
        
            
                
            
        

    
	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Falling Backwards

	 

	The Edge of Us, book one

	 

	 

	K. L. Cottrell

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Falling Backwards

	by K. L. Cottrell

	Copyright 2025 K. L. Cottrell 

	 

	In accordance with the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, this book may not be reproduced in any form, in whole or in part, without written permission from the author.

	 

	This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, and incidents depicted are either the products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

	 

	This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be resold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

	 

	Cover design: QDesign

	

	 


 

	TABLE OF CONTENTS

	 

	Chapter One

	Chapter Two

	Chapter Three

	Chapter Four

	Chapter Five

	Chapter Six

	Chapter Seven

	Chapter Eight

	Chapter Nine

	Chapter Ten

	Chapter Eleven

	Chapter Twelve

	Chapter Thirteen

	Chapter Fourteen

	Epilogue

	Dear Reader

	More Works by K. L.

	



	



	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	For everyone who has had to learn to love themselves, who is still learning to love themselves, and who hopes to love themselves someday—whether in spite of or because of others. I see you.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER

	ONE

	 


 

	 

	M A G G I E

	 

	Please, God, let Luke’s annoying ass decide to stay away from Merritt’s tonight.

	The request has floated in and out of my mind a handful of times since my work shift ended and the rest of my night had permission to begin. It was loud at first since Luke and I left the restaurant at the same time as the few other closers and he was fresh on my nerves, and then it quieted while I was at home getting ready to go out with the girls, and now it’s raising its voice again. We’ll be at the bar very soon, and if he’s got the same idea for the night that we do, then he’ll be there soon too—if he isn’t there already.

	The truth? It’s not terribly likely he’ll go somewhere else. He and his friend know the Merritts and love their cozy bar exactly like my friends and I do; it’s their preferred socializing spot just like it’s ours.

	My cheeks are warm with preemptive aggravation.

	I’d say I’ve had enough of him for today, but that’s something I can say about Luke Bramhill any day.

	I’ve also had quite enough of how the Uber driver’s air vents have been blasting hellfire into the cabin of the car. I know we’re in the last few days of October and we’ve seen some cold weather, but this heat hasn’t been comforting to me. It’s been making me feel like I can’t breathe.

	I finally decide to ask him to lower the setting, but I get drowned out. In addition to the music playing, he and Joy are chatting away in the front seat about the picture of his kids that’s taped between two vents. If she’s as uncomfortable with the heat as I am, she’s doing a stellar job of ignoring it—but of course she is, because she absolutely loves kids. And for better or worse, she’s pretty young at heart herself, so it’s kind of hard to talk over her when she’s animated about something.

	It’s hard for me, that is. Emma doesn’t have trouble with it. But she’s been lost in thought for the last couple minutes and she also likes being warm, so she’s just quietly hanging out here in the back seat with me, letting pink-haired Joy be her bubbly self, not interjecting anything I can piggyback off of.

	At least we aren’t cramped back here, I guess. That would be even worse.

	And honestly, the trip from our apartment building to Merritt’s isn’t very long, so we’ll be out of the car in…well, we’ve just passed Mellow Burger, so about a minute.

	Mmm. I would really love some of their spicy fries right now. That place isn’t one of our favorite eateries for no reason.

	This is Friday night, though, and Friday nights are reserved for the bar owned by the couple who lives across the hall from us. Plus, it’s always extra important that we go there after a long or frustrating workday, which today was for all three of us.

	The scrape on my left hand stings like it’s waking up from an hours-long nap, ready to be mad again. I sigh as I recall stupid Luke’s stupid laughter. If he ends up at Merritt’s tonight, I—

	“You ladies back there have any kids of your own?”

	I drop the involuntary Luke-wrought scowl from my face.

	Emma finally breaks her silence. “Nope.”

	“Aw. Well, they can be a handful, but being a parent is also fun. Kids are hilarious.” The driver chuckles. “I’m sure you three will understand someday when—”

	“Why are you sure of that?” she cuts in right as I think, Ah, that’s gonna get her full attention. “You’ve been a fine driver, okay, which we appreciate ’cause way too many people don’t take vehicles seriously, but I’d be remiss if I didn’t let you know it’s rude to make assumptions about a person’s future as a parent. I don’t know where society got the idea that it’s cool to be like, ‘When are you gonna have kids?’ or, ‘Someday when you have kids, blah, blah,’ but it’s not cool. It’s irritating and uncomfortable for a lot of people.”

	A brief slant of white streetlight illuminates her gesturing at herself, me, and Joy.

	“What if none of us can get pregnant?” she goes on. “What if we have trauma you don’t know about? What if we don’t even want—?”

	“Okay, yes. Absolutely.” The driver is nodding almost desperately. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I’m so sorry.”

	Pretty sure I can feel his blush from back here.

	Poor guy, I think, though I agree with Emma’s point. I know her assertiveness often rubs people one wrong way or another. She isn’t mean, but she isn’t made of sugar like Joy is, nor is she wont to be quietly polite like I am.

	An advantage to her mini rant: the driver’s embarrassment seems to be what gets him to finally turn the heater down.

	“Well, anyway,” Joy resumes from the front seat, her tone blithe. “You said your little girl is dressing up as a veterinarian for Halloween? That’s the sweetest thing!”

	Now that my discomfort can abate, I’m able to pay a bit more attention to everyone else. Emma is back to being in her head, which is turned to her window; I have a feeling she’s dwelling on the promotion she lost to her boss’s daughter today. She’ll talk more about it later, I know, so I tune in to Joy saying the three of us are just going to watch scary movies at home this year. Then she goes on to reminisce about us dressing up as the Powerpuff Girls more than once when we were younger.

	Yes, even if my stomach still wants Mellow Burger, the rest of me wants to be tucked into any one of the familiar booths at the bar with my best friends in the world—the only family I have left around here, really, with my parents now living across the country.

	Even potentially having to see Luke again today can’t get in the way of how much I love my friends.

	Beneath my bangs, a faint itch stirs in the rough old scar that slants through my left eyebrow.

	‘It doesn’t make you ugly,’ skips through my mind, an echo of a once-kind voice that went well with once-soft blue eyes.

	I tangle my fingers together in my lap.

	Sometimes I still find myself tracing that scar, more than merely remembering tidbits of my very first conversation with Luke. But I traced it most often after that nice junior-year beginning of ours took a nosedive; it was something of a habit I fell into after the thought of him started hurting like hell.

	These days, there’s more annoyance between us than anything else, so I’m better about ignoring the urge to touch the place I was only not self-conscious of for that short time when I was sixteen. When I was made to feel like it and the scar farther down on my neck weren’t as horrible as I believed by a boy whose interest I never dreamed I’d gain.

	Decide not to go to the bar tonight, I silently will him.

	Maybe he really won’t go. Maybe there is a chance of that. We don’t see him and Paxton there every time we go. It’s true that he wouldn’t hang out at another bar, but he may have chosen to relax from today’s chaotic work hours at home.

	I’m pulled from my thoughts by the gentle movement of the car coming to a stop.

	Nice. Cautious driving is extremely important to me. Emma was right a minute ago when she said our driver has been a good one to ride around with. Among other things, I appreciate him not being hard on his brakes and throwing us against the straps of our seatbelts just now; the same could not be said for a lady we rode with a week or two ago.

	Although I didn’t do much listening to his chat with Joy after all, I do hear him apologizing again for assuming we’ll all be mothers someday.

	Emma says, “Live and learn. Thanks.” Then she gets out of the car. 

	Joy adds, “Yeah, it’s okay! Thank you so much for your kindnesses! We hope you have a great night!”

	A quick scan around tells me nothing is being left behind here in the back seat. I also inspect Joy while she climbs out into the orange glow of the streetlight, careful not to bump the white silk flower barrettes tucked into her messy pink curls; I see her purse on her shoulder and her phone in her hand.

	We’re good to go.

	“Thank you,” I tell the driver myself.

	Briefly, he looks unsure of whether I’m going to mention the motherhood thing. When I don’t, he just smiles and says, “Thank you.”

	I give him a little smile, too, and hurry along.

	Momentarily, my friends and I are approaching the inviting wooden double doors that stand between us and what will hopefully be a relaxing night.

	“Woo!” Joy whoops. She half-turns back to me and pats at her barrettes. “How are my pretties, Maggie?”

	“Pretty,” I confirm.

	“Yay! And that sweater looks super cute on you, and Em looks stylishly badass in her jacket!”

	We chuckle at her enthusiasm. Emma’s jacket is a short black leather one and she does look awesome in it. I love my chunky dark green sweater; it’s a pretty color, and I’ve felt most comfortable in shape-concealing clothing for a while now. And, of course, Joy is a sweet sight in one of her many dresses—a gray wool one, currently.

	Once we’re through the doors and enveloped in the warmth of the front area, I turn my attention to pulling out my phone so I can tip the Uber driver. The other girls are better at claiming tables for us than I am.

	But mere moments after we enter the large main room, even with my focus on the app, I’m touched by the sense that there’s a pair of eyes watching me.

	I blow a raspberry, only glancing up to ensure I’m still following my friends.

	Merritt’s has a few different types of seating options, and they kind of ripple outwards from where the bar itself commands the center of the room: there are the usual stools, then tall tables spread out from those, then four-seater booths along the walls and even bigger rounded ones in the corners. Tonight we end up in a wall booth, which is exactly what I’d hoped for; me working as a hostess at a popular classy restaurant in town means that sitting in one of these cushioned seats instantly feels good after the day I had on my feet.

	Soon, with our Uber business taken care of, our butts comfortable, and our drinks ordered, we’re ready to kick back.

	Joy announces, “It is snack o’clock!” She reaches for the skinny menu book on the table. We didn’t need to consult it for our beverages, but there are so many good bar food choices in there that we usually spend a minute perusing.

	“Hmm,” Emma muses from beside her. “I want something cheesy.”

	“Mmm,” I hum in agreement. The pretzel bites come with a beer cheese dip that’s pretty good.

	Joy looks over the menu wordlessly but not motionlessly. She tends to do a little decision dance when she’s mulling over options, food-related or otherwise. It can be a side-to-side step, or a willowy wiggle, or a cha-cha sort of thing. Right now, she’s moving her shoulders up and down to the music playing from the ceiling.

	Oh, hey, it’s the song from when Kat and Patrick have their paintball fight on 10 Things I Hate About You.

	“We need to watch this movie again soon,” Emma remarks as that exact thought forms in my head.

	Joy doesn’t pause her decision dance or even take her eyes off the menu, just adds a nod to her shoulder movements. “Sure do!”

	“Yep,” I say. “Em, you’re due for some drooling over Heath Ledger.”

	She turns her eyes heavenward. “Ah, His Gorgeousness. Rest in peace, my love.”

	Joy and I chuckle, but she exchanges a knowing look with me. Celebrities and fictional guys are the only ones Emma truly speaks fondly of, and while it can get pretty funny, we wish the root of it could be tended to. She claims to be fine with only having casual physical things with real-life guys, and we think that’s true to an extent, but we know she deserves closure from the heartache she went through a few years ago—the heartache she still carries with her, tucked away beneath her tough exterior. She deserves the chance to be fully happy and to not have to be guarded.

	But we don’t bring it up. We typically try to let her come to us with anything involving Graham. Plus, there’s also no doubt that after her workday, thinking about him would put her in a terrible mood, which would put us in one too. So no.

	Instead, Joy says, “Okay, you two, look at this menu!” She puts it in the middle of the table where Emma and I can both see it.

	Before I can read the first thing on the list, I feel again like I’m being looked at.

	This time, I glance up and slightly to the right, towards a good chunk of the room, to see if I’m imagining….

	Ugh.

	My stomach does the weird thing it often does, for one reason or another, when I’m around Luke: part twist and part leap and part fall.

	Of course, all he does is blink at me from across the way, looking as cool as ever where he and Paxton are in a booth like ours on the next wall.

	His dark hair is a cool, slightly curly mess on his head.

	I know his eyes are a cool, misleadingly pleasant shade of blue.

	His expression, the way he’s relaxed against the wall with his forearm on the table, and the pushed-up long sleeves of his dark shirt are all cool.

	But no matter how he looks, I know he’s not excited to see me, because I’m not excited to see him. It has been a mutual feeling since I started working with him at Lucent ten months ago.

	We may have spent several post-high-school years happily doing our own things, determined to leave the mess of us in the past, but nothing zombifies old hostility like having to be near the person who wounded you.

	“I’d ask who Maggie’s looking so hard at,” comes Emma’s amused voice, “but why bother?”

	I pull my gaze back to my own business and the menu I’m supposed to be studying.

	“Sorry,” I say.

	“Nah, I’m sorry to interrupt. You and Bramhill like to try to glare each other into ash, and you know I’m always rooting for you to figure out how to win.”

	Joy giggles.

	After a moment, I let a smile through.

	“Okay, well…” I refocus on our food choices, “…snacks….”

	By the time our server comes with our drinks, we’ve decided on mozzarella sticks and the pretzel bites with cheese dip, plus a side of mustard for me. We place the order and then start sipping.

	Ah, yes. Mojito with extra lime. My favorite.

	The girls audibly feel the same way about their margaritas—original for Emma, raspberry for Joy.

	“Hell yeah,” the former says. “That’s better already.”

	It sure is.

	“Today was so dumb,” Joy complains.

	“I know,” Emma groans.

	“You go first, Em. Tell us about the promotion.”

	Emma closes her eyes and pinches the bridge of her nose. “I can’t believe I didn’t get it. I really thought it was mine. Really thought I’d proved myself.”

	I shake my head in displeasure as Joy lays a hand on her shoulder and says, “You should’ve gotten it. You earned it. You did everything right.”

	I add, “Your boss was totally unfair to favor her daughter over you. Tatum didn’t do anything but reap the benefits of other people’s work.”

	Joy nods. “Exactly!”

	Emma drops her hand and frowns at us in sharp agreement. “Y’all are so right. When Belinda made the announcement, she was all, ‘Tatum will be such an asset to our upper-level sales team! She has done nothing but impress!’ But…how? What has she done to impress the clients we’ve been working with?”

	I chortle, “Bring sparkling water to the meetings.”

	Joy snorts. “And wear short skirts to pose in while she delivers pitches!”

	“Seriously!” Emma exclaims. “Nothing wrong with sparkling water and short skirts, but—”

	“None at all,” Joy says.

	“Those things are great,” I confirm.

	Emma nods. “But that can’t be all you have going for you when you’re up for a job promotion. How do those things stand up to the work I put into our pitches?”

	Joy snaps her fingers in what would be a sassy way if she weren’t so cute. “Honey, they don’t.”

	I copy her even though I’m less sassy still. “Honey, they don’t.”

	Emma snaps her fingers and nails the attitude as smoothly as a fish swims in water. “Honey. They. Don’t.”

	She tucks back her smooth brown hair as she picks up her margarita.

	“But you know what? Even though I’m upset, it’s fine. Tatum can’t fake her way to success forever. Something somewhere is gonna trip her up, and the company is gonna wonder why they gave her so much responsibility.”

	Joy and I are in wholehearted agreement with that, and when Emma holds her drink out toast-style, we follow suit. Our glasses clink together.

	“Okay,” she says as we bring them back to ourselves, “it’s your turn, Joy. Tell us how dumb your day was.”

	“Oh my gosh, I don’t know what it was today, but the boutique was crawling with people who were just crazy! So much attitude and drama. And we caught one group of teenage girls trying to steal jewelry, and their mamas got all upset when we contacted the police.” She gestures to her hair. “One of them accused me of lying about her daughter just because I have pink hair. She said I look like a hooligan she wouldn’t trust with the truth about anything!”

	That gets a big laugh out of us. Joy Ritchens, a hooligan!

	“I know,” she giggles with us. “And she wasn’t the only one to pass judgement on me ’cause of my hair. Later on, I was helping a girl pick out something cute to wear for her senior photos and she said she’d love to have colorful hair someday. Her mama butted in and was like, ‘Yeah, no. You’re going to college to make something of yourself. You need to look professional.’”

	Emma scoffs. “She said that right in front of you? Basically that you haven’t made anything of yourself ’cause of where you work?”

	“Sounded like it.”

	I tsk. “How rude. You work in a clothes store because you think it’s fun and you might wanna have a place of your own someday. Not because you can’t do anything else.”

	Nodding slowly, Joy gets her straw to her lips. “Mmhmm. And besides her slighting me, she all but told her daughter what she is and isn’t allowed to do with her own appearance.”

	Emma nods too. “I mean, there probably are some careers that demand you look a certain way—like, if you work for the FBI or a school—”

	“But if she wants to own her own business or do something that’s creative in any way—”

	“Yeah, exactly. And it’s cool if the girl does dream of a fancy job and looking snazzy, but who says you can’t be snazzy and have your hair dyed a fun color? Man, if she gets to be our age and decides she wants pink hair like the sweet employee at Charm Life Boutique….” Emma nudges Joy, who lifts her shoulders and smiles cutely.

	I finish, “Then she should have that right.”

	“Sure should.”

	“Definitely should!” Joy agrees.

	She tells us a bit more about her work shift. It should have ended at nine when the boutique closed, but it ran forty-five minutes late.

	When she says, “All right, Maggie, complain about your day now,” I’m able to sum up my own work shift pretty quickly.

	I count the highlights off on my fingers. “One of the other hostesses booked three large reservations at overlapping times, which we aren’t supposed to do. Two of them were wedding engagement parties, so the guests got drunk, and our assistant manager didn’t do a good job of containing them. And Luke scared me one time when I was leaving the bathroom, which made me jump and stumble and bang my hand into the wall—that rustic wood wall, you know?”

	Now I hold out my left hand and show where the wall scraped me…and, once again, I remember Luke laughing at me.

	Joy’s interest in my injury keeps me from focusing on those aggravating moments. She leans forwards to inspect the reddened place, her brow furrowed with worry.

	Emma says, “Ouch. And three big reservations overlapping? Jesus. Who let that happen?”

	“We figure it was the new girl,” I answer.

	“Oh. Yeah, probably. No one who knew better would’ve booked the place up like that.”

	I nod. It’s a fair assumption.

	Joy finally leans back from my scrape and unzips her purse. “Hey, I think I have a Band-Aid.”

	I lift my drink for a sip while Emma says what I’m thinking again: “Big enough to cover that whole scrape?” She peers into Joy’s purse.

	“I think so! I try to keep an assortment since you never know when you might need a big one or a little round one or—”

	“Ahem!” comes with movement at my shoulder.

	I jump in fright and my fingers let go of my glass. I gasp and cringe as ice-cold mojito surges down my front and soaks my lap.

	Familiar deep laughter bursts out at me for the second time today.

	Damn it!

	“Luke!” I exclaim, fumbling my wet glass onto the table. “What the—?”

	I snap my gaze up to where he’s standing beside me. One of his hands is covering his mouth, his shoulders are shaking with laughter, and his eyes are alive with amusement.

	I also pick up on how a few other people around us are looking over here and grinning widely, having seen this happen. Embarrassed heat rushes straight to my face.

	Turning a glare on still-laughing Luke, I demand in a hiss, “What the hell is your problem?”

	He lowers his hand, lifts his eyebrows, and downgrades to chuckles.

	“Excuse me?” he counters. “The hell is your problem? You’re the one who’s been clumsy today. By the way, how’s your hand?”

	I don’t bother answering that last mocking question. “I’m not clumsy. You keep sneaking up on me.”

	There’s less jarring movement in the corner of my eye, so I look over to find the girls waving some napkins at me. Face burning, I accept them with one hand and start collecting ice cubes with the other.

	Luke isn’t shutting up, though. “Wow, you didn’t leave anything in the glass, did you? Good job. You must be freezing now.”

	I snap, “And you must’ve been born incapable of learning how to act. Your lack of manners is astounding.”

	He shifts his weight and starts turning away. “Ah, no big deal. You’ve learned enough manners for the both of us.” He walks off, finally acknowledging the girls with an indifferent, “Magnolia’s friends.”

	At his use of my full name, I hurl a scowl at his retreating form. I used to love it when he called me that, but not anymore, and he knows it, which is why he does it.

	I consider also hurling my empty glass at him.

	How would that be for manners?

	“Never a pleasure,” Emma calls after him.

	She used to be more spirited in standing up for me to him, but I’ve gotten good enough at doing it myself that she likes to sit back and let me have at it. She would definitely approve of me throwing my glass at him.

	“That dude,” she begins now.

	“Is an idiot?” I supply.

	“Is cute,” Joy chirps.

	“But is also an idiot,” Emma agrees with both of us.

	I scoff. Cute. Yeah, right. 

	I mean, yes, he is.

	I mean, to tell the whole truth, he’s always been solidly good-looking to me. ‘Cute’ is as far as my friends ever went with him—differing tastes and all that—and I guess they haven’t budged on it even though it’s strange to think I, of all people, am the only one who’s noticed how good time has been to him. He filled out over the years in a much more pleasing way than how I did.

	But something else Luke has long been is gum stuck to the bottom of my shoe. An itch in the middle of my back. The sun as it sits in just the right place in the sky for the flipped-down visor in my car to be completely useless.

	Seriously, what was he even doing at our table? He didn’t do or say anything worthwhile. He just wasted time being a bother.

	After I dump a handful of damp napkins on the table, Emma asks, “You get most of it?”

	I sigh. “Yeah, but I’m gonna go to the bathroom for a minute.”

	“Gotta wash your mojito hands.”

	“Yeah.”

	Joy says, “Well, at least your sweater is dark and your leggings are black! You don’t look like you spilled anything, you know? And now you’re gonna smell extra-good!”

	She’s right. Those are things to be glad for. I summon a smile for her as I get to my feet; she beams back cheerfully.

	Love her.

	Do not love that I step away from the table and have a couple of those nearby people joke about my spilled drink. Also don’t love that my brain seems to pick up on more of Luke’s laughter as I head for the bathroom.

	It probably isn’t even real, though. He’d been going back across the people-filled room when he left our booth, towards his own booth, opposite where I’m going. He wouldn’t still be close enough for me to—

	Someone appears in front of me, causing me to walk right smack into them. I inhale sharply and bumble backwards.

	This isn’t my day, is it?

	“Hey, hi,” the guy rushes out. After a moment of focusing, I take note of sandy hair and wide, dark eyes that, indeed, do not belong to the guy I’m annoyed with.

	I nod politely and give the best matching smile I can, which isn’t great, thanks to my uncomfortably wet clothes.

	Another second doesn’t see him moving out of my way, so I start around him.

	“Wait!” He steps in front of me again, and my exasperation spikes. “How are you? Okay?”

	Oh. Realization arrives. He’s trying to check on me because he ran into me.

	“I’m all right,” I assure him.

	It’s true. The little collision wasn’t a big deal. The only real insult I’ve suffered around here strictly involves a taller, cockier guy than this one.

	Now I nod my thanks for his concern, trying not to let fresh irritation about Luke onto my face. However, it’s unavoidable when I start walking again and glance down at my sweater.

	‘The hell is your problem? You’re the one who’s been clumsy today.’

	Try as I might, I can’t keep those thirty seconds at the booth out of my head. They play over and over while I stand in front of the farthest mirror in the bathroom and dry my clothes some more. These paper towels are better than the flimsy napkins, but I still catch displeasure on my reflection’s face every time I glance up at it.

	And of course I notice the pink that’s still in my cheeks.

	Luke always finds a way to bring it on.

	Next to my dark brown hair and light skin, it might be charming if it weren’t born of him grating my nerves.

	‘You’re the one who’s been clumsy today.’

	He’d probably also blame me for that other guy walking directly into my path.

	I throw away the paper towels and finally get around to washing my hands, which causes the scrape on my left one to smart a bit.

	Yeah, I definitely didn’t acquire that injury all by myself. He can act like I did, but I didn’t.

	But you know what? This isn’t anything new from him. This is standard Luke behavior, and I don’t feel like letting him put any more of a damper on my evening than he already has.

	So I finish up here and head back out…

	…and although I won’t go through with it, I allow myself to daydream about sneaking to his table and startling him into spilling his own drink.

	 

	 


 

	 

	L U K E

	 

	“What?” Surprised, I look between our server, who’s walking away, and Paxton, who’s dying laughing across the table from me. “What the hell!”

	“Oh my God,” he barely gets out, one hand smacking onto his chest. “That’s…that’s what you get, dude!”

	I peer to the bar and lock eyes with Duncan. He’s an awesome bartender, but he has just done me wrong. Grinning, he points at me, clearly not feeling bad because he’s in agreement with my friend.

	Well, I’m a bartender myself and I probably would’ve done the same thing he’s done.

	Still, I repeat, “What. The. Hell.”

	Paxton wheezes out another, “That’s what you get.”

	Yeah, I haven’t truly been done wrong. It wasn’t my intention to make Maggie drop her drink, but it was a direct result of me creeping up on her with the intention of getting a big jump out of her. I was on my way back from the bathroom when I decided to have a moment of innocent fun at her expense; work was garbage today on top of our usual quarreling, and I never got what I think of as ‘the shoulder drop’ from her, so I rather wanted it. It’s entertaining to me.

	Didn’t get it at her booth either, though. Just got a front-row seat to her mojito bath and the green glare it brought on. Not that that didn’t convey her aggravation to me on its own; she may be softspoken a lot of the time, but her eyes are never so quiet. They’ll tell me what’s on her mind whether her mouth joins in or not.

	Anyway, I don’t disagree with Duncan sending our server over here to tell me to pay for the drink, but it’s kind of embarrassing that he apparently saw it all go down. I probably looked like a dumbass. Or a jerk. Or both. And since I’d rather eat dirt than explain my motive, I’ll just fork over the money. No one needs to know I’m entertained by anything Maggie does.

	Often wish I didn’t know it myself. I sure don’t understand it. I didn’t even always care about that little pose of hers, but a month or two ago she did it and something about the angle I was at and the way her hair was fixed and whatever just…I don’t know. For some reason, that specific time resulted in a weirdly picture-perfect moment that hooked me.

	But on the whole, she works my nerves.

	I only realize I’ve drifted a look back over to her when her attention idly drifts up to me in return. The calmness with which she was eating her mozzarella stick instantly gives way to paused chewing and narrowed eyes.

	I mime spilling my drink all over myself.

	Her jaw goes slack in disbelief. She looks like she has half a mind to flip me off—but of course the other half stops her. All she ends up doing is sweeping her free fingers beneath her bangs and swinging her gaze to whatever her friend Joy is chattering about.

	Still no shoulder drop.

	I take my eyes off her again. Think about the harsh scar I know is on her eyebrow beneath those bangs. Suddenly remember the first time I saw her up close when I was sixteen and realized she was even prettier than I’d thought before.

	And as easily as I breathe, remembering that makes me remember how I ended up hurting her.

	A low sigh slips out of me.

	I hadn’t meant for things to go that way. I was just….

	I take a deep chug of my rum and ginger ale, but old guilt is what’s filling me up.

	Until I remember how sixteen-year-old Maggie responded to what I did, that is. Then I feel old, familiar humiliation.

	And then in comes the resolve I’ve been clinging to since then: she did know her actions would hurt me, but that didn’t stop her, which made her a little bit more of an asshole than I was.

	Plus, even though she’s only gotten easier on the eyes as we’ve aged, working at the same place these last many months has put her and her fussy nature in my face way more often than I appreciate. The years we spent apart between high school and her first day at Lucent did a lot in the way of numbing me to my history with her—she only crossed my mind if I was starkly reminded of her or happened to see her somewhere. Since her first day at work, though? Oh, she’s been on my mind, all right. It’s like I live by railroad tracks and she’s the train that keeps blaring through my easy peace and quiet. Any numbness has disappeared.

	My guilt can tote its ass away, if you ask me.

	“So,” Paxton sighs, “your dad.”

	Just like that, my stomach is knotting up.

	I pull a slow breath in through my nose, try not to clench my jaw like I’ve already done most of the day, try not to grip my glass too tightly.

	My dad. That bastard.

	I don’t think I’ll ever forgive him. After years of arguing with each other, my mom caught him cheating when I was twelve and again when I was fifteen. That time, he left us for the other woman and her two kids, who were right around my age. In the nine years since, his marriage to her has stayed happy and they’ve had a son together, who has apparently joined my stepsiblings in being my dad and Suzanna’s pride and joy.

	My dad called me at seven this morning, and it wasn’t a friendly conversation. He insisted I attend a family reunion happening soon—just me, not Mom, even though she was part of his family for longer than the other woman has been. I already heard about the reunion last week from his sister Joni, who is the only nice person on his side of the bloodline and with whom I haven’t minded keeping in touch. But I told him the same thing I told her: I’m not interested in traveling for hours to not only catch up with a bunch of relatives I never felt love from, but also to ‘get to know’ the people he traded me and Mom in for. And that made him mad.

	All I say back to Paxton is, “Yeah.”

	“Sorry about him, man.”

	“Don’t be.” Literally. Because I’m not. All I am is done with him.

	Paxton is nodding. “Yeah…. I get it.”

	I nod, too, because I value his support, but…well, he doesn’t really get it. I impulsively griped about my dad to him today, but I haven’t told him enough about my family for him to really understand. I’ve basically only said my parents are divorced and my dad isn’t my favorite person. Paxton and I became friends a couple years ago when he was still a server at Lucent, but dwelling on my family drama isn’t something I like to do. And my mom is a living, breathing angel, so even though I haven’t had heart-to-hearts with her about this either, I’ve still had good help with learning to keep my dad’s shit out of my life.

	In fact, as crazy as it sounds, the only person who knows how hard I was hit by my dad’s old actions? Maggie Moss.

	Not that I’ll bother cluing her in on him trying to talk to me. To this day, I resent teenage-me feeling comfortable enough to tell teenage-her about the weight I felt because of him. I hadn’t spoken of it to anyone else and hadn’t planned on letting her change that—and sure, she genuinely cared back then—if I think about it, I can still feel exactly how gently she—

	No.

	I pop my neck, then my knuckles.

	None of our good times matter. We don’t have gentleness or comfort or up-close moments with each other anymore. Maybe she’d understand about my dad more than Paxton if I told her…or maybe she’d find a way to use it against me again.

	Trusting her with that stuff had turned out to be a mistake I won’t make a second time. It’s not her business and not something I want to make her business.

	Besides, no, it’s neither here nor there with us these days.

	Thinking about her and my dad at once brings back how my current day with her started. I tried to go back to sleep after he called since I didn’t have to work until later, but I couldn’t. I stayed in a bleary mood up until it was time for the distraction of my job, to which I was late because a cop pulled me over for my more-pause-than-stop at a stop sign. And when I finally got clocked in, Maggie overheard me telling the assistant manager why I was late, so after Ronald walked away, she took the first opportunity to quietly mock me for not knowing the difference between stopping and yielding.

	I hissed back at her, “I know what a fucking stop sign means.”

	“Are you sure?” she countered. “Seems like if you do, you would’ve stopped at that one.”

	That led to a short argument. She’s been a rule follower for as long as I’ve known her, and it didn’t always irritate me, but it does these days. There’s no way she obeys every traffic law to a T—there’s just no way. I refused to believe it.

	Her response was that no one is perfect but that she tries hard to drive as carefully and respectfully as she can. And to be honest, I was more than ready to grill her about it, but then I remembered how she got the scars on her eyebrow and neck: she was in a close call of a wreck in the tenth grade. And…well, that’s why the argument was short. I let it fizzle because being cruel about an experience like that would’ve been heartless—even towards her—and that ain’t me.

	I may have ended up flat-out telling my dad to go fuck himself this morning, but my apple fell far from the rotten half of the Bramhill family tree.

	Anyway, for about an hour after that tussle, work was okay. Then the place got wild by Lucent standards, which doesn’t normally happen in a reservations-only restaurant.

	It wasn’t fun.

	It’s one thing to have a full book for the day, and it’s something else to have three big parties basically happening on top of each other, involving rich people using their celebrations as an excuse to get drunk and loud.

	I’m not even quite sure how that happened. We’ve never accommodated so many gatherings so close together because we don’t want anything to get out of hand. But both hostesses working at the time said they didn’t handle those reservations, so either it was the new girl who was off today or someone was lying to cover their ass. And since one of tonight’s two hostesses was Maggie, that narrows it down further, because I honestly believe she didn’t do it. She hasn’t had her job as long as I’ve had mine, but she still knows it backwards and forwards and she respects the general rules too much to let something like that slip through the cracks.

	So whoever did let it slip through really slammed us. The reservations had to be honored and Mr. Polk, the owner-slash-manager, is out of town until tomorrow and wasn’t around to keep things under control. The assistant manager is somewhere between a pushover and a douchebag, so unlike the big boss, he doesn’t often side with us employees or force customers to rein in their behavior. We all—even Maggie and the other hostess—were left wide open to the entitled attitudes that came with the boozy groups today.

	To illustrate some of how it went….

	One of the two brides-to-be threw a fit when her server chuckled at a joke someone made about the wedding colors being ugly.

	Ronald cared most about pleasing the big money spenders, so my colleagues and I couldn’t offer many solutions to other patrons who were annoyed by the craziness.

	And the only way my fellow bartender and I could convince Ronald to cut off people’s drinking was to bluntly remind him of the dire consequences and huge fines that could come of us overserving, and we all still got an earful from him after he got several earfuls from the partiers.

	It was a long, tiring, aggravating shift.

	The only bright spots were the tips we brought in and how funny Maggie looked when I rounded the corner to the bathrooms and surprised her.

	She swears I snuck up on her, but I didn’t. I also have no idea how she stumbled and scraped her hand on the wall, since we hadn’t been avoiding a full-body crash or anything. The expression on her face got me good, though. That was the first time I had laughed in what seemed like forever.

	Obviously, she wasn’t amused at all.

	And damn, would I have appreciated the shoulder drop just then. Like, I can even imagine exactly where it would’ve gone in the sequence of events: I turned the corner and somehow spooked her from several feet away, and she jumped a mile and lost her balance and knocked her hand into the wall, and I laughed at the goofy deer-in-headlights look on her face, and right there is where she could’ve dropped her shoulders and cocked out one hip and tilted her head and given me that certain stare like—

	“What’s up?” Paxton says.

	I look up and find he’s talking to me. I’ve been gazing unseeingly at the table.

	With a shake of my head, I reply, “Nothing.” I trade my mixed drink for my glass of water and recall a conversation we started some time ago. “So your brother broke your PS4 again?”

	“Oh my God.” His frustration returns in full along with his frown. “He did! Why did I let him borrow this one after he broke the first one? I knew not to let him borrow it! I’m not sure if I’m more pissed at him or at myself!”

	I shake my head again, just as confused as he is, because I warned him. His brother isn’t much younger than we are, but he’s bad about not taking care of nice things and even worse at paying back what he breaks. What he’s good at is making promises that sound solid, particularly when it comes to wanting Paxton to share his video game collection.

	“Fuck, man. Kingdom Hearts 3….” One of his hands lifts to get our server’s attention while the other knocks back the rest of his beer. 

	I wince. “Yeah, ouch.”

	It took him a while to replace the first broken console, and he only finally got into the latest Kingdom Hearts game a week ago. Now his PlayStation 4 is resting in peace (or, more accurately, in pieces) in gaming heaven. Again.

	After he stifles a burp with his fist, he says, “All right, you’ve reminded me that tonight calls for the drowning of sorrows, but I’m starving too. Want some food?”

	Maggie’s mozzarella stick pops into my mind, and I decide that sounds tasty.

	“Yeah, sure. How about cheese sticks?” After a beat, something else occurs to me. “Or I’d be down for some pretzel bites. The beer cheese dip is really good.”

	 

	 


 

	 

	M A G G I E

	 

	Merritt’s closes at two in the morning on weekends, and we got here around ten forty-five since Joy and I worked late. Between talking, being lazy, and savoring food and drink, last call arrives before we know it.

	I, for one, don’t mind the night wrapping up. I’m glad to have relaxed and had fun for a while, but I’m very tired. I want to put on pajamas and fall into bed.

	Also, the guy I knocked into earlier has made direct eye contact with me more than a few times from the seat he took at a tall table, and it wasn’t long before that made me feel tired in a different way. Not that there’s anything wrong with him—he smiled at me most times and he’s pretty cute, I guess. But although him looking at me seemed to happen organically at first, I quickly started getting the feeling that he was looking out of interest, and I rather wished I could turn invisible. I’ve never been as confident with flirting as my friends, plus I haven’t felt like dating over the past month since my last relationship turned out to be a bummer.

	So by the time we girls are heading out into the cold night, the last hour or so has been on the uncomfortable side, and I’m quite relieved that guy won’t have me in his sights anymore.

	The same can’t be said about Luke.

	Like us and many others, he and Paxton are only just now leaving the bar. I’ve heard that the latter lives on the next block and so Luke crashes with him on nights like tonight when he can’t drive but doesn’t feel like calling a ride. That means they aren’t rushing to any of the cars currently waiting along the wide sidewalk, and that means Luke’s focus is reserved for me while his friend is distracted with texting somebody.

	His only rush is to open the back door to my and the girls’ new Uber before I can.

	“Let me get that for you,” he insists in a faux-sweet voice. “It’s been a long, clumsy day for you. Don’t want you to break a nail on top of everything else.”

	“I’m not cl—”

	I bite my tongue, not caring to repeat myself on this. After a second, I just smile in as much of my own fake sugariness as I can muster.

	“You got nothing?” he taunts, his breath a white puff in the cold air.

	I get into the back seat. “I have no more energy to spend on you today, no.”

	“Oh. Good. Then I win.”

	With that, he abandons the car door and turns and walks off.

	Slumping my shoulders, I stare blankly after him.

	Didn’t realize we were competing for who can annoy the other most in one day.

	Grow up, man.

	At least he paid for the drink he made me spill, I guess. I hadn’t expected that.

	Joy and Emma burst into drunken laughter from where they, too, have taken up the same seating arrangement as earlier. After we’re all closed into the car, a second of tuning in to their conversation tells me they’re not paying attention to me and Luke; they’re trying to remember the words to “Buy U A Drank.”

	As over this day as I am, they still pull a giggle out of me. They tend to drink more than I do and it makes them extra funny to me. I don’t get very funny, in my opinion, but I do often get giggly. 

	It helps with my mood.

	Then the driver zooms away from the curb and we aren’t buckled up yet and—oh my God—I suck in a terrified breath because there are other cars and pedestrians around here that we might—

	“Uh, excuse me!” Emma shouts over the sounds of us smacking for seatbelts and buckles. Her playfulness is gone just like that. “Fella, when you’re driving this car, you’re responsible for the lives of the people in it and the people around you! You wanna fucking respect that? Or would you prefer to respect my decision to fucking report you for being reckless?” 

	Same as our driver from earlier, he clearly has the fear of God struck into him by her attitude. My ears are full of my pounding heart and the echo of clicks of secured seatbelts, but I also catch apologies firing out of him. And although my very bones feel shaky, I notice he has quickly started caring about the speed limit sign we’ve just passed.

	We’re safe.

	But what about everyone else?

	I twist anxiously in my seat to look behind us for pedestrians who might’ve had a close call just now. Thankfully, I see none.

	Look at that. It’s all right. No one was in the wrong place at the wrong time. No one was truly in danger.

	Relief is what my heartbeats are stumbling with now.

	With a sigh, I settle back into my seat, ready for the swell of panic to lower from its quick peak.

	A hand closes around my arm and squeezes. “You okay?”

	I glance over to protective Emma, then to the front seat where Joy is turned around enough to extend her own fingers back to me, her expression pinched and worried in the lights we’re passing. I grasp for both of their hands, and we spend a few moments simply holding on, wordlessly assuring one another that everything is fine.

	“I really am sorry,” the driver cuts in nervously.

	In my peripheral vision, Emma shakes her head.

	And unlike with our first driver of the night, Joy doesn’t respond kindly to the apology. She sends the guy a cold sidelong glare that doesn’t seem out of place even on her—there are some things you can’t say, ‘It’s okay,’ about. Putting people in danger by being stupid is one of them.

	But it is smart of him to realize how upset we are. He should be more careful and keep in mind what kinds of consequences could come from him driving like an idiot.

	Here’s hoping that will stick with him after we’re gone.

	The ride to our four-story brick-and-glass building isn’t long enough for me to fully calm down before we arrive. I only really start feeling better once we’re inside, knowing we’re back on our own feet and very close to home. It’s especially comforting to have my friends’ arms linked with mine while we walk, which the car hadn’t allowed; even having purses smushed between us can’t ruin that.

	“How’s about we have one more drink upstairs?” Joy suggests as we crowd onto the elevator without letting go of each other. “Just us. Just some wine or something, and maybe more snacks, to wrap this day up without any other crap going on. Which was our entire goal to begin with.”

	I nod. That sounds comforting as well.

	Emma squeezes my arm with hers. “Yeah? I’m game.”

	“Yeah,” I confirm.

	“Settled,” Joy says.

	After she presses the button for the second floor, she gasps, causing me and Emma to quickly look at her. She turns excited eyes on us.

	“And we can turn on 10 Things I Hate About You!”

	Exhaustion aside, a smile breaks out on my face.

	Emma exclaims, “Oh my God! Yes!”

	My giggles are even returning. “Why did we even bother going out when we could’ve stayed home and done this stuff?”

	They burst out laughing and agree with me big time—although Emma points out that we don’t know how to make margaritas and mojitos and snacks as good as the ones at Merritt’s.

	True.

	But you know, we could live without those things if we had to. What we can’t live without is each other.

	Magnolia Moss, Emma Haledan, and Joy Ritchens.

	Best friends for life.
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	L U K E

	 

	I’ve gotten better sleep this time.

	Paxton’s couch is pretty decent, and no stressful phone calls came while I was trying to rest. However, I do wake up to brighter sunshine than I’d like after how late we stayed up—and to text messages from someone who has me thinking about Maggie way earlier in the day than I planned on.

	Not that Jayden mentions her or anything to do with her. His texts simply say he’ll be in town soon and he wants to catch up. It’s been quite a while since we’ve done much talking or visiting; he’s been focused on college for a long time and we’ve naturally started growing distant from each other. But we were much closer in high school, so he was right there when I finally made Maggie’s acquaintance…and that whole plan had been his idea.

	‘That whole plan.’

	My stomach dips unpleasantly at the fact that, as cold as it sounds, a plan is exactly what it was.

	So yeah. Whenever I hear from my old friend—or even think of him—I often end up with Maggie on my mind too.

	I don’t feel like following her knotted-up thread, though.

	I push memories of her big green eyes out of my head and tell Jayden I’m down to hang out when he shows up. Then I get off the couch and start hunting down my shoes and keys. My work shift starts with weekend brunch pretty soon. I need to be on my way.

	Paxton doesn’t appear to be awake by the time I’m good to go, so I don’t bother trying to tell him I’m leaving. I just lock up behind me and head out. He’s sure to come by Lucent later anyway; brunch hours don’t require reservations like dinner hours do and he would probably die for our French toast.

	What a goofy dude he is. He really did throw back a bunch of drinks last night in honor of his broken PlayStation 4. We had a good time. Same as me, he’s not a shitty drunk—quite unlike Jayden, actually.

	To tell the truth, it’s something of a relief that Jayden has been working on a medical degree many hours away, because I don’t miss the moods he descended into when we partied together. Guy knows how to turn fun into a headache in a way that doesn’t involve being hungover. He is good at creating hangovers, too, though.

	I always managed to deal with it, and I reckon I always will. It’s temporary, you know? These days, it’s just an evening or two. And catching up is something friends have to do when they’ve grown apart and they don’t see each other much anymore; in the grand scheme of things, a headache isn’t the worst.

	Outside, the sun hasn’t been up quite long enough to melt away the overnight frost. Everything glitters silvery-white in the sunshine, and I have to say it looks cool as hell. I like this time of year. I think it stems from when my dad was still around. Escaping the house when he and my mom were arguing did a lot more to clear my head when the air was cold than when it was warm. It was hard enough to breathe under that roof, so my lungs were always grateful for the sharp chill that could fill them once I was out in the open.

	In my car, I have to spend a minute letting my windshield clear up, so I mess around on my phone while I wait for that—

	—aaaand speak of the devil.

	I can’t see the incoming text in full from the notification at the top of my screen, but beneath the unfamiliar number is, ‘I insist you change your mind. The address is….’ I assume it’s my dad telling me where the reunion will be taking place.

	Dropping my phone to my lap, I complain out loud, “What part of me telling you, ‘I’m not going,’ was hard to understand?”

	I don’t know why he would even bother with this after how our call went.

	…No, wait. I think I do know why he would, because I’m recalling something he said at the very end of the call. It was what pissed me off way more than anything had a right to so early in the day.

	He told me family is important.

	He told me family is important as if I’m the one who broke ours up. As if I’m the one who has a history of being selfish. As if it’s selfish in the first place for me not to want to spend time with someone who has only let me down.

	I guess family is so important that you’re never allowed to choose anyone, even yourself, over it—unless you’re him.

	That was when I snapped, “Go fuck yourself.”

	“Enough!” he tried to thunder back at me. “Grow up, Luke! I know you’ve been angry, but it’s time to move on. This reunion is bigger than you as an individual. Show some respect for where you came from!”

	“Oh, I’ll show respect for that,” I assured him bitterly. “Soon as we get off the phone, I’m gonna call Mom and thank her for teaching me how to be a man.”

	He didn’t like that either.

	But I don’t like that mentality he brought up. In fact, I hate it. So many people twist that view of family into something manipulative. Same as anyone else, your relatives don’t deserve your undying loyalty and love if they’re people who do bad things without remorse. Having blood in common with someone shouldn’t give them unlimited free passes to treat you poorly without consequence; it shouldn’t mean you owe them forgiveness.

	In truth, I didn’t call my mom after I hung up with my dad. It was too early. And to further my truth-telling, I also forgot to call later as the day went on. However, right now should be a good time, so I continue to ignore my dad’s text message and give her a ring.

	She answers with her usual, “Hi, honey!”

	“Hey, Mom,” I reply, smiling. “Good morning. What’s up?”

	“Good morning! Oh, you know me—just drinking my coffee!”

	“Well, obviously!”

	We laugh. She loves coffee and drinks it throughout the day. I don’t know how she does it; when the need for it strikes me, a single cup will suffice. But I’ve never been a parent, huh? Maybe that’s got something to do with it.

	“What about you, hmm?” she asks. “What’re you doing?”

	“Just got up and left Pax’s place. I have to work in a little while.”

	“Ooh, brunch!”

	“Yes, ma’am! Come by if you want!”

	She sighs longingly. “Dang, Luke. I just might. But tell me about your night! Did you boys have fun? And how was your day yesterday?”

	I give her all the updates she wants.

	Except for the ones involving Maggie.

	All my mom knows about her is that we work together, and she only knows it as a passing background detail, not because Maggie ever comes up in conversation. I’ve never even talked specifically about the time we spent together back in high school, which was no small amount—before my jackassery got exposed, that is.

	I’m touched by a flickering memory: the shyest of kisses on my lips.

	I vehemently push it away for more than one reason, not the least of which is that I’m on the phone.

	Even though I’ve always chatted with my mom about most things, Maggie has forever been in the category of Too Embarrassing To Talk About. I haven’t wanted my mom to be as aware of my old blunder as I am. It’s bad enough that I’m not proud of what happened. There’s no need to add in how disappointed she would also be.

	So after I’m done telling her about my day yesterday, all she ends up saying is that she’s sorry about how work went and mad about my dad’s call—and whatever text he sent me a minute ago.

	Yeah, the majority of my feelings towards him are something else I’ve never told her about, but she still knows how he is.

	“What part of you saying you’re not going to the reunion was hard for him to grasp?” she echoes my earlier sentiments. Then she scoffs. “But then again, it’s always been his way or his way, hasn’t it? He couldn’t care less what other people want.”
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