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            Chapter One

         

         I should have known something was up when my sister Nicole invited me to a random Tuesday night dinner with our other sister, Michelle, using Evite. Nicole had named the event “sibling dinner” as if we’d never shared a meal, and the occasion was too momentous to plan by simple email or text. Choosing the Dubliner pub in Hoboken, New Jersey, as the venue when two of the three Blum sisters resided and worked in Manhattan was another sign. Yet, despite these clues, I remained clueless.

         I arrived at the rooftop bar the night of the dinner and immediately spotted my older sisters who, with long chocolate-brown hair and baby-blue eyes, could pass for my clones if it weren’t for the age difference of thirty-four and thirty-two years to my twenty-seven. They’d snagged a prime table, blocked from the blazing sun by a royal-blue Corona Extra umbrella. But they weren’t alone. Thrown by the unexpected appearance of our childhood neighbor Eddie Stark, I stopped short, causing the waiter walking behind me to spill part of a too-full cocktail down my back.

         Before I had a chance to acknowledge the liquid dripping down my spine, Eddie vaulted off his chair and pulled me into a hug. “Good golly, martini-soaked Molly!”

         Even as my mind spun with all the reasons why he could be here, I laughed and squeezed him back fiercely, inhaling his aftershave. It was a balance of Pretty Boy and Stern Brunch Daddy, which perfectly described Eddie.

         “Good to see you!” I said, despite my concern that the circumstances for this “reunion” were ominous. Was his dad sick again? My uncertainty intensified at the delayed realization he was joined by his older sister, Alison. She also embraced me, but with a touch more restraint than her brother.

         The Stark family had lived across the street from us growing up. More than three decades earlier, my mom and Laura Stark, with two little ones each, had become fast friends, and their bond only strengthened when, after a five-year break, they each had their third child in the same year. Back then, the households spent so much time together, it was sometimes hard to tell where the Blums ended and the Starks began. Both sets of parents still lived in the same houses, but the six offspring had all moved out years ago, most with their own spouses and children. Our dual-family reunions were now limited to special occasions, like milestone birthdays or the Passover seder we had three months ago. Which raised the question: what was happening here and why?

         Nicole cocked her head and smiled indulgently. “It wouldn’t be a family dinner if Molly didn’t spill something.”

         My mouth opened, poised to argue the accuracy of her statement. This wasn’t a family dinner. But I let it go. “You know I like to make an entrance,” I said with a questioning look to Michelle, hoping my oldest sister would provide silent insight into the reason we were all here.

         She mouthed, “No clue.”

         “Sit. Sit,” Eddie said happily. “Unless you need to wipe down your dress or something.”

         “It’s fine. Refreshing, if a tad sticky,” I joked.

         “Jude should be here soon and we can get started,” Nicole said.

         My face contorted into a grimace before I could stop myself. Jude was the youngest of the Stark trio and the bane of my existence growing up. He’d been absent the last several times the families had gotten together, either working or away with friends. Alas, my luck had run out. But I was less concerned about getting through an evening with Jude and more worried about the reason we were all gathered together in the first place. Surely Eddie wouldn’t be smiling so damn much if his dad, who’d recovered from a heart attack the year before, had taken a bad turn.

         “He’s here!” Nicole waved in the direction of the stairs leading to the roof. “Jude!”

         “Lower your voice,” Michelle hissed. “It’s a bar, not our private backyard party.” Ignoring her own command, she called out, “Jude! Here!”

         I followed my sisters’ line of vision to where Jude was approaching our table. His wavy dark hair was, as usual, mussed up like he’d run his fingers through it moments before, and he had at least two days’ worth of stubble. The just-rolled-out-of-bed head was in direct contrast to his tailored uniform of black dress pants paired with a black vest over a white button-down shirt. He must have come straight from Hillstone restaurant, where he worked as a bartender.

         Four sets of eyes (all but mine) crinkled with delight, and four sets of legs (all but mine) stood to greet him. Taking their cues from experience, my muscles immediately tightened. I rolled my shoulders back and subtly shook out the stress in an attempt to relax. We were all adults now. Reverting to old habits was a choice we didn’t have to make.

         “Sorry I’m late,” he said. “I just got off my shift.” He hugged his own brother and sister and both of mine, then gave me a nod of acknowledgment. “Mole.”

         I nodded back. “Rude.” So much for making the mature choice. I caught one side of Jude’s mouth quirking before I turned my attention to the happy hour drink specials on the menu. At twenty-seven, the name-calling was as natural as it had been at seven and seventeen. At least “Mole” (his oh-so-clever nickname for “Molly”) was better than Buck Tooth Blum, which lost its validity when my braces came off at thirteen. Then again, Jude certainly wasn’t privy to any skin markings under my clothes.

         After a round of drinks had been ordered and delivered, Nicole clapped us to attention. “I’m sure you’re all wondering what we’re doing here.”

         “Not all of us,” Eddie said, and the two exchanged a knowing glance.

         My curiosity was piqued. This…whatever this was…appeared to be a team effort between the two middle children.

         “As you know, this year marks a big anniversary for both sets of our parents. Thirty-five years for the Blums and forty for the Starks.” Nicole paused. “Can I get a woot-woot?”

         Michelle wolf-whistled. “Parents getting it done.”

         Eddie covered Jude’s ears. “Not in front of the child. He still thinks Laura and Randy got it done exactly three times.”

         Jude wiggled out of his older brother’s hold. “Too late. I walked in on them getting it done at least one more time. Remember, Mole?”

         I nearly choked on my drink at the unsightly memory of when we were about ten and exiled by our brothers and sisters for fighting, only to discover Laura on her knees in front of a naked Randy in the Starks’ finished basement. Thankfully, Jude’s mom blocked our view of anything other than his dad’s hairy chest. Seeing Randy’s twig and berries at such a young age might have scarred me for life. “I’d rather forget.” I shuddered.

         Nicole clinked a knife against her wineglass. “Simmer down, siblings. Given the difficult year both families have had, Eddie and I thought it would be nice to do something special to honor these momentous marriage milestones.”

         I assumed on our side she was referring to the death of our maternal grandfather earlier that year. “I’m all for it,” I said, sneaking a peek at the original invitation on my phone, where it was confirmed the guest list had included not only the Blum siblings but the Starks. Note to self: Read more carefully next time.

         Nicole beamed. “Of course you are!”

         “Same.”

         She clapped. “Yay, Jude!”

         On autopilot, I sang, “Don’t make it—”

         “As always, your originality is awe inspiring,” Jude said, cutting off my crooning the legendary Beatles song “Hey Jude” and pointing his fork at me. “I’m legitimately shocked this party wasn’t your idea, if only to prove you’re the best Blum daughter and the best neighbor of all.”

         I rolled my eyes at the jab—uttered one degree above a whisper, but loud enough for me to hear—even though there was a bead of truth to it. I was a people pleaser by nature, especially when it came to my parents, and no one knew this more than Jude. My usefulness in volunteering to set or clear the table, taking out the trash, putting away the toys, etc., when we were kids tended to shine a light on Jude’s uselessness, and he hated it. I swirled my cocktail straw around and around my glass willing myself not to engage.

         “Anyway.” Eddie raised his voice. “We were thinking about reserving a restaurant for a co-celebration. We’ll limit the guest list to close family and shared friends to keep it reasonable, but let’s make it special.”

         “And we’ll split the cost six ways,” Nicole said.

         Jude drummed his fingers along the table to the beat of the song playing over the speakers. “Not for nothing, but is it fair for me to contribute the same amount of money as Alison, Michelle, and Eddie when you all have kids who will eat the food too? And what about spouses? I assume I can bring a date, but if not…”

         “We’ll figure out the cost later. Wait…” Nicole grinned. “Are you seeing someone? Spill the tea.”

         Jude blushed, looking like the “sweet” boy my sisters knew him to be and nothing like the devil he only showed when no one was around to witness except me. Like when he offered me what I thought was a piece of chocolate but was really a Purina Fancy Feast beef-flavored treat for Gizmo, the Starks’ cat. In hindsight, I should have questioned the uncharacteristically generous Jude’s motives, but in my defense, it looked like a square of a Hershey bar. Regrettably, it tasted more like…well, cat food.

         “It was a hypothetical question, but if you must know, I am seeing someone,” Jude said. “Whether I’ll still be seeing her by the party remains to be seen.”

         “Jude’s dating a lawyah,” Eddie said, the proud brother.

         “Impressive! Maybe Molly knows her,” Nicole said.

         “Yes, because all lawyers know each other,” I mumbled into my Tom Collins.

         “And Molly’s not a lawyer anymore,” Alison, whose file digitization company worked with my old law firm, said.

         “I’m still a lawyer, just not a practicing one!” I cringed inwardly. Why was I so defensive? Upending my legal career to prevent a lifetime of misery hadn’t been my plan, but I was so much happier as a legal recruiter.

         “Molly’s boyfriend is a major league baseball player,” Nicole said.

         Jude’s dark eyes widened, and his jaw dropped as if dumbstruck. Too bad Nicole was wrong. “Minor league.” Stan played for the Brooklyn Cyclones. “And he’s not my boyfriend. We’ve only hung out a few times.”

         Eddie raised a hand. “Hold up. Let me get this straight: Jude’s dating a lawyer and Molly’s hanging with a baseball player?”

         The siblings exchanged glances and…wait…were they snickering? “What’s so funny?”

         “Nothing,” they responded as a group.

         “All your interest in our love lives makes me wonder how unsatisfied you must be with your own,” Jude said.

         “Exactly,” I said, daring a bonding glance at Jude.

         He peered at me through his beer glass. “What’s this about you not being a lawyer anymore? You would have made a great prosecutor.”

         A compliment from Jude? “Yeah? And why is that?”

         He smirked. “Because you like to see people punished.”

         Having walked right into that one, I released a long, slow sigh. “Clever.” I had witnessed Jude get into trouble on the regular. From his perspective, I probably appeared to revel in it, but he had only part of the story.

         “I figured you’d have made partner by now in world-record time. Did you quit to run for city council?”

         I scoffed. “Why? If I say yes, will your disinterest in politics suddenly be replaced by an unquenchable thirst to run as my opponent again?” I’d been the easy pick for student council president senior year of high school until “Mr. Popularity” Jude decided to throw his hat into the ring at the last minute because he knew how badly I wanted to win. His debate speech promising free pizza every Friday afternoon as an incentive not to cut out of class early was more persuasive than my anti-bullying campaign, and it sealed his victory. Even ten years later, the memory made my blood heat to a simmer. “I suppose your experience choosing the snacks for the school vending machines really primed you for your current position of serving drinks at a bar, huh?”

         The initial gratification as the jab left my lips was immediately replaced with stubborn and enduring guilt. I knew bartending hadn’t been Jude’s first choice for a career.

         “Not exactly, but the satisfaction of beating you is the reward that keeps on giving.” Jude flashed a cocky smile and locked his arms behind his head. The swell of his arms from this posture proved that despite being the youngest child, he was no longer the rug rat in the group.

         I barely avoided snarling. As if anyone at this table would be impressed by his triceps.

         Eddie cleared his throat. “Are you two done?”

         His voice pulled me back to the present, and I was determined to stay there. No matter how hard I tried, in the words of Michelle Obama, to go high when Jude went low, he brought out the worst in me.

         Eddie continued. “We were thinking of having the party the third weekend in October, which gives us three months to plan and send out the invitations.”

         “Will we use Evite?” I couldn’t resist.

         “We’ll use proper invitations.” Nicole wrinkled her nose. “In case some of the older guests don’t have computers.”

         Over the course of the next hour, our large party of six morphed into mini soirees of two or three. Jude and I managed to avoid overlapping conversations. After dinner, Nicole insisted the three of us share a cab back to the city rather than take the PATH train, and the driver dropped her off on the west side first. Jude and I both resided across town on the east side in Murray Hill. Our apartments were six blocks apart, because apparently eighteen years as neighbors wasn’t enough for us. Nicole had called shotgun, a relic of our youth, which left me alone in the back with Jude, and neither of us switched to the front when she got out.

         I curled myself as close to the door as possible. If, God forbid, it opened, I’d roll onto the street. But the fear of falling to my death wasn’t strong enough to lessen the physical distance between us. And we hit traffic because…well…of course we did. I was listening to This American Life when he nudged me in the arm.

         I removed my earbuds. “What?” Were we home? I glanced out the window, expecting to see one of our apartment buildings in the distance.

         “Why aren’t you a lawyer anymore? What was it? The long hours? The pressure? The lack of control?” Jude’s voice seeped condescension.

         I glared at him. “Did you read a top-ten list on BuzzFeed or something? None of the above.” All of the above and then some. “I’m still a lawyer. Like I said, I’m just not practicing.” I was surprised this was news to him, although it had probably been at least a year since we’d seen each other and I wasn’t so self-absorbed as to think my career path was a topic of conversation at the Starks’ dinner table.

         “What do you practice?”

         I squeezed my flaring nostrils. “I’m a legal recruiter.”

         He made a sound I assumed was supposed to be a laugh. “So, you quit the law to find jobs for other lawyers?”

         I gritted my teeth. “Yes. And paralegals and other legal administrative staff too. Any ‘law-related’ positions, really. The majority of recruiters are former lawyers or paralegals. It’s not an unprecedented move.” I wasn’t the first to make the transition, nor would I be the last. My eyes narrowed. “What’s it to you?”

         “Just curious,” is what he said, but his dubious expression screamed otherwise.

         Don’t press him for more. Let it go. But I couldn’t. “You’re dying to say something. Just say it.”

         “Wasn’t your dream of being a lawyer why you worked so hard in high school…why you were so determined to be in student government in the first place?”

         I might have actually hissed at the audacity of his reminder, given that the inclusion of student council president on my college applications might have gotten me off the wait-list and into the acceptance pile of an Ivy League school. But it was true. My goal of being a lawyer motivated my placement in the top twenty in my high school class of 365, graduating summa cum laude from the University of Michigan, and attending a top-tier law school. My hard work earned me my pick of summer associate programs before I accepted a first-year position at Fitzpatrick & Green, one of the largest global law firms. “Reality didn’t live up to my dreams.”

         “It’s not like you to quit.”

         My lips pursed. “I didn’t quit.”

         Jude cocked an eyebrow.

         “Okay. Technically, I quit, but not because I couldn’t hack it. I just wasn’t happy. I get more satisfaction from assisting others in finding jobs that make them happy.” I clenched my jaw. Why was I trying to justify my choices to my childhood rival? Jude’s opinion meant nothing to me anymore. I’d given up trying to prove myself worthy of his friendship or, at the very least, his kindness around the fourth grade.

         It didn’t matter. Life was good. Legal recruiting suited me more than being a lawyer ever had. I had a fabulous apartment, with the exception of its close proximity to Jude’s, where I lived alone but in walking distance from both work and my best friend, Esther. And I’d just started dating a minor league baseball player, which was a way more glamorous job than that of Jude’s “lawyah” girlfriend. I would know. In fact, the only source of my discontent was being trapped in this car with Jude right now. He could suck it.

         “Understood.” He turned to face the window and muttered, “Quitter.”

         The blood rushed to my head. I’d done nothing to deserve his disdain. I closed my eyes as a montage of activities contradicting that statement danced in my head. I had, in fact, done plenty to Jude over the years, but only after he made it his daily goal to make me cry first. He’d given me no choice but to become a worthy opponent or play victim indefinitely. Since graduating high school, I’d made an effort to avoid hostility, but he seemed determined to rattle my chain every chance he got.

         It hadn’t always been that way. I had a fuzzy recollection of us playing together long, long ago without fearing he’d destroy my toys or make me the subject of public ridicule—when we were pals. There were even embarrassing pictures to prove it, including one of us at three years old smiling and holding hands, both topless in bathing shorts, in a baby pool in the Starks’ backyard. The eight-by-ten photograph was hung prominently along the stairwells in both families’ houses. It was bad enough my parents hung a photo of me topless, but the Starks too? “You were a toddler, Molly,” my dad said when I complained. “You two were adorable,” added my mom. “It’s not like you had tits yet,” my sisters said. Still…it was embarrassing.

         I gave Jude side-eye. He was now texting someone. The lawyer? If the traffic kept up, we might be stuck in this car for another twenty minutes. I could use the time to ask how we’d gone from holding hands while joyously splashing in a kiddie pool to him telling our mutual friends I had the farts after he sprayed a classmate’s bathroom with liquid gas at a birthday party, me taping a note with the words “I wet the bed” on his back, and other misdeeds we could never retract. Except there might be a statute of limitations on questioning a lifelong rivalry. And there were certain ghosts in our history I wasn’t prepared to conjure up. So instead, I put my earbuds back in and directed my thoughts to something positive.

         Throwing a co-anniversary celebration was a thoughtful gesture. My mom had been so sad since Papi had passed. Hopefully, the party would bring her joy and give Mr. Stark incentive to lay off the fried food. Jude and I could certainly set aside our issues for one night. It wouldn’t be the first time. And until then? Well, it wasn’t like we’d have to plan the party as a duo or anything. We could all agree that would be a bad idea.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         A few days later at work, I tapped the hardcover résumé in front of me. “I’m so glad you came in. You’re even more impressive in person than you are on paper,” I said.

         “Thank you.” Patrice, the late-fifty-something Black woman on the other side of my office desk, gave me a wry smile. “Does that mean you have a job for me?”

         Ignoring the beep of my iPhone, I scrolled through the list of job openings on our company’s internal database again. There were available positions for senior paralegals, for sure. But were any of them suitable for Patrice? The in-house legal department of a television station was seeking a legal assistant, but the head of the department was notorious for not supporting other women. There was also an opening for a paralegal at a midsize firm that claimed to prioritize life balance while simultaneously pressuring employees to work weekends and holidays.

         Patrice had told me she was needed at home most nights to care for her young grandson. She was warm and friendly and deserved a collegial working environment. How could I connect her to a job with full knowledge it either didn’t fit her lifestyle or countless people had held it before her and quit out of sheer misery? She’d be back seeking a new job in a few months, likely with a different recruiter, one who hadn’t pocketed the commission for sending her to hell, and I’d have to return a portion to the client anyway. It wasn’t worth it.

         “Not at the moment, unfortunately. But an amazing opportunity will come around and I’ll be excited to share it with you when it does.” This, at least, was true. Patrice was a referral from someone I’d staffed a few months before, and I’d called her for an interview without having any particular job opening in mind. She was my first referral, and I was especially motivated to get it right.

         When she was gone, I checked Gmail on my phone. After reading Nicole’s message, I wished I hadn’t.

         
            Both sets of parents love the city, so what better place to have the party than Manhattan? Jude and Molly: We’re putting you in charge of choosing the venue because you both live there. It’s a big responsibility, we know, but consider it a compliment and a tribute to our faith in you! Besides, your time is the most flexible since you’re both single and childless. I’ve attached a list of places you should consider.

         

         My skin itchy with irritation, I emailed a response.

         
            I’m happy to help with the venue, but since you (Nicole) also live in Manhattan and don’t have children, perhaps you can join us too.

         

         Three was not a crowd with a threatened twosome of Molly and Jude.

         I went to the pantry to refill my coffee. When I returned to my office, there was a response from Nicole.

         
            I’ll be too busy overseeing the planning but will be available for consultations and tiebreakers if you and Jude can’t agree.

         

         I spat my coffee. If we can’t agree? There was no if. And consultations? Really?

         While I was still contemplating my reply, an email from Jude came in.

         
            Thank you for organizing everything, Nicole. I know how the restaurant business works and my connections are far-reaching. I’m happy to take care of this.

         

         I stared down at my phone. Well, that was unexpected. Thank you, Jude! I didn’t share his confidence in his party-planning abilities despite his so-called knowledge and connections, but I was grateful he’d volunteered. The less time we spent together, the better for everyone. Period.

         And then another email from him landed in my inbox.

         
            In case my last message wasn’t clear, I don’t need Mollyanna to come along if she’s too busy recruiting lawyers to help plan the party.

         

         I squeezed the paper cup in my hand, forgetting it contained coffee—hot coffee. Howling, “Son of a bitch!” when the liquid seared my skin, I leaped off my chair. After wiping my arm down with leftover napkins from my lunch, I sank back down. The pain subsided but my rage didn’t. After all the years of Jude teasing me for being helpful, now he was insinuating I was trying to get out of doing my fair share of the work? That he didn’t need me? Well, thanks to his inability to know when to stop, we were now partners. Though I couldn’t stand the idea of the two of us touring restaurants alone together, there was no way…no way…I was handing the reins over to Jude now. He would take all the credit and milk every second of it. And he’d hold it over me for a lifetime. Not happening.

         
            That’s so sweet of you, Jude, but I’m not too busy at all. In fact, with my background in law, I’m a master in negotiations, which could come in handy in terms of pricing. Let’s combine our skills. Unless you’d prefer to sit this one out and let me handle it myself.

         

         Left unwritten was “as usual.” For all I knew, it was Jude’s plan all along to get out of doing any work while looking like a hero in the process. I’d probably end up choosing the venue solo, but it was better than the alternative.

         His response came thirty seconds later, and I braced myself for his obnoxious retort, probably something about my no longer practicing the law.

         
            Combining our skills works for me.

         

         “Ugh!” Trying to maintain the peace with Jude was pointless. He was impossible! When I was agreeable, he was contrary, but when I struck first, he was as amenable as a server at a luxury resort. Spinning my chair around and around, I counted all the reasons I hated him. I stopped at ten, but only because I was dizzy, and my brain could no longer focus.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Two days later, I was on my tri-weekly phone call with my mom. We used to talk twice a week until Papi died and I unofficially changed it to three. Today’s catch-up also served as a convenient break from mentally preparing myself for my first restaurant viewing with Jude. As always, Mom asked what I had planned for the night.

         “I’m meeting…um…someone for an…um…drink.” I rolled my eyes to my kitchen ceiling and put the phone on speaker. Then I tugged aggressively on a lock of my hair. The party’s “leadership committee” (Nicole and Eddie) hadn’t decided yet if we should tell our parents what we were planning or leave it as a surprise. This meant I couldn’t tell her the truth, but I hated to lie to her. Jude was technically someone, and I predicted I’d need at least one alcoholic beverage to get through the evening.

         “Is it a date?” Despite my being her only single child, her tone was less hopeful and more matter-of-fact. Mom knew and accepted I wasn’t in a rush to settle down. I had no desire to jump from one casual relationship to another indefinitely, but until I found someone who not only accepted my Molly-isms but adored them and the other way around, I was in no hurry to forsake others until death did us part. I didn’t bother to tell her about the men I dated casually, like the new baseball guy, Stan. “More like a business meeting.” My hands now free, I emptied the dishwasher.

         “Look at my baby girl networking after hours.”

         My cheeks warmed at her pride, even though she had it all wrong.

         While Mom updated me on her life since the last time we spoke, I Swiffered the sandcastle oak floor of my decent-sized, at least by New York City standards, living room. I’d used my sign-on bonus at the law firm for the down payment on a one-bedroom apartment in a co-op, but without the generous paycheck that came with the high-pressure job, making the monthly mortgage and maintenance required me to stay within a precise budget. I was happy to contribute to the anniversary party, but the added costs meant I needed to place someone at a decent-paying job and earn the accompanying commission soon.

         My parents didn’t need to know this. Nicole was the flake in the family, not me. After graduating college, she earned certifications in real estate, travel, and cosmetology before finally finding her bliss as a preschool teacher. Michelle was the risk taker. A few years back, she and her husband, Patrick, quit their jobs and threw all their money, and some of my parents’, into a start-up app development company. With the state of the economy in constant flux, the past years hadn’t been easy on them. But me? Stable was my brand. I was the solid one—the one with the sure-thing career plan. Or I had been until I left the practice of law after only a year and a few months.

         Being a lawyer had been my plan since freshman year of high school. Besides a budget and a pro/con list, it had taken a lot of soul searching to make the change to recruiting. Even after I was convinced it was the right decision, I hated putting my parents in the position of paying off a portion of student loans for a degree I was no longer using. Unfortunately, my budget only worked if I accepted their generous offer. But at the end of the day, we agreed my quality of life was more important than the partner status I might have achieved in a decade, and they’d practically insisted. I was grateful they were in a position to help and still have enough money to retire in comfort.

         “You don’t want your High School Musical DVD game anymore, do you? The garage sale is next weekend, and I’m collecting items,” Mom said.

         I returned the Swiffer to the pantry. “You can have it. But another yard sale already? Didn’t you just have one?” My family, the Starks, and another couple, the Lesigs, held a group garage sale every few years to force them to dispose of possessions they might otherwise hoard: once-coveted handbags none of the Blum women had actually used in years, extra casserole dishes taking up space in the kitchen cabinets, etc. It wasn’t for the money, and most of the items went to charity at the end of the day. But my dad and Mr. Stark enjoyed racing to make three figures first. It was a lot of work, though.

         “Do you need me to come over?” Since I was little, I’d helped organize items for sale, minded the lawn the day of, and played mediator between my parents in case they didn’t agree whether to let go of an item. I could almost hear Jude say, “Because you’re the best child of all,” and something sour swirled in my gut.

         “You were so cute, guarding our possessions, like anyone would be intimidated by a pre-tween with pigtails and braces, but it’s not necessary. We don’t have enough merchandise this year. We’re just doing it for our own amusement.”

         I was about to insist when my phone alerted me with a calendar reminder about my and Jude’s appointment. I told her to let me know if she changed her mind, and we ended the call. Then Jude texted.

         
            Jude: Leaving straight from work. I’ll have to meet you there.

         

         I gave my phone the middle finger. Did he honestly think I wanted to commute with him? I grabbed my purse and headed out with dread seeping through my bloodstream. Stop it. This is for Mom and Dad. The milestone had not come without struggle. They’d temporarily separated when we were kids, and it was miserable. My father tried to make our weekend visits to the Holiday Inn Holidome, where he was living, fun. There’s a pool! Room service! But I’d cried into my pillow every night until he moved back home two months later. Now they were within spitting distance of their thirty-fifth anniversary. It was worth celebrating for sure, even if it meant forced proximity to Jude to make it happen.

         I reminded myself of this until I arrived at the Walker Hotel near Union Square, where Society Cafe was located in the back of the lobby. I was ten minutes early to ensure I arrived before Jude. I sat at the bar, where the bartender promptly placed a glass of water and a drink menu in front of me. Good service: check. I noted the polished wood décor and the gold-plated ceiling. Ambiance: check. With any luck, this place would be “The One” and my partnership with Jude would end as quickly as it had started. I cursed the stubbornness that hadn’t allowed me to accept Jude’s gracious…snort…offer to handle it on his own.

         As if he was reading my mind, my phone pinged with a text message from him.

         
            Jude: Like I said, I don’t need your help, but as long as you’re here, wanna join us? Or were you planning to get hammered at the bar instead?

         

         I whipped around and scanned the restaurant for a moment until I spotted Jude at a booth in the back. He was with another man. Rude had not only beat me here, but he’d started without me. I inhaled deeply and let the breath whoosh slowly through my lips. Do it for Mom, Dad, and the Starks. With my head held high, I joined them. Jude was wearing his Hillstone uniform again. Either he’d been telling the truth about coming straight from work rather than lying to sidestep a suggestion from me to travel together…as if…or he had no other clean clothes.

         “This is George,” he said by way of introduction to the restaurant’s banquet and private events coordinator. “And this is Molly. She’s a singer in a band.”

         George, a handsome Black man probably a handful of years older than us, widened his eyes. “Really? What kind of music do you play?”

         I shot Jude a searing look then turned to George with a more pleasant one. “I’m actually not a singer. Jude likes to tease me about the Beatles song ‘Ob-La-Di, Ob-La-Da.’ You know, Desmond and Molly Jones.” I gestured with my hands. “He has a barrow in a marketplace. She’s a singer in a band. Blah blah blah. I teased him first about ‘Hey Jude,’ and he copied me.”

         “I didn’t copy you.”

         I murmured, “Um hmm” and directed my attention back to George. “Let’s talk party, shall we?”

         George, who looked amused—or confused; it was hard to tell—nodded his agreement, and we got to business.

         “How many guests can you accommodate?” I asked, reading from a list of questions on my phone.

         Jude threw his head back in a laugh. “Did you stay up late last night researching what to ask? Let me guess—anniversarypartyplanning.com?”

         I smiled politely at George even as my cheeks tingled with heat. “I figured one of us should be prepared.”

         “I have it all in here,” Jude said tapping his head.

         I rolled my eyes.

         George carried on like a true professional. “Our private room accommodates sixty, or we can do a standing cocktail reception for eighty-five. How many guests will there be?” He glanced from Jude to me and back to Jude.

         Jude said, “About a hundred” at the same time I said, “Sixty should be plenty.” Eddie had said close family and mutual friends.

         “It won’t be that large a party,” I said simultaneously with Jude’s statement, “Sixty is cutting it close.”

         George laughed. “You should take your show on the road.”

         I sighed. “We haven’t nailed down the guest list yet.” It wasn’t like me to leave such an important question unanswered, but my focus was off…probably a result of Nicole pushing this whole partnership with Jude.

         “That’s fine. We might be able to make a hundred work as well. The party we hosted recently for Jason and Jeremy Giambi came pretty close.” George darted his glance between us. “They’re former major league baseball players.”

         Jude laughed. “Trust me. I know who they are. I played first base partially because of Jason.”

         “You’re a baseball player?” George asked.

         “Not anymore.” Jude drummed his fingers against the table to the beat of “Ob-La-Di, Ob-La-Da.”

         George waited, seemingly expecting Jude to elaborate, while I did a mental count of the guest list to counter the awkwardness of the conversation. Jude had been on his way to a full baseball scholarship until he tore his ACL his senior year in high school. Afterward he’d needed surgery and knee reconstruction as well as physical therapy. He lost his scholarship, and his athletic career was over before it got started.

         “Freak bike accident back in high school.” Jude gave me a quick look before turning back to George.

         My breath hitched. What was the look for? Did he think I’d take advantage of the topic of conversation to say something mean about the end of his would-be baseball career? Or was it something else?

         “Sorry,” George said, fiddling with the iPad in his hand.

         Jude waved him off. “Don’t be. It’s not like I was as good as Jason anyway.”

         My head jutted back. What was with the humble pie? Jude was very good…great, in fact. Even I, his number negative fan, could concede that much.

         “You and the rest of the general population,” George said with a chuckle.

         Conversation returned to the party, and Jude continued to ask questions at random, as if my list didn’t exist, but I was too distracted to care. His tone when talking about baseball had been as dry as a California forest, but I wasn’t convinced. Jude had lived and breathed baseball. Now he wore a bartender uniform instead of Yankee pinstripes.

         Either his impassiveness at the death of his athletic career was an act or he’d truly put baseball behind him. Maybe he was even happy as a bartender. Despite our contentious relationship, I prayed for the latter.

         “These are pictures of other events we’ve held here.” George placed his tablet faceup, equidistant between Jude and me.

         “After you,” Jude said.

         As my hands reached for the device, Jude smiled and grabbed it right out from under me.

         I scowled. He was so childish.

         “Kidding,” he said, raising his hands in surrender. “Take it.”

         I huffed then reached for it, only for him to pull it back at the last second…again.

         I dropped my arms to my sides. “I’m out. You win, Rude.”

         “Quitter.”

         My nostrils flared. Oh, no, he didn’t.

         The air grew thick. Voices in the background were fuzzy.

         We locked eyes.

         It was on.

         My hand touched the device first, but Jude’s clamped on top of mine like a claw. I slid the iPad closer to my side, but Jude was too fast for me and reversed my progress. We were back to center. “Ladies first,” I grunted, trying to free my hand while maintaining my grip on the tablet.

         “Show me a lady and I’ll let her go first.” He tightened his hold.

         “Give it to—”

         “I’ll take it.” With the grace of a pianist, George retrieved the tablet from beneath our double grip and stood. “Why don’t you call me when you have a head count.” He gave a curt nod, turned on his heel, and mumbled, “Or better yet…don’t.”

         Jude and I watched him retreat with open mouths.

         “I guess we can cross Society Cafe off our list,” I said.

         “No thanks to you.”

         I’d been shaking out my hand but froze. “Me? What about you?”

         Jude ignored me.

         “What now?” I asked.

         Jude was silent for a moment, as if momentarily thrown by the question, then finally said, “I set up another meeting for tonight at Bistrot Leo on Thompson.” He chewed his lip. “Sorry I didn’t run it by you first, but my manager used to work there, and he just suggested it today. The guy I spoke with said to drop by after our meeting here.”

         “Let’s do it.” I wasn’t thrilled with the late notice, but his apology appeared sincere, and I liked the idea of sealing this deal before I went to bed tonight. I stood to go.

         Jude stood too. “Actually, do you mind if I meet you there? I need to stop at the pharmacy to pick up meds for Yogi.”

         I hitched a breath. “Is he okay?” I’d only met Jude’s puppy—a goldendoodle named for baseball icon Yogi Berra—once, but it was love at first sight.

         “Digestive issues,” Jude said with a wrinkle of his nose. “But he’ll be okay.”

         My shoulders dropped an inch in relief that it was nothing serious. “How about we meet there in…” I glanced at my Apple watch. It was five after seven. “Is eight good?”

         He grinned. “Perfect.”

         Since I had time, I enjoyed a leisurely stroll through Greenwich Village. The sidewalks were crowded with people spilling out of the many bars and restaurants. I breathed in the air of Manhattan in the summer—a combination of garbage, sweat, and cigarettes, but also a dizzying mix of aromas from the many different kitchens in the area—pizza, Mexican, fried everything. Starving, I stopped for a slice at Joe’s and sat in Father Demo Square across the street.

         A few minutes before eight, I arrived at Bistrot Leo and waited for Jude outside, where potted plants surrounded the semi-open restaurant. I reviewed the questions on my phone determined not to let Jude bulldoze me again. When he still hadn’t shown up by the time I was finished, I considered going in without him. He might be pissed, but with Jude it was also quite possible he wouldn’t care. Also, it wasn’t like he’d waited for me at the last place, so I owed him no consideration. Stan had sent a text with a funny baseball meme, and after responding with the skull emoji and confirming our date for the following night after his game, I entered the restaurant.

         The space was softly lit with an intimate ambiance. I approached the hostess, a white woman around my age with a long, sleek blond ponytail and huge brown eyes. “Hi there. I’m supposed to talk to someone about holding an anniversary party here in October.” When she looked at me blankly, I realized I didn’t have a name for the someone in question. “My friend…” I gulped at the misnomer, but what else could I call him? My enemy? Business partner? “He spoke with someone earlier today who said to come by tonight.”

         She smiled politely. “Of course. Give me one minute and I’ll check with my manager.”

         While I waited, I brought up Yelp on my phone to see if any of the reviews mentioned parties. I hadn’t found any by the time the hostess returned.

         “Unfortunately, there’s no one here to talk with you tonight, but we can definitely set something up for a later date,” she said in an apologetic tone. “But do you happen to have the name of who your friend spoke with?”

         I glanced over my shoulder. “He should be here already. Let me text him.”

         
            Molly: Are you on your way? I’m here and they asked the name of who you spoke with.

         

         While we waited for Jude to respond, I stood awkwardly while she said good night to an older couple on their way out.

         My phone pinged.

         
            Jude: Don Messwidme.

         

         I turned back to the hostess with a smile. “The guy’s name is Don Messwidme.” I froze. Wait. I repeated it slowly hoping I was wrong. “Don Mess-wid-me.” I wasn’t wrong. The little fucker.

         The hostess’s lips quirked.

         Embarrassment seeped through me. “You know what? We’ll call to set something up. Sorry for wasting your time.”

         I scurried out the door, my chest heaving with anger, and plopped myself on the nearest bench.

         
            Molly: There’s no meeting, is there?

         

         
            Jude: Gotcha.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         At 1:40 a.m. the next night, I was finishing a pitcher of beer with Esther on the outdoor back patio of Tuttles, a bar across the street from my apartment. The communal picnic tables that had previously been filled with twentysomethings were now mostly unoccupied aside from us. Our other friends had left, but it was in the unofficial friendship handbook that anyone who lived within walking distance of a bar wasn’t allowed to take off if someone else wanted to stay. There were limited exceptions to this rule, including puking and hooking up (hopefully not at the same time), but being tired wasn’t one of them. I was exhausted like I’d just disembarked a red-eye flight, and my buzz was all but gone, but since Esther wasn’t ready to leave, neither could I.

         “You are pathetic,” she said.

         I lifted my head, previously buried in my hands. “Say it again.” I pushed out my lips. “Please?” Four years of being her college roommate, and I still found her British accent irresistible, even more so after several beers and two Superman shots.

         She rolled her big brown eyes. “Pathetic. Why are you so tired?”

         I blinked. “Because I worked all day, waited until my date with Stan at close to midnight, met you out, and it’s almost two in the morning!” After cutting my date with Stan short, I had joined Esther and a few of her colleagues from the communications agency where she worked as a medical editor supporting their healthcare clients. The whole minor-league-baseball thing was a turn-on initially, and I liked his thick head of dark, messy hair, but I realized at some point during our first drink that we had nothing in common and no real chemistry beyond the first blush of physical attraction. I decided it was kinder to set him free than prolong our third date out of mere politeness, only to make two stops on a shared cab ride home at the end of the night. I’d texted Esther as much from the bathroom, and by the time I returned to Stan, a group of post-college girls had surrounded him like a swarm of flies. We parted ways with no hard feelings.

         “Pitiful. I spent all day proofreading and fact checking data on clinical studies. I was seeing double before my first drink, yet I’m still fabulous company.” She poured the remains of our pitcher of Blue Moon evenly between both of our glasses.

         I crossed my fingers she wouldn’t order another. It was last call, so it was now or never. “You’re living on European time.”

         She blew a raspberry. “Nice try. I’ve lived in the States since college. I’m just cooler than you. And one month younger.”

         “Oh, yes, I lived centuries in those four weeks while you were still swimming in amniotic fluid.” I would turn twenty-eight a month and three days before her, to be exact. The bar staff cleared away the empty tables around us. “They probably want to go home,” I whispered.

         “Take your time,” a velvety deep voice said from behind me, so close the hair on the back of my neck stood up.

         My head swung around. I found myself staring at the voice’s crotch. I looked up at the barback, a white guy with messy (sexy) dark hair wearing head-to-toe black.

         “For the next thirty minutes at least.” He winked.

         “You have great hearing.”

         “You have a loud whisper.”

         I pressed my fingers to my lips to suppress my giggle.

         He gestured at our empty pitcher. “You finished?”

         “We are.”

         We locked eyes for a moment. When he was out of earshot, I turned back to a smirking Esther. “What? He’s cute. His forearms in that tight t-shirt are delicious.”
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