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				Part One

			

			FALSE STARTS

		

	
		
			
				ONE

			

			Last-Minute Preparations

			October 19

			The Present

			5:00 P.M.

			Ellie de Florent-Stinson had made a point of telling everyone she knew that she’d bought the house in Palm Springs for her birthday, as a gift to self.

			Renting a Palm Springs house for a celebration was practically a rite of passage among a certain Los Angeles set, a flurry of Paperless Post invites with the requisite Rat-Pack-in-the-desert themes landing in one’s inbox with a predictable thud over the years.

			But Ellie always had to one-up, take it to the next mile, power it beyond the goalpost and smash it on the turf while doing an illegal victory dance—so she had actually bought a house, for a little over two million. Renting was so bourgeois.

			Her phone had been blowing up with texts from excited friends for weeks.

			
				Can’t wait!!!

				Me too!!

				What should I bring??

			

			Ellie snorted. This was no potluck. She texted, Yourself!

			It was going to be perfect. Her fortieth birthday blowout at her new mid-century-modern pad that night was the pièce de résistance. She’d flown in the designer of her favorite Parisian hotels to turn a neighboring farm-to-table (or weeds-to-shithole as her husband joked) restaurant into a louche nineteenth-century Chinese opium den for the decadent after-after-party. (The first after-party would be held at the Ace Hotel’s infamous Drag Queen Bingo bien sûr.) The designer had arrived the week before with real persimmons in tow (two euros each at the farmers market in Clignancourt) to hang from the newly bejeweled rafters. For the past two days, her guests had enjoyed guided spirit walks, hot yoga, mindfulness, tarot, and the Parker’s two hot tubs. She’d flown in the majority of the motley crew from New York on Thursday night via YourJet, the semiprivate charter service app. The three-day event had been arranged down to every last detail—she’d even coerced a new acquaintance, a prize-winning novelist, to help write the children’s loving speeches to her.

			The party at her new home, Gulf House (so named because its original owner was said to have been the CEO of Gulfstream), was the icing on the cake, the cherry on the sundae, the culmination of a yearlong bacchanalian observance of the commencement of her fortieth year on the planet.

			Except nothing was going the way she’d planned.

			The hydrangeas were wilting and it was only five o’clock, an hour before her first guests were due to arrive. Fully half the flowers had died from exposure to the harsh desert climate. Of course it was Ellie’s fault: She’d insisted on the fragile posies over the objections of her party planner and local florist, who had warned her that only sunflowers would be able to survive the desert heat. Ellie had nixed sunflowers as cheap, and so had to contend with the reality of the dead white blossoms. She wanted to scream, but instead texted Nathaniel, her long-suffering twentysomething assistant: THE!!! FLOWERS!! ARE!!! DYING!!!!! FIX IT!!!!!

			Who knew October in Palm Springs would be as hot as Phoenix in July? Not Ellie. It was a goddamn one hundred ten degrees out, and even with the cloud of misters over the pool going at full blast, there was no denying it was as hot as Satan’s armpit in the backyard. She took some consolation in the postcard-perfect golf course view, the sky a brilliant blue overhead. Plus, once the sun had set—four hours from now—it would be bearable. Right?

			The house was situated in the south end of Palm Springs, in the old Canyon Country Club neighborhood, which was now called Indian Canyons because the land was leased from the tribe that owned it. Half the city sat on Native American land, hence the presence of casinos downtown. But Ellie insisted on calling it by its original name—the name of the country club when Frank Sinatra and Walt Disney used to golf there. If she’d been on the city council, she never would have allowed the name change. The older families bunkered down in the Vista Los Palmas neighborhood in the north end, which was supposedly more desirable because it wasn’t leased land. But it was windy over there, and the views of the mountains were better on the south side of town. She’d fallen in love with her neighborhood’s wide streets dotted with palm trees. Here in Indian Canyons, the homes weren’t hidden behind high hedges or walls, so everyone could see exactly how fabulous your house was.

			Ellie could have bought in the neighboring desert city of Rancho Mirage, in the swank confines of Thunderbird, where Gerald Ford famously retired and Barack and Michelle Obama were rumored to have bought a vacation home. But Rancho struck her as one gated community after another, soulless, moneyed, and contemporary, whereas Palm Springs proper had a certain old-fashioned cachet, a star-dusting of Hollywood history. The house was on a double corner lot and had practically a three-hundred-sixty-degree view of the golf course and the San Jacinto mountain range. She’d fallen in love the minute she walked through its double-height double doors painted in a cheery yellow, almost exactly three months ago.

			“The second DJ is here,” announced Lynn, her housekeeper from Los Angeles who’d agreed to work the weekend and who was plucking out dead hydrangeas from the floral arrangements and making them look lopsided. “Where should we put him?”

			“In the game room,” she replied.

			“Second DJ?” asked her husband, Todd, walking into the terrazzo-floored living room and rolling his eyes. “Do we have two catering companies too? Or five? How many people are coming tonight anyway?”

			“A bunch,” she said airily. Ellie tried never to answer his questions directly. How much was that handbag/bracelet/haircut/second house? “A lot.” Where are you going? “Out.” What time will you be home? “Later.”

			They’d been in love, once. They even used to have sex—remember sex? Sure, married sex and all the lameness that phrase implied—hurried-before-the-kids-got-up or fatigued-after-the-kids-went-to-sleep kind of sex—but now she couldn’t even remember the last time they’d done the deed. No wonder she was so uptight. It was ten years since that weekend in St. Barts when they’d pledged their trough—or was it troth? A trough was the thing pigs ate from, she thought. Although perhaps trough was the more appropriate word, now that Todd had gained fifty pounds after going on antianxiety, antidepression, anti-everything meds. Paging Todd’s libido! Or maybe it wasn’t the meds at all; just because he wasn’t sleeping with her didn’t mean he wasn’t sleeping around, did it?

			Did she even care if he was?

			There they were, captured in that photograph in a silver frame resting on the piano. The four of them gathered near the shoreline: Todd—tall, dark-haired, as handsome as the former-actor-turned-laid-off-network-executive he was, snuggling his then eight-year-old daughter, Sam, the two of them looking adorable in matching white-on-white linen suits. They stood next to Ellie in her one-of-a-kind Alexandre Vauthier wedding gown flown direct from the designer’s French atelier, the neckline falling off her bronze shoulder just so. It was the type of gown that should have rocked St. Paul’s Cathedral to the awe of five hundred guests—ornate, ruffled, sequined, hand-sewn-by-blind-Belgian-nuns-type couture. Instead, Ellie had worn her long blond hair down and disheveled, looking like a goddess standing barefoot on that white sand beach, carrying baby Giggy in a matching lace sling. Their blended family was even more beautiful than a traditional one because you could read the hope and survival in Sam’s mixed Chino-Anglo features, Todd’s artfully unshaven chin, Giggy’s quintessentially docile English baby face, and Ellie’s defiant smile.

			Now Todd was puffy in the face, red in the eye, sour in the disposition, less employed than he’d ever been, and possibly cheating on her; Sam, who’d always been her favorite, seemed to hate her guts; Giggy, who was ten years old, still couldn’t read despite a quarter million dollars a year spent on private tutoring; six-year-old twins Elijah and Otis were surely causing their usual mayhem somewhere in the house; and Ellie’s long-anticipated fortieth birthday party was teetering on disaster.

			No matter, Ellie would get everything photoshopped to perfection later. Too bad there wasn’t a Valencia filter to smooth out memories.

			“Is Lord Fauntleroy coming?” Todd asked, using his favorite nickname for Giggy’s biological dad.

			“Of course Archer’s coming,” Ellie snapped. “You know that.”

			Ellie had invited everyone in her life to her fortieth birthday party in the same exact way that she’d invited everyone she knew—however barely—to her wedding ten years ago. She’d sent envelopes to the likes of Marc Jacobs, Karl Lagerfeld, and Anna Wintour. Privately, Ellie was a little embarrassed at her neediness, her graspy-ness, her reach.

			But she couldn’t help herself. She wanted more. She’d wanted desperately to be personal friends with Marc, Karl, and Anna, and even if all three had returned the response cards with polite regrets (carefully preserved in her wedding memory box), she was glad she’d tried. She’d had the sense not to invite them to her birthday party, instead focusing on the nouveau riche LA circle they ran in—parent friends from the kids’ private schools, old friends from the garment trade in New York and London, a few boldfaced names from Todd’s past, and rich couples they’d met at American Express Black Card events.

			Of course she’d invited her first husband, Archer de Florent. It was only right since Giggy—Imogen—spent two weeks with him in London every year. Archer was almost twice Ellie’s age, and at seventy-eight still wore his crisp bespoke white shirts unbuttoned down to his navel (to show off his year-round Caribbean tan) and tucked into his too-tight jeans. He’d surely be bringing one of his post-pubescent-looking girlfriends tonight. Artists, actresses, dreamers, and gold diggers all.

			She’d been one of those girls once, sitting cross-legged on his yacht in a gold string bikini, all of seventeen, Archer smiling wolfishly from the captain’s chair. They’d met on the circuit in St. Tropez.

			Except instead of just a sore ass and a smile, Ellie had won the mother lode, so to speak, by securing the de Florent fortune. Back then, Archer couldn’t wait to pop Ellie’s cherry, couldn’t believe he was so lucky, that he was her first (or so she’d told him), and he’d proposed and promised this gorgeous thing anything she wanted. She’d asked if she could give him a child once they were married, and he’d agreed. But before they tied the knot, they broke up a couple of times, finally marrying when she was twenty-two. She wanted a baby immediately, except the time was never quite right. Archer kept postponing it, and when she finally got pregnant, she was almost thirty and they were on the verge of divorce.

			Ellie looked like she’d grown up in Connecticut hedge fund country and summered in Maine, with her thick flaxen hair (colored by the best, the same team that did Gwyneth’s), a tiny, perfect nose (sculpted by the best, the same team that did actresses whose names can’t be divulged), a deliberately crooked grin (flawed is more perfect than perfect because otherwise she’d look like a soap star—cheap), and golden tan, the kind of girl from whom American dreams were made. But in truth she was from a veritable trailer park, with a deadbeat dad and a scarred, world-weary mom in the withered branches of her family tree.

			Not that Archer knew or cared about any of it, not when he’d married her, and not when they’d fucked in the penthouse suite of the Peninsula Hotel in Hong Kong to conceive Imogen. She’d forced his secretary to put it on his schedule and divert him from his meeting in Bahrain since Ellie was taking fertility drugs and ovulating. No matter that they were hardly speaking by then and hated each other’s guts. He’d promised her a child and, boy, was he going to give her one.

			Ellie had just finalized her divorce from Archer, and Giggy was four months old, when she met Todd, and for the first five years of her life, Todd was the only father Giggy ever knew. He’d wanted to give Giggy his last name even, and Ellie had considered it for a brief moment, but familial unity was no match for half the land in Norfolk, Beaumont Castle, and family history that went back to the sixth Earl of Surrey and a Viceroy of India—Archer’s great-grandfathers, naturally. Imogen even had a title. Technically, she was Lady Imogen de Florent. Technically, Ellie had a title too, but she never used it; not even she would assume to reach that high. She wasn’t a tacky Real Housewife.

			Besides, six years ago, she and Todd had finally gotten their own little miracle. Two, to be exact. As if on cue, the twins ran in with jelly hands, sticky, fighting as usual.

			“Eli! Otis! Stop that!” she yelled as they ran around the dining table, leaving handprints on the tablecloth.

			She was turning forty, her company was worth thirty million dollars, she was “happily married” (a stretch, but they weren’t getting divorced yet, so that was something), she had four gorgeous children (counting Sam, which she always did), and it was time to celebrate in this fabulous new house that she had bought fully furnished just two months ago.

			It was going to be grand. Everyone who was everyone, everyone who mattered in her life, was going to be there tonight.

			Her phone buzzed with yet another text. Assuming it was Nathaniel, her assistant, again, she started to type FUCK THE HYDRANGEAS GET ME SOME SUNFLOWERS when she saw the name on the screen.

			Talk about a blast from the past.

			From before.

			Before she was Ellie de Florent-Stinson.

			Before she was herself, really.

			
				Happy birthday, girl.

			

			The text came with a photo—taken twenty-four years ago. Sweet Sixteen, sigh. Could it really have been twenty-four years ago that she had been that young girl in that picture?

			There she was, in all her glory. Her hair all over her face, her smile, wary instead of megawatt, her clothes, cheap and ill-fitting.

			Another text: See you tonight.

			A promise or a threat? Was she feeling butterflies or tasting bile? She looked at him in the photo, standing next to her, so handsome and so young.

			It was her fortieth birthday. All the important people in her life would be there. Including him.

		

	
		
			
				TWO

			

			Bad Girls

			October 19

			Twenty-Four Years Ago

			5:00 P.M.

			Leo and Mish. Mish and Leo. They’ve been best friends since Leo came over to Mish’s house and didn’t say anything about how disgusting it was—dozens of unopened bills, yellowing leaflets and magazines piled on the coffee table, along with crusty coffee cups and empty beer cans brimming with cigarette butts, a ziggurat of catalogs and newspapers haphazardly piled against the walls, graveyards of dead potted plants, Mish’s mom sitting on the couch, rolling a cigarette, not giving a shit about any of it. Leo didn’t say a word, and Mish pretended not to care, even if they both knew Leo’s mom would never let something like that stand. Even though they lived right next door in a similarly dilapidated trailer home, Leo’s mom had dreams. Aspirations. She worked as a hostess at the nicer restaurant in the airport Ramada, and in the neighborhood, she was known as the uppity one, the one who acted like she didn’t live there, the one who always left the house in an ironed blouse and her good pumps.

			Portland was a pretty sleepy town, and not particularly snobby, but even so, there were people who had living rooms and people who didn’t. No one who lived in Woods Forest Park, which was what the mobile home park was called, was at the living-room level. Leo often wondered what kind of moron came up with a name like Woods Forest anyway. Weren’t they the same thing? The place had a dirty swimming pool, a coin-operated laundry where half the machines never worked, a basketball court where the local drug dealers did business, and a view of the polluted Columbia River. Leo’s mom’s life goal was to get them out of there as soon as possible. Their house was immaculate, even if it didn’t have a living room. Meanwhile, Mish’s mom had multiple tattoos and a rough voice and didn’t own a vacuum.

			Leo’s mom had grown up on the bottom rung of the middle class, but her parents had died young, and there hadn’t been enough money for college, plus she’d gotten pregnant in high school, and Leo’s dad was in jail.

			The rumor was that Leo’s dad had killed someone with his fist. He’d gotten into an argument with a guy at the bus stop and clocked him good. One punch. Guy went down, hit the sidewalk at an unfortunate angle, and died immediately. It was an accident. Leo’s dad hadn’t meant to kill the guy, just, you know, punch him. Manslaughter. Leo’s dad went away when Leo was a baby; Leo hardly knew him. Her mom had stopped visiting him a long time ago. Her parents might even be divorced, but it wasn’t clear. Her mom didn’t like to talk about him, and Leo learned not to ask too many questions.

			It didn’t matter. Mish’s dad had gone to jail too, for dealing drugs, but he was out now. That was another thing they had in common—that their dads were felons.

			Leo, everyone called her Leo, short for Eleanor, another of her mother’s pretensions, people said. She was named Eleanor, for Eleanor of Aquitaine and Eleanor Roosevelt, and her mother had wanted people to call her Ella or Eleanor, but her dad called her Leo and it stuck. Leo was sixteen now; it was eight years since she’d gone over to Mish’s house and looked at that disgusting mess of a home and, instead of being grossed out, decided she liked Mish, that they would be friends. Because Mish was cool.

			Mish looked the same at sixteen as she did at eight, like a tiny, elfin waif, slightly feral and underweight; she never wore bras underneath her thin tank tops, and her nails were always colored in glitter, like shiny claws. She had her mother’s narrow eyes and full lips, but no tattoos—yet.

			In contrast, Leo always felt too big around Mish, like there was too much of her, like her hips were too wide and her hair was too coarse and too thick, even if it was the same exact shade as Mish’s, the same platinum hue from the same cheap bottle. Leo felt like she took up way too much space, whereas Mish was a pixie; she looked like she existed on air and fumes.

			School had started a few weeks ago, and they were still enrolled, unlike a few of the other kids who lived nearby. They were only sophomores by then, but already so bored. Leo’s mom wanted Leo to go to college, but Leo’s grades were terrible, so scholarships were out of the question. It was the reason they fought so much lately, with her mom asking her what she would do with her life, what did she think would happen. Leo didn’t know. She thought she might model—don’t laugh—because she’d been approached at the mall. Discovered. The lady had given her a card with a number. Lose twenty pounds and call me, she’d said.

			Leo knew all about the “dangers of modeling,” had watched the news shows and read all the warning articles in Seventeen and Cosmo. But this woman was middle-aged, frumpy like a schoolteacher, and firm. She seemed legit. Leo didn’t tell Mish about it. Mish was getting an Icee from the lemonade and hot dog stand, the one where the girls (and it was always girls) wore tight red-white-and-blue striped uniforms with matching hats.

			Leo kept the lady’s card in her back pocket, like a talisman, like a lucky penny, like her ticket out. The lady said she was beautiful but too big, confirming everything Leo worried about privately. Lose the weight and call me. Leo told her mom to stop making so many mashed potatoes that same night.

			School was a dead end. But maybe her looks would get her somewhere. If she could lose the weight. She wasn’t at all fat, and was thinner than most girls already. But apparently not thin enough. It was depressing.

			The girls were painting their nails together on Mish’s couch. The couch smelled rank (the whole house smelled like unwashed laundry) but Leo didn’t mind; it meant they could spill their Diet Cokes on the couch and no one would yell at them, or if she happened to shake the nail polish brush and a few little hot-pink flecks splattered on the plaid fabric, no one would notice.

			Mish was painting her nails black, to match her lipstick. Mish was going through her goth phase. She looked like a dark fairy, with her bright hair against all the black she wore. Her current uniform consisted of a raggedy concert T-shirt and silk harem pants from Goodwill.

			Meanwhile, Leo was just starting to get tired of looking like a reject, of wearing her outsider-y status on her sleeve. Her mother had even started buying her chinos from the Gap. Wanted her to look like the rich, preppy girls at school. Leo was starting to cave.

			She brushed on the hot-pink polish. “It’s my birthday, I feel festive,” she said, finishing up her pinky toe and waving her feet in her friend’s face.

			“Ew!” said Mish, scrunching her nose.

			It was Leo’s birthday. Her mom was supposed to get out of work early so they could celebrate. Which meant a cheap Carvel cake and a twenty-five-dollar gift certificate to the Limited. But her mom would probably end up flaking like she always did. She wouldn’t be able to get out early, they’d need her till midnight like always, and Leo would be stuck at home, alone, waiting, like every birthday before then. Leo was turning sixteen and wanted more than that. Just this once. Something to remember, to really mark the occasion, to make the day different from all the other days.

			Other girls had Sweet Sixteen parties at the country club. Or at home, if they lived in one of those grand, historic Arlington Heights or Goose Hollow mansions with views of Mount Hood. Parties complete with waiters and DJs and all the popular kids driving their Beemers to the party. Those kids had everything they ever wanted handed to them and they still sucked. They were mean and insecure and stupid.

			Leo had Mish.

			And Mish was going to rise to the challenge. That’s what friends were for.

			The plan was to hit the mall, then . . . do something. Anything. Leo remembered the bottle of vodka that they’d been offered when it was passed around at the Madonna concert the other month. It was from the group in front of them, a couple of girls and a gay guy. The gay guy had really good eyeliner. Leo had never seen a guy wearing makeup before, except people on MTV like Robert Smith or Boy George, and at first she was a little scared of him. But he seemed harmless enough, and when he offered the vodka bottle, Mish took a slug.

			Leo had shaken her head. She was too scared to drink something a stranger offered. She was wary of alcohol and what it did to her. Mish had raised her eyebrow in disgust. But then, Mish was the bad one. (The “badder” one.) They knew what people thought of them, poor girls from the trailer park; they knew what people expected from girls like them. Nothing. They were bad girls. They looked like bad girls. Maybe they were bad girls.

			The group in front of them with the gay guy was friendly and asked if they wanted to go to IHop after, but Leo and Mish didn’t have the money, so they said no. They had enough just to get to the concert; they couldn’t afford to buy a T-shirt or any other souvenirs. The tickets were forty-five dollars each and they’d had to camp out in front of the Ticketmaster booth to get them. But then the gay guy had handed them the vodka bottle and told Leo to keep it, and even though just a tiny sliver of vodka was left, and even though she wouldn’t even have a taste, it still felt like a present.

			That’s what Leo wanted tonight, something unexpected. A birthday surprise.

			“Sweet sixteen,” warbled Mish, putting away the nail polish bottle. “And never been kissed.”

			Leo laughed. “Never!”

			“God, can you imagine?” said Mish. “To be so old and never been kissed? Like, what is wrong with you, then? Might as well never been fucked.”

			Leo shuddered. “Sad.”

			Mish had lost her virginity at thirteen. Mish knew things about boys. Knew how to sneak out of her bedroom window, knew how to give head. She’d shown Leo one day, demonstrating with a carrot. Leo had felt a little sick, watching. But that was Mish. Mish lived up to her reputation.

			But then it happened to her too. One afternoon, when her mom was still at work, she lost her virginity, just like that. Leo thought there would be more to it, but it happened so quickly, and so out of the blue, that she almost thought it didn’t count. At first, she didn’t want to tell Mish about it, not at all, but then she freaked out when she didn’t get her period for, like, five weeks, and she was sure she was pregnant and she had to tell someone.

			Mish had screamed and hugged her. It was like they had accomplished something together. Maybe they had. What else did they have? They were terrible at everything else: sports, grades, art, whatever else other kids did; they didn’t do those things. They weren’t on a soccer or volleyball team and they weren’t good at studying. This was what they did. They had sex with boys. Like Madonna, whom they adored. She was the best of the bad girls. Like a bad girl saint.

			And Leo wasn’t pregnant, she’d just counted wrong, or lost track, or felt guilty about having sex while her mother was at work. But she was okay, she wasn’t pregnant. Phew.

			So the plan for Leo’s birthday was to go to the mall and meet up with some guys. Mish had a boyfriend—she always did. She was dating Brooks Overton. Brooks was not goth. He was older, a popular senior, one of the rich kids, one of those boys with the shiny hair and perfect teeth who got up early for practice. Before Brooks and Mish started dating, he had been their joint crush. They shared a lot of things, and from sixth grade on, they’d shared an adoration of Brooks. It was common among the girls in their school. Everyone was in love with Brooks, even the moms. The moms were the worst, actually, making their worship too well known.

			“Brooks!” Mrs. Richmond would coo from her Mercedes. “Look at you, you handsome boy, so grown up now!”

			The other moms would titter, but it was clear they all got their panties wet for Brooks.

			Brooks was Mish’s boyfriend and no one liked it except Brooks and Mish. To their credit, Brooks’s parents were cool about his trailer-park hoochie. They were lawyers, and this was Portland, not Boston. Brooks could date whomever he wanted, and he wanted Mish. Who wouldn’t? The girl knew how to give head.

			And if the cheerleaders and the honor students and the rich girls didn’t like it, they didn’t show it. Life wasn’t Pretty in Pink. Maybe they didn’t invite Mish to their parties or sleepovers or campouts. But they didn’t say mean things to her face or make fun of her either. They just ignored her. If Brooks wanted to date her, he dated her alone. Brooks never hung out with his friends and Mish.

			When Leo and Mish hung out with Brooks, they hung out with just the three of them, because god knows they didn’t have any other friends at school. So they shared Brooks, even though Mish was the only one fucking him.

			But since it was Leo’s birthday, Brooks was going to bring some of his friends to meet them at the mall. To make it special. To make it different from all the other days.

			Leo hoped the friends would be cute, even though no one was cuter than Brooks. She blew on her hot-pink nails. They looked good, like a pink Ferrari, flashy and racy. Sweet Sixteen and Never Been . . . what? Never Been Kissed? Nah. Sweet Sixteen and Never Been Loved. Listened to. Appreciated.

			Sweet Sixteen and Never Been Fucked? Or Never Been Fucked Over?

			“Stop with that thinking face,” said Mish, who removed a Polaroid camera from her purse and waved it around. “To remember tonight forever!” She took a quick photo of Leo with her tongue sticking out.

			“Ugh,” said Leo. “I hate pictures!”

			Mish ignored her as she put the photograph and her camera away. “Let’s get to the mall. We need to celebrate!”

		

	
		
			
				THREE

			

			Last-Minute Cancellations

			October 19

			The Present

			5:30 P.M.

			Everything costs money; that’s what her mom always used to say. Nothing was free in this world. Mo’ money mo’ problems; that was what P. Diddy used to say, or was it Biggie Smalls? Who was the one who died? Biggie? Tupac? Both? Ellie couldn’t name a Tupac song to save her life and she didn’t pay attention to rap battles but did try to keep abreast of the culture. You had to, especially if you were in the garment trade. Not that she liked the latest trends. It was annoying how all the hot new labels were these dirt cheap, ugly-as-sin clothes from Korean distributors who sold them through pretty girls’ posts on Instagram. The kids who were buying them didn’t care about labels anymore either; they were wearing twenty-dollar hoodies with nineties show logos (why was the Friends hoodie so popular with thirteen-year-olds? Was it Netflix? She’d have to ask Sam, who would know) and tiny T-shirts with aspirational or ironic quotes on them. It was the end of fashion.

			Like every woman of her generation, Ellie would have died and gone to Chanel instead of heaven. She’d spent her first paycheck on a pair of those boots with the double-C clasp. It meant something, to wear Chanel. It meant you’d made it, that you had put your past squarely in the Kmart dustbin where it belonged. She wasn’t sure if the kids who wore those new no-name labels cared about designers in the way that she and her friends used to. If they would kill to buy a Gucci bag like she did. Her own line, Wild & West, was meant for the hipster twenty- and thirtysomething, someone who wanted to look like she did, all flowing blond hair, barefoot and sexy in a sarong, but at their price point—five hundred dollars for a jersey jumpsuit—most of their clients were hot moms in their forties and fifties. She did a lot of business with a certain hard-bodied, suntanned, sun-bleached, second-wife type from the Laguna-Newport-Palm-Beach nexus.

			She put away her phone and its disturbing text. She didn’t have time to think about what that meant right now. Was he really coming? To the party? Could she stop him? Did she want to? Dammit! How did he even find out about it? She never posted on Facebook. (Ew, Facebook was for approval-seeking losers.) How did he even have her number? Someone must have given it to him. She shook her head and put those thoughts away.

			There were so many things to do before her guests arrived. Make sure there were candles in the bathroom. Make sure they had the right fluffy paper towels out, the ones like they had at Barney’s. Thick. Soft. You didn’t want your guests using the same embroidered for-show-only guest towel, which would get bedraggled and gross by the end of the night. She’d learned that from her time with Archer. His penthouse had been stocked with all the right linens.

			Then she had to make sure all the tealight votives were lit, the ones leading up to the driveway and the ones scattered all over the garden and by the pool. Make sure the pool candles were secured and ready to float. Put out the citronellas so they wouldn’t be attacked by a thousand mosquitos when it got dark.

			Another text.

			
				I can’t make it I’m so sorry. Happy birthday E xo M

			

			From her oldest friend! They’d known each other forever, since they were kids. Ellie was annoyed. Who cancels a half hour before a party? Maybe she knew he was coming to the party. Maybe that was why Mishon wasn’t showing up all of a sudden. It was weird to have a friend who knew you so well. Ellie wasn’t even sure she liked it, or if she kept her around because she knew all her secrets. Well, almost all of them.

			Todd huffed by her; her husband always got anxious before every social gathering, and parties at their house brought out the worst. He was snapping at the caterer, growling at the bartenders, yelling at the kids. She should be used to it by now, but mostly it was irritating. Just take a fucking Xanax and relax already. He wasn’t even dressed—he was still wearing a ratty T-shirt and board shorts.

			“Don’t put that there!” he yelled at a hapless waiter who had moved one of the vases from the mantel to make room for a line of shot glasses. “It’ll stain the wood!”

			The waiter startled and almost dropped the vase.

			“Todd!” Ellie said, hands on hips.

			He wheeled toward her, looking positively murderous. “What?”

			“STOP IT!”

			“STOP WHAT?”

			It was her birthday. For one day out of the fucking year, could he not be himself for once? One day. One night. To celebrate herself and her achievements, couldn’t he just let them have a nice party? She promised herself she wouldn’t fall for it, that she would let him rant and rage because when the doorbell rang and the first guest arrived, he always turned into the consummate host, pressing drinks and making small talk and making everyone feel so warm and welcome. He was good at that. But for the hour before the party, he was awful.

			So it always happened that Todd was smooth and smiling when the guests arrived, while Ellie would be the one shaken and brittle because they had just had a screaming fight in front of all the help beforehand.

			Don’t do it, don’t do it, she told herself.

			She did it.

			“FUCKING GET OUT OF THE WAY ALREADY AND LET THESE PEOPLE DO THEIR FUCKING JOBS!” she screamed at him.

			“FUCK YOU! DON’T FUCKING TELL ME WHAT THE FUCK I CAN DO IN MY OWN FUCKING HOUSE!” he
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