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One Ellie

My eyes flicker open suddenly, the acrid smells of smoke and gasoline filling my nostrils. Something isn’t right. I can feel it. Something is very wrong. Painful tears sting my eyes as I pull myself out of bed, my bare toes hitting the cool wood floor before another plume of gasoline fumes overcomes me. I have to fight the urge to bend over and retch. The hem of my nightgown hits the floor as I pad across the bedroom in the direction of the closed door. When I open it, my eyes struggle to adjust in the dim light. I can make out a figure standing in a cloud of smoke, the scent of gas overpowering as I blink once, twice, trying to make sense of what I’m seeing.

“Mom?”

The figure doesn’t turn as she strikes a match and drops it on the chaise that sits in the corner.

“Mom?!” I cry, hot tears crashing down my cheeks.

Fire erupts, consuming the delicate fabric of the chaise in violent licks of orange and red. The flickering firelight catches her wild eyes, and then I see a serene smile curve her lips. I realize then what this is—this is her undoing. Our undoing. These will be my last moments on Earth as I suck in the last gasps of fresh air in the hallway.

“Mom?!” I wail, begging for her to see me.

She finally turns to me, whispering, “You have to understand, baby. This is the only way.”

“No—” But before I can move, the room is engulfed in darkness.

I jolt awake, gasping as my eyes travel the room in search of something familiar. I’m home. In my apartment. The one I share with my husband. This is not my childhood home. My mother isn’t here. The flames aren’t about to consume everything I hold precious. It was only a nightmare—the same nightmare I’ve been having since I was a kid. It’s become such a presence in my sleeping hours that it’s come to define my waking ones.

What I still don’t know is if this is merely a dream—or is it a memory? Could something so violent, so consistent, really be pulled from the ether of my mind? I’ve been working with my therapist on exactly this—am I regressing every night to the helpless child I was back then? Or is my mind only torturing itself with fictional fears and traumas?

I turn in my bed, not at all surprised to find that the other side—the one usually occupied by my husband, Jack—is empty. The digital clock on the nightstand reads 5:40 a.m. I sigh, wiping the sleep from my eyes before rolling closer to the lamp to turn on the light. I grab the sleep journal that sits on the nightstand and begin scribbling in the details of my nightmare just like my therapist instructed me to do. I’m not sure what good it does, reliving my trauma each morning, the spike of cortisol and adrenaline that invariably takes hold as I write down the scene word for word. It’s always about the same—my mother, the gasoline, the matches—but still I record every moment because I don’t know what else to do. It’s the only thing that makes me feel at least partially in control of my violent nighttime awakenings. At least this morning I didn’t find a kitchen knife by my bed—that morning last week really shook Jack. Have my violent nightmares turned to terrifying reality?

I think of Jack—how he’d gone out of his way to find me the best therapist on the Upper West Side last year when my sleepwalking and night terrors took a turn for the worse. The year I turned thirty-two. The same age my mother was when she was committed to Mount Sinai—just a few blocks from here—and then Greystone Park Psychiatric, across the river in New Jersey, where she lived out the last years of her life.

I finish my entry in the sleep journal, then close it and get out of bed, my feet dragging as I get ready for the day. I stand in front of the bathroom mirror and take in my tousled, dishwater-blond hair and hazel eyes. My cheeks are too round and my lips are too thin; my jawline is broad and my forehead too big. I am the opposite of elegant and glamorous, and on my worst days I find myself wondering what my devastatingly handsome husband sees in me. He likes to say I’m a natural beauty, but I think he only says that to make me feel more confident. I do my best to dress smartly, to mirror Jack’s more refined taste and style, but I always feel like I’m falling short in some way.

As I pull a loose-fitting pencil skirt over my hips and slip the faux-pearl buttons of my blouse through their holes, I think about my husband. I wonder what time Jack left this morning. I wonder if he never came home and instead slept on his pullout at the office. I wonder how long my marriage will last if my husband spends more time at work than in our ten-thousand-dollar-a-month corner apartment with a view of Columbus Circle, just steps from Central Park and a few blocks from Lincoln Center. I wonder what makes a good marriage and if I’m asking for too much when I beg him for date nights or romantic getaways. Lately, he only shows up for me when I’m on the verge of a mental breakdown.

These thoughts are still swirling in my mind as I walk into the offices of Northrup Thomas Investment Group an hour later. The company was started by my father, Daniel Thomas, before I was even born. It was the first place I worked after graduating from Columbia with a finance and economics degree, and it will likely be the last because when my father retires, I will inherit the business. In fact, I am the sole inheritor of my father’s trust, and Jack is mine.

As the elevator climbs each floor in a satisfying rush, I trace the bruise on my wrist, my eyes following the inky blue and black colors fading to a sickening shade of yellow at the edges. I wish waking up with bruises was uncommon, but lately it’s rarer for me to have unmarred flesh. The creamy shade of my skin is now always decorated with the evidence of my nighttime wanderings. Apparently, running into walls and doors and tables is par for the course when it comes to sleepwalking.

I adjust my computer bag on my shoulder as the elevator hums to a stop and the doors slide open. I step out, angling in the direction of the finance department and my corner office when my father’s voice booms through the hallway. He turns the corner, a jovial smile spreading across his face when his eyes lock on mine.

“Ellie!” He wraps me in a warm hug. “Have a good night? Sorry I kept your husband out past his bedtime again.”

“Morning, Dad.” I suck in a breath, the scent of his familiar cologne filling my nostrils and easing the tension from my muscles. He must sense that I’m having a bad morning because he holds me for an extra few beats, squeezing my shoulder when he finally pulls away and catches my gaze.

“Jack told me you’ve been struggling with the sleepwalking lately—are you taking the medication the doctor prescribed?”

“No, I don’t want to have to rely on Ambien just to sleep,” I confess.

“If that’s what it takes, honey—we can’t have you walking around like a zombie.” His eyes dart to my wrist, and he frowns as he takes in the bruise. “You know how I feel about this stuff, what with your mom and everything. I worry—Jack and I are both worried.”

Then why doesn’t he come home at night? I think, but I remain silent.

“No need to worry, Dad, I’m fine,” I reassure him. If I were any other woman, I’d probably worry that my husband was having an affair, but I know Jack spends more time with my dad than with anyone else. They both find purpose in work—asking either of them to ease up would be like severing a limb, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t hard. I can’t help but wonder if I chose Jack because he’s familiar—because he’s strong and protective, a cutthroat workaholic just like the man who raised me. But that’s neither here nor there, and despite the nightmares that dog me sometimes about walking in on Jack with other women, I know it isn’t true. I know it’s just my anxiety and overactive mind getting the best of me. I’m grateful for the opportunities my father has given both of us—the fact that he hired us right out of school with salaries above and beyond our experience level has allowed us to advance faster and afford a two-bedroom apartment with a view of the park.

“You still having the nightmares too?”

“Sometimes,” I say, in an attempt to downplay the frequency of them.

“Maybe you should take some time off, El—maybe a week at a beach retreat somewhere would do you good. Some juicing, some yoga—whatever women do to find themselves or calm their nerves or what have you.” He delivers his words with a condescending smile. “You know these things run in the family, and this is just how it started with your mother.”

“I know, Dad. I’m fine, though. Work helps distract me.”

His gaze lingers long on mine before he shoots me that dazzling smile that wows investors. “That’s my girl.”

I force a grin, patting him on the back. “Maybe you and Jack should think about taking some time, though.”

My father chuckles. “Haven’t taken a day off in years and don’t plan on starting now.”

I smile. “Well, I should get to it, then.”

“Sounds good, sweetheart. Shoot me a text if you need anything. I’m headed across town for a meeting with Jack at the downtown office—you know he’s the best attorney in this city; you’re a lucky girl.”

I nod, waving him off. “I know, Dad. See ya later.”

“Love you, El.” He waves back, and then moves in the direction of the elevator bank. I smile, thinking how lucky I really am to have such a strong father figure in my life—even if he struggled to raise an emotional daughter. He did the best he could, especially with the fear weighing on him that maybe I would turn into my mother. That maybe madness is hereditary.

I finally walk through my office door, closing it behind me and dropping my computer bag on the desk before shrugging off my coat and sinking into the office chair. I sigh, thinking that a beach getaway really wouldn’t be half bad. Then again, spending a week alone might be even worse than the solitude I’m forced to handle in the city with my husband at work all the time and my father’s refusal to take a day off. Dad and Jack are the only family I have—and because my natural tendency is to be a homebody, I’ve lost touch with the few friends I had in college. I threw myself into work and spending time with Jack after I graduated from Columbia—that life doesn’t leave much room for things like socializing. Jack even suggested I go to one of those speed-dating-like groups that are meant to connect people with new friends, but that just feels more pathetic than anything else.

A soft knock pulls me from my thoughts, and the door cracks open. “Delivery.”

“Come in, Stacy,” I call to my assistant.

“Hand-delivered. Must be important.” She sets a sealed envelope on my desk, then leaves as quickly as she arrived.

I frown when I notice my full name written in elegant golden script. Elyse Valentinja Taylor.

I slip my engraved letter opener under the flap and open the envelope.

You are cordially invited to the Spring Women’s Weekend hosted by The Society. Bedford, Westchester County, April 23–25. Business professional attire requested. Car Service Provided Promptly at 5:30 p.m. on the 23rd.

I run my fingertips along the raised lettering. Is this invitation meant for someone else? I’m not familiar with The Society, so I do a quick internet search. My results are too broad, though, and even after putting in more details like “Bedford” and “Spring Women’s Weekend,” I come up empty-handed. I flip the invitation in my hand in search of any other details. There is no postmark, so I go back to the internet and try a few more search terms. The only result that’s returned is a short article in The New York Times about a charity gala to support a children’s literacy program. I scan the article to find a few familiar names of prominent New York families mentioned as members in the exclusive all-women’s group. Accompanying the article is a small photograph of a group of a half dozen women dressed in elegant power suits in shades of cream and pastel. These women are clearly well-connected and poised, with perfectly veneered smiles and designer heels that cost more than my monthly rent. They embody everything that I lack, and may be just what I’m searching for.

Perhaps this is something Jack arranged and forgot to mention to me. I think how sparse my closet is, but going on a shopping trip before the weekend sounds like torture. I’ll have to make do with the few basic pantsuits and pencil skirts I have.

I scan the words once more, glancing again at the front of the invitation to confirm it’s really my name printed on it. I make a mental note to ask Jack when he comes home tonight if he knows anything about The Society—if he comes home, that is—and then I tuck the invitation in my bag and open my laptop to work on the quarterlies for Northrup Thomas.






Two Ellie

“Sorry I’m late, babe.” Jack slides into the corner booth at our favorite restaurant that evening. “How was your day?” He leans over and plants a quick kiss on my cheek before spreading the cloth napkin in his lap and then sending me a tense smile.

“My day was okay—I’m glad tax season is done and dusted.”

“I’m glad too, I think all that stress is exacerbating your . . .” He trails off, unwilling to say the words I know he’s thinking: mental illness. “Have you thought anymore about going part-time? With that raise your dad gave me in January you don’t even need to work.”

“I like to work,” I say, softly. Jack has been pressing this issue. I know he thinks the nightmares and sleepwalking are made worse by my busy work schedule, but I have a feeling my anxiety would get worse if I didn’t have work to distract me.

“I know, baby, I know.” He pats my knee under the table and gives me a condescending smile. “You are your father’s daughter, through and through.” He’s being kind, but I sense something unspoken simmering beneath his words.

I think back on the first time Jack and I met at Columbia, warmth curling through me at the sweet memory.


Books go flying.

One minute I’m rounding the corner of the library’s philosophy section, nose deep in a copy of Nietzsche for Beginners, and the next I’m tumbling into the stacks surrounded by a ridiculous explosion of notebooks and index cards.

“Oh—shit—I’m so sorry,” a voice says, deep and smooth and unmistakably male.

His hand at my elbow, the only thing preventing me from falling face-first on the marble tile.

I look up and blink.

Because the guy crouching beside me—already scooping up my spiral notebooks carefully like they’re made of glass—is definitely not some distracted freshman. He’s older. Confident. The kind of handsome that makes your brain short-circuit a little. Tousled dark hair, warm brown eyes, strong jaw, expensive-looking watch peeking out from under a rolled-up sleeve.

He offers me a crooked smile. “Didn’t see you there.”

“That’s kind of obvious,” I say, wincing as I gather the last of my flash cards.

“Let me help—please,” he says, already doing it.

His fingers brush mine as we reach for the same book, and something sparks in my chest, uninvited and inconvenient.

He hands me the copy of Game Theory and the Human Condition like it’s a rare treasure, then stands, shooting me a sheepish smile.

“I’m Jack Taylor,” he says.

“Ellie Thomas. Are you okay?” I ask, noticing the way he’s rubbing his head.

“I’m fine. Nice to meet you, Ellie.” His smile spreads, disarming and boyish. “I owe you an apology and maybe a new stack of index cards. Let me walk you to your dorm?”

I hesitate, glancing down at the mess I’ve mostly gathered.

“I insist,” he adds, slinging his messenger bag across his shoulder. “You look like you carry the weight of five majors in that backpack. It’s the least I can do.”

I find myself nodding before I’ve even decided.

We leave the library together, walking into the late afternoon glow, and just like that, I’m doing something I never do—chatting with a stranger.

But Jack isn’t exactly a stranger anymore.

He asks what I’m studying. I tell him economics and finance. He says that explains the flash cards. I admit I make one stack for every lecture. He grins and calls this “charmingly obsessive.”

He’s in his final year of law school. Wants to go into property law, whatever that means. He’s from Boston, plays squash, quotes Hemingway without sounding smug, and laughs when I confess that I still don’t fully understand compound interest despite having aced the exam.

By the time we reach my dorm, fifteen minutes have passed like a second.

I stop at the front steps. He does too.

“Well,” I say, already fumbling for the keys in my pocket. “Thanks for not letting me marble tile back there.”

He leans against the railing, eyes warm. “I should be thanking you. Best part of my day, bumping into you.”

I laugh, half-nervous. “You sure you’re not concussed?”

“No,” he says, eyes lingering. “Just stunned.”

Then, without missing a beat: “I’d like to see you again.”

My heart lurches.

“What?”

He smiles. “You’re smart, funny, and . . . probably the most beautiful girl on campus. I’d be an idiot not to ask.”

My cheeks flush. I nod, almost on autopilot. “Okay. Yeah. I’d like that.”

He pulls out his phone. We exchange numbers. He types mine in slowly, like he doesn’t want to forget it.

“I’ll text you,” he says.

“Looking forward to it.”

He gives me one last grin, then turns and walks away, hands in his pockets like it’s the most casual thing in the world.

I stand there for a long moment, clutching my books like they’re the only thing keeping me upright.

Jack.

What does someone like him see in someone like me? I don’t know. But I can’t stop smiling. Not even a little.



The waiter comes over, and Jack orders a gin and tonic for each of us and then orders our food. He doesn’t ask me what I want because I always get the same thing when we come here. Grotta Palazzese is one of the few places we go for dinner because Northrup Thomas is a major investor and Jack is a firm believer in keeping things in the family.

“You’ll never guess whose background check landed on my desk today.” Jack’s eyes search the other tables in the dimly lit dining room, as if he’s looking for someone.

“Whose?” I ask politely.

“Jason’s.”

My blood runs cold. I sip my gin and tonic because I’m not sure what else to do. “Jason?”

“You know—Jason Hartfield. Surely you haven’t forgotten him already? You said he had such a profound impact on your life—that’s what you said, right? Profound.” Jack’s tone is suddenly scathing.

My heart hammers as I consider my next words carefully. “Did I say that?”

“I believe so. Right after you told me you wanted a divorce. And right before Jason told you he’d met someone and was moving in with her. That’s how the timeline went, right?” Jack’s eyes finally land on mine. His normally warm brown irises are icy enough to make me shiver.

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

Jack sends a tight smile my way, adjusting his tie and then replying in a clipped tone, “Of course.” The waiter arrives then, depositing another round of gin and tonics on the table. Jack swirls the alcohol in his tumbler, then takes a long sip. “I still wonder if Jason hadn’t told you he’d met someone else if you’d have gone through with it—if you’d have divorced me and stayed with him.”

I sip my drink, looking anywhere but at my husband. “I told you—we weren’t . . . it wasn’t an affair, Jack. Stop treating it like it was.”

“It was an affair, though—an emotional one. You said it yourself.”

“It was only a few months—we went to lunch a few times.”

“And talked on the phone and you considered leaving me for him,” he says.

I don’t reply because there’s nothing to say. We’ve gone over this a hundred times in the year since it happened. Replying would only add fuel to his fire, and Jack always wins. That’s what makes him a great lawyer and a less-than-stellar husband, if I’m being honest. But we’re still a good fit—I’m the yin to his yang, and even though I was wrapped up in Jason for a few months, I believe now that it was only out of loneliness and that my life has worked out just the way it was meant to. I wouldn’t change a thing—even if losing Jason’s friendship for the sake of my marriage was the collateral damage.

“I’m not hiring him—if you were wondering. Surprised he had the balls to even apply for the position after your dad transferred him to the Jersey office.”

I still don’t reply. If I leave Jack to his own devices, he’ll lose steam. I’m starting to regret meeting him for a quick dinner before I head home and Jack goes back to the office for another late night.

We sit in silence for a few long minutes. The waiter arrives then with Jack’s filet and my salmon. Jack nods once and then picks up his steak knife and begins to cut.

I shift topics. “Oh—I almost forgot to tell you—I got an invitation today from a women’s group called The Society. Have you heard of them?”

Jack takes his first bite of filet and chews, shaking his head in silent response to my question.

“I haven’t either. I’m not even sure why I’m on their radar—maybe it’s something my dad set up. The party is in Westchester.”

Jack’s eyebrows raise. “Sounds like an interesting opportunity. When is it?”

“This weekend.”

Jack swallows. Bites. Chews.

“They do a lot of charity work around the city,” I offer.

He nods. “You spend a lot of time alone. Might be a good chance to meet some new friends.”

“That’s what I thought. They’re sending a car service to pick me up Friday night.” I take my first bite of salmon. “Although the idea of spending the weekend with a group of women I’ve never met before seems kind of weird.”

Jack swallows, sips his drink, then nods. “I think it will be good for you. Get out of the city for a while.” Jack bends, pulling something out of his laptop bag and setting it on the table.

“I have something special for you.” His eyes sparkle with excitement, the anger over Jason apparently gone as quickly as it appeared. “Happy birthday, baby.”

“Oh—I thought maybe you forgot.”

“How could I? You’re my favorite person in the world—if I could buy you the biggest diamond on the island of Manhattan I’d do it. I’d spend every day celebrating my favorite girl.”

I nod but don’t reply. His words don’t ring as true as they used to, mostly because he spends all of his waking hours working, sacrificing us for his job.

“Thank you,” I finally say, smiling.

“Open it,” he urges.

I push aside the tissue paper in the gift bag, finding an envelope and a rectangular velvet box. I move to open the envelope first but his anticipation gets the better of him and he interjects, “That’s a gift card for a weekend upstate at a juicing retreat. A guy at the office sent his wife up and she loved it. They have goat yoga, El; doesn’t that sound fun? You’re such an animal lover.”

“Yeah . . .” I suppress a frown as I think about goats and downward dogs. I open the velvet box and my heart leaps when I find a pearl and diamond necklace with a dainty pavé-encrusted cross. “Wow, this is stunning.”

“I thought you’d love it.” He stands and comes around the table, moving my hair to the side and fastening the necklace around my neck. “There—picture perfect.” He dots a kiss on the top of my head. “I love you, El. My world would crumble if you weren’t in it.”

“Well, we wouldn’t want that,” I quip, my heart heavy. I can’t put my finger on it, but something about his words doesn’t feel quite right. They’re too manufactured, too perfect, too . . . something, and I can’t help the sense of unease that bubbles through my system.

My father always told me if something feels too good, that’s because it is.

I suddenly find myself waiting for the other shoe to drop.






Three Aubrey

“Thanks for asking me over tonight—I’ve been looking for an excuse to open this bottle of brut.” I take two flutes from Ellie’s wine rack and pop the cork on the bottle. I pour two generous glasses and then pass one to Ellie and sip from the other.

“Thanks for bringing a bottle over.” She drinks from her glass, the fizz seeming to take her by surprise. Ellie’s innocence is one of the things I like about her. She’s one of those people who was coddled as a kid but not spoiled; I, on the other hand, had to fight for every scrap of an opportunity I was given, and a few that I wasn’t.

“We should have girls’ night at least once a week,” I say, settling on the sofa next to her, thinking how easily she’s allowed me to slip into her life since we bumped into each other in the hallway a few months ago. Ellie thinks our meeting was by chance, that I’m just another neighbor in the building, and it’s in my best interest if I let her believe that.

“That would be great. This apartment gets so . . .” Ellie pauses, lost in thought. “Lonely sometimes,” she finally finishes. I have a feeling she means all the time. I’ve noticed that Ellie’s husband seems to avoid being at home with her, but I don’t say anything. It’s just one of the reasons I’m not interested in marriage: because men always leave, even when they vow that they won’t. It’s the way things go, like some unspoken catch-and-release rule. Men want the validation that you want them, and as soon as they have it, they move on to the next easy target. My existence is proof enough of that.

“Any luck finding a job?” Ellie thinks to ask.

I stroke the rim of my flute with my index finger, watching the city lights twinkle above Columbus Circle as I consider how best to answer. “Not yet,” I finally say. “I’m weighing my options carefully. Thankfully I have enough savings to get me through for a while.”

“What did you say your degree is in again?” Ellie asks politely.

“Environmental science,” I lie. Ellie strikes me as the kind of girl who surrounds herself with high achievers; my college dropout past would only raise red flags. “I had big dreams to save the world as a kid, but it’s a hard field to make a living in. Since my mom died—well, it’s just been hard to focus on much other than getting used to life without her.”

“I get that. My mom passed when I was a kid,” Ellie informs me, as if I didn’t already know. “I guess I don’t remember much about grieving, but I do know it’s hard to live without a mom.”

I nod, letting Ellie’s words hang in the air between us. “I’ve been thinking about going to a cancer survivors’ support group.” Another lie. In reality, sitting with a bunch of crying, grieving people sounds like the ninth circle of Hell. I force a sad smile and then add, “Maybe I could meet some friends.”

“Oh—that brings me to the reason I wanted to invite you over,” Ellie rushes ahead. “I got an invitation from a women’s charity group for an event this weekend—do you want to come with me? I don’t know anyone, so the whole thing would be more fun with a buddy.”

“And you want me to go with you?” I ask.

“Yeah—well, I guess it sounds weird now that I think about it. We haven’t known each other very long,” Ellie says awkwardly.

“I guess it would be a good chance to get out of the city and make some new friends,” I muse, pretending to be surprised that she’s asked me to go with her.

“My thoughts exactly.” Ellie drinks the rest of the wine in her glass and then takes the bottle from the coffee table and pours herself another. She’s looking to drown her problems in bubbly tonight, and I’m all for it. I wonder how her husband would feel if he knew she was drinking like a fish before bed. Then again, how much does he really care when he spends all of his waking hours and a few of his sleeping ones at the office?

“How long have you and your husband been married?” I ask politely.

“Seven years in July—we’ve been together for almost ten, though. We eloped to Niagara Falls, then road-tripped our way around New England, and when we got back to the city we moved into this apartment and both started working full-time at my dad’s company. We’re in different offices, though—I used to think that was a blessing—who really wants to work with their spouse all day? But now that I see Jack next to never . . . well, sometimes I think working in the same office would have saved our marriage.”

“Saved it? Are you having problems?” I drain the rest of the wine in my flute and then pour myself another.

“Just the usual things, I guess.” Ellie shrugs. “Sometimes I think of his work as like his mistress. I didn’t ask for a workaholic husband, but here I am, spending all my nights alone while he sleeps on a couch in the Financial District.” Sadness hangs like a cloud over her.

“That must be hard,” I reply.

Ellie nods. “Jack says I need to work harder to make friends, maybe get some new hobbies. He thinks it would help with the depression and sleepwalking and whatever. I know he’s right, but I work a lot, and despite the fact that there’s eight million people on this island, unless you’re a barfly, it’s hard to make friends.”

“You’re preachin’ to the choir, sister.” I shoot Ellie a reassuring smile. “Well, for what it’s worth I think you should definitely attend that fancy party this weekend. There’s no harm in checking it out, maybe make some new connections.”

Her smile is soft, submissive. I see why a man like Jack likes her. Ellie is weak, insecure, easily controlled.

“I have a lot of social anxiety and I struggle in groups. But I’ll go if you go with me,” she replies. “Anyway, you fit in with high society women like this more than I do—maybe the invitation was meant for you.” Ellie gives me a weak grin.

I nod, smile, then agree. “Okay then. I guess we have a party to go to this weekend.” I take a deep breath, thinking how everything is falling into place so perfectly. “To us—making new friends in this godforsaken city.”

“To us.” We cheers and then each take a drink of our champagne.

Ellie doesn’t realize it, but we’re toasting to more than just friendship. We’re toasting to a new future, to opportunities that promise to change both of our lives.

For better or worse.






Four Ellie

“Elyse Taylor!” A woman approaches me, arms outstretched, as we enter the palatial Georgian mansion on Friday evening. I lean in for a hug, taking in the cloying scent of her expensive perfume and barely suppressing a sneeze. “It’s so nice to officially meet you,” she gushes.

I’m not sure what I expected on the hour-long drive up from the city, but it wasn’t this. I feel hopelessly out of place among so much luxury. The woman’s smile is wide and her golden blond waves flow in an elegant waterfall down one shoulder. I’d guess she’s around sixty, but you wouldn’t know it if it weren’t for the faint crow’s-feet around her eyes. I can tell she’s the kind of woman who fills her schedule with Botox and facelifts and filler appointments in between her charity work and shopping trips to Bergdorf’s.

“Hi—thank you for inviting me. This is my friend Aubrey Collins. I hope you don’t mind that I brought a plus-one for the weekend.” The woman’s gaze flickers to Aubrey and she gives a quick frown before her measured expression returns. I’m suddenly embarrassed that I didn’t ask about bringing a buddy along—but how could I? There was no RSVP number or contact information on the invitation. Besides, what kind of woman would I be if I agreed to a weekend away with a group of strangers without some sort of built-in support system? I may be naïve, but even I know better than to risk that.

“The Society is very exclusive . . .” Her icy-blue eyes narrow at Aubrey, a shrewd look crossing her face. “Bringing someone along is really quite bold and frankly untoward,” she continues, and I wilt, thinking she might just send us back to the city because I’ve already broken some unspoken rule. Her gaze moves up and down Aubrey’s form. “Well, I guess we can make do with an extra this weekend. You don’t mind sharing a room, I hope?”

“Not at all,” I say.

The woman’s eyes flicker from cold to amused. “It’s nice to meet you both. I’m Kat Volkov, your hostess for the weekend. Welcome to Bedford and my home, Tempsford Manor.”

“Thank you for having us.” I adjust the overnight bag on my shoulder. “I have to confess, I’m a little confused about why I’m here.”

“Oh come, come. We’ll talk about it over aperitifs.” She gestures for Aubrey and me to move further into the house. “The ladies are waiting on the patio—they’re thrilled to meet our newest recruit. We’re very selective about membership. Only one new member annually, and the group’s decision must be unanimous. How was your drive from the city? Paulo was prompt, I hope?” I feel my eyebrows rising. One new member a year? How on Earth did they choose me?

“The drive was great,” Aubrey chimes in as we follow Kat to the heated patio that overlooks the estate grounds. The home is the epitome of old-world luxury: Italian tiles, an opulent double staircase, and marble pillars separating the various rooms. I’ve only ever seen homes like this in movies—never in real life. My father has a lot of powerful and well-connected friends and clients, but he made a point of keeping his business and personal lives separate when I was growing up. I found myself at home with a nanny most nights while he networked with movers and shakers around the city and sometimes around the world.

“Ladies,” Kat coos as we step out onto the patio, “let me introduce you to Elyse Taylor—please give her a warm welcome into our little society. And this is her friend, Aubrey Collins.”

“I go by Ellie, actually.”

“Well, Ellie,”—Kat’s smile is tight—“here we only use formal names. So much of the modern world has fallen into casual colloquialisms. The Society is an intentionally elevated experience.”

I catch Aubrey’s eye. She quirks one eyebrow, and I have to suppress a laugh, thinking that surely Kat is short for Katherine or something similar. I can’t wait to be shown our room later and to giggle behind closed doors about this pretentious moment. But then, maybe Aubrey is used to a more elegant life than I am. I realize then that I don’t really know much about her
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