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      “A tea party?” Enza asked, somewhat incredulously. “You want us to do a tea party?” She narrowed her eyes and drummed her perfectly manicured nails against the desktop. “Really?”

      It’s not that Luxe Affairs didn’t know how to do a tea party. After all, that’s how Vincenza Biondi had started her business, more than five years ago: doing children’s birthday parties. Her tea parties for little girls—complete with tiny china cups and saucers and jelly finger sandwiches— had been something Luxe became known for. But she had vowed that, as soon as she was financially able, she would never do another party for anyone under the age of twelve again. A recent sweet-sixteen party had nudged her new line in the sand up to the age of twenty-one. It had been two years and seven months since her last children’s birthday party, and she was not about to go back now, tea or no tea.

      Enza was approaching fifty, but she never let on how close to landing she was. Her natural love of food and her almost equal love of clothes drove her to the gym four days a week, resulting in a body of equal muscle and curve. Her hair was dark and thick, cut in soft waves to her shoulders, and her eyes were big, black and quite beautiful. She had been turning heads for years, and still worked at it.

      She’d been divorced for eight years, but after a few years alone she decided she wanted something to do with her life besides sell commercial real estate in Brooklyn, New York. She sold her condo and moved west, into the wilds of New Jersey, and bought a small row house in Morristown. She turned the first floor into offices for Luxe Affairs, lived on the two upper floors, and advertised as a party planner.

      Joanne Collins, who owned one-third of Luxe, nodded solemnly. “Yes. It’s actually a very special birthday party.”

      “Ah, special. Well, then, that makes it all right,” Enza said sarcastically. “For who? Kate and William’s kids?”

      Jo shook her head. “No, and that’s the thing.” She grinned. “It’s for a seventy-year-old lady.”

      Enza sighed in relief. “Thank you, Jo, for giving me a friggin’ heart attack. You could have said that up front.”

      Jo rolled her eyes. “I know how you feel about kid’s parties. Did you honestly think I’d suggest we’d do another?” Jo had been with Enza from the beginning of Luxe. After college she’d spent seven years as the assistant to an in-house events planner for a large insurance company, and when she joined Luxe she was grateful to escape team-building breakfasts and executive retreats. She had suffered with Enza through dealing with spoiled, demanding, and irrational children and their equally spoiled, demanding and irrational parents.

      “Where are we doing this?” Enza asked. “Do we need a venue?”

      “No,” Jo said. Jo usually wasn’t the first point of contact with a client. That was Enza’s job. Jo dealt with the more practical aspects of the planning: putting together all of Enza’s ideas and figuring out how to make them work. But Enza had been out when the call had come in from Richard McGowan.

      Jo had scribbled all the information in a battered Moleskine notebook. She flipped a few pages. “The clients, Richard McGowan and his wife, are throwing this for his mother at their home in Upper Montclair. They have a guest list of about thirty and want a traditional high tea.”

      Phyllis Anders, the third partner, closed her eyes and sighed with delight. “High tea. I’ll do six different finger sandwiches, and scones, of course. Clotted cream,” she murmured, half to herself, “and imported Irish butter.” She was tall and thin, with boney shoulders and light hair streaked with gray.

      Enza raised an eyebrow. “Been thinking about this for a while, Phyl?”

      Phyllis smiled wistfully. “I’ve always wanted a high tea,” she said, with the same reverence some people used in asking for a winning lottery ticket, or true love.

      Enza nodded. “Okay. Give me a sample menu and costs. Jo, you give a quote?”

      Jo shook her head. “I thought you should check out the house and size things up first. Who knows what we’ll need.”

      “Right. Okay, since you first talked to the client, call her—”

      “Him. The son.”

      Okay.” She glanced over at Jo. “That’s a first for us, no? Have we ever had a man call for a mother’s birthday?”

      Phyl sighed. “I think it’s sweet. He must be very devoted.”

      “Yeah,” Enza snorted. “Or the wife can’t be bothered. Call him and make an appointment for me to go over. When are we lookin’ here?”

      “We have four weeks,” Jo said. “The twenty-third. Early Sunday afternoon.”

      “High tea is usually between five and seven,” Phyl said.

      “Not if the client wants it in the early afternoon,” Enza said, grinning.

      “I have a feeling that the client will not be attending,” Jo said. “He kept talking about how his mother had worked in a fancy tea shop when she was a girl, and he wanted her to be reminded of that. He made it clear that this was for his mother and all her friends. He said he’d be there, of course, but in another part of the house. He sounded like the type to spend the day sipping vodka martinis.”

      Enza glanced out the window. The sun was streaming through, a light breeze coming through the screens. What she wouldn’t give to be outside, sipping vodka martinis. “Anything else?”

      “That’s it,” Jo said. “Thirty little old ladies eating finger sandwiches and sipping oolong tea. How hard can that be? This one will be a snap.”

      “You think?” Enza asked. She’d been doing this long enough to know that nothing was ever as easy as it looked. “It better be, cause that wedding coming up in September is heating up and the bride is starting to make noises like a spoiled four-year-old.”

      Weddings meant big money for Luxe, and Enza worked hard when pitching to brides-to-be the idea that only Luxe could pull off the Wedding of the Century. And Enza and her team always delivered. But all three were getting tired of bridezillas, and lately it seemed that all brides fell into that category.

      “Is this the Basking Ridge princess?” Jo asked.

      Enza nodded. “Yes. And I’m seeing her again tomorrow. This one wants an in-person audience to talk about candles.”

      “We could always stop doing weddings,” Phyl suggested. “I mean, are they even worth all the aggravation?”

      Enza sighed. “The second van needs a new transmission, we still owe the IRS from last quarter, and Jo here keeps insisting that we pay the staff. So, yeah. We keep doing weddings.”

      Jo grinned. “Aren’t you happy that I found something that’s big bucks and no trouble?”

      Enza sighed again. “We’ll see.”

      

      Usually, Enza called on their clients alone, but Phyl asked to come along to check out the kitchen to determine how much work could be done on-site, and Enza had to agree it was a valid reason. Both she and Jo avoided driving anywhere with Phyllis because Phyl insisted on doing the driving herself.

      Phyllis Anders had gone from being a personal secretary in a major corporation to a Culinary Institute graduate, a sous chef at a ski resort in Colorado, and then on to owning a restaurant in San Francisco for almost a decade. Then eight years ago, she got divorced, lost both her parents and had a disastrous fire in her restaurant, all in a three month period. She spent the next few years wandering from one restaurant to another before heading out to Hoboken, New Jersey, for her cousin’s second wedding. Her cousin had hired Luxe for the event, and there Phyl met Enza and Jo.

      A conversation was struck up, along with a deal. Luxe was spending too much money on food and was looking for a way to cut out the various caterers they used. Phyl had an impressive culinary resume and enough money to outfit an entire commercial kitchen in the basement of the Luxe row house. So she became the third partner and everyone was very happy with the situation, except when Phyl felt the need to drive.

      Phyl had not had a driver’s license since her days in Colorado. She hadn’t needed one. She walked everywhere she needed to go in San Francisco, or took a cable car. She’d lived in major cities since then and hadn’t needed to drive anywhere. Her new license was a badge of honor, and although she had obviously passed the driving test, in the real world she was a terrible driver. Too slow, too cautious, with a tendency to ride the brakes. Enza and Jo kept thinking that Phyl would improve with practice, but so far that had not proved true.

      “Phyl, you might want to speed up a bit,” Enza suggested.

      “The speed limit is twenty-five.”

      “I know that, but you’re going fifteen. Going too slow is just as bad as going too fast.”

      Getting to Upper Montclair from Morristown involved highway driving as well as bumper-to-bumper in-town traffic, winding side roads, and lots of stop signs. It tended to be a tedious drive, especially during the early morning rush hour. Driving with Phyl turned the trip into a journey of epic proportions.

      Phyl tightened her grip on the steering wheel and gently pressed the accelerator a little harder.

      Enza had found that being the navigator gave her a perfect excuse to keep focused on her phone, rather than anything that might be happening on the road. Whatever was going to happen, she reasoned, was all about when, rather than if, and she’d be better off not seeing it coming.

      “Take the next left,” she said.

      Phyl put on her blinker and, naturally, slowed down even more.

      “By next left, I mean the road that’s beyond this curve, Phyl, not this driveway.”

      “You know, you’re making me very nervous.”

      Enza took a deep breath and closed her eyes until she felt the car turn, with the speed of an arthritic turtle, onto the side road.

      “Good. Now, the fourth house on the right.”

      They crawled to a stop. Phyl parked the car and breathed a sigh of relief. Enza took another deep breath.

      “Phyl, why don’t you pull into the driveway?”

      “Because I’d have to back out. I hate backing out. I’m always afraid someone will hit me.”

      “Phyl, this is a residential side street, and it’s pretty deserted. I doubt that will be a problem.”

      “Yes, well, you never know.” Phyl turned off the ignition.

      “But you can’t just leave the car here. You’re kind of in the middle of the road. To get around you, people will have to pull into the other lane.”

      Phyl looked around. “You just said no one would be driving by.”

      “I said probably. At least pull over to the curb.”

      “You know I hate to park.”

      “You don’t have to park, just pull over so you’re not in the middle of the road.”

      “That’s parking.”

      “Do you want me to do it?”

      “No.” Phyl started the car and, after seven or eight minutes of going back and forth, was about six inches closer to the curb.

      “Perfect,” Enza said brightly.

      Phyl released her death grip on the steering wheel and turned the ignition off again. “Are you sure? I don’t think—”

      Enza was already out of the car and walking deliberately up the brick walkway. Phyl hurried after her.

      “Did I lock the car?” Phyl wondered.

      “Doesn’t matter,” Enza said shortly, glancing back at Phyl’s prized vehicle, and 2012 Subaru Outback, gray, with a crumpled bumper. “In this neighborhood, if someone was going to steal a car, yours would be their last choice.” She smoothed her hair and pressed the bell.

      Faith McGowan answered the door. “Come in,” she said after brief introductions had been made. “Thank you for coming out here so early. I have a series of appointments later today, but I wanted to meet you both and, of course, get this party rolling as soon as possible.” She led the two women through a small but gracious foyer into a beautifully decorated main room, where Molly McGowan waited, sitting stiffly in a Queen Anne armchair, with a black cane at her side.

      Molly had not had an easy life and was not one of those women who had aged gracefully. She looked every single one of her seventy years. In fact, she looked even older. Her hair was dull gray, put up in an untidy bun. Her skin was sagging and without make-up, giving her a flat, dull look. Her eyes, though, were bright and glittering.

      “Mother,” Faith said, “This is Enza, who will be organizing your party. And Phyllis, who will be in charge of the food.”

      Enza crouched a bit and held out her hand. “Pleased to meet you, Mrs. McGowan.”

      Molly glared at Enza, then the outstretched hand. “You Eyetalian?”

      Enza straightened and dropped her hand. She smiled brightly. “Yes. Second generation.”

      Molly made a noise between a grunt and a wheeze. She turned her eyes to Phyl. “You don’t look Eyetalian.”

      Phyl shook her head. “My maiden name is Felstrum. Swedish.”

      Molly shrugged. “Whatever. You two are goin’ to put together me birthday party?” She had lived in the U.S. for over fifty years but had never lost her thick brogue.

      Enza sat opposite Molly and nodded. “Yes.” She pulled her bright pink notebook out of her bag. “A high tea? What a wonderful idea.”

      “It was me son’s idea,” Molly said. “Why his wife can’t manage to put together a party is just beyond me, but it’s his money. He can throw it away as he likes.”

      Faith, standing by the fireplace, cleared her throat. “It’s our money,” she said.

      Molly sniffed and made a face.

      Enza clicked her pen. “Yes. Well. About thirty people? We’ll need a guest list, of course, by the end of the week. We’ll send out invitations, probably just a simple embossed card with the date and time. The important thing, of course, is the menu.”

      Phyl, sitting next to Enza, leaned forward. “A traditional oolong tea, I think.”

      Molly shook her head. “No caffeine. I can’t do caffeine.”

      “No problem,” Phyl said. “We can get decaf. And maybe an herbal as well? Chamomile or maybe citrus?”

      “I hate that stupid hippie tea,” Molly said.

      Phyl’s mouth dropped open and she glanced at Enza. “Ah, fine. No herbal tea. Just decaf. Lemon, sugar and milk—”

      “No sugar. I got the diabetes. And no milk. Lactose intolerant. So be half o’ the guest list,” Molly looked smug. “What I do love is some good hot cocoa.”

      “We can do that with Stevia and almond milk,” Phyl countered.

      Molly’s eyes narrowed.

      “Finger sandwiches,” Phyl went on bravely. “I bake my own bread, and we can have a white sandwich and a nice egg bread.”

      “Has to be gluten-free,” Molly said, with a smirk.

      “We can do that too,” Phyl said. “Egg salad, chicken salad, cucumber, plum tomato, and a nice cress, honey ham and Dijon, and probably a shrimp paste.”

      “Cucumbers repeat on me somethin’ awful. Most of me friends as well. Old people can’t eat those kinds foods, ya silly twit. And besides, the seeds get stuck in me dentures. So make sure those tomatoes haven’t got any seeds, either, hear me? Don’t like dark meat chicken neither. And no celery or any other crap in with the chicken. Grapes and such in chicken salad? Bullshit.”

      “Right,” Phyl said. Enza was writing it all down, her jaw tightly clenched.

      “No shellfish. Allergic,” Molly said.

      “Of course,” Enza muttered under her breath.

      Phyl kicked Enza in the ankle, her smile never cracking even as her high tea dreams sank rapidly. “And of course, scones. Gluten-free scones. No clotted cream, I suppose, but I’ll have butter and sugar-free homemade jam.”

      Molly sat back and nodded slowly. “That sounds fine, I guess. But I do like a sweet. Loved fairy cakes as a young thing.”

      “But…” Phyl frowned. “Diabetes?”

      “Can’t you bake with that Stevia crap?” Molly asked, her mouth smiling as her eyes glittered angrily. “Richard made it sound like your little company knew what it was doing.”

      Phyl placed her hand on Enza’s knee and applied gentle pressure. “Of course we know what we’re going, and of course we can make sure your sweet tooth is satisfied,” she said “Anything else?”

      Molly sat straight up, grabbed the cane, and held out a hand. Enza looked around. Faith was still standing by the fireplace, her arms folded across her chest, her mouth in a thin line.

      “I need to get up,” Molly snapped.

      “You need to ask,” Faith shot back.

      Enza and Phyl looked at each other. Phyl closed her eyes and breathed out slowly.

      “Help me, up,” Molly growled. “Please?”

      Faith crossed the room, took Molly’s hand, and pulled her upright. Without even glancing at her daughter-in-law, Molly jerked her head at Enza and Phyl, who silently got up and followed.

      The dining room was high ceilinged and elegant, tall windows overlooking a pool and green sweep of lawn. Molly hobbled to the windows, her cane hitting the floor as she walked, making a steady, loud and annoying thump. She jerked open the sheer drape and nodded to the outside patio. “I want tables set up out there.”

      Enza jotted in her notebook. “One long table or small, scattered round ones?”

      “Scattered, I think. On the lawn, mind you, not the patio. The concrete gets too hot.”

      Behind her, Enza could hear Faith exhale loudly.

      “And umbrellas, o’ course,” Molly went on. “And there, by the big tree? Put the music there.”

      Enza glanced at Faith, who raised her eyebrows in surprise.

      “Music?” Enza asked. “What kind of music do you like?”

      “Irish. What a stupid question. A couple of fiddles and a pipe. And a mandolin. Can’t be real Irish music without a mandolin.”

      “No problem,” Enza said. “We can do that.”

      “I like flowers. Lilies. And real china, now.” Molly opened the French door and took a deep breath of the fresh air. “None of that disposable shite. And real silver. Linen tablecloths and napkins. Forget candles. Why everyone thinks a table needs a candle in broad daylight is beyond me.”

      “Agreed,” Enza said as she scribbled, gold pen flashing.

      “Although you may need to string some lights, in case the party runs a bit long,” Molly said.

      “Mother,” Faith said, her voice pleasant and even. “We talked about this. Your party is going to start in the early afternoon.”

      “Can’t do high tea in the afternoon, girl, I told you that.” Molly moved her shoulders. “Tea starts at six.”

      “The party starts at three,” Faith said clearly.

      “The party can start whenever you like. But tea will be served at six.” Molly pushed past Enza and Phyl, back toward the living room. Her footsteps, and the thumping of her cane, faded into silence. Faith closed her eyes, let out a long, heartfelt sigh, and bowed her head.

      “Mrs. McGowan?” Enza said gently. “Maybe you could show us the kitchen?”

      Faith nodded as she drew herself up. “Of course. This way.”

      Phyl did not throw herself on her knees and bow down when she saw the kitchen, but the expression on her face gave her away. Double ovens, a six-burner gas stove, and miles of counter space. She placed both hands on the cool granite. “I can do all the cooking right here if you’ll let me. That way we don’t have to transport so much prepared food.” She looked around. There was another set of French doors leading out to the pool. “And we can serve directly from here.”

      Faith nodded, somewhat listlessly.

      “I’ll have two of my staff with me, will that be okay?” Phyl asked.

      Faith nodded again. “Whatever you need to do to make this the best birthday, tea, whatever party you can make.”

      Enza looked at Faith curiously. “I know this may be presumptuous of me, but can I tell you? You’re being awful accommodating to her. If she were my mother-in-law, I’d have locked her in the attic by now.”

      Faith suddenly smiled, and her whole face changed, becoming almost beautiful. “It’s her farewell party. She doesn’t know it, but this little extravaganza will be the very last time she eats a gluten-free crumb of anything in this house.” She closed her eyes and sighed. “She’s been living with us for six months, and she has redefined the idea of for better or worse. She’s always hated me. I don’t know why, but the situation is impossible. I gave Richard an ultimatum. Maybe that was wrong of me, but…Richard has made his choice, and, thank God, it’s one I can live with.”

      Enza choked back a laugh. “All righty, then. Phyl, you got everything you need?”

      Phyl nodded happily, and the two of them followed Faith back to the front door.

      Once back in the car, Enza leaned her head back and took a deep breath in preparation for the return trip. Enza, in her little black Mercedes, had been known to make the Morristown-Montclair run in as little as sixteen minutes, with traffic, and without actually hitting anyone.

      “I must say,” Phyl said, starting the car, “Molly seems to be a very demanding woman.”

      “She’s a first-class tartar, that’s what she is. Faith must have the patience of a friggin’ saint.” Enza fastened her seat belt. “And remind me to smack Jo upside the head.” She pitched her voice higher. “Big bucks and no trouble.” Enza snorted. “No trouble my Aunt Fanny. This whole thing is going to be a giant pain in my ass.”

      Phyl checked her side-view mirror, rearview mirror, looked over her shoulder, and pulled away from the curb. “It’s not Jo’s fault,” she murmured.

      “Yeah, whatever. But she’s still gonna be the one to pick the seeds out of the friggin’ tomatoes.” Enza looked at her phone. “So, you’re gonna take this right.”

      “Here?”

      “No, Phyl. That’s a dead end. See that street sign? There.”

      It was a journey of equally epic proportions back to Morristown.

      

      The offices of Luxe Affairs were on a quiet Morristown side street in a narrow brick house. There was a neat, cobblestone courtyard with a few tasteful urns planted with equally tasteful annuals. There was even a small wrought iron bench, upon which no client had ever sat. The front door was actually a set of two narrow, wooden doors, painted the same blue as the sign in the front window, which read “Luxe Affairs”.

      Enza came through the front doors after spending two hours and forty-seven minutes with Vienna Rose LaCosta, a twenty-four-year-old bride who was the only daughter in a family with six boys, as well as being the youngest, and therefore the most spoiled of the children. In other words, a bride from hell.

      This was after spending the morning with Molly McGowan. She felt as though God was punishing her for something very particular that she had done, possibly in her other life, if her other life had been spent as a judge during the Salem witch trials.

      “She wants a horse-drawn carriage,” Enza muttered, walking into the front room and letting her tote bag, shoulder bag, and pink leather notebook all slide to the floor. “Swear to God, a Cinderella carriage. With palominos. Six of them. I didn’t know what a friggin’ palomino even was. I had to run into the bathroom and Google it. It’s a kind of horse. And she wants six of them.” Enza sank into a chair and let her head fall back. “Can you imagine six palominos? That’s a lot of horseshit down Main Street. I bet Basking Ridge isn’t going to want to give us a permit for that one.”

      Jo came out of her office and followed her, picked up the trail of dropped belongings and set them on the table. The former living room was a comfortable lounge, furnished with cushy chairs and a few low tables, perfect for greeting clients and brainstorming ideas.

      “I don’t know,” she said soothingly. “There are all kinds of horse people down there.”

      “And she wants lilacs. She doesn’t understand why we can’t get lilacs in September. She wants purple and white lilacs for a friggin’ fall wedding. She wants the centerpieces to be shallow crystal bowls, surrounded by lilac blossoms, with floating candles.”

      “That sounds lovely,” Jo said.

      “Excuse me?” Enza said, her voice raising an octave. “Lilacs? In September?”

      Jo picked up Enza’s foot and eased off the bright red stiletto. “If you wore regular shoes at these meetings, you’d feel better.”

      “At least the dress is in and alterations are set. Tuxes taken care of. Venue and menu set. Church booked. What else?” Enza jiggled off the second stiletto and wriggled her toes gratefully.

      Jo sat opposite her and frowned, thinking. “Band booked. Harpist booked. Bridesmaids dresses?”

      Enza shook her head. “Those girls can’t decide what color the sky is on any given day. I told Vienna she had four weeks, or those girls would be wearing push-up bras and thongs as they walked down the aisle.”

      “Phyl worked out a menu for the McGowan party,” Jo said.

      Enza raised an eyebrow. “You mean the tea party in the third circle of hell?”

      Jo tried not to laugh but failed. “I can only imagine what that old lady is like. Phyl always finds the best in people, no matter how awful they are, and even she had a hard time finding good things to say about Molly McGowan.”

      “I bet all that gluten-free and sugar-free jacked up the price.”

      “It did, but Faith McGowan didn’t seem to mind.”

      “Faith McGowan must love her husband to pieces, that’s all I gotta say about her. Molly is lucky she hasn’t been poisoned in her sleep. By the way, you’ll be spending most of that morning picking out all the tomato seeds.”

      Jo nodded. “So I’ve been told. No problem. I found a band that plays authentic Irish music, rented the tents, just in case, and the tables, and even found silver tea services.”

      “That was fast.”

      “I told you it was going to be easy.”

      “Ya think? Wait until you get there, start setting up the tables, and that old bat comes out and starts telling you to move them because she’s allergic to a particular kind of grass.”

      Jo laughed again. “We have that retirement thing tomorrow, but it’s all set.”

      “Now, there’s a client for you. Easy, understanding, with lots of blank checks. Why can’t they all be like that?”

      Jo got up and nudged her partner’s bare feet. “Yeah, well, then what would you have to complain about?”

      “My smart-ass partner?”

      “I’m going home. Phyl left. Go on upstairs, soak in a tub and think good thoughts about your fellow man.” Jo left the room, took a few minutes to gather her things from her office, and left, locking the front door behind her. Enza took a few deep breaths, got up and headed upstairs.

      

      Enza loved living in her little row house. The home’s original kitchen, tiny but adequate, was tucked behind all the office space on the first floor. Enza rarely used it because she rarely cooked. She ate take-out or leftovers from whatever was in the walk-in refrigerators downstairs. She used the second-floor rooms as living space and a guest room and bath for when her daughter flew in from Montana to visit. She converted the entire third floor into her retreat, complete with a king-sized bed, 65-inch-HDTV
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