenge, you must survive the world’s worst serenade.” He
launched into a dramatic, intentionally off-key rendition of “Can’t
Take My Eyes Off You,” complete with improvised lyrics about
coffee, cats, and scavenger hunts. Charlotte laughed so hard she
nearly dropped the phone.



Back at home, Charlotte’s friends presented her with a
“birthday documentary”—a compilation of the night’s highlights,
Zoe’s narration veering between heartfelt and ridiculous. The room
buzzed with warmth, laughter, and a sense of something
big—something changing, right there in the comfort of her own
living room.



When the last guests left, Charlotte finally opened Max’s
present—a box filled with handpicked treasures: a handmade “Maybe
Girl” playlist, each song annotated with a reason (“This is for
every time you made me laugh when I didn’t want to,” “This one’s
for our first maybe,” “This one’s for what comes next”), and a
collage of their best texts, inside jokes, voice notes, and memes,
printed and pasted together like a love letter written in
pixels.



Heart pounding, Charlotte recorded a voice note for Max, voice
shaking with gratitude and a hint of tears.

Me:

Best birthday ever. You win. No contest.



Max replied, his tone warm and earnest:

MAX:

Next year, I want to celebrate in person. Just you, me, and
enough pancakes to feed a small army.



Charlotte’s smile wobbled, a rush of longing making her brave
and scared all at once.

Me:

I want that too, Max. I’m just… I’m not sure how to get there
yet.



Max was patient as ever:

MAX:

No rush. I’ll wait for as many birthdays as it takes. Just
promise me you’ll keep laughing.



Charlotte lay in bed that night, her phone warm on her chest,
Zoe asleep in the next room, heart spinning with gratitude and
nervous hope. She thought of every way Max had changed her life—the
texts, the calls, the laughter, the way he saw her, really saw her,
in a way no one ever had.



As sleep crept in, Max’s last message arrived:



MAX:

Sleep well, birthday star. Dream big. Maybe is the best place
to start, but I hope we get to yes.



Charlotte drifted into dreams with a smile, her last thought
clear as dawn: Maybe is starting to feel a lot like yes.
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It began with a meme. As so many epoch-defining shifts in
Charlotte’s twenty-something life had, really—late-night,
pajama-clad, scrolling in the dim blue wash of her bedroom, the
world hushed except for the low buzz of the city through her window
and the occasional, imperious yawn from Agent Whiskers. She’d found
it on one of those accounts devoted to the absurdity of modern
romance: a chart mapping the difference between “dating,”
“friends-with-benefits,” “soulmate,” and, bolded in the center,
“Flirtationship: when your chemistry is too good for friendship,
but you’re both still playing chicken with reality.”



Charlotte laughed, screenshot, and without overthinking (for
once), posted it to her story with the caption: Story of my life.
#maybe



Within minutes, the comments poured in—her podcast listeners,
friends, even the occasional cousin she never spoke to outside of
obligatory holiday texts.



@listeninglola:

Wait, is this about Max?? The “mystery man” lives!



@justcallmesam:

You can’t tease us like this, Charlotte! We demand
receipts.



@triplecaffeine:

If I don’t get a “Maybe Girl Flirtationship Hotline” podcast
episode, I will riot.



@podcastfan91:

If this is a soft launch of a relationship, it’s working. I’m
invested.



Charlotte, cheeks hot but grinning, replied to a few, danced
around the truth with her usual mix of emojis and non-answers, but
the momentum was now unstoppable. Zoe, ever the agent of chaos,
wasted no time in weaponizing it.



Zoe stormed into Charlotte’s room wielding a printed copy of
the meme. She’d highlighted “Flirtationship” in pink and drawn a
heart around it so big it nearly eclipsed the rest of the
page.



“It’s official,” Zoe declared, waving the meme like a flag.
“You’re no longer single, you’re not just friends, you’re not some
tragic Austen heroine. You are now officially in a
Flirtationship—with a capital F. Should I update your status on
Facebook, or do you want to do it yourself?”



Charlotte sputtered, “Is it even a status? Isn’t that just…
limbo, but with better memes?”



Zoe grinned. “It’s better than a situationship. At least you
have fun, and apparently a guy who sends you custom donuts and
scavenger hunts.”



Charlotte tossed a pillow at her, but the laughter that
followed was warm and real—the kind that crept up on her and
lingered after, in the quiet between heartbeats.



Unbeknownst to Charlotte, Max had seen the meme too. He sent a
message:

MAX:

Flirtationship, huh? I’m honored. But now I’m wondering if I
should make things official. Please find attached: My Relationship
Application.



Attached was a PDF—an honest-to-god, beautifully formatted,
absolutely ridiculous “application form,” complete with checkboxes
and short answer fields.



Applicant: Max (a.k.a. King of Pancakes, Duke of Dad Jokes,
Aspiring Cat Whisperer)

Position Desired: Partner-in-Crime, Chief Meme Officer,
Emergency Ice Cream Provider

Skills:

— Advanced sarcasm

— Ability to listen (and pretend to understand your podcast
analytics)

— Knows the best time to send a dog GIF (any time)



Short Answer: Why do you want this position?

I hear the company benefits include late-night giggles, inside
jokes, and possibly unlimited brunch.



Charlotte cackled so hard she woke Agent Whiskers, who,
affronted, abandoned her for the quieter comforts of Zoe’s
bed.



She spent a solid hour filling out the “employer response” in
increasingly absurd style, grading Max’s skills (“Sarcasm:
9.5/10—room for growth.” “Listening: Sometimes distracted by cats,
but makes up for it with A+ puns.” “Brunch skills: Pending field
test. Apply in person.”), and in the “References” section, she
simply wrote: “Zoe (will lie for me), Agent Whiskers (neutral
party).”



She sent it back, with a boomerang video of her stamping
“APPROVED” across the screen.



Max, not to be outdone, replied the next morning with a video
“interview”—him, in his kitchen, holding a whisk as a microphone,
wearing sunglasses and a tie over his pajamas.



“Thank you for considering my application. My references may
be biased, but my heart is sincere. To demonstrate my commitment to
this Flirtationship, I’ve prepared a brief demonstration of my
strengths.” He proceeded to unleash a flurry of intentionally awful
pickup lines (“Are you a podcast? Because I want to subscribe for
life.”), punctuated with a series of meme-worthy dance moves, the
cat weaving between his feet.



Charlotte nearly dropped her coffee, snorting, as she watched.
She sent it to Zoe, who declared, “This is rom-com gold. Someone
give this man a contract and a reality show.”



The vibe spilled into her work. That week, Charlotte devoted
an entire podcast segment to “Digital Dating: Flirtationships,
Catfish, and Other Modern Miracles.” She opened with a story about
the meme, her listeners’ reactions, and the “application/interview”
exchange with Max (names omitted, but the giggling in her voice
gave it away).



Callers flooded in with their own stories: the girl who’d
fallen for her Discord Dungeon Master before ever seeing his face;
the guy whose “emoji romance” with a customer service rep lasted
three months and ended only when her order was delivered; the woman
who’d met her now-wife over a years-long exchange of cat memes and
coffee recommendations. Not all stories were happy—there were tales
of ghosting, of digital chemistry gone sour in person, of awkward
“first meetings” that fizzled in the light of day—but the tone was
always hopeful, always laced with that shimmering “maybe” that made
the digital age feel so wide open.



After the show, Charlotte and Max listened together, texting
commentary. They debated, via voice note, what counted as a “first
date” when you hadn’t actually met in person.



MAX:

Was our first date the brunch? Or the pancake flip disaster?
Or was it when I serenaded you with kazoos?



Me:

That was the moment I knew you were either The One or a
complete menace. But I vote for brunch. I made avocado toast. I
risked my life.



MAX:

Fair. Also, don’t forget our first dance—the kitchen boogie,
as choreographed by Zoe and interrupted by Agent Whiskers.



Me:

And our first fight, over pineapple on pizza.



MAX:

We survived. We’re basically an old married couple now.



Charlotte could almost see Max’s grin, the warmth of it. The
odd thing was how normal it felt—the slow accumulation of shared
moments, all the “firsts” that hadn’t needed a single in-person
meeting. She was surprised, in a quiet, aching way, by how
comfortable she was with him, how easy it was to be herself, flaws
and all.



Zoe, meanwhile, had gone full spreadsheet mode, building a
list of Charlotte and Max’s “date points.” She divided it into
columns: “First Meal,” “First Laugh,” “First Fight,” “First Song
Shared,” “First Video Call (filtered),” “First Video Call (au
naturel),” “First Memefight,” “First Panic Text,” “First Apology,”
“First Confession.” The running total, Zoe announced, put them at
“Elite Flirtationship” status.



“I’m going to need an official anniversary,” Zoe said.
“What’ll it be? The wrong-number call? First voice note? First meme
war?”



Max texted,

Anniversary should be the day you spilled coffee on your
phone. That was fate. Also, a warning about technology.



Charlotte grinned, sending back a gif of coffee spilling
dramatically onto a phone, and another of two penguins
hugging.

Me:

I’ll take it. Every year, we’ll celebrate by spilling coffee
and sending memes.



She found herself dreaming about “someday” in a way that felt
both safe and brave. She and Max started a shared note titled
“Someday Dates”—a running list of all the things they’d do if
(when) they finally met. The entries ranged from “Eat pancakes at
three different diners, vote for the worst,” to “Dance barefoot in
the living room, no music allowed,” to “Find a karaoke bar with the
worst reviews and sing our signature duet (badly).”



One night, after a particularly long workday, Zoe challenged
Charlotte to take a leap: “I dare you to video call Max—no filters,
no makeup, just… real.”



Charlotte hesitated. “What if he runs screaming?”



Zoe shrugged. “Then he wasn’t your guy. But I have a hunch
you’ll both look like exhausted trolls and fall harder
anyway.”



Nerves thrummed, but Charlotte found herself dialing. The
screen filled with Max’s sleepy face, hair sticking up in every
direction, glasses askew, wearing a shirt with a pizza stain from
what was clearly last night’s dinner. He blinked, then
laughed.



“Morning, Maybe Girl. I see you got the dress code
memo.”



Charlotte, in her own mismatched pajamas, barefaced and
blinking, burst out laughing. “This is my true form. Prepare
yourself.”



Max grinned. “You look like you. Which, in my professional
opinion, is perfect.”



They talked for an hour, trading stories of their worst
morning routines, confessing to the weirdest things they’d done
before coffee. Charlotte’s heart felt raw, open—there was no
distance left, nothing between them but the thin glass of the
screen and the thrum of possibility.



In that unguarded moment, Max confided his biggest fear: “What
if we meet and it’s… different? What if the magic disappears? What
if we’re just really good at texting and terrible at, you know,
reality?”



Charlotte took a breath, letting herself feel the ache, the
longing. “I’m scared too. But I’m more afraid of not knowing. Of
missing out on what could be… something. Something real.”



They agreed, in that quiet way two brave people do, that
“maybe” was better than never trying.



That weekend, Zoe threw a “Status Update” party—a running joke
among their friends, who’d watched Charlotte’s slow burn with Max
with increasing investment. There were banners (“From Maybe to
Definitely Maybe”), themed cocktails (“Flirtationship Fizz”), and
party games that required everyone to invent increasingly wild
stories of how Charlotte and Max might have met in person—airport
mix-ups, mistaken identity in a bookstore, dramatic weather events
leading to a meet-cute.



Charlotte’s friends gathered in her living room, phones at the
ready, and, after much cajoling, Max joined by video. He fit in
immediately—charming everyone with self-deprecating stories, quick
wit, and a willingness to be roasted about his “relationship
application.” Zoe declared him “officially one of us,” and Tanya,
never one to mince words, told Charlotte, “If you don’t go for it,
I will.”



As the night wound down, Charlotte slipped away to her room,
phone in hand. She texted Max:



Me:

I think we’re more than a maybe now.



Max replied, after a pause that felt like the space between
heartbeats:

MAX:

Maybe is my new favorite word. Especially with you.



Charlotte blushed, tears prickling, feeling both seen and
cherished. Her chest ached with hope.



That night, Charlotte dreamed—of pancake mornings, shared
headphones on subway rides, real first dances and lazy Sunday
afternoons where “maybe” was just the prelude to “yes.” When she
woke, the world was the same but she was different: steadier,
braver, a little more sure that the leap was worth it.
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Charlotte had always
believed, in the way people believe in gravity or in the necessity
of coffee on a Monday, that the most important moments in life came
quietly—on tiptoes, sidling up when you least expected them,
disguised as something ordinary. A “wrong number” text. A meme
shared at midnight. The subtle pulse of a phone screen, lighting up
a shadowed room. And now, here she was, standing at the edge of
another one of those moments, heart ricocheting around her ribs,
staring at the laptop on her bed as if it were a portal to another
universe.




She’d spent the night before in a jittery half-sleep, dreaming
up worst-case scenarios. What if the chemistry evaporated on
camera? What if she made a weird face, or Max decided she looked
nothing like her profile pictures, or the video froze at the exact
moment she sneezed or said something utterly cringe? She’d woken
before dawn, wide-eyed, reaching for her phone, only to find a
message from Max timestamped 2:17 a.m.:



MAX:

Was trying to fall asleep but realized I might combust from
nerves first. Tomorrow’s going to be epic. Or a hilarious disaster.
Either way, I’ll have a story for my grandkids. You ready, Maybe
Girl?



She hadn’t replied, not right away. Instead, she lay there,
watching the golden thread of sunrise snake its way across her
bedroom wall, her mind a swirl of hope and terror. Eventually,
she’d texted back:



Me:

Only if you promise to screen-record the awkward silences for
my “greatest hits” reel.



Now, morning was here, and she felt no more prepared. Zoe,
always an early riser on “momentous occasions” (and, to be fair, on
trash day), stormed into Charlotte’s room wielding a travel mug of
coffee and a pile of clothes that ranged from “responsibly flirty”
to “suspiciously like pajamas.” Zoe’s voice was at its relentless
best: “Today’s the day, Char! You’re finally meeting Prince Maybe
in his natural habitat. No filters, no safety nets, no meme GIFs to
hide behind. Your hair looks like a hedgehog with an identity
crisis. Perfect. He’ll love it.”



Charlotte groaned, clutching the mug like a lifeline. “What if
my laptop freezes and I look like I’m mid-sneeze? What if my voice
cracks? What if he realizes I’m shorter than advertised?”



Zoe flopped onto the bed, propping herself up with a sequined
pillow. “If he’s scared off by the real you, he’s not worthy of
your meme collection, let alone your weirdly perfect banana bread.
Besides, you’ve already seen his hair in all its glory, and he
survived your ‘toddler-on-a-sugar-high’ dance videos.”



Charlotte took a shaky breath. “I just want it to feel… real.
Not like a job interview. Or one of those weird, staged influencer
reveals.”



Zoe squeezed her hand. “It will. Because you’re real, and so
is he. And if you panic, I’ll pretend to ‘accidentally’ burst in
and save you.”



They started with the wardrobe. Every item Zoe held up came
with commentary:

“This sweater says ‘I’m cozy, but I could run a board meeting
at Starbucks.’”

“These earrings scream ‘I have my life together, but also I
might join a mariachi band at a moment’s notice.’”

“These jeans are your butt’s best friend—trust me, I checked
with science.”

They finally agreed on a blue cotton blouse with tiny
embroidered stars (cute but not desperate), a pair of faded jeans,
and the dainty crescent-moon necklace Charlotte wore when she
needed courage.



In the bathroom, she dabbed on a hint of color, brushed her
curls into something resembling order, and tried out half a dozen
smiles in the mirror. Each looked different: hopeful,
self-deprecating, flirtatious, uncertain. “You got this,” she
whispered. “Just be you. Be the girl who made him laugh when he was
lonely. Be the girl who’s scared, but shows up anyway.”



Back in her room, Zoe was tidying, tucking stray socks under
the bed and piling podcast notes out of camera range. “You’ll thank
me later when you don’t flash your ‘Hot Mess’ notepad at him,” she
said, grinning. She helped Charlotte set up the laptop on the edge
of the bed, angled so the twinkle lights on the wall made her look
more “mysterious creative” and less “sleep-deprived
insomniac.”



At 10:27, Max texted:

MAX:

Ready when you are. Hair has been tamed to the best of my
abilities. I considered wearing a tie, but my cat stole it.



Charlotte’s heart thudded. She texted back:

Me:

Same. Agent Whiskers is policing my wardrobe. He vetoed all
sequins.



There was a pause. Then:

MAX:

This is it. No takebacks.



With trembling fingers, Charlotte launched the call. Each ring
vibrated through her, louder than any alarm clock, louder than her
own pulse. When the screen flashed and his face filled the
window—Max, real and unmistakably, gloriously awkward—her breath
caught.



He was smiling, uncertain and earnest, his hair a little wild
in spite of the effort, a hint of stubble on his jaw, his dark
green t-shirt soft and rumpled. Behind him, a cluttered bookshelf,
a crooked painting, and the unmistakable tail of his cat
disappearing offscreen. His eyes were exactly as she remembered
from still photos and video snippets: kind, quick, full of
laughter.



For a moment, they just stared at each other, both frozen in
their separate spaces, separated by a handful of pixels and the
weight of a thousand unsaid words. Charlotte felt the heat rising
up her neck, her cheeks blooming with embarrassment.



“Hi,” she said at last, her voice unexpectedly small.



Max’s smile widened. “Hi. You look… even more like you than I
imagined.” He winced. “That sounds weird. I promise it’s a
compliment.”



Charlotte laughed, the sound sharp with nerves. “Thanks. You
too. Is it bad if I say you look taller on camera?”



He grinned, running a hand through his hair, revealing a watch
tan and an array of colored bracelets. “I’m sitting on three
pillows for dramatic effect.”



The awkwardness lingered for a beat, then broke—both of them
giggling, the tension melting.



“So,” Charlotte said, “do we start with the ‘worst fear’
confessions? Or just skip to the room tours and embarrassing
childhood artifacts?”



Max played along, looking mock-serious. “Let’s start with the
confessions. I’ll go first: I changed shirts three times. Ended up
back in the first one. My cat tried to sabotage every single
option.”



Charlotte raised her hand. “I almost bailed, twice. Zoe
threatened to tie me to the laptop if I didn’t show up.”



They swapped more insecurities—Charlotte admitting she’d spent
ten minutes worrying about her eyebrows; Max confessing he’d
Googled “best video call lighting for people with questionable
jawlines.”



The room tour came next. Charlotte panned her camera, exposing
every messy secret: stacks of library books, half-written podcast
scripts, a rainbow of sticky notes. The string of fairy lights
glowed above her bed, casting dancing shadows. In the far corner,
Agent Whiskers watched with cool disdain, as if to remind everyone
who was truly in charge.



Max, in turn, revealed a space that felt like a kind of
organized chaos. Books everywhere—spines creased, titles ranging
from sci-fi classics to battered cookbooks. A stack of board games.
A sprawling ficus plant drooping with heroic exhaustion. On the
wall, a hand-painted map of the world, covered in pushpins and
post-it notes. “It’s my ‘Someday’ map,” Max explained, pointing to
a cluster near the bottom. “Places I want to go. Or have gone. Or
just places that have good sandwiches.”



Charlotte giggled. “Is there a Maybe Town?”



He pretended to scan. “Only if you’re the mayor.”



Then, a flash of something soft and well-loved caught
Charlotte’s eye. “Is that… Percival the Hedgehog?” she asked,
delighted.



Max blushed, holding up the ragged plush. “He’s been with me
since I was eight. Survived three moves and one near-death by
washing machine. He has trust issues, but he wanted to say
hi.”



Charlotte beamed, feeling an inexplicable sense of safety.
“That’s Beary McBearface, over there.” She gestured to the bear
perched against her pillow, his fur threadbare in places, a single
button eye gazing toward the camera.



For a moment, they just looked at each other, the past and
present mingling, the distance between them folding into something
smaller, sweeter.



The quiet was broken by Zoe’s “accidental” entrance. She
flounced in, clutching her phone, mug of coffee, and a look of
mischievous delight. “Oops! Didn’t realize you were mid-video date.
Max! How’s your day going? You treating my girl right?”



Max saluted. “Trying my best. She’s already shown me her chaos
corner, and I think Agent Whiskers wants my soul.”



Zoe nodded approvingly. “You pass. If you ever break her
heart, I know people. Dangerous people. With glitter.”



Charlotte shrieked, half-mortified, half-amused. “Zoe, get
out!”



Zoe grinned. “Just making sure you’re not getting catfished by
a twelve-year-old with a beard app.” She disappeared, cackling,
leaving Charlotte blushing and Max still laughing.



To reset, Charlotte introduced Max to Agent Whiskers, who
immediately turned his back to the camera. Max retaliated by
introducing Captain Nibbles, his imaginary parrot (“He only speaks
in pirate puns and the occasional Shakespearean insult”), and for
several minutes they staged a fake talk show with their “pets,”
alternating between absurd voices and increasingly elaborate
backstories.



The laughter was real, unforced. Every new moment peeled away
a little more of the fear Charlotte had been carrying.



Max suggested a challenge: “Okay, now let’s see who can create
the worst Zoom background. No holds barred.” They cycled through a
parade of ridiculous images—Charlotte in front of a flaming meteor,
Max on a unicorn in space, both of them dissolving into giggles as
they tried to outdo each other’s virtual environments. Screenshots
were snapped, photos exchanged, new inside jokes born in real
time.



As the adrenaline faded and the world shrank to just the two
of them, Max grew a little quieter. “Can I ask you something?” he
said, almost shy. “If you could pick our first real-life date—like,
you know, if the universe finally cooperates—what would it
be?”



Charlotte smiled, heart thrumming. “Coffee shop. It’s always
the coffee shop. I’d make you try my favorite croissant. You’d
argue about the best pastry. We’d trade puns until the barista
threatened to cut us off. Then a walk in the park. Lots of
people-watching, a little trash-talking, and at least one race to
the swings. Maybe end with ice cream. Or tacos. Or both.”



Max’s gaze warmed. “That sounds perfect. I promise, one day,
I’ll make it happen. Even if I have to fly across the city with a
croissant in one hand and a terrible pun in the other.”



They sat in the glow of their screens, the call stretching on.
Stories were swapped—childhood pranks, college disasters, dreams
and doubts. The conversation slowed, growing softer, deeper. Every
so often, Charlotte caught herself just watching Max’s face, the
way his smile changed when he was really listening, the way his
eyes flickered when he was about to make a joke.



They both hesitated when it came time to say goodbye.
Charlotte lingered, tracing the pattern of stars on her blouse,
trying to hold onto the warmth of the moment.



“I don’t want to hang up,” she confessed.



Max shook his head. “Me neither. But if we don’t, we’ll both
fall asleep on camera, and Zoe will turn it into a TikTok.”



Charlotte laughed, heart light. “Thank you, Max. For this. For
all of it.”



He smiled, soft and sincere. “You’re even better in real life,
Maybe Girl.”



The call ended, but the glow didn’t fade. Charlotte picked up
her phone and snapped a quick selfie—hair tousled, face bright,
Maybe Girl mug held up like a trophy. She texted it to Max.



Me:

Proof of life. Also, proof that I survived the face reveal.
For your wallpaper, if you’re brave enough.



Within minutes, Max replied with a screenshot—her selfie, now
proudly displayed on his phone background.



Charlotte stared at her own face on his screen, feeling a
thrill that started somewhere in her toes and rippled up, up, up.
It was real. All of it.



The sense of possibility spilled over into her next podcast
episode. She sat in her tiny studio, the fairy lights blinking
above, microphone warm beneath her hand, and she told the story—not
just of the call, but of the risk, the terror, and the joy of
letting yourself be seen. She invited listeners to send their own
stories about taking chances—about sending the first text, asking
the big question, showing up without filters or pretense. The inbox
exploded with stories—some funny, some triumphant, some
bittersweet, all of them shimmering with hope.



Charlotte ended the episode by thanking Max on air. Her voice
wobbled, but she didn’t edit it out. “Here’s to the brave ones,”
she said. “And to the Maybe Girls and Boys everywhere who decide
that being seen is worth the risk.”



When she was done, Zoe appeared with a bottle of sparkling
lemonade, clinking glasses with Charlotte in a private toast. “To
courage,” Zoe said. “To being real. And to you, Char. For finally
letting someone see all of you.”



Charlotte grinned, a new steadiness settling in her chest. “To
maybe—becoming yes.”



That night, Charlotte lay in bed, sleep slow to come. She
replayed the video call over and over in her head—the laughter, the
way Max’s eyes crinkled when he smiled, the sudden, unmistakable
sense that she was exactly where she was supposed to be.



Her phone buzzed—a final message from Max, warm and
immediate.



MAX:

Still smiling. Still can’t believe this is real. Are you ready
for what comes next?



Charlotte stared at the words, feeling her heart leap.



She typed, paused, then sent:

Me:

Are you ready to meet for real?



The silence after was electric—a held breath, a world waiting
to begin.
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It was a Saturday morning that felt more like New Year’s Eve,
minus the glitter and regrettable karaoke. Charlotte woke before
her alarm, heart pounding in that over-caffeinated way that usually
meant she’d either dreamed about missing an exam or was about to
make an irreversible life decision. The room was quiet except for
Agent Whiskers, who was sprawled across her feet in an epic display
of feline nonchalance, and the gentle, hopeful trill of her
phone.



Max’s name danced on the lock screen, followed by an
exclamation-mark-laden message:



MAX:

Let’s do this! Official Maybe Meetup incoming! Don’t make me
bring a marching band to your front door.



Charlotte’s smile was immediate and involuntary, blooming
across her face as she reread the message. The world, it seemed,
had gone from “maybe someday” to “how about now?” overnight. The
possibility was as exhilarating as it was terrifying.



Before she could reply, Zoe barged in, waving a notepad and a
handful of color-coded pens. “Operation ‘First Meeting’ is go. Are
you ready to strategize, rehearse, and inevitably ignore all my
advice in favor of wild improvisation?”



Charlotte sat up, tossing a pillow at her. “Does panicking
count as prep?”



“Only if you make it fashion.” Zoe tossed her a pair of fuzzy
socks, then flopped cross-legged at the end of the bed. “Let’s talk
logistics. We need a location that says ‘I’m spontaneous but also
responsible,’ has good lighting for selfies, and is neutral
territory in case one of you tries to make a dramatic exit.”



Charlotte bit her lip, mind racing. “Coffee shop is obvious.
But what if it’s too obvious? What if we run out of things to say
after ten minutes?”



“Impossible,” Zoe said. “You could talk to a brick wall for an
hour and have it asking for your number.”



Still, they brainstormed. Coffee shop. Park. Quirky museum
with weird exhibits. A board game bar. The cat café (rejected after
Zoe pointed out Agent Whiskers would take it personally). The
indoor botanical garden, with enough plants to hide behind in case
of emergency. By the end, they’d filled three pages and only
crossed out half the options.



Charlotte sent Max a list of her favorites, half-expecting him
to roll his eyes. Instead, he replied with a series of
overenthusiastic GIFs:

— Muppet flailing “Yay!”

— Two penguins holding flippers.

— An owl spinning in a circle, captioned: “Decision fatigue is
real.”



He followed with his own shortlist: “Park? Coffee shop? Or are
you brave enough for the world’s worst wax museum?”



She snorted and sent back,

Me:

I veto any location where the mannequins have better hair days
than me.



In the end, they agreed on a small coffee shop with mismatched
chairs and too many plants, halfway between their
neighborhoods—neutral, cozy, caffeine on demand. Max declared it
destiny. Charlotte called it “adorably noncommittal.”



After the decision was made, the nerves came in tidal waves.
Zoe, sensing a meltdown, launched into a coaching session that
would’ve made any Olympic trainer proud. She pulled out her phone,
cued up a YouTube video titled “Breathing Techniques for the
Hopelessly Anxious,” and forced Charlotte to practice until both of
them collapsed in giggles.



Max, meanwhile, fanned the flames in only the way he could,
sending a “Don’t chicken out!” GIF featuring a chicken wearing
sunglasses and breakdancing.

MAX:

If you bail, I’ll know. I have spies (read: a Google alert for
‘girl seen running from coffee shop’).



Charlotte replied,

Me:

If I show up in disguise, will you still recognize me?



MAX:

Only if it’s the Groucho Marx glasses. Otherwise, I might
mistake you for an undercover bakery reviewer.



The text banter dissolved into a back-and-forth about worst
disguise ideas (Charlotte: a trench coat and monocle, Max: dressing
as a plant to blend in), until Zoe broke in with a declaration:
“Fashion montage. Now.”



Charlotte groaned, but there was no escaping. For the next
hour, her room became the set of an over-the-top makeover montage.
Zoe threw outfit after outfit at her—denim jackets, floral
sundresses, Charlotte’s favorite jeans, that red wrap top she’d
bought on impulse and never worn. Each try-on came with a
soundtrack of pop songs and Zoe’s running commentary.



“This one says ‘I’m open to love, but I still have
boundaries.’”



“Too business-casual. Unless you want him to think you’re
selling him insurance.”



“These shoes are cute, but you’ll twist your ankle and sue the
coffee shop.”



In the end, after much twirling and two impromptu dance
breaks, they settled on a soft teal sweater (“brings out your eyes,
hides the nerves”), black skinny jeans, and boots that said, “I’m
confident, but not trying too hard.” Zoe styled Charlotte’s hair in
loose waves and vetoed anything that required more than five
minutes of effort. “Authentic, but make it glow,” she
pronounced.



As Charlotte modeled her outfit, Max texted a meme of a dog
trying on a dozen pairs of shoes.



MAX:

I hope you know I’ll be judging you on your footwear.



Charlotte fired back a selfie in mismatched socks.

Me:

Deal with it.



Still, beneath the laughter, the anxiety hummed. Charlotte
pulled out a notepad and started writing her “first impression do’s
and don’ts.” She crossed out most of them:

Don’t trip on the welcome mat

Do smile like you’re not terrified

Don’t blurt out his star sign before asking his last
name

Do make eye contact

Don’t mention that time you accidentally sexted your boss a
cat meme



The last one she underlined. Twice.



That afternoon, Max sent her a voice note. His usual
confidence was tinged with the same jitters she felt. “I know I
play it cool, but I’m low-key freaking out. What if I say something
dumb, or worse, get soy milk by mistake and spend our first meeting
sneezing? Promise you won’t run if I accidentally tell the barista
I love her.”



Charlotte listened twice, heart twisting with affection. She
sent a reply, voice barely above a whisper, “If it’s a disaster, we
can both run away and join the circus. You can be the human
pretzel; I’ll tame imaginary lions.”



They agreed to bring “icebreakers”—something personal, funny,
and easy to talk about. Charlotte chose her favorite mug, the one
that said “Professional Overthinker” in gold script. Max, after
much deliberation, picked his childhood baseball cap, faded blue
with a cartoon pizza slice patch. “It’s hideous,” he admitted over
text, “but it survived my awkward years and deserves a
cameo.”



They set the date for Saturday, 11:30 a.m. Charlotte sent a
string of nervous emojis; Max replied with a video of himself
making ridiculous faces in the mirror, topped with, “If I can
survive this, I can survive anything.”



The next day, Charlotte told her podcast listeners about the
plan—careful not to give away too many details, but unable to hide
the excitement from her voice. The response was overwhelming:
messages flooded in, offering pep talks, encouragement, even
playlists of “good vibes only” songs. One listener wrote, “I met my
fiancé at a coffee shop. We spent the first ten minutes talking
about the merits of oat milk. You’ll be great, Maybe Girl.”



That night, Zoe organized a “pre-date pep rally” in the living
room. She invited Charlotte’s closest friends, ordered pizza, and
handed out noisemakers. Tanya led a toast, declaring, “To Maybe
becoming Yes! And to Charlotte, for being brave enough to risk it!”
There were banners reading “GO CHARLOTTE!” and “DON’T TRIP!”—the
latter courtesy of Zoe, who also produced a plastic tiara and
placed it on Charlotte’s head.



Max, for his part, endured a call from his best friend, Leo,
who alternated between heartfelt advice and relentless teasing.
“Remember, don’t talk about Star Wars for the first hour. And for
the love of all things caffeinated, don’t try to do the thing with
your eyebrows. You look like you’re summoning spirits.”



Max replied, “If I survive, you owe me a beer. If not, avenge
my dignity.”



As midnight crept in, the nerves began their second assault.
Charlotte lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, every possible
disaster scenario unspooling in her mind. What if he didn’t look at
her the same way in real life? What if the spark didn’t translate?
What if she said something she couldn’t take back?



Zoe, ever attuned, padded in and sat beside her. “You’re
spiraling,” she said gently.



Charlotte nodded, voice thick. “What if I ruin it?”



Zoe squeezed her hand. “What if you don’t? Char, you’ve
already done the scary thing. You let someone see you—all of you.
The nerves are just proof you care.”



She fell asleep, finally, to the sound of Zoe’s soft breathing
and Agent Whiskers purring on her chest, a strange peace settling
over her.



In the early hours, her phone buzzed—a message from Max.



MAX:

Sweet dreams, Maybe Girl. I can’t wait to see you, awkward and
all. Even if it’s a disaster, it’ll be our disaster.



Charlotte smiled in the dark. Maybe, she thought, this was
already something real.



The next morning dawned bright and blue. Zoe was up before
sunrise, blasting a “get hyped” playlist, making coffee, setting
out emergency hair ties and extra lip balm like she was prepping a
celebrity for a red carpet. She insisted on checking Charlotte’s
bag for everything—mug, wallet, icebreaker note, gum, tissues (“For
happy tears or spilled coffee”), and a single fortune cookie (“For
luck”).



Charlotte’s mom called from Florida, her advice equal parts
touching and hilarious. “Just remember, sweetheart, no talking with
your mouth full, and if he has weird hands, don’t panic—it’s
probably nerves. You were born for this. You’ve always been a
maybe, but today, you get to be a yes.”



By 10:45, Charlotte was ready. Or as ready as she’d ever be.
She checked her reflection in the mirror, smoothed her hair,
pinched her cheeks for color, and whispered, “It’s time.” Her hands
shook a little, but her smile was steady, a little wild, entirely
her own.



She grabbed her bag, hugged Zoe (who insisted on “one last pep
talk, for the road”), and stepped out the door, heart pounding, the
city alive with possibility. Each step toward the coffee shop felt
like crossing a bridge—one she’d built out of memes, laughter,
late-night voice notes, and the most fragile kind of hope.



As she turned the final corner, her phone buzzed again.

MAX:

I’m here. Nerves level: ferret on espresso. Can’t wait to see
you.



Charlotte grinned, her doubts dissolving into excitement. She
took a deep breath, squared her shoulders, and walked through the
door, ready to meet the boy who’d taught her the beauty of maybe.
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Charlotte stood outside
the coffee shop, staring through the wide window as if waiting for
a sign from the universe—or, failing that, a bolt of lightning, an
alien landing, or anything else that might give her a reason to run
away and reschedule. The day was bright and chilly, sunlight
flickering off the glass, turning her nerves into something
electric. For a minute, she let herself just breathe, counting the
seconds between heartbeats, anchoring herself to the city’s steady
pulse.




The coffee shop was tucked on a busy side street, exactly
halfway between her apartment and Max’s—chosen for neutrality,
coziness, and the abundance of plants hanging from every available
surface. Inside, the smell of espresso and cinnamon rolls mingled
with the faintest trace of vanilla, and Charlotte, who’d scouted it
twice in the week leading up to the date, already knew which table
had the best light and the most comfortable chair. She’d picked the
corner by the window, sunlight tumbling through the leaves of a
potted ficus, a spot that offered a perfect view of the door but
let her tuck herself out of sight, just in case.



She set her favorite mug—“Professional Overthinker,” gold
script gleaming—on the table, next to her phone and a tiny notepad
with conversation starters, just in case her mind went blank.
Already her hands were trembling, so she texted Zoe a real-time
update:



Me:

Operation Heart Attack in Progress. Heartbeat currently 130
bpm. Window seat secured. No visible signs of Max or the apocalypse
yet.



ZOE:

You’ve got this. Remember: breathe, don’t run, and if all else
fails, spill coffee for a distraction.



Charlotte grinned in spite of herself, letting Zoe’s words
settle her nerves. She ordered a cappuccino—her usual, with oat
milk and extra cinnamon—then fidgeted with her mug, checking the
foam for signs of fortune, or perhaps a message from the universe:
“You will survive this date.” No such luck. Her reflection stared
back, wide-eyed, cheeks pink, hair behaving for once.



Ten minutes before their meeting time, she received a selfie
from Max: he was outside in the sunlight, squinting, his infamous
childhood hat perched askew on his head and a sheepish grin on his
face.

MAX:

Running five minutes late. Please don’t drink all the coffee
without me. Also, this hat is even uglier in public. Am I being
hazed?



Charlotte giggled, sending back a quick shot of herself with
the mug:

Me:

You’re only being hazed if you’re also wearing mismatched
socks.



She double-checked her phone for missed messages, nervously
replaying their last conversations in her head—the banter, the
inside jokes, the promises not to chicken out. Everything felt both
inevitable and terrifying, the weight of every digital moment
condensed into the handful of minutes before reality would arrive
and change everything.



Her phone buzzed again—this time, a meme from Zoe: a cartoon
chicken doing yoga, captioned “Breathe, Cluck, Repeat.” Charlotte
snorted so loudly that the woman at the next table glanced over,
startled, and Charlotte offered a sheepish wave. The laughter
loosened something in her chest, settling the jitters just
enough.



Her coffee arrived, the mug warm between her hands. She traced
the letters on the side, grounding herself, running through every
possible greeting, every possible disaster. What if he tripped on
the mat coming in? What if she spilled her drink down her shirt?
What if he looked different, felt different, or—worst of all—what
if it was all just… flat?



She was mid-sip, scanning the street, when the door chimed and
Max walked in.



He looked exactly as she’d pictured—taller than she’d
remembered from the screen, hair tousled, dark green jacket
slightly too big, and that hat—hideous, battered, and utterly
endearing—set at a jaunty angle. His eyes scanned the shop,
searching, and then he saw her. They froze for a beat, sunlight
spilling over the floor between them, the world tilting in slow
motion.



He smiled, and it was all over.



Charlotte waved, fingers fluttering in the air, and Max
crossed the room in three quick strides, a nervous energy radiating
off him. There was an awkward pause as they both reached for a hug,
then changed their minds, then finally settled on a high-five that
dissolved into laughter.



Max gestured to her mug. “You brought the icebreaker.
Respect.” He turned, tapping his hat. “I wore the legendary cap. My
pride is in tatters, but sacrifices must be made for
tradition.”



Charlotte grinned, heart hammering. “I promised Zoe I wouldn’t
run away, so I needed moral support. Plus, this mug has survived
every bad date I’ve ever had.”



Max slid into the seat across from her, eyes dancing. “So, if
the date tanks, I get to keep the mug?”



“Only if you survive my coffee order. It’s a rite of passage.”
She watched, slightly breathless, as Max rose to order for them
both—returning a few minutes later, balancing a tray like a
seasoned waiter. He handed her a cappuccino, perfectly customized:
oat milk, extra cinnamon, dusted with chocolate. For himself, a
black coffee with a shot of hazelnut syrup.



She raised an eyebrow. “Stalker or psychic?”



He shrugged, smug. “Just a man with a good memory for the
important things.”



The first few sips were awkward—a silence they hadn’t known
how to fill, both of them looking everywhere but at each other,
fidgeting with sleeves, stirring foam. Charlotte nearly spilled her
coffee twice, her hands still unsteady.



Max broke the tension with a half-smile. “So, are you as
nervous as I am, or are you just rehearsing your mug-balancing act
for the circus?”



Charlotte exhaled, relief flooding through her. “I almost
bailed, like, four times. If Zoe hadn’t threatened to send a search
party, I might have chickened out.”



He leaned in, eyes gentle. “I was counting the minutes. My
friend Leo kept texting me dad jokes as a distraction. They made it
worse.”



She laughed, finally relaxing. “Want to trade worst first date
stories? I promise mine involves a fire alarm and a magician who
made my dignity disappear.”



Max’s eyes lit up. “Challenge accepted. I once took a girl to
a trivia night and accidentally joined a group of retirees. She
left with the oldest guy in the room.”



They swapped disasters, each story more absurd than the last.
Charlotte snorted coffee at Max’s tale of being serenaded by a
mariachi band in a Taco Bell, earning a round of applause from the
couple at the next table. Max declared her laugh “even better in
person,” and Charlotte, for once, believed him.



Soon, conversation flowed like it always had, the familiar
teasing and gentle mockery slipping into new territory. They
reminisced about their favorite text exchanges, Charlotte bringing
out a notepad where she’d listed their greatest hits. “Do you
remember when you texted me that you’d invented a snack called
‘Cheesepuffs à la Sadness’? I had to leave a meeting because I was
laughing so hard.”



Max beamed. “I still say that would’ve won on Chopped.”



They posed for a selfie, Charlotte’s mug held high, Max’s hat
tilted rakishly. She sent it to Zoe with the caption: “We made it.
Still alive. Still caffeinated.”



Zoe’s reply was instant:

ZOE:

LOOK AT YOU TWO! Also, Max, if you hurt her I will find you
and fill your shoes with glitter.



Charlotte groaned, showing Max the message. He laughed, hands
raised in surrender. “Noted. Glitter is my kryptonite.”



Talk drifted to their podcasts—favorite episodes,
behind-the-scenes disasters, listener mail that made them cry or
howl with laughter. Max confessed to listening to her “Taking
Chances” episode three times, just to hear her voice when he
couldn’t sleep.



They discovered new quirks—Max always tapped his spoon three
times before tasting his coffee; Charlotte doodled tiny stars on
napkins when she was nervous. Every little thing felt new and yet
deeply familiar, as if they were both meeting for the first time
and picking up where they’d left off.



As the crowd thinned, Max leaned closer. “You know, if this is
a disaster, we can still run away and join the circus.”



Charlotte giggled. “Only if I get to be the ringmaster. You
can be the human pretzel.”



He grinned, suddenly shy. “I’d like to see you again,
Charlotte. I mean, if you’re not too busy inventing new circus
acts.”



She blushed, tucking her hair behind her ear. “I’d like that
too. Maybe next time you can teach me how to order black coffee
without sounding like I’m in a French film noir.”



The moment lingered, soft and golden. They finished their
drinks, neither wanting the date to end.



“Can I walk you home?” Max offered, rising and retrieving his
hat. He looked taller than ever, suddenly less the digital mirage
and more a real boy in a real city, a friend and a
maybe-something-more.



Charlotte hesitated just a moment before nodding. Outside, the
city felt softer, every sound brighter. They strolled through the
side streets, inventing silly “first date traditions”—Charlotte
suggested a ceremonial exchange of mints; Max tried (and failed) to
balance on the curb like a gymnast. He told stories about his
family, the time he got stuck in a tree, the worst haircut he’d
ever had.



At her door, Max turned, shy again. “Thanks for not running
away. Or, you know, pelting me with your mug.”



Charlotte laughed, feeling giddy, raw, completely herself.
“Thanks for wearing the hat. And for remembering my coffee order.
And… just for showing up.”



There was an awkward pause, the kind that usually only existed
in movies, and then Max leaned in for a quick, sweet hug—gentle,
warm, just long enough to mean something.



“See you soon, Maybe Girl,” he whispered.



She watched him walk away, heart a mess of hope and gratitude,
the world suddenly so much bigger and brighter than it had been
just a few hours before.



Inside, her phone buzzed.

MAX:

Made it home. Still smiling. Is it too soon to plan our next
coffee shop confession?



Charlotte grinned, sending back a row of heart emojis and a
picture of Agent Whiskers curled on her lap.
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By the time Charlotte turned the key in her apartment door,
the world outside seemed suspended in a golden haze. Sunlight
poured over the city in soft brushstrokes, the streets felt less
like strangers and more like the backdrop to a movie in which she
had somehow stumbled into the starring role. She couldn’t decide if
she was walking or floating—the steps between the coffee shop and
home felt blurred by adrenaline, possibility, and the fact that she
hadn’t stopped smiling since Max’s hug at her doorstep.



Her phone buzzed every few feet:

ZOE:

Live updates or bust. If you don’t text every single thing,
I’ll hack the coffee shop’s security cameras.



Charlotte sent a stream of messages—her own running
commentary, full of detail, overanalyzing every pause and joke,
punctuated by a dozen variations on “He’s even cuter in person” and
“Oh my god, I did NOT trip on the welcome mat, tell Tanya I want my
five bucks.”



Before she could even remove her boots, the apartment was a
riot of sound and movement. Zoe was waiting in the kitchen, already
halfway through a bag of popcorn, a stack of color-coded scorecards
in hand. Tanya and two other friends lounged on the couch, each
clutching a snack and looking entirely too smug.



“Debrief, now!” Zoe declared, flipping the whiteboard to
“Post-Date Review.” On it, she’d written categories: Chemistry,
Laughter, Outfit, Coffee Order Execution, Flirty Banter, Exit
Strategy, and the all-important Bonus Points.



Charlotte flopped onto the beanbag, cheeks burning, heart
still somewhere in the stratosphere. “He wore the hat, guys. The
one with the pizza patch. I think I’m in love.”



Tanya tossed her a mini chocolate bar. “On a scale of one to
ten, how many times did you want to kiss him?”



Charlotte threw the chocolate right back. “I plead the fifth.
And anyway, I couldn’t stop laughing long enough to plan an
attack.”



They launched into a full review session, Zoe acting as judge,
jury, and occasional heckler. She handed Charlotte a mock
microphone—really just a hairbrush—and demanded a play-by-play,
stopping every few minutes to ask the hard-hitting questions.



“So, did he pass the Coffee Order Test?”



Charlotte nodded. “He got the oat milk and cinnamon just
right. Also, he didn’t flinch when I confessed my worst first date
was with a magician who made my self-esteem disappear.”



Scorecards flashed: a perfect ten from Zoe, a nine-point-five
from Tanya (“-0.5 for lateness”), a row of applause emojis from the
others. Charlotte replayed her favorite lines, her own laughter
growing more giddy each time. She recited the best exchanges—Max’s
jokes, the moment he called her laugh “even better in person,”
their plans to run away and join the circus if things tanked.



Zoe mimed fainting, then pressed a hand to her chest. “Our
girl is a goner. Look at her. You’re grinning like you’re the star
of a toothpaste ad. When’s round two?”



Before Charlotte could answer, her phone pinged with Max’s
name and a single line:

MAX:

Best coffee ever. When’s round two?



The living room erupted—snorts, whoops, Tanya chanting, “Text
him! Text him! Text him!” Charlotte tried, and failed, to play it
cool, but her reply was out in seconds:

Me:

When you least expect it. Unless you expect it soon. In which
case, maybe tomorrow?



The girls howled, Zoe narrating for dramatic effect: “Look at
her—blushing like a Victorian heroine, texting at the speed of
light. If you’re not careful, Charlotte, you’ll make the rest of us
obsolete.”



They launched into a second wave of analysis—Zoe dissected
every word of Max’s text (“Concise, enthusiastic, doesn’t
over-punctuate—he’s a keeper!”), while Tanya suggested Charlotte
try for a kiss next time “if the universe is feeling generous.”
Through it all, Charlotte felt her nerves dissolving, replaced by
an effervescent giddiness she’d only ever read about in
books.



Later that night, after the friends had dispersed and Agent
Whiskers was curled at her feet, Charlotte retreated to her
makeshift studio to record a new podcast episode: “First Dates That
Go Right: Miracles, Mishaps, and the Maybe Guy.” She recounted her
morning—the nerves, the awkward high-five, the coffee order, the
laughter that made her forget to be self-conscious. She invited
listeners to share their own stories, disasters and triumphs
alike.



The responses flooded in—stories of wild first-date mishaps,
of love found in unexpected places, of miracles and near-misses and
the kind of chemistry that could only exist in the small,
unscripted moments.



Some were funny: “My date sneezed so hard he knocked over
three candles and a breadbasket. Reader, I married him.”

Some were bittersweet: “We talked for hours, and then he moved
to Australia. Still, it was the best night of my life.”

Some were miraculous: “I spilled wine on his shirt. He said it
was the best souvenir he’d ever had.”



Midway through recording, the studio phone buzzed. Charlotte
answered, expecting another listener—only to hear Max’s voice,
slightly disguised, on the other end. “This is, um, the world’s
worst magician, calling to confess that you stole my heart at table
seven today. And I’d like to book you for all future caffeine
emergencies.”



Charlotte burst out laughing, cheeks flaming, her joy
completely unfiltered for the audience. “Listeners, you’ve just met
Maybe Guy himself,” she said, grinning into the mic. “And yes, his
coffee order is impeccable.”



Her inbox erupted—messages demanding to know more about the
“mystery man,” suggestions for future dates, and, inevitably, at
least two marriage proposals from fans convinced Max was the
missing piece to their own rom-com dreams.



Zoe, ever the strategist, organized a “team huddle” in the
living room, whiteboard back out, a fresh stack of markers in hand.
She mapped out a flowchart: “If first date = success → Plan second
date. If second date = mild disaster → Panic, regroup, try again.”
Tanya contributed a playlist titled “Charlotte’s Second Date
Soundtrack,” while another friend suggested matching outfits (“for
the memes!”).



Before Charlotte could even begin to overthink, Max sent
another message—this time a Spotify playlist titled “Songs for
Second Dates.” The titles ranged from on-the-nose (“Can’t Help
Falling in Love,” “First Day of My Life”) to the ridiculous (“I
Want to Hold Your Hand but I’m Covered in Coffee,” “Butterflies and
WiFi”). She pressed play, curling beneath her blanket, the melody
curling through her chest like a secret, her heart thrumming in
time.



That night, Charlotte slept with her phone tucked under her
pillow, Max’s playlist humming through her dreams. She woke before
her alarm, grinning before her eyes were even open. Something in
the world had shifted—maybe something inside her. There was a new
lightness in her limbs, a giddy thrill to her first conscious
thought: I want to text him first.



She did. No hesitation, no waiting for the perfect
moment.

Me:

I’m craving pancakes. Know any good breakfast spots?



His reply was immediate, as if he’d been waiting on the other
side of the screen:

MAX:

I do, but only if you’re ready for the world’s second-best
pancakes. You’ll have to come judge for yourself. Lunch today?
Something low-key and totally not scary?



She laughed, heart pounding.

Me:

I’ll bring the courage if you bring the syrup.



Zoe, ever the coach, intercepted her on the way out the door.
“You need a confidence walk. Strut down the block like you own the
city. Shoulders back. Channel Beyoncé.”



Charlotte did her best runway strut to the curb, boots
thumping, pulse soaring. She caught her reflection in a shop window
and winked at herself—ridiculous, yes, but also more herself than
she’d felt in years.



Lunch was at a tiny pancake café, all wood tables and
flowerpots and the aroma of warm maple syrup. Max was waiting by
the door, hair windblown, smile crooked, his infamous cap replaced
by a beanie. He greeted her with a wave and a shy “Hey, Maybe
Girl,” and suddenly all the nerves, all the what-ifs, melted
away.



They settled into a rhythm as easy as breathing, talking about
everything and nothing—the merits of breakfast for lunch, the
tragic fate of Agent Whiskers’ favorite toy, the existential
question of “is cereal a soup?” Their banter felt at once brand new
and deeply familiar, each joke layered atop months of digital
connection.



Max quizzed her on her morning routine (“So you hit snooze
four times, then recite your affirmations while brushing your
teeth?”), while Charlotte demanded to know his go-to comfort food
(“Anything involving melted cheese. Bonus points if it’s
grilled.”). They laughed about their podcast habits—Charlotte
confessed she sometimes practiced her sign-off in the shower; Max
admitted he listened to old episodes when he missed her
voice.



After the last pancake had been divided, Charlotte leaned in,
voice soft. “If you could go anywhere, right now, where would you
go?”



Max considered. “Somewhere I’ve never been. Or somewhere you
want to show me. Maybe both.”



She shared her dream vacation: hiking in Scotland, drinking
tea by the fire, listening to rain on the roof. Max promised to
“Google Earth travel” with her, sending her links to castles and
mountains and the best places to spot highland cows. They joked
about having a “first fight” just to get it out of the
way—Charlotte suggested they argue over the best Doctor Who; Max
countered with a passionate defense of pineapple on pizza. Their
mock bickering had the waitress laughing, shaking her head at their
antics.



When the plates were cleared, Charlotte felt something shift.
Max grew quieter, fiddling with his spoon, before finally meeting
her gaze. “Can I tell you something?” he asked, voice suddenly
vulnerable. “I don’t usually talk about this, but… I’m always
waiting for the other shoe to drop. Like, if I let someone in,
they’ll see the mess and run. But I don’t want to run from
you.”



Charlotte’s heart squeezed. “I know the feeling. I used to
think if I kept my guard up, nothing could hurt me. But I was just
lonely. I don’t want to be lonely anymore.”



There was a tender silence, both of them just breathing, just
being, the city’s noise fading to a background hum.



Max reached across the table, his hand open. Charlotte slipped
hers into his without a second thought, fingers warm and sure. It
wasn’t dramatic or cinematic—just simple, certain, the most real
thing she’d ever felt.



They left together, walking slowly through the city, hands
entwined. Max told her about his childhood—moving schools, his
secret love of painting, the mixtape he made in eighth grade that
he still listened to when he couldn’t sleep. Charlotte shared her
own stories, the fears she’d never said aloud, the hope that
this—whatever it was—might be worth everything.



That evening, Charlotte’s podcast was softer, happier, a new
warmth in her laughter. Listeners wrote in, noticing the change:
“You sound different, Maybe Girl. Like you finally believe in happy
endings.”



As she curled up in bed, playlist still spinning, Charlotte
realized her walls were down. She wasn’t just letting Max in—she
was letting herself be loved. Maybe, she thought, the miracle
wasn’t that first dates could go right. The miracle was letting
yourself believe it could happen to you.
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If first dates are a leap of faith, then meeting the best
friend is its own kind of cosmic trial—a sacred rite between the
already-starry-eyed and the ever-watchful gatekeeper. For
Charlotte, the invitation arrived with a simple text from
Max:

MAX:

Jake wants to meet you. Brace yourself. He’s funnier than I
am, and he’s definitely going to ask about our GIF war.



Just seeing Jake’s name written out made Charlotte’s stomach
flutter with new, complicated nerves. The best friend. The
roommate. The one who knew all of Max’s secrets and, presumably,
had an entire arsenal of embarrassing stories ready for rapid
deployment. This, she decided, was not a challenge to be taken
lightly.



Zoe, of course, was positively gleeful at the prospect. She
appeared in Charlotte’s doorway wielding a stack of flashcards and
a manila folder labeled “Mission: Impress the Best Friend.”



“We’re going to do a mock interview,” Zoe announced, her face
the picture of mischievous coach energy. “I’ll be Jake. You have to
win my approval or I’ll banish you from Burgerland forever.”



Charlotte groaned, slumping onto her bed. “Zoe, this is
ridiculous. What if he hates me? What if I laugh at the wrong
moment? What if I order the one burger on the menu he’s secretly
allergic to?”



Zoe rolled her eyes. “Relax. This is not a job interview.
You’re not meeting the Queen. You’re meeting Max’s Jake, who once
ate an entire jar of pickles on a dare. Besides, you survived my
‘Truth or Dare: Deep Cuts Edition’ last Christmas. You’re basically
invincible.”



Still, Charlotte found herself fidgeting as Zoe quizzed her
with questions ranging from “What’s your most embarrassing
autocorrect?” to “If you and Max had to enter a three-legged race,
which of you would fall first?” They rehearsed funny answers,
awkward silences, and strategies for derailing tricky topics (Zoe:
“If Jake asks about your first kiss with Max, change the subject to
quantum physics or the enduring power of the kazoo”).



The real nerves hit as Charlotte picked out her
outfit—something casual, comfortable, cute but not trying too hard.
She finally settled on a red-and-white striped tee, high-waisted
jeans, and her favorite sneakers. As she checked her hair in the
mirror for the third time, Zoe called out, “Remember, don’t try to
out-weird the best friend. Just be yourself. But, like, your
top-tier self.”



The burger joint Max had picked was a local legend—known for
its neon sign, kitschy memorabilia, and the fact that half the menu
was named after 1980s rock stars. The place was humming with energy
when Charlotte arrived, the windows fogged from grill smoke and
laughter. Max was waiting outside, hands in his jacket pockets,
bouncing on his heels. When he saw her, his whole face lit
up.



“Hey, Maybe Girl,” he said, voice full of warmth and mischief.
“Ready to meet the infamous Jake?”



Charlotte took a steadying breath, slipping her hand into his.
“Ready as I’ll ever be. Did you warn him about my competitive
streak?”



Max grinned. “I told him you once ate twelve dumplings in
three minutes. He’s afraid. Hold on to that advantage.”



Inside, Jake was already holding court at a corner booth,
slouched comfortably with an easy smile and a shock of hair that
refused to be tamed. He wore a hoodie emblazoned with a faded
superhero logo and, as Charlotte approached, he stood, offering a
hand and then switching to a half-hug when he saw Max’s reassuring
nod.



“Charlotte! At last, we meet,” Jake boomed. “You’re taller
than I pictured. Then again, Max once described you as ‘whip-smart
and tiny, like a dangerous fairy.’ I had no idea what to
expect.”



Charlotte laughed, the tension melting. “I left my wings at
home, but I did bring a competitive appetite.”



Jake cackled, sliding back into the booth. “She’s got jokes,
Max. You might be in trouble.”



As the three settled in, Charlotte felt the last of her nerves
start to ebb. The burger joint was all bustle and neon, a
soundtrack of throwback hits playing overhead. Max ordered for
everyone, remembering Charlotte’s favorite from their texting
marathons (“the Queen Latifah, extra pickles, no onions, don’t
judge”), while Jake flagged down the waitress to order a round of
milkshakes “for the table, because the lactose gods demand
it.”



Jake wasted no time diving into what Charlotte privately
thought of as the “friend interview.”

“So,” Jake began, propping his elbows on the table. “I hear
you survived Max’s legendary GIF war. Tell me, did you bring your
A-game, or did he out-meme you?”



Charlotte feigned a deep sigh. “Listen, I had a solid run—cats
in costumes, existential frog memes, even a few classics from the
Vine era. But Max hit me with the double-whammy: a penguin sliding
into a pie and a grandma flossing at a wedding. It was a dark day
for my pride.”



Jake roared with laughter. “That’s my boy. Max can’t tie his
shoes before noon but he can find a meme for every occasion. He
once sent me a GIF of a potato in a top hat to apologize for
burning the rice.”



Max pretended to protest. “That was a very dapper
potato.”



The food arrived—burgers piled high, fries spilling over the
basket edges, milkshakes crowned with whipped cream and maraschino
cherries. Jake eyed the spread and declared, “All right, team,
burger-eating contest: whoever loses has to share their most
embarrassing story.”



Charlotte glanced at Max, who raised an eyebrow. “You
in?”



She grinned, rolling up her sleeves. “Prepare to meet your
match.”



The contest was loud and ridiculous—Jake narrating like a
sports commentator, Charlotte pulling ahead with her dainty but
relentless bites, Max trailing behind (“I’m savoring, not
losing!”). In the end, Charlotte shocked them both by taking the
last bite and raising her arms in victory.



Jake pounded the table. “I knew it! Max, she’s the keeper
you’ve been waiting for.”



Charlotte ducked her head, hiding her blush behind her
milkshake. Max squeezed her knee under the table, eyes twinkling
with pride.



Jake, ever the instigator, leaned in. “So, Charlotte, what’s
the weirdest text exchange you and Max have had? And don’t hold
back. I’ve seen things. I can handle the truth.”



Charlotte shot Max a conspiratorial glance. “Well, there was
the time we pretended to be rival sandwich shop owners embroiled in
a turf war, and Max sent me a Yelp review so savage it made me spit
out my tea. Or the time we wrote an entire soap opera in emojis.
But the GIF war… that’s legend.”



Jake pretended to swoon. “Max, I told you to save the good
stuff for the wedding. By the way, I hope you’re both ready for my
toast. I’ve been working on my material since high school.”



Max snorted, flicking a fry at him. “Jake’s idea of a good
toast is quoting Shrek and crying before the punchline.”



Charlotte giggled, feeling lighter with every minute.
“Honestly, I’m just glad you haven’t asked about our celebrity
couple name yet. Zoe’s been pitching ‘CharMax’ for days.”



Jake groaned. “No. I veto all portmanteaus. It’s a slippery
slope.”



The conversation flowed easily, looping from wild stories to
gentle teasing, and back again. Jake regaled them with embarrassing
tales from Max’s romantic past (“He once serenaded a girl with a
kazoo. It did not end well”), while Max retaliated with stories of
Jake’s own (“He once fell asleep in a haunted house and had to be
rescued by a twelve-year-old with a flashlight”).



Charlotte found herself genuinely enjoying Jake’s company. He
was irreverent and generous, always looping her into the joke,
never letting an awkward moment linger. When she stumbled over a
story or blanked on a pop culture reference, he simply grinned and
picked up the thread, turning each hiccup into another chance to
laugh.



Midway through dinner, Jake put on his best “serious” face.
“All right, Charlotte. Time for the official Best Friend Approval
Interview. Question one: If you had to pick one song to play every
time Max enters a room, what would it be?”



Charlotte barely hesitated. “‘Walking on Sunshine.’ But only
if he’s wearing that hideous pizza hat.”



Jake slapped the table. “Brilliant. Second question: If you
and Max start a family band, who plays the triangle?”



“Max. He seems like a triangle guy.”



Max groaned, while Jake gave her a high-five. “She’s good.
You’ve got my vote.”



The evening spiraled into a giddy, ridiculous haze. Max and
Charlotte teamed up for a prank, spinning a fake engagement story
for Jake—complete with a dramatic “proposal” reenactment involving
a french fry ring and Charlotte’s most over-the-top soap opera
impression. For three solid minutes, Jake sat in slack-jawed
horror, eyes darting from Max to Charlotte as he sputtered about
“not even getting a warning” and “at least let me plan the bachelor
party.” When they finally confessed, he collapsed in relief and
pretended to weep into his milkshake.



“You two are monsters,” he declared. “But I love you
anyway.”



They laughed until their sides hurt, until the waitress came
by with refills and asked, “Celebrating something special?” Max
deadpanned, “Our first joint prank. Can we get a plaque?”



As the crowd thinned, Jake leaned across the table, his tone
shifting just a little. “You know, Charlotte, I’ve known Max a long
time. Seen him through some weird, rough patches. But I haven’t
seen him this… sparkly in years. I mean, the guy’s been humming in
the shower, texting like a lovesick golden retriever. Whatever
you’re doing, keep doing it.”



Charlotte blinked, touched in a way she didn’t expect. She
smiled at Max, who blushed, then squeezed Jake’s shoulder. “Thanks
for letting me in. You’re not so scary after all.”



Jake winked. “Don’t tell Zoe that. I need the mystique.”



At that, Charlotte’s phone vibrated: a barrage of texts from
Zoe.



ZOE:

How’s Jake? Scale of 1 to 10, does he hate you?

Did you spill anything?

Are you wearing the cute sneakers?

Did you remember to chew with your mouth closed?

Does Max look at you the way he does on video calls?

Update me before I explode.



Charlotte laughed, showing Jake and Max the messages. Jake
grinned. “Tell her I approve. Also, ask if she’s free Saturday for
karaoke. I want to see if the rumors are true.”



Max grinned at Charlotte, a private sparkle in his eyes. “You
survived the gauntlet. Told you Jake was easy.”



Jake rose, stretching, and gave Charlotte an unexpectedly warm
hug. “Welcome to the madness. If you ever want blackmail material
on Max, you know where to find me.”



Max rolled his eyes. “Ignore him. He’s just jealous we out-ate
him.”



They left the burger joint in high spirits, the night air cool
and full of city noise. Jake waved them off, whistling an old tune
as he headed home. Charlotte and Max walked together down the
avenue, the world suddenly softer, the pavement shining with
streetlights and new possibilities.



They talked about friendship and trust—how rare it was to find
people you could really count on, who’d see you at your weirdest
and not only stay, but cheer you on. Max shared stories from his
childhood—moving every two years, learning to adapt, building and
losing friendships. Charlotte found herself opening up about her
own, about the times she’d been left out, the friends who’d drifted
away, the fear that she’d never quite belong.



“I think I always looked for a way to keep people at arm’s
length,” Charlotte admitted, her voice softer. “Like, if I didn’t
let anyone in too close, they couldn’t disappoint me.”



Max nodded. “I know. I used to think vulnerability was
weakness. But you… you make it feel safe.”



They stopped outside Charlotte’s building, the city humming
around them. For a moment, neither spoke.



Max squeezed her hand, smiling. “Thanks for showing up as
yourself. I know it’s not always easy.”



Charlotte looked up at him, feeling the last of her walls
tumble. “I wouldn’t want to be anyone else, with you.”



There was a pause—a breathless, shimmering second—and then
Charlotte stood on tiptoe and pressed a shy kiss to Max’s cheek,
letting her lips linger just long enough to make a promise. Max
blinked, surprise giving way to a grin so wide it made her
laugh.



“See you soon, Maybe Boy,” she whispered, her voice barely
more than a secret.



He waved as she disappeared inside, heart still racing, cheeks
burning with hope.




  
And in the elevator,
Charlotte caught her reflection and didn’t look away. She smiled, a
little wild, a little fearless, and for the first time in a long
time, felt completely, deliriously herself.
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Charlotte woke to sunlight sifting across her pillow and the
unshakable sense that she was not alone. It wasn’t just Agent
Whiskers snoring in a doughnut of fur at her feet. It was the
afterglow, the electric echo of last night’s shy, sweet kiss
pressed against Max’s cheek—a secret blooming under her skin,
impossible to hide, impossible not to replay a hundred different
ways. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the way Max’s face
had gone soft with surprise and joy, the split second his breath
had caught before laughter spilled from his lips and tangled with
hers. She’d kissed him. She’d wanted to, and she had, and the world
hadn’t ended—in fact, it felt brand new.



Before she could bask any further, Zoe’s voice sliced through
the apartment. “Rise and shine, lover girl! Pancakes are on and
you’re late for your own debrief!” Charlotte blinked, threw on a
hoodie, and padded barefoot to the kitchen, still half in the
bubble of the night before. She found Zoe pouring coffee and
humming a tune suspiciously like the wedding march. “So,” Zoe said,
sliding a stack of pancakes onto a plate. “Scale of one to ten,
rate the smooch.”



Charlotte rolled her eyes, but she could feel the blush
burning in her cheeks. “A solid ten. Maybe even an eleven. No,
don’t look at me like that—there was… something.” She tried to keep
her voice breezy, but it came out breathless. “I don’t know, Zoe.
It just felt… real. Not a movie moment, just… right.”



Zoe grinned, cutting her pancakes into bite-sized triangles.
“I saw the way you floated in last night. I should’ve made a little
parade banner. Our girl’s officially smitten. Is this where you
announce your intent to start a mug collection in his honor?”



Charlotte choked on her coffee, then started laughing, the
sound loud and surprised and spilling into the morning. She was so
happy, she felt foolish—but only in the best, giddiest,
can-you-believe-this way. “Shut up,” she said, flicking syrup at
Zoe, “or I’ll start using your middle name on the podcast.”



As if summoned by the mention of public embarrassment, her
phone buzzed on the table. Max, of course.



MAX:

Still smiling. You?



She grinned, composing her reply with a flourish. A meme,
obviously: a beaming cartoon sun captioned “Maybe is the new
yes.”



Me:

I’m thinking yes looks good on you.



She set the phone down and caught Zoe’s eye. “He’s too sweet.
It should be illegal.”



Zoe snorted. “Illegal, maybe. Adorable, absolutely. Look at
you, you’re sparkling. Did you even sleep?”



Charlotte shrugged. “Barely. I kept thinking it would all
vanish if I blinked. Like I’d wake up and find out the date was
just a really intense lucid dream.”



Zoe patted her shoulder, then paused as if struck by divine
inspiration. “Podcast time. You have to tell them. I mean, not
everything, obviously, but at least a taste. The people demand
romance!”



So, Charlotte did. Later that morning, she slipped into her
tiny home studio, mug of tea at her elbow, and hit record. The
episode poured out in one unbroken wave—stories of courage and
vulnerability, of choosing to lean in rather than pull away, of the
wonder that came from saying yes, even if it was terrifying. She
didn’t name Max, but listeners would know. Her voice was softer,
happier, every laugh colored with something hopeful and a little
bit wild.



She closed the segment with a simple invitation: “Tell me
about your ‘maybe’ moments—the ones you almost didn’t say yes to,
the ones that scared you, the ones that turned out to be the start
of something better than you could have planned.”



Within an hour, the messages began to pour in. Disasters
turned miracles:

“I almost skipped our first date—now we have twins.”

“I said maybe to a road trip with a stranger. We got lost,
then got found.”

“I let myself say yes after a decade of no’s. It changed
everything.”

Charlotte read them all, letting the stories swell around her,
grateful to be part of something so much bigger than herself.



By midday, Max texted again.

MAX:

Movie night at my place? Jake’s home, and Zoe’s invited—he
says he’s not scared of her, but I think that’s a lie.



Charlotte laughed, showed Zoe the text, and within ten minutes
Zoe was plotting outfits and snack options, declaring, “This is our
chance to prove once and for all that we’re the superior team.
Also, Jake is going down in board games.”



They arrived that evening, Charlotte clutching a bag of her
favorite popcorn and Zoe balancing a box of old board games on one
hip and a bottle of fancy soda in the other. Max’s apartment was
cozy and full of mismatched furniture, books in precarious stacks,
and the low, golden glow of lamps rather than harsh overhead light.
Jake opened the door, offering them a flourishing bow.



“Welcome, welcome. Shoes off, competitive spirit on, and—” he
eyed Zoe’s board games—“oh, it’s on.”



Max greeted Charlotte with a shy hug, the kind that said
“still can’t believe you’re here,” and Charlotte felt herself melt
all over again. Zoe and Jake were already trading barbs, debating
which movie to watch, the room thrumming with the kind of energy
that only comes when you’ve found your tribe.



They settled on a classic—something with both romance and
comedy, an old favorite that everyone knew by heart. Max and
Charlotte commandeered the kitchen to make popcorn, bickering about
seasoning ratios and whether “buttery” was a personality trait.
“You realize you’re witnessing greatness,” Max teased, trying to
toss a kernel in his mouth and missing by a mile. Charlotte
giggled, flicking a kernel back at him. “And yet, you’re still
losing.”



Jake and Zoe, meanwhile, had discovered a mutual love of
sarcastic commentary and a secret talent for movie trivia. “So,
Jake,” Zoe said, smirking, “how many movies has Max ruined with his
director’s commentary?”



“More than I can count,” Jake replied. “You should hear his
theory on why the love interest is actually a time-traveling
ghost.”



Zoe rolled her eyes. “Amateur. I once spent a whole date
arguing that the villain in The Princess Bride is the true
hero.”



By the time the opening credits rolled, the tension had given
way to a giddy, familial chaos. They sprawled across couches and
beanbags, popcorn bowls in hand, laughter spilling over every
scene. Halfway through, Max slid his hand across the cushion,
tentative, until his fingers found Charlotte’s. She squeezed back,
heart racing—more nervous about this simple touch than she’d been
about the kiss. For the rest of the movie, their hands remained
entwined, a secret tether in the dark.



At a particularly dramatic moment, Zoe “accidentally” tipped
her popcorn bowl into Jake’s lap. He retaliated by tossing a kernel
at her. Within seconds, all bets were off—a full-blown popcorn war
erupted, Max and Charlotte ducking for cover behind a sofa while
Jake and Zoe exchanged volleys with frightening accuracy.



“Truce!” Max declared, waving a white napkin, but Charlotte,
emboldened by the madness, lobbed a final handful at him. It
bounced off his forehead and scattered across the carpet.
“Victory!” she cried, breathless, cheeks flushed from
laughter.



They all collapsed into a pile on the rug, popcorn everywhere,
Zoe still snickering as Jake tried to fish kernels from his hoodie.
“Well,” Jake said, “if this isn’t the definition of couple goals, I
don’t know what is.”



Charlotte glanced at Max, who winked at her, and felt a rush
of gratitude so fierce it startled her. She’d spent years worrying
she was too much—too loud, too strange, too full of feeling—but
here, in this room, she fit. No pretending, no shrinking, just
her.



After the cleanup, they dove into board games—Max and
Charlotte on one team, Zoe and Jake on the other. The competition
was fierce, the banter even fiercer. Jake and Zoe argued over
rules, bent them, rewrote them, while Max and Charlotte played the
long game, quietly strategizing, stealing victories by a hair’s
breadth.



At one point, Zoe accused Max of cheating. “You can’t just
make up new rules because you’re losing!”



Max feigned outrage. “You started the popcorn war! All bets
are off.”



Charlotte was laughing so hard her sides hurt, Max’s hand
steady at her back. They won, but only after a last-minute reversal
and a dramatic dice roll that had everyone screaming.



As the night wound down, Jake and Zoe migrated to the balcony
with fresh sodas, the city’s lights reflected in the windows behind
them. Max offered to walk Charlotte home, and she accepted, pulling
on her coat as they slipped into the cool night.



The world outside was hushed and glowing, streetlights
flickering in puddles, the city alive in a quieter, more secret
way. They walked in silence for a few blocks, hands brushing,
breaths clouding in the air.



At her building, Max paused under the glow of a lamppost,
turning to face her. His voice was soft, hesitant. “Can I tell you
something?”



Charlotte nodded, suddenly aware of the way her pulse
stuttered in her throat.



“I’ve been falling for you for a while,” he said, words
tumbling out like something fragile and precious. “I didn’t want to
scare you, but… it’s true. I just wanted you to know.”



Charlotte’s eyes stung. She swallowed, voice trembling. “I
feel the same way. But I’m still scared. I’ve always been… afraid
to want too much. Afraid it would vanish.”



Max stepped closer, cupping her face in his hands. “I’m not
going anywhere, Charlotte. Not unless you tell me to.”



She looked up at him, everything in her aching to believe.
“Promise?”



“Promise.”



He kissed her then—slow, sweet, no chaos, just the soft
certainty of two people choosing each other. Charlotte’s hands
curled in his jacket, her fear melting into the warmth between
them. When they broke apart, she was smiling, really smiling, the
kind that starts in your chest and ripples out through your
fingertips.



Back in her room, Charlotte recorded a late-night podcast—her
voice softer, deeper, alive with hope. “Sometimes,” she told her
listeners, “courage is just saying yes. Yes to the movie night, the
popcorn war, the hand you want to hold, the heart you want to
trust. Sometimes ‘maybe’ is just waiting to become
‘actually.’”



Her inbox exploded—stories of first dates, second chances,
slow burns that became bonfires. Zoe barged in during the
recording, crowing, “You’ve got boyfriend glow! Is this where I
start planning the group honeymoon?”



Charlotte flicked a pillow at her. “Keep it up and you’re
sitting at the kids’ table.”



As she settled into bed, phone buzzing with new messages, Max
texted one last time.



MAX:

Ready for our next maybe?



Charlotte grinned, typing back:



Me:

Maybe I am.



The next morning, plans for a spontaneous day trip were
already brewing—no agenda, just adventure. Zoe and Jake, emboldened
by their own chemistry, schemed about a double date in the city.
Charlotte felt her heart open a little more with every step, old
fears dissolving in the light of so many small, perfect yeses.
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Charlotte woke before dawn, the room still blue with shadow,
the only sound the tick-tock of the clock on her wall and the faint
purr of Agent Whiskers curled beside her knees. She’d fallen asleep
hugging the Maybe Cup—a kitschy, glitter-flecked mug she and Max
had christened on their last wild adventure—and now, as morning
crept in, the promise of more hovered around her like electricity
before a summer storm.



Her phone buzzed on the nightstand, a text lighting up the
screen:



MAX:

Ready for adventure?



She stared at the message for a moment, blinking away dreams,
heart tap-dancing somewhere behind her ribs. Every part of her
wanted to say yes. And yet—old nerves, old hesitations, flickered
at the edges of her mind: what if she said yes and the magic
vanished? What if spontaneity was just another word for
disaster?



Then she thought about Max—his ridiculous, lopsided smile, the
way he could turn even the most mundane afternoon into an inside
joke, his gentle, patient waiting for her to trust. She thought of
all the maybes she’d finally turned into yes, of the new self she
was trying on for size. She tapped back with trembling
fingers:



Me:

Yes. No plan, just vibes?



MAX:

No plan, all vibes. Dress for adventure and chaos. See you in
an hour.



She lay back, grinning at the ceiling, letting herself
marinate in anticipation. Zoe was already in the kitchen,
scrambling eggs and humming with the energy of someone who lived
for mischief.



“Day trip?” Zoe asked, waggling her eyebrows.



Charlotte nodded, still dazed. “No agenda. Max says we’ll
decide at every crossroads. Is this how people accidentally end up
in Canada?”



Zoe cackled. “If you come back with a moose, I want naming
rights.” She slid a duffel bag across the counter. “You’ll need
snacks, sunglasses, a backup charger, umbrella, and at least one
ridiculous hat. Also, I added a deck of cards and a notepad. You
never know.”



Charlotte peered into the “mystery bag” Zoe had assembled:
sunscreen, lip balm, wet wipes, an extra pair of socks (“For
impromptu puddle-jumping!”), a scarf with tiny avocados on it, and
a granola bar that expired in 2018. “Do you run a disaster
preparedness club in secret?”



Zoe winked. “I contain multitudes. Go have fun. And text me
every hour. Or else.”



Max showed up exactly on time, car washed, hair a little damp
from the shower, energy high-voltage but easy. He greeted Charlotte
with a hug that said everything and nothing, then immediately
started rifling through the playlist on his phone.



“You ready?” he asked, grinning. “Today, fate is our
GPS.”



“Only if you promise not to use my playlist as an excuse to
judge my taste in 2000s pop punk,” Charlotte shot back, dropping
into the passenger seat with a thud and a nervous giggle.



He arched an eyebrow. “I only judge in interpretive
dance.”



They set off, windows down, air scented with spring and
coffee. At every intersection, they flipped a coin—heads for left,
tails for right. Charlotte was in charge of flipping, Max of
dramatic commentary.



“Will destiny take us to the sea?” he intoned in a
faux-British accent. “Or will we wind up lost in the land of
suburban strip malls?”



Charlotte made every turn an event, narrating as if hosting a
radio show. “Coming up next on Maybe FM: a double-header of lost
highways and found snacks.”



The first stop—accidental but delightful—was a flea market
sprawling across a patch of field on the outskirts of town, all
mismatched tents and a dazzling array of humanity. Kids darted
between tables of vintage toys, old men haggled over rusty tools,
and everywhere, the smell of caramel corn and fried dough swirled
on the wind.



Charlotte and Max dove in, a team of treasure hunters armed
with pocket change and boundless curiosity. They tried on
outlandish hats—Max, a velvet top hat adorned with plastic grapes;
Charlotte, a sunhat the size of a beach umbrella. Each hat became a
character, a new voice, an improvised backstory. Shoppers stared.
Charlotte didn’t care. She was laughing so hard her cheeks
hurt.



At a table stacked with mugs from decades past, Max found it:
the ugliest, tackiest, most glorious thing either of them had ever
seen. Neon green, emblazoned with sparkly letters: “MAYBE CUP.” Max
held it aloft like a trophy.



“This,” he declared, “is our talisman. Every future decision
must be made in consultation with the Maybe Cup.”



Charlotte pretended to bow. “All hail the sacred Cup. May it
lead us to glory, or at least decent street tacos.”



They challenged each other to find the weirdest item at the
market. Charlotte returned triumphant with a singing fish plaque,
which, when tapped, launched into a wheezing rendition of “Don’t
Worry, Be Happy.” Max was so enchanted he insisted they buy it—“for
inspiration, or revenge on Jake”—and the two of them spent ten
minutes serenading confused passersby.



For lunch, they bought paper cones of street food—empanadas
for Max, dumplings for Charlotte—and found a stretch of curb to sit
and feast. Their knees bumped. They shared bites. Sauce dripped
down Charlotte’s chin, and Max wiped it away with a napkin, eyes
fond.



“Tell me about your best road trip,” Max asked.



Charlotte considered. “When I was a kid, my parents used to
drive us up the coast every summer. My sister and I would fight
over the back seat, eat Cheetos until our fingers were radioactive
orange, and sing along to every song on the radio. I always fell
asleep just as the scenery got good. I think that’s why I’m
obsessed with ‘the journey’—I keep wanting to stay awake for all of
it.”



Max nodded, quiet for a moment. “I never got to do that. My
parents worked a lot. Most of my adventures were books, movies,
long bike rides by myself. I used to make up stories about all the
places I’d go when I was grown.”



Charlotte took his hand, squeezed. “You’re here now. And I’m
really glad you are.”



They wandered through the market, taking selfies with every
new discovery—a set of taxidermy squirrels, a velvet painting of a
spaghetti dinner, a pair of sunglasses shaped like flamingos. Each
photo was sillier than the last. Charlotte couldn’t remember the
last time she’d been so entirely, unselfconsciously herself.



They invented stories about the people around them—Max pointed
to a man selling antique cameras and spun a yarn about his secret
life as an international spy. Charlotte countered with a tale of
the fortune-teller in the purple tent who could predict a person’s
favorite ice cream flavor just by looking at their shoes.



As the afternoon wore on, clouds rolled in and the first drops
of rain spattered down. Max grabbed Charlotte’s hand and pulled her
into a dash for shelter, the two of them slipping into a tiny
antique bookstore at the edge of the market. The place smelled like
old paper and lemon polish, every shelf stacked two deep with
books. Thunder rolled outside; inside, the world was quiet except
for the gentle hush of pages turning.



Charlotte wandered through poetry, running her fingers along
battered spines, and pulled out a slim volume, the cover faded
gold. She flipped to a random page and read a line aloud:



“If I could choose, I’d choose your laughter to wake up the
day.”



Max smiled, eyes warm, and replied with the silliest limerick
he knew:

“There once was a gal with great hair,

Who danced on the tables and chairs.

She ordered a scone,

Forgot her phone,

And texted her date from midair.”



Charlotte snorted, dissolving into helpless giggles. The
bookstore owner eyed them but only smiled, as if used to sudden
fits of joy interrupting the order of things.



Max wandered over, the Maybe Cup peeking out from his bag, and
said, “I dare you to write a poem of your own. On a postcard. Hide
it somewhere for a stranger to find.”



Charlotte rifled through a stack of vintage postcards—Paris,
London, Niagara Falls—then took out her pen and wrote, her heart
steady and wild at once:



“To whoever finds this:

Here’s to the maybe moments,

To hidden treasures,

To saying yes when it’s easier to stay safe.

To rainstorms and stories and finding yourself in the middle
of nowhere.

May you never stop looking for the best kind of
trouble.”



She tucked the card into a copy of The Collected Works of E.E.
Cummings and felt a tiny thrill—knowing someone, someday, might
stumble on her secret.



Outside, the rain let up. Max and Charlotte stepped back into
a world scrubbed clean, everything shining, the air thick with
petrichor and possibility. They strolled hand in hand, following
whim and curiosity: through a park with ducks sleeping on the
banks, down alleys painted with murals, past a bakery with
croissants so flaky Max nearly wept with joy.



They found a playground—deserted, still slick with rain—and,
on a dare, raced each other to the top of the slide. Charlotte won,
crowing her victory as she skidded down, hair flying, sneakers
squeaking. Max followed, landing with a thud, and together they
collapsed in a heap, laughing, breathless, rain-misted and
euphoric.



He pushed her on the swings, both of them whooping like kids,
and for a moment Charlotte felt herself unburdened by anything but
now.



As dusk softened the edges of the world, they wandered to a
hilltop and watched the sun dip behind the skyline, the city lights
blinking to life. The Maybe Cup stood sentinel beside them, a
ridiculous and perfect totem of everything uncertain and
wonderful.



Max grew quiet, gazing out over the rooftops. “Can I tell you
a secret?”



Charlotte leaned in, her hand finding his. “Always.”



He took a breath. “I’ve always wanted to write a book. Not for
money or anything—just because I think stories can change things.
But I never told anyone. Not even Jake.”



Charlotte squeezed his hand. “You just did. And for what it’s
worth, I think you already changed my story.”



The quiet lingered—comfortable, full, no need to fill it with
words.



As the last gold faded from the sky, Max promised, “More yes
days. We can make it a thing.”



Charlotte smiled, heart overflowing. “You keep bringing the
adventure, I’ll keep saying yes.”



When he dropped her off, the Maybe Cup clutched in her arms,
she paused in the doorway, turned, and kissed him—unhurried,
joyful, a promise and a thank you rolled into one. “Goodnight,
Maybe Boy,” she whispered.


                    
                

                
            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                
                    
                    
                        Chapter 27: The Double Date Debacle
                    

                    
                    
                

                
                
                    
                    
The Maybe Cup perched on Charlotte’s nightstand was the first
thing she saw when she woke, a neon green, glitter-flecked talisman
of adventure. She ran a thumb over its chipped handle and
wondered—idly, contentedly—how she’d become the sort of person who
kept reminders of spontaneous road trips by her bed. The world
outside her window was alive and buzzing, a promise disguised as
ordinary daylight, and her heart had finally learned to hum
along.



She rolled over, phone in hand, and found the group text
already humming with energy.



ZOE:

Double date tonight! 7:30 at The Brainery Bar. Don’t be late,
don’t be lame, and bring your A-game, losers.



JAKE:

Prepare to be crushed. Zoe and I are a trivia dream
team.



MAX:

Char and I have something better: dumb luck, terrible puns,
and a cup that tells the future.



Charlotte’s stomach fluttered. She typed, paused, then deleted
a reply about her trivia anxiety. She’d always been good at improv,
not at remembering facts under pressure. Still, there was something
delicious about being thrown into the unknown with Max at her
side.



She padded to the kitchen, where Zoe was already decimating a
box of cereal, milk pooled around the edges like a moat.



“So,” Zoe said, barely looking up, “big night. Are you ready
to witness greatness? I hope you’re not planning on dragging Max
down with your... what did you call it? ‘Pop culture
amnesia’?”



Charlotte poured her own bowl, determinedly cheerful. “I’m
there for the snacks. The rest is just window dressing.”



“Liar,” Zoe teased. “You just want to see Jake in his ‘lucky
trivia shirt.’ It has a flamingo on it and he refuses to wash it
during tournament season. Be glad there’s no smell-o-vision.”



Charlotte snorted, some of her nerves scattering with the
sugar on her cereal. “You and Jake are both too competitive.
Someone’s going to wind up banned for life, and it won’t be
me.”



Zoe’s eyes sparkled. “The only thing I’m guilty of is loving
victory.”



Charlotte finished her breakfast, mind buzzing with half-baked
facts and fragments of song lyrics she hoped might be useful. Max
texted her on the side, as if reading her thoughts.



MAX:

If you’re nervous, don’t be. I’m bringing the cheat sheet
(spoiler: it’s just my face making encouraging expressions). Also,
I heard the bar has tater tots. That’s where my focus will
be.



Me:

Promise to whisper the answers if I blank?



MAX:

Promise to dance badly if you get one right?



Me:

Deal.



By the time evening rolled around, Charlotte had cycled
through three outfit options, two panic attacks, and one brief
consideration of faking the flu. She finally chose a soft blue
sweater and her favorite jeans—cozy, confident, the right mix of “I
tried” and “I don’t need to win at trivia to feel like
myself.”



Max picked her up with Jake in the passenger seat, already
bickering with Zoe in the back via speakerphone. The car was a riot
of playlists and mock trash talk; Jake had indeed donned the
infamous flamingo shirt, its neon pink bird stretching triumphantly
across his chest.



“May the best team win,” Jake called as Zoe poked his side.
“And by that, I mean us.”



They arrived at The Brainery Bar, a hip little hideout stuffed
with reclaimed wood, Edison bulbs, and the scent of wings and fried
pickles. Trivia night was already in full swing: clusters of
regulars in themed t-shirts, a chalkboard leaderboard, and at the
front—a host in a glittering gold jacket, microphone in hand,
presiding over the crowd like a benevolent game show monarch.



Charlotte, Max, Zoe, and Jake snagged a high-top by the
window. They brainstormed team names, rejecting “Smarty Pants” and
“The Trivia Pursuits” before landing on “The Maybes”—Charlotte’s
suggestion, much to the group’s delight.



Jake ordered the first round—craft beers, sodas, and a plate
of nachos so loaded it looked structurally unsound. Zoe immediately
confiscated all the jalapeños, defending her claim with the sort of
legalese that could only come from binge-watching too many
courtroom dramas.



As the first round started, the host—introducing himself as
Dazzlin’ Devon—worked the room, dazzling indeed in sequins, a
painted-on mustache, and the kind of high-wattage smile that could
launch a thousand trivia teams. He stopped by their table, eyes
twinkling, and winked at Max.



“Well, hello there, Dreamboat,” Devon crooned, handing Max a
team answer sheet. “If you get stuck, you can always phone a
friend—or just bat your lashes at me.”



Max, never one to shy away from banter, winked back. “Only if
you promise to tell me the capital of Uzbekistan.”



Devon gasped. “I’ll never tell! But I will wish you
luck—especially you, Blue Sweater.” He gestured at Charlotte, who
felt her cheeks go warm. “You’ve got ‘surprise genius’ written all
over you.”



Jake and Zoe exploded in mock outrage. “She’s our secret
weapon!” Zoe declared, waving her pen. “No poaching.”



Charlotte grinned, letting the warmth of the moment chase away
her nerves. As the host sashayed away, Max nudged her. “Told you.
If you don’t know, just charm the host.”



The first questions flew—music, geography, obscure sports.
Jake and Zoe were a formidable pair, their competitiveness turning
every answer into a mini-debate. “It’s definitely The Smiths,” Jake
insisted on a question about 80s bands.



Zoe rolled her eyes. “No, it’s Talking Heads. Don’t make me
quote lyrics.”



Charlotte, meanwhile, was laser-focused on the food menu,
roping Max into a heated debate over the best bar snack: “Tater
tots have more personality than fries,” she argued, to which Max
countered, “Fries are classic, tots are just trying too
hard.”



“Maybe they’re just overachievers,” Charlotte teased, popping
one in her mouth.



Jake attempted to sabotage rival teams by sidling over during
the bathroom break and whispering, “Pretty sure the answer to
number six is ‘marsupial beekeepers.’ Trust me.” He returned to the
table, feigning innocence as the opposing team scribbled
frantically.



Charlotte’s moment of triumph came with a science question
about rare gases. She stared at the answer sheet, guessing wildly,
then scribbled “krypton” on a whim. When Devon announced the
answer, Max leapt up, performed a ridiculous robot dance, and
Charlotte couldn’t help but join, their laughter ricocheting
through the bar.



Pop culture round: Charlotte’s time to shine. “What actress
played the lead in ‘Clueless’?” Devon read. Charlotte’s hand shot
up—“Alicia Silverstone!” Max pretended to faint onto the table.
“How does she do it, folks?!” Charlotte, emboldened, fired off
three more correct answers in quick succession, Zoe and Jake’s jaws
dropping in disbelief.



Devon paused by their table, grinning. “I knew it—Blue
Sweater’s a ringer. And you,” to Max, “are my new favorite audience
member.”



Jake took group selfies at every interval, aiming for the most
unflattering angle, and by round five the “Maybes” were the loudest
team in the room, their answer sheet a patchwork of crossed-out
guesses, doodles, and at least two paper airplanes.



The drama peaked when a rival team accused them of
cheating—Zoe, never one to waste a theatrical moment, fanned
herself with the menu. “We would never! We’re simply gifted. Blame
my mother. She had a crossword addiction.”



Jake added, “If we’re cheating, we’re the worst at it. Look at
Max’s handwriting.”



The bar roared with laughter. Even Devon broke character,
wagging a finger. “You’re all chaos gremlins. I love it.”



The final round was a blur of movie quotes, history, and one
improbable question about extinct birds. Charlotte guessed wildly,
Max pretending to consult the Maybe Cup for divine guidance. They
finished second, losing to a team of grandmas named “Quiztopher
Columbus,” but celebrated as if they’d won Olympic gold.



Jake stood and made an impromptu speech. “To the
Maybes—proving that friendship and wild guesses beat encyclopedic
knowledge every time!” Zoe whooped, raising a plastic cup in toast.
Charlotte and Max shared a secret smile under the table, clinking
the Maybe Cup in their own private salute.



The night was far from over. They tumbled out into the cool,
neon-soaked streets, laughter spilling after them, and found a
late-night ice cream shop, the kind with too many flavors and not
enough seating. Jake challenged Zoe to a brain freeze contest—first
to finish a double scoop without yelping wins. Zoe took one bite,
winced, and immediately declared herself “the Queen of Sensible
Eating.” Jake’s face turned red, but he finished, victorious but
nearly in tears.



As they wandered back toward their apartments, Max knelt in
front of Charlotte, patting his shoulders. “Hop on. If you don’t,
I’ll just sulk and sing the SpongeBob theme song the whole way
home.”



Charlotte obliged, laughing as Max carried her half a block,
Zoe and Jake heckling them all the while.



It was late when Zoe cornered Charlotte near her building,
Jake giving Max a tour of the local pizza joint. “So,” Zoe began,
voice gentle, “is this getting serious?”



Charlotte hesitated, honesty surging up before she could help
herself. “I think I’m falling. Really falling. It’s terrifying. I
keep waiting for the other shoe to drop.”



Zoe squeezed her arm. “He’s good for you. He makes you shine.
You know that, right?”



Charlotte nodded, heart in her throat. Behind her, Max
appeared, feigning shock. “What top-secret confession am I missing?
Is Zoe trying to steal you away? Because I’d fight her for you.
With pool noodles.”



Jake returned, armed with two plastic rings from the bar. He
dropped to one knee in front of Max, declaiming in the worst
British accent imaginable, “Will you take this ring, and with it,
my undying loyalty in all things trivial?”



Zoe followed suit, proposing to Charlotte with a flourish, the
four of them laughing so hard they collapsed together on the curb,
a tangle of limbs and ridiculousness.



When the night finally wound down, Jake and Zoe hailed a cab,
waving exaggerated goodbyes. Max offered Charlotte his arm, and
together they walked slowly through the hush of the city.



Under the soft glow of the stoop light, Charlotte turned to
him, all her nerves unraveling.



“I haven’t laughed like that in years,” she said. “I didn’t
know I still could.”



Max smiled, brushing a strand of hair from her face. “You
bring out the best in me, Charlotte. Even when I’m losing at
trivia, even when I don’t know the answers, I know I want to be
here—with you.”



He kissed her, slow and heartfelt, a promise wrapped in gentle
hands. Charlotte closed her eyes, letting herself believe it was
possible to feel this seen, this wanted, without fear.



When they finally broke apart, Charlotte whispered, “Maybe
isn’t such a bad word after all.”



Max’s smile was soft, fierce. “I’m going to prove it to you,
every single day.”




  
The city was still and
vast around them, full of old lights and new beginnings, and
Charlotte, for the first time in forever, felt herself not only say
yes—but mean it, deeply, joyously, with all her heart.


                    
                

                
            

            
        

    









OEBPS/images/cover.jpg






