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PART ONE

PALM BAY PREPARATORY SCHOOL, FIFTEENTH REUNION

November 2018




CHAPTER 1

Molly

If you ever find yourself hosting an event that requires a rented white tent, you can be certain that I, Molly Marks, will RSVP with regrets.

If your tent is festooned with off-season flowers, or thousands of fairy lights, or embossed linen place cards—if it’s bedecked with a dance floor, a wedding band, a dais for the giving of toasts—rest assured I’ll be there in absentia, cheersing you, my dear friend, from hundreds of miles away.

It’s not personal. I’m sure your event is momentous and that you’re a wonderful host.

But the rented white tent is a monument to public displays of emotion, and sentiment makes me squeamish. If I must evince a feeling—and, gross—I want to do it at home, with the blinds drawn and the lights off, in a robe covered in frosting and dribbles of sauvignon blanc.

You can thus understand why, on this sultry night on this star-glimmered island famed for its champagne-colored beaches, I have the enthusiasm of a woman hobbling on heels to her tropical, waterfront grave.

For approaching us in middle distance in the pearlescent glow of the full Florida moon is the hungry white mouth of a tent the size of a cruise ship.

And beneath it, draped in fake bougainvillea and lit up in spotlights flashing from violet to rose, a banner proclaims in a jubilant font:

WELCOME TO YOUR 15TH REUNION, PALM BAY CLASS OF 2003!!!

Three exclamation points. Lethal.

I will allow that under the right circumstances—if I were another person, for instance—the atmosphere that greets me beneath the billowing canvas might be called dreamy.

The air, after all, smells like jasmine, and orange blossoms, and the salty breeze rippling off the Gulf of Mexico. Tiki torches cover the dance floor in flickering light. There’s a champagne bar and a lobster station. Carefully dressed men and women are embracing with genuine sincerity, beaming at each other. On a few faces I even spot tears.

I put my hand to my throat to feel my fluttering pulse. It was a mistake not to take a Xanax at the hotel. Perhaps I can hide in a lifeguard station.

“I can’t do this,” I whisper to my best friend, Dezzie, who along with her husband, Rob, is the closest thing I have to a date for the evening.

She squeezes my hand with immoderate pressure—a gesture meant to be either reassuring or painful enough to scare me straight.

“You will do this,” she whispers back.

“This is how I know my wife went to an obnoxious prep school in Florida,” Rob remarks, unperturbed by my nerves. “Her fifteen-year reunion looks like a destination wedding.”

“Actually, this is ten times nicer than our wedding,” Dezzie says, dragging me past a table of welcome bags full of sparkly flip-flops and bug spray. We pause to take in centerpieces that involve pineapples, orchids, and foot-long diamanté palm trees.

“That’s what you get for marrying an impoverished social worker,” Rob says. “Maybe we can hijack the reunion and renew our vows.”

“If there is one thing worse than a high school reunion,” I say grimly, “it’s a high school reunion slash vow renewal. Besides, it is a law of the universe that every couple who renews their vows breaks up within a year. You guys are too well-matched to throw it all away for some coconut shrimp.”

“I see we’re in a chipper mood tonight,” Rob says, reaching out to flick my shoulder.

Rob is lucky I’m too miserable to retaliate, or I would frog him right between the ribs. He and Dezzie have been together for so long that Rob and I are almost like siblings. The kind who love each other dearly and show it through bickering and a touch of light physical violence.

“Being dour was Molly’s brand in high school,” Dezzie tells him. “She was voted ‘Most Pessimistic’ senior year.”

I toss back my hair. “An accomplishment in which I still take pride, thank you very much. I had to work for that honor.”

I paid in a teenage proclivity for panic attacks. But don’t feel bad. I grew up and got a psychiatrist and am now a strong, fierce woman with a soothing cocktail of prescriptions for antidepressants and the occasional benzo.

“I can only imagine what Molly was like as a teenager,” Rob says, accepting a tiny, caviar-dotted crab cake from a waiter. “Given how intolerable she is now, I’d guess . . . not great.” He gives me a wicked smile, and it is my turn to flick his shoulder.

“Oh God, she was insufferable,” Dezzie says, throwing her arm around me affectionately. “Just all sad poetry and black coffee and feminist rants at debate club. She was like the human embodiment of a Sylvia Plath tattoo.”

“So, literally nothing has changed,” Rob says.

“Not true,” I counter. “I’m the life of the goddamn party. Just not this one.”

Please believe me: this is true. I live in Los Angeles, and my career depends on my ability to strike up sparkling poolside conversations at absurdly large houses tucked into the Hollywood Hills while downing just the right amount of champagne. I can charm with the best of them, converse like an ingenue, network so effortlessly it’s almost like I’m enjoying myself.

But that’s real life.

This is fake high school.

“Well tonight,” Rob pronounces, “we are going to get you so jazzed to see all your old friends they aren’t going to recognize you. Aren’t we, Dez?”

Dezzie scans the room, no longer paying attention to us. “Where are we sitting?”

“Let’s snag a table in the back where no one will talk to us,” I suggest.

She hits my arm with her clutch. It’s a very good clutch. Dezzie has excellent taste. Tonight she is wearing a short, architectural frock that looks like Comme des Garçons but that, she assured me when I gasped in envy at the sight of her, is a creatively belted tunic from none other than the high fashion house of Amazon.com. Her glossy black hair is in a severe, shoulder-length bob, and her lips are a slash of red that perfectly sets off her pale complexion. Rob, meanwhile, is lucky that he is handsome and square-jawed, because his fashion sense can charitably be called schlump-core. He is in his usual rumpled tan chinos, which tonight he has dressed up, if you can call it that, with a tweed blazer far too warm for the weather and some scuffed black loafers that don’t match his belt. They’re an odd pairing, like Karen O meets Jim from The Office. But they have enviable chemistry.

“Oh my God, Molly, you must stop complaining,” Dezzie says. “You haven’t seen most of these people in fifteen years. You flew all the way to Florida, which you hate, from Los Angeles. I’m not letting you hide in your wineglass all night, texting sarcastic observations to me and Alyssa under the table.”

“If you think I am going to drink something as low-proof as wine tonight, you don’t know me at all,” I say. “Besides, I saw there are signature cocktails. How can I resist a Palm Bay Preptini?”

“Oooh, what does nostalgia for a forty-thousand-dollars-a-year private school taste like?” Rob asks.

I grab a coupe glass from a passing waiter and down half the pale orange liquid. “Women sweating through their DVF dresses, aging drunk bros dancing to hip-hop . . . and, um, rum or something.”

Dezzie makes a beeline for a table and trots back holding three place cards.

“I found us,” she says, handing me one.

Molly Marks, Table 8.

My stomach drops. “Wait a minute. Seats are assigned?”

Dezzie shrugs. “Marian Hart planned this. She probably wants to encourage social mixing. You know what she’s like.”

Marian Hart was our class president and our prom queen. She has the relentless, upbeat energy of a cruise ship activity director.

“Please tell me we’re at the same table,” I say, grabbing Dezzie’s place card.

Desdemona Chan, Table 17.

“Fucking hell,” I mutter. “Alyssa better be at my table, at least.” Alyssa is our other best friend, the third in the impenetrable trio we formed in second grade.

“Nope. I saw her card. She’s at eleven. And besides, her flight got in late and she won’t be here for another hour. She can’t save you. You’ll just have to mingle.”

“I can mingle fine,” I shoot back. “It’s false nostalgia and forced cheer I’m not capable of.”

Onstage, the steel drum band of white guys playing Jimmy Buffet covers finishes “The Weather Is Here, I Wish You Were Beautiful,” and none other than Marian Hart steps onstage.

Unsurprisingly, she looks impeccable. Her perfectly highlighted blond hair is pulled into an elegant chignon that is somehow not melting in the Florida humidity, and her arms look like they’re sponsored by Goop.

“Guys!” she squeals into the microphone. “It is amazing to see everyone. We have a hundred and fifty-eight out of our class of a hundred and sixty-seven here tonight, can you believe it? And we are going to have So. Much. FUN.”

Her blue eyes roll back into her skull with sincerity.

I bury my head in Dezzie’s shoulder. “I already hate this. Why am I here?”

“You wanted to come, you hypocrite. Perk up. Maybe you’ll have fun.”

She’s wrong. I most certainly did not “want” to come. I’m here because I was peer pressured. I’m the only one of our little circle who lives on the West Coast, and occasions to see each other are increasingly rare, now that Alyssa has kids. But I’m finishing a project, and I don’t like to travel when I’m in writer mode.

“I should be at home, working,” I say.

“You can take four days off,” Rob says. “It’s not like you’re an oncologist.”

I am very far away from practicing life-saving medicine. I write rom-com scripts for a living. Think meet cutes, splashy set pieces, heartthrobs choking back tears as they profess unlikely, undying love to a woman who purportedly works at a magazine and always has blown-out hair.

I’ll wait for you to stop laughing.

My career is admittedly a departure from the misanthropic sensibility for which I am known. However, please note I’m surprisingly good at it. I had two indie hits back-to-back right out of grad school. Granted, that was eight years ago. But my producer is in talks with an A-lister to play the lead in the screenplay I’m finishing, and I think it could be a hit.

A big one, even.

Which my career could desperately use. I get steady work writing for hire, but after my success right out of the gate, I was vain enough to think I’d be the next Nora Ephron or Nancy Meyers, banging out stone-cold classics while minting money. Right now, I’m coming up short in the “millionaire voice of a generation” department.

“Appetizers are about to be served,” Marian continues from the stage. “So if y’all can go find your seats now, that would be perfect. We’re going to have this fabulous meal and then we’re going to get down like we’re sixteen again! To kick us off, there are icebreaker questions at each table. Chat through them while you enjoy your scallops. Now go have so much fun!”

I grab Dezzie’s hand. “I can’t believe I have to endure this alone.”

“You’re going to be great, princess,” she says, detaching herself from my grip. “Knock ’em dead. If not with charm, then with that famed sinister glare.”

“I already regret this.”

“Look, here’s our table,” Dez says to Rob, pointing at a nearby eight-top already populated with that quiet guy who founded a hedge fund and Chaz Logan, the funniest boy in our class.

“Oh man, you got Chaz and the billionaire?” I whine, despite being thirty-three years old. “I’m legit jealous.”

Dez scans the room. “Oh, I think your table will be interesting.”

I follow her eyes to a smaller table toward the side of the tent, near the beach, with a seagull-shaped sign that reads: Table 8.

And sitting at it, alone, is Seth Rubenstein.

My breath lodges painfully in my esophagus.

“Oh for fuck’s sake,” I hiss.




CHAPTER 2

Seth

I’m having so much fun. I love shit like this.

We’re one hour into my fifteen-year high school reunion and I’ve already recapped the last decade with my old chem partner, Gloria, and her wife, Emily (they’re set designers in Hollywood, and they just got a dog), looked at twenty pictures of Mike Wilson’s baby (cute little guy), threatened to throw Marian into the ocean (I love Marian, and she looks great), had two craft cocktails named after our high school (totally delish), and watched a snip of the Lightning game on Loren Heyman’s phone (I’m not a hockey guy, but I think Loren thinks I’m someone else, and I like that about him).

I am now sitting at table eight, alone, because unlike the rest of my former classmates who are still milling about, I respect Marian’s intricately choreographed event protocol. Besides, when you’re the first at the table, you get to watch everyone’s reactions as they realize they have to talk to you all night.

It’s a blast.

I stretch out my legs with my back to the lovely Gulf of Mexico, sip my Palm Bay Preptini, and tap my foot to the opening of “Margaritaville” as I await my dining companions.

There are those addictively crunchy Parmesan twists sticking out from the breadbasket—yum—and I grab one and bite into it. A somewhat embarrassing amount of cheese crumbs falls on my chest.

I’m brushing the schmutz off my jacket when I look up and my stomach lurches.

It’s Molly Marks, standing in the shadow of a potted palm, looking at me in horror.

I haven’t seen her in fifteen years.

Not since the night we broke up.

Or rather, since she broke up with me, stunningly and without notice, in a way that I didn’t get over until deep into college—or possibly law school, depending on how much PBR I’d been drinking.

I quickly jam the rest of the breadstick into my mouth and stand up with a huge grin on my face, still chewing, because Molly doesn’t deserve for me to wait until I swallow.

“Molly Marks!” I call, opening my arms wide like there is no reason on earth she wouldn’t step into them for a big old back-slapping hug. I am Seth Rubenstein, attorney at law, and I am going to drown her in my famous charisma.

She stands there with her head cocked, as if I’m a loon.

Look, I am a loon, I admit it. But I’m a nice loon, which Molly no doubt finds foreign and difficult to parse, being a cruel and chilling person.

“Hey, don’t leave a poor guy hanging,” I exclaim. “Bring it in, Marksman!”

She reluctantly steps into my arms and gives me a tentative tap, tap, tap on the shoulder—as if touching me with more than one finger would put her at risk of contracting a venereal disease.

Which I don’t have. I got tested before I flew out here. Just in case.

I pull her in closer. “Hey, a little affection if you please, Marky Marks. It’s your old pal Seth Rubes.”

“Who?” she asks, deadpan.

I laugh, because I’m determined to exude the relaxed affability of a very chill dude who is not at all disturbed to be in her presence. And Molly was always funny, to those rare people with whom she condescended to speak.

“I can’t believe you showed up to this shindig,” I say, stepping back to look at her. She didn’t come to our five- or ten-year reunions, to absolutely no one’s surprise.

“Me neither.” She sighs in that world-weary way that once drove me out of my mind.

“You look amazing,” I tell her.

This is, of course, the obligatory thing to say to someone at a high school reunion, but in her case it’s true. She still has that long, thick, dark brown hair straight down to her ass, which makes her stand out among the bobs and updos of our fellow Palm Bay Flamingos. She’s even taller than I remember, with killer legs shown off to great effect by the short, flimsy black dress she has accessorized with a leather jacket in predictable contravention of Marian’s “tropical cocktail” dress code. She is wearing somewhere between ten and twenty delicate gold necklaces, which fall at various lengths from her throat to the gap between her breasts, adorned with tiny pendants, like a thistle and the shape of California. I’m disappointed in myself to report that I want to take the necklaces off her, one by one.

She scans me up and down. “You look good too. I would have thought you’d seem older.”

Um.

I try not to look sad.

I likely don’t succeed because she claps a beautifully manicured hand over her mouth.

“I’m sorry. That came out wrong. I meant—”

“You expected me to wear the maturity bespeaking my innate gravitas?” I provide, to save her, as she looks like she wants to run off and bury herself in the sand.

I was never able to avoid trying to save her from herself.

Not that it ever worked.

“No, just . . . I mean, um, you haven’t aged. Or, you have, of course, but not like commensurately with the others here? You look handsome and virile? God, sorry, apologies.”

She still talks like a walking SAT study guide, but she seems genuinely mortified. I take pity on her.

“It’s the Botox,” I joke, “and I have a great surgeon.” She doesn’t laugh, unsurprisingly. She’s always been stingy with her laughter. If you want to crack her up, you have to earn it.

But it’s extremely gratifying when you do.

“Please, have a seat,” I say, making a sweeping, gentlemanly gesture at the empty chair beside me.

It’s empty because I did not bring a date. Or, more accurately, my date canceled at the last minute when she, my girlfriend of nearly four months, broke up with me over text the night before we were scheduled to fly here.

She said, as have the last five or six women I’ve dated, that things were moving too quickly. That I wanted more than she was ready to give.

Perhaps she was right. I tend to throw myself eagerly into courtship, hoping we’ll both fall in love. Why hold back one’s natural zest and affection when any woman might end up being the one? I’m looking for my life partner, my soul mate, my wife.

And I’m certain—certain—I’ll meet her soon.

I do not share any of this with Molly.

“Who else is sitting here?” she asks, looking around the table.

“Marian,” I say with delectation. Molly has always loathed Marian.

“God, she looks the same,” Molly says. “What does she do these days?”

Trust it to Molly to not keep up with anyone from our class.

“She’s an advertising exec,” I say. “Specializes in feminine hygiene brands.”

Molly snorts. “Marian sells tampons and shit?”

I shake my head. “Not shit. Just tampons.”

This time, she does laugh.

“So how are you? What do you do?” I ask, even though I know exactly what she does, because she is, at least in our overlapping circle of high school friends, famous.

She grabs one of the Parmesan twists and idly breaks it in half, like it’s a toy and not a delicious food.

If I’m not mistaken, she’s nervous.

I’m making her nervous.

Delightful.

“I’m a writer,” she says vaguely.

“Oh, that’s so great. What do you write?”

“Films. Rom-coms.”

She says this blandly, in the manner of someone who does not wish to invite further questions. Here is my opportunity to torture her, just a little bit.

“Miss Molly McMarks,” I say, “you must be joking. You, of all people, write kissing movies?”

“Kissing movies gross upward of fifty million dollars opening weekend,” she says. “Or, they used to, before superheroes started dominating the box office.”

“I love superheroes,” I say. “No offense.”

“Of course you do. You always loved a simplistic battle between good and evil.”

This is mean, but true, and I can’t help liking that she’s being catty. It reminds me of our romance. True love at sixteen is hardwired. To this day, I am hopelessly attracted to hostile women.

“I knew you were sentimental at heart,” I say, which is true. She always refused to go to movies with me because they made her cry, and she has a phobia about crying in public.

“It’s a job,” she says and swallows down half of a Palm Bay Preptini.

“Careful, champ,” I say. “There’s five kinds of rum in those.”

She flags down a waiter and motions for two more.

“Cheers,” she says, offering me one.

I accept it and take a sip. “Yum.”

“So what do you do?” she asks.

“Attorney. I’m a partner at a firm in Chicago.”

I will admit that I say this with pride. I graduated law school at twenty-three and made partner by twenty-eight, unprecedented at my firm.

“What kind of law do you practice?” she asks.

I’m less eager to tell her this detail. I know she’s not going to like it.

“Family law,” I say, as vaguely as possible.

Molly stares at me in what looks like true disbelief. “You’re a divorce attorney?”

She has a deep loathing for divorce attorneys. Justifiably.

But I try not to be like the ones who helped ruin her mother’s life when we were kids. I pride myself on helping couples break up humanely—or better yet, heal.

“Not entirely,” I say quickly, “I also handle prenups, mediation—”

Her lips crinkle into a menacing smile.

“That’s hilarious,” she says, without any mirth. “You were always such a hopeless romantic in high school.”

“You would know,” I say.

Her face turns the color of sand.

Whoops. I didn’t mean to go for the jugular so quickly.

I meant to draagggggg it out.

Her awkwardness pleases me, nevertheless.

Before I can engage her in further reminders of what she did to me in our youth, Marian comes to the table, flanked by her ex-high-school-boyfriend, Marcus; our French exchange student, Georgette; and Georgette’s plus one, an intimidatingly handsome man who looks bored in the way only a Parisian at a Florida high school reunion can.

“Aww, look at you two!” Marian cries, taking in me and Molly. “Like not a day’s gone by.” She turns and addresses the French guy. “These two used to be quite the amours.”

I throw an arm around Molly’s shoulders and squeeze the living daylights out of her. “Still are.”

Molly very subtly quivers with what might be disgust, or the chill of the ocean breeze, or a wave of nostalgic lust for me.

Okay, probably not the latter.

“Yeah, no,” she mutters.

The French guy extends his hand to Molly. “I’m Jean-Henri. Georgette’s husband.”

“I’m Molly,” she replies, shaking it. “Class bitch.”




CHAPTER 3

Molly

It’s difficult to pretend you’re unaffected by seeing someone you hurt deeply and never apologized to when your hands are shaking.

I put them under the table and hope Seth doesn’t notice.

Dezzie promised me he wouldn’t be here. In retrospect, Dezzie is the type of person who has no problem lying to get you to do what she thinks is good for you, and she thinks facing my anxieties is good for me.

But Dezzie is a pastry chef, not a therapist. Her psychological interventions often fall flat.

Meanwhile, Seth has gone back to acting as if absolutely nothing is wrong. As if I did not callously break up with him after four years of dating the night of our high school graduation. As if it wasn’t the night we had planned to lose our virginity, in a hotel suite he’d already filled with rose petals and four kinds of condoms, only to have me walk in, break his heart, and leave.

As if all that didn’t transpire in under five minutes.

If I know him—and who could say, since I ghosted him fifteen years ago and haven’t spoken to him since—he’s toying with me.

But that’s okay, I tell myself, trying to breathe normally. He deserves to.

I’m relieved when Seth falls into conversation with Marian and Marcus about Chicago, where Seth lives. They then turn to Marian’s home in Miami and Marcus’s in Atlanta, and their jobs in advertising and sports management.

I practice my French on Georgette, who now lives in Paris, is a stylist, and has the same disgust for scallops that I do.

“Tu es avec Seth?” she asks in a low voice, nodding at him.

“Non!” I sputter. “I came with Dezzie and her husband.”

“Ah,” Georgette says, with a very French puff of air. “Tant pis.”

Her tone has the slightest whiff of disappointment.

I shrug it off. Georgette only attended school with us for junior year. She is no doubt unaware of the sordid story of our breakup.

“Tell me,” I say to her husband, “how did you two meet?”

At a photography opening at the bar on the roof of the Centre Pompidou, bien sûr.

I allow myself to become absorbed in the glamorous tale of their courtship. Or, perhaps more accurately, I feign deep interest in it so that I can swivel my body away from Seth, like Georgette’s words are a force field that might protect me from having to talk to him for the rest of the night.

But then Marian stands up and reaches for a pile of cards at the center of the table.

“Time to do our icebreakers!” she chirps.

“Fun!” Seth enthuses, somehow making it into a two-syllable word.

He does not appear to be kidding.

I can’t believe we used to date.

Granted, he was beautiful in high school, and has somehow become even better-looking—tall and lanky with wavy black hair, dark eyes that sparkle with mischief, and a nose that slightly twists at the bridge in a way I can only describe as sexual.

And then, of course, there is the fact that he was once infatuated with me, rather than alienated or scared like all the other boys at our school. And the small detail that I became a puddle of goo in those stolen moments when we were alone.

He’s still the only person I’ve ever been in love with.

I shouldn’t have sat next to him.

Even through the glaze of my anxiety and my attempts to concentrate on Georgette’s anecdotes about Marion Cotillard, all those groping-each-other-in-the-backseat pheromones are rushing back, and I’m distracted by Seth’s nearness. I’m caught between the urge to go to the bathroom to collect myself, and the urge to grab him and disappear under the pier where we used to make out.

Sex, you see, is an excellent balm against anxiety. It relocates you in your body, as it’s difficult to be in a mental doom spiral when someone is touching your breasts. This phenomenon accounts for at least 70 percent of my otherwise inexplicable ex-boyfriends.

Seth’s arm brushes mine as he reaches for his drink, and I feel his touch reverberate somewhere in the vicinity of my ovaries. My shoulders relax for the first time all night.

I sneak a look at him for any sign that he is overcome with vestigial lust too.

Instead, he’s focused on Marian.

“First question!” Marian says, waving the card at us. “What’s your favorite memory from high school?”

Oh God.

Marcus raises his hand. “That’s easy. It was getting to be prom king next to this beautiful girl.”

Marian blushes and takes Marcus’s hand. He looks into her eyes, his gaze alit with something like wonder. You can feel the heat between them.

“That was my favorite night too,” Marian purrs.

I accidentally catch Seth’s eye. I wonder if, like me, he’s remembering how I persuaded him to skip prom and go on a beach walk instead. How the night was exactly like this—ever so slightly sticky and lit up with a full moon. How we jumped into the ocean in our finery, and showed up at the after-party giddy, me in soaking wet sequins, him in a waterlogged tux.

We both look away.

Georgette takes the floor, describing scuba diving on a class trip we took to Costa Rica, and then it’s my turn.

I blank.

The truth is that all my favorite memories from high school involve Seth. But I’m certainly not going to admit that. So I dredge up the first innocuous thing that comes to mind.

“I’ll always remember this one night when Dezzie and Alyssa and I snuck out of a sleepover, looking for an old-school country-western bar we’d heard about out east, in ranch country. We stole Dezzie’s mom’s convertible and drove for like an hour down these dark, dusty roads blasting Patsy Cline until we found it. No one carded us and we ate barbecue and danced with a bunch of old cowboy-ish guys until two in the morning. It was incredible.”

What I don’t add is how that whole night, I wished Seth had been there. How Dezzie and Alyssa kept chiding me for calling him, so he could listen to the band through my cell phone.

“That’s so sweet,” Marian says, beaming at me.

“It truly is,” Seth says. “Wish I’d been there.”

Seth literally had wished he’d been there. He was sad I hadn’t invited him. He loves—loved—country music. And dancing. He’s one of those people.

I tried to take him there for his birthday a few months later, to make it up to him, and found that the place had closed down.

This could be a metaphor for our dynamic in high school: him always yearning for more. Me, always just a gesture short of the devotion with which he showered me. He had such an endless capacity for affection. And I already had the poison pill I still possess: an instinct to flinch and pull back just when other people most crave my love.

“Your turn, Rubes,” Marcus says.

Seth leans back and casually wraps his arm around my shoulders.

“It was the day this one agreed to go out with me,” he says.

He’s definitely toying with me.

“We were at a speech and debate tournament in Raleigh freshman year,” he goes on, eyeing me with what I can only assume to be mock-fondness. “Marks here won, of course. After that a few of us ended up in Chaz Logan’s hotel room, and we were talking about the Supreme Court, because we were pretentious little fuckers. Molly went off on a very eloquent tangent defending Constitutional interpretation over strict constructionism, and she was so smart, and she looked so pretty—I thought my heart was going to just melt out of my chest. So when Chaz kicked us out to go to sleep, I asked if she wanted to go talk by the pool, since we were wired. We put our feet in the water, and I told her that all I could think about while watching her do her perfect oratory was how badly I wanted to kiss her.”

Everyone at the table is looking at us like we’re in a Hallmark movie. I want to wriggle out of my seat and run into the ocean, because being eaten by a shark would be preferable to the combination of shame and embarrassment that is currently choking me.

Seth chuckles, as if he is telling this story at the rehearsal dinner for our wedding. “And do you remember what you said, Molls?” he asks, staring pointedly into my eyes.

Everyone waits, smiling.

I clear my throat, hoping I can get out the words.

“I asked you what you were waiting for.”




CHAPTER 4

Seth

Molly is squirming.

Admittedly, making her squirm was my intention, but now I feel slightly bad for her.

I assume everyone at the table knows how things ended between us.

How she deleted her AIM account and holed up at her father’s ski chalet all the way out in Vail, and I commenced a six-week crying jag and lost twenty pounds.

How she never replied to my emails.

How she avoided all our old haunts on college breaks.

How she basically broke my heart and then threw it into a garbage can in some random park for good measure.

At thirty-three, I should be over this.

And I am!

At least, I thought I was. But I wasn’t expecting to see Molly ever again.

Marian, who is a doll, cries, “That is so sweet! You two were adorable.”

“Not as adorable as you two were,” I say back, with a smile.

Marcus throws one of his buff, former-quarterback arms around Marian. “Want to sneak in a dance before the entrées, pretty lady?” he asks.

I wonder if they are rekindling something this evening.

I hope they are.

They’re both single. Neither of them can stop touching each other. If I had to place bets on who from our class might end up together someday, it would be these two.

Georgette and the Frenchman also excuse themselves, leaving Molly and me alone to either pick at our scallops or find something neutral to talk about.

I would ask her to dance—I’m a total dance hound—except I have dignity, and the vibe is a little excruciating, now that I’ve brought up the unmentionable. Especially because I can’t stop looking at her hair falling over her shoulders in that dress.

I need to get away from her.

“I’m gonna go say hi to Jon,” I say, rising. Jon is one of my best friends from high school, and we hung out all last night with his boyfriend, Alastair, and our other BFF, Kevin. So there’s no pressing reason to greet him, other than not wanting Molly to sense that I still, inadvisably, seem to have a crush on her.

I thought she’d be relieved to see me go, but instead she grabs my sleeve.

“Hey,” she says. “Um, before you go, I just . . . I wanted to tell you I’m sorry.”

All arousal flees my body. I feel uncomfortable. Being pretend-nice while internally seething with resentment is a position of power. Being apologized to makes me feel like a victim. Like the pathetic boy who got his heart broken.

“For what?” I ask, trying very hard not to seem vulnerable.

“You know, for how things ended. For disappearing.”

Yeah, I really don’t like this. I wasn’t courting pity. I was trying to shame her for being a rat. Those are not the same thing.

Nevertheless, she still looks the way she did when we were alone together and she dropped that too-cool-for-school act.

I’m disturbed by how much I’m still touched by it.

I shrug. “It was fifteen years ago, kid. No worries.”

She shakes her head. “It was shitty of me. I’ve felt terrible about it ever since. And I heard you were . . . not good for a while.”

I lean back in my chair and stretch out my legs. I guess we’re talking about this.

“I was pretty torn up about it for a minute.” I spare her the details.

She nods, avoiding my eyes. “You might not believe me, but I was too.”

She’s right. I don’t believe her.

“I kind of assumed you’d call, eventually,” I can’t help but say, probably because I’ve had four drinks. “Or write. Or like at least send a carrier pigeon letting me know you were alive.”

She picks up her Parmesan twist and commences breaking it into quarters. It pains me. She’s wasting good saturated fat.

“Yeah,” she says. “That’s what a normal person would have done. I can’t really explain it. I was a jerk.”

I don’t believe that she has no better explanation than that. The truth is, despite her demeanor, she was never a jerk. She was sensitive, and she covered it up with cynicism. When she dropped her guard, she was so incredibly lovely.

“I don’t think that’s true,” I say.

I expect her to dismiss me, but she takes a beat to consider this.

“I guess I was scared. We were going to schools a two-hour plane ride apart, and I thought you’d end up breaking up with me, and I couldn’t deal with it. So I just snapped and ended things before they could get more intense.”

It’s a reasonable explanation. Better than me doing something awful to her I never knew about, or her not really loving me, or any of the other painful scenarios I brooded on over the years.

But it also seems like something she could have just told me at the time. A worry I could have hugged and kissed away, like I did so many of her other anxieties.

Whatever. I didn’t come here to engage in retroactive couples therapy with Molly Marks.

I came here to slap backs and get drunk and maybe make out with a cute girl from the tennis team.

I need to change the subject.

“Look, Molls, no worries, okay? It’s water under the bridge. Anyway, check out Marian and Marcus. I think they’re in love.”

“Wow,” she says, eyeing the dance floor, where they are holding each other so tightly they may as well be one person.

In my capacity as an expert on relationships, I can say with authority that you don’t dance that way to “Cheeseburger in Paradise” unless you are soul mates.

“I always thought they’d end up together,” I say.

“Certainly seems like they will tonight. I’m not even sure they’re going to make it to a hotel room.”

“No, I mean I thought they would end up married or something. Look at them. You really don’t think they’re soul mates?”

“I don’t believe in soul mates.”

This throws me. Her movies are romantic and life-affirming. And in each one, an oddball finds their perfect match with someone equally odd and perfectly suited. I love her movies. They’re funny and sweet and optimistic, but with an edge that gives you a glimmer of the wry sensibility of the person who wrote them.

(Not that it means anything that I’ve seen them both at least three times.)

I don’t want to disclose how familiar I am with her IMDb page, so I just say:

“What! You’re a rom-com writer who doesn’t believe in soul mates? Unreal.”

“Yeah, unreal.” She leans back in her chair. “Exactly. Romance is a fantasy. This”—she gestures at Marian and Marcus—“sadly, is real life. And in real life, there are very few happy endings.”

I refrain from suggesting she thinks this because she killed ours at an impressionable age.

“That’s kind of cynical, kid,” I say.

“I’m just reporting the facts. I’m an expert, right? Romance is a genre. It has a set of beats, like thrillers and detective novels. It starts at the meet cute and ends when things are finally going well. And as the writer, you hit the pause button there forever, leave the story in suspended animation. You don’t show the part where he cheats on her, or she falls out of love with him, or their kids kill their sex life, or they die in a snorkeling accident on their honeymoon. You know? It’s a fantasy. Just some stupid love story.”

“God, that’s depressing.”

“Says the guy who destroys relationships for a living.”

“Um, excuse me. Having presided over many divorces and seen many last-minute reconciliations, I happen to know that just because a relationship ends doesn’t mean the love behind it wasn’t real. Sometimes it just wasn’t right. At this point I can tell when people are gonna reconcile, and when they need to go off and find their true love. Everyone is meant to find their person. Everyone is meant to have a love of their life.”

“That’s sweet,” Molly says in a nice, dismissive tone—abandoning the all-consuming intensity of our conversation rather than conceding my brilliant argument. I can’t even be annoyed because getting into it with her like that—like we’re alone and the only thing in the world is our brains—has made me extremely nostalgic for when we were sixteen and obsessed with each other.

I roll my eyes at her. “Don’t condescend to me, Marks.”

“I’m not. It’s nice that you think that. I just know you’re wrong.”

“Who hurt you?” I ask. I am completely kidding, but she winces.

Because someone did. Badly.

I shouldn’t have said that.

“Let’s just say I’m not cut out to be anyone’s soul mate,” she says.

Those words make me sad.

I don’t know what to say.

She certainly wasn’t cut out to be mine.




CHAPTER 5

Molly

Goddammit, Molly.

It is one thing to be brutally honest about my failings in my own head. But I try not to do it out loud.

At high school reunions.

To an ex-boyfriend who hates me.

What makes it even more excruciating is that Seth knows I’m right. He pities me for it. I can see it on his face.

“Sounds like you’re pretty hard on yourself, Molls,” he says quietly.

But I’m not hard on myself. I’m hard on the people who make the mistake of trying to love me. Because, unfortunately, I know how that ends.

“Marks!” someone yells from across the room.

It’s Alyssa. Thank the universe.

“I’m just gonna go say hello—” I say to Seth, but he’s already waving me off, like we were not just absorbed in each other. Like we were not just debating something more personal than the bullshit of rom-coms.

“Jon and Kevin and I have an appointment with some expensive shellfish,” he says, gesturing to his two childhood best friends, who are standing in line for lobster rolls.

He waves at them. Kevin does a double take at the sight of me next to Seth.

I can’t stand up fast enough.

I weave my way through the crowd over to the bar, where Alyssa is already ordering a San Pellegrino on the rocks with five limes. Her locs are piled on top of her head, giving her five-foot-ten frame an extra six inches of loft, and she’s wearing a floor-length marigold wrap dress that sets off the gold undertones in her dark-brown skin and shows off her baby bump.

“Look at you,” I squeal. I haven’t seen her since before she got pregnant.

She puts a hand to her belly. “I know. Whatever happens, promise me you won’t let me give birth on the dance floor.”

“I don’t know. If you do, I can steal it for a screenplay. Excellent set piece.”

“How are you faring?” she asks in a low voice.

A guy she dated for ten minutes in tenth grade passes and high-fives her. “Go Flamingos!” he yells.

Alyssa was a track star. The pride and joy of our class.

“I’m losing my mind,” I tell her. “Did you see who’s sitting next to me?”

She smirks. “Yes.”

“I’m dying.”

“You look alive and well to me.”

“Well guess what I’m going to do?” I say, flagging down the bartender. “I am going to get stinking drunk.”

It is not difficult to make good on this promise. The tent is flooded with waiters circulating with champagne and, as the night goes on, trays of espresso martinis named—what else?—the Flamingo.

I conveniently skip the entrée to avoid filling my stomach with anything that isn’t booze and, more importantly, to steer clear of Seth. I see him out of the corner of my eye, working the room, hugging nearly everyone he runs into, putting numbers into his phone, dragging people onto the dance floor.

He is so obviously happy that he seems to be singlehandedly lifting the serotonin levels of everyone in the tent.

Except mine.

“Hey!” Dezzie says, marching over to me and Alyssa, who has appointed herself my designated chaperone for the evening.

I’m actually not so drunk that I require adult supervision. My nervous adrenaline overpowers the alcohol. I feel like I’m on illegal stimulants, or at least Schedule II controlled substances.

“Come and dance with me, betches,” Dezzie demands, holding out a hand to each of us.

“I am too preggo to dance,” Alyssa demurs. “My ankles are like watermelons. And I have to call Ryland.”

Alyssa’s husband skipped the reunion to watch their two kids.

Lucky Ryland.

“I cannot dance,” I say. “I simply cannot. For you see”—I point at the dance floor—“Seth is there.”

“They exchanged words, and now she’s a wreck,” Alyssa summarizes on my behalf.

“A wreck,” I emphasize, because I have consumed enough alcohol to lose all sense of proportion.

“Then come dance it out, honey,” Dez says, grabbing my arm.

The DJ is playing hits from when we were teenagers, and it’s a little bit hard to resist dancing to “Baby Got Back,” even though I think it might be canceled. Dez throws her arms up in the air, dancing furiously, and before I know it, I am too. I discover that if I dance hard enough, and close my eyes tight enough, I do not need to worry about Seth Rubenstein.

A slow song comes on, and Rob materializes. “May I steal her?” he asks Dezzie, taking my hand.

Dezzie spins me into her husband’s arms and grabs Alyssa.

“Come on,” she urges her. “You aren’t too pregnant to slow dance with me.”

I put my hands on Rob’s shoulders.

“Having fun?” I ask over the Céline Dion.

“This is a blast,” Rob says. He’s already drunk—he keeps lurching and throwing off my balance—but he’s the infectiously jolly kind of drunk.

“Is it, though?” I ask, over the music.

“Yeah! I love your friends. Did you know Chaz is a professional comedian? He’s gonna get me free tickets for his standup act next time he rolls through the Chi.”

“Lucky you.”

“And that hedge fund guy at our table was telling me he used to be secretly in love with Dezzie and was too shy to talk to her. Isn’t that cute?”

“Yeah! She should leave you for him. He could buy her an island.”

“I know! That’s what I said. Oh, and I met those fun lesbians who live near you in LA.”

“Gloria and Emily?”

“Yeah. And get this—they design film sets for movies.”

“Uh, yeah. I know? Because we’re neighbors? Like you said?”

“And I love Seth,” he shouts, just as the song ends abruptly.

“Shut up,” I hiss.

“What?” he asks with feigned innocence. “He lives in Chicago. We’re going to get a beer when we get back.”

“You know he’s my ex.”

“Yep. All the better.”

“Traitor.”

The DJ taps on the microphone. “And now a request and dedication to the lovely Molly Marks,” he says in that goofy voice all DJs seem to have.

“Oooh,” the crowd yells, every single person in the room knowing I hate any attention, especially the kind that involves dancing.

“Molls,” Rob drawls. “You must have an admirer.”

The iconic opening strains of “It’s Gonna Be Me” by NSYNC blast out over the speakers.

I whirl around to Dez and Alyssa, who are laughing at me.

“Did you do this?” I shout over the music.

They shake their heads innocently. Alyssa gestures at me to turn around.

Seth is standing behind me, mouthing the words to the song.

He bends down on one knee. “May I have this dance, my lady?”

“You didn’t.”

He smiles, tickled with himself. “I had to. I had to.”

This was the opposite of “our” song in high school. I loathed it so much that Seth would blast it in the car to annoy me when I was being a brat. I loathed it so much that he would make me dance to it when I was upset to channel my sadness into rage. I loathed it so much that he serenaded me with it every time we did karaoke, as some perverse mating ritual.

You know. Boyfriend stuff.

Seth grabs my hand and yanks me toward him. “C’mon, Marks. You gotta dance with me. It’s tradition.”

I have no choice but to follow him.

He catches me around the waist and brings me in closer.

“It’s gonna be me,” he bellows into my ear.




CHAPTER 6

Seth

I’m finally, finally over it.

After fifteen years of harboring low-grade resentment toward Molly Marks, I am now at peace. I feel light as a feather, if a little absurd for harboring a grudge for so long. But I forgive myself for that. I was holding space for pain.

After all, Molly was my first real love and she apologized, however badly, and I will likely never see her again after tonight, and I want to dance with her for old times’ sake. To her favorite song.

Okay, maybe I want to torture her just a little.

The thing with chronically grumpy people is that sometimes they need to be tortured. Counterintuitively, it cheers them up.

Also, I’ve had a lot of Flamingos and I am buzzing with caffeine.

“This is cruel,” Molly yells in my ear.

“Nope,” I counter. “This is fun.”

I move her hips near mine—innocently enough distancewise, but with a rhythmic approach favored by horny teenagers at high school dances.

Mostly to troll her but also because, well. She’s hot as fuck.

“Come on kid, put your hips into it!” I yell, shaking her shoulders into a shimmy.

“Gross,” she yells back. But she obeys my command.

We are flesh against flesh.

“Do it for Justin,” I whisper into her ear, putting my hand at the small of her back and spinning us around.

“Justin who?”

“Timberlake, baby.”

She giggles, and I know I have won.

She’s still the same as
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