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      Tonight is the most important night of my life, and I don’t know what to wear. The outfit I choose will set the tone for the rest of the year. If I wear the right clothes, I’ll make the right friends. But if I choose poorly, I might as well give away my earthly belongings and join a monastery on the top of a mountain. My dresses and shirts judge my ineptness as I flip through my closet’s offerings for the umpteenth time. That’s it. I’m calling the expert.

      The expert answers before the phone finishes its first ring. “I was about to power down my phone.”

      “Zoe!” I yelp. “You’re turning your phone back on tomorrow morning, right?”

      “No,” Zoe says, “next year. You know that.”

      I sit down on top of the nearest unopened box. “But how am I supposed to survive?”

      “Elodie Jones, you are a capable and wonderful mother and you are going to have an amazing year. You don’t need my parenting advice.”

      Zoe Ziegler has been my best friend since she rescued my dignity during our first week of college. While I was showering in the girls’ common bathroom, my freshman roommate Ingrid left our room and locked the door — with my wallet and key sitting on my desk. Ingrid had marooned me. Then, a pack of freshman boys from the football team stormed into the hallway, blocking my retreat to the sanctuary of the girls’ bathroom. Zoe saved me. She rushed from her room down the hall, screamed several choice obscenities at the idiot boys, loaned me clean clothes, and took me to the dining hall for ice cream.

      Our friendship flourished. After graduation, we shared a tiny apartment in Brooklyn and took the subway into Manhattan: Zoe to her entry-level job with a big publisher, me to law school. Three years later, I began my career as a miserable lawyer and Zoe married her college sweetheart, Paul. One year later, Zoe popped out twins. Fast forward a decade, and we were both still living in Brooklyn with our respective husbands, and we ovulated and conceived within days of each. It was perfect. We went to prenatal yoga classes together, shopped for onesies together, and planned our children’s future marriage when we learned I was having a girl and Zoe a boy. I did not have to bother making any mom friends because I had Zoe. Even better, Zoe became my go-to parenting expert thanks to her prior experience with the twins. My life as a stay-at-home mom was perfect.

      Until now.

      Now I am minutes away from beginning my life as a preschool parent in Pasadena, California with a group of strangers while Zoe begins a year of off-grid living in Alaska. Paul says he wants to write a book about their adventures. I say he’s having a mid-life crisis and should have bought a Porsche.

      “Why do you have to give up your phone?” I ask for the millionth time.

      “Because,” Zoe sings, “cell phones are an integral part of the grid.”

      “What if we just text?”

      “Texting is definitely part of the grid.”

      I knew that, but a part of me hopes that if I keep asking, the answer will change. I groan. “What if I have a crisis? Should I send a letter by the Pony Express?”

      Alas, I already know the answer to that question as well. The Zieglers are embracing off-grid living with a vengeance, which means my best friend will not even have an address for snail mail.

      “You won’t have a crisis.”

      “Of course I will,” I insist. “I’m having one right now.”

      “What’s the crisis?”

      “I don’t know what to wear to preschool orientation.”

      Zoe snorts.

      “I’m serious!” My wet hair is getting my shirt wet. “I’m a preschool virgin. What do I wear?”

      “Clothes,” Zoe deadpans.

      “What did you wear to the twins’ preschool orientation?”

      After a long pause, Zoe says, “I can’t even remember if I went. It was eight years ago, but if I went, I didn’t dress up. Stop obsessing over this. It’s only preschool.”

      It’s only preschool? Zoe just does not get it. She knows how to act and dress and talk with the other moms because she went to a normal preschool with normal kids who had normal, mainstream parents. The closest thing I had to preschool was a box of crayons and a circus clown named Chuckles. I need Zoe to impart all of her parenting wisdom, even if she thinks I’m obsessing over trivial matters, so I don’t ruin my daughter’s only chance at a perfect preschool experience.

      “So, jeans and a t-shirt?” I sigh.

      “Wear whatever you want.”

      I dig through my suitcase for clean jeans. The suitcase balances on an unpacked box in a room with pink walls. That’s a lot of information, so let me break it down for you. First: the pink walls. We bought our house, a two story Victorian built a century ago, without seeing it in person. This seemed efficient; now I have regrets. The online listing revealed the prior owner had a thing for pink, but I swear, the realtor must have tinkered with the photos. Online, the bedroom walls looked cotton candy pink but in person, the color is much closer to fuchsia.

      Second: the unpacked box. Luke moved to Pasadena a month ago while I visited my family with our two-year-old daughter, Madison. He installed satellite t.v., plugged in the microwave, stocked the freezer with frozen dinners and ice cream, and did nothing else. Oh wait, my bad — he bought paper plates and plastic cutlery.

      I extract my cleanest jeans from my suitcase (which does not mean they are clean) and then remember it is late August and too hot for jeans even at night, so I grab a pair of black Capri leggings instead. I am already wearing black Capri leggings, but they feel gross after a day spent chasing a feisty two-year-old who hates napping. This is my version of dressing up.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “I’m ruining your last night on the grid.”

      “You’re not.” Zoe’s voice cracks. “I’m going to miss you and your drama.”

      “I’m going to miss you.” Now I am on the verge of blubbering — but we did the blubbering thing a month ago in Brooklyn, and if I cry now, I’ll never make it to orientation.

      “I’ll call you next August as soon as we return to civilization,” Zoe says, “and then you can tell me all about Madison’s first year of preschool, which is going to be amazing.”

      “Okay, I can do this,” I say, trying (and failing) to give myself a pep talk.

      “What can go wrong? It won’t be like freshman year. Ingrid won’t be there.”

      Zoe despises my freshman roommate Ingrid. Ingrid locked me out of our room while I was showering, humiliated me in front of my friends too many times to count, and criticized my wardrobe, complexion, and childhood, but Zoe — well, it’s a very long story involving a table, a sequin tube top, and a sophomore named Craig, but Zoe despises Ingrid.

      “Right,” I exhale slowly, “Ingrid won’t be there. She can’t make me perform circus tricks on command.”

      “Don’t knock the circus tricks. Preschoolers love—”

      “Absolutely not,” I interrupt. “I made that mistake already in college.”

      “I thought it was hilarious when you made the balloon penises at Felix’s Halloween party.”

      That is a story I am not emotionally prepared to share today. Or possibly ever.

      “Mama! I hungry!” Madison stomps into my bedroom wearing her tutu. She has taken off her shirt and tattooed her stomach with a green marker. The pink tutu, which she has been wearing nonstop since my sister gave it to her three weeks ago, is also stained green. I will sneak the tutu off Madison after orientation and give it a good scrubbing. Separating Madison from her tutu when she’s awake is impossible. Believe me, I’ve tried.

      “Don’t worry about tonight.” Zoe offers a last piece of advice to sustain me through the next twelve months. “At least you aren’t living off grid in Alaska.”

      By the time we finish saying goodbye, Madison is kicking me.

      “Grandma is bringing cookies.” I try to sound sweet and unhurried while pulling my chestnut brown hair into a ponytail, but I’m overwhelmed and on the verge of a tantrum. Should I wear makeup? I forgot to ask Zoe about makeup, and now it is too late.

      I rarely bother with makeup. In college, after Ingrid said something rude about my freckles, I layered my skin with creams and powders to conceal the constellations of freckles that cover my entire face. I also scrubbed my entire body with various natural remedies, from lemon juice to buttermilk, to lighten the freckles on my arms, and I may or may not have clogged the women’s shower after I slathered myself with honey. Fortunately, I dated a narcissist in law school who had one redeeming quality: he regularly and sincerely complimented my freckles. Ever since our brief fling, I have embraced the night sky of freckles that adorns my face and only wear lipstick and eyeshadow on special occasions.

      “I want cookies! Now!”

      “Grandma will be here in five minutes.”

      Madison shrieks at an inhuman frequency. I jettison any thought of doing my makeup while stifling the urge to throw a tantrum myself. She cannot be hungry. She ate a hot dog, carrots, and a generous bowl of mac and cheese less than an hour ago. Besides, it’s not like I am asking her to fast all day. I just need her to leave me alone for five minutes so I can finish getting dressed for orientation before Luke and his parents (our sitters) arrive.

      My phone buzzes with an incoming text:

      
        
        Sorry, hon. I won’t be home for dinner.

      

      

      No, no, no! Luke is our designated normal parent. I’m the imposter and can’t go to Orientation without my wingman. I type:

      
        
        What?! We have orientation tonight.

      

      

      
        
        Luke responds:

      

      

      
        
        Crap, I forgot. The owner is in town and wants a working dinner. I’ll be lucky if I get home before midnight.

      

      

      Luke and I met at law school, although we did not date until we both started working at crazy New York law firms. About six months ago, Luke lamented the fact that he got home after Madison went to bed and missed at least half our weekend adventures. We brainstormed different ways to escape the Manhattan legal scene. Then, out of nowhere, a partner at Luke’s firm asked if he would be interested in working in-house for a company with offices in downtown Los Angeles. So far, Luke loves the job, but why must tonight be the night that the owner wants a working dinner?

      “I’m hungry!” Madison wails.

      The Universe might want me to skip orientation.

      “Grandma will be here with her yummy cookies any minute—”

      “Why isn’t she here now?”

      The phone rings. It’s my mother-in-law Ruth.

      “Hi, Ellie, you will not believe what happened.”

      My stomach does a backwards somersault.

      “Everyone is fine, but we got in a fender bender.”

      “Oh no!”

      “We got rear-ended by a semi on the freeway.”

      “Oh, my god!” My in-laws drive a Prius.

      “We’re waiting for the tow truck. We’re in the fast lane still. I could walk to the next exit ramp and call a taxi.”

      “Oh no, Ruth, please don’t do that. You stay safe.”

      Madison throws herself to the floor. “I WANT GRANDMA! I WANT GRANDMA!”

      It’s official: the Universe wants me to skip preschool orientation.
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      Forty minutes later, I skid to a stop at the entrance to Mountain View Co-op Preschool with Madison balanced on my hip. I take a moment to collect my breath, gather my courage, wipe a smudge of chocolate off Madison’s cheek, and then march beneath a horseshoe arch covered with pink bougainvillea and enter preschool.

      Like our house, I used the internet to pick Madison’s preschool. Online, Mountain View Co-op Preschool looked like a calm sanctuary; right now, it’s an absolute madhouse. White stucco buildings circle a courtyard with a playground in the middle. Folding tables crowd the courtyard, and signs on the tables say things like “Fundraising” and “Parent Education.” Parents have gathered in tight clusters around the tables, talking, laughing loudly, and broadcasting the fact that everyone already has friend here — everyone that is except me.

      I don't know where to start. Madison, overwhelmed by the cacophony, tucks her head into my shoulder, and I stroke her light brown curls. This was a terrible idea. She is the only child here. I should have skipped orientation and called the office with my profuse apologies in the morning; but since we are here, I might as well learn the lay of the land.

      I turn toward the building to my immediate left. The preschool buildings are all one-story high except for this one. An outside staircase leads to an upstairs room with an open door. Light spills on to the landing, and there is a cheerful babble of voices. Someone propped open the gate at the bottom of the stairs with a large rock. I transfer Madison to my other hip, step on the bottom step, and—

      A stern voice surprises me. “No children on the stairs!”

      I twirl around. A woman wearing a polo shirt with the preschool’s logo (a smiling mountain) glares at me, and my cheeks flush with heat. “Sorry. I didn’t know. Sorry. I’m new.”

      The woman crosses her arms. Her name tag reads “Becky, Co-op President.” While researching preschools, I learned that a co-op is a preschool owned by the parents. About a dozen parents serve on its board of directors and run the school. The co-op president is essentially the Parent-in-Chief. That means it took me less than five minutes on campus to annoy the most important parent at Madison’s first school. Yay!

      “What are you doing?” Becky spits out the words.

      “I thought… I was… I wanted to check out the school.”

      “The upstairs room is for board business,” Becky snarls. She pushes past me and hurries up the stairs. During my lawyer years, I encountered many nasty and scary folks, from judges to opposing counsel to a partner the junior associates nicknamed “The Bear.” This woman terrifies me more than all of them combined.

      I kiss the top of Madison’s head, expecting her to be equally, if not more, traumatized by our encounter with Becky. Madison, however, surveys the preschool courtyard with curiosity. “Playground!” she says, and before I can react, she has escaped my arms and dashed toward the middle of the courtyard. As I hurry after her, I hear a very loud, very distinct laugh from the upstairs room and freeze. I know that laugh, but it can’t be. The Universe is not that cruel. I squeeze through the crowd of parents and reach the playground as Madison runs across a suspension bridge.

      The playground groans ominously. This is not the playground pictured on the Mountain View website. The website features a colorful playground with plastic tunnels, metal supports and several slides, but this playground is a wooden structure with a single slide blocked off with cones and yellow caution tape. Madison runs back to the suspension bridge and jumps several times. My heart seizes. I half-expect the entire bridge to collapse, but Madison safely scurries to another platform. I knock on a nearby pillar. It sounds hollow and smells damp and musty.

      “Babysitting crisis?”

      I startle as a young woman — emphasis on the “young” — joins me. She has long blonde hair pulled into a French braid, and her skin almost glows. My obstetrician referred to my pregnancy as “geriatric” but this woman makes me feel like an ancient crone.

      “Total babysitting debacle,” I say.

      “Hi, I’m Miss Blaire. I’m one of Miss Lucy’s teaching assistants.”

      “Then my daughter must be in your class.” I nod toward Madison, who is once again jumping on the playground’s questionable suspension bridge. She is still wearing her pink tutu, but I convinced her to pair it with a pink t-shirt.

      “I can watch Madison if you want to visit the tables.”

      “That would be amazing,” I gush.

      I hurry toward the closest table. Its sign says “Script” so I assume preschool has a drama class or perhaps a film club for parents. I scan a flyer and learn Script has nothing to do with theater and everything to do with grocery store receipts. Fantastic. Preschool is even more complicated than I imagined possible.

      I grab flyers about school maintenance, family activities, and fundraising. At the fundraising table, a tall, curvy mom with lots of blonde hair, intense red lipstick and a breathy Marilyn Monroe voice boasts about a recent swimsuit photo shoot she did in Malibu. I cannot help comparing my uniform — black leggings, baggy black shirt, Birkenstocks — to her tight beige dress and stiletto heels. She looks ready for a party at the Playboy Mansion while I look like I just survived a natural disaster. I cringe, keenly aware of my lingering pregnancy pounds and the dark circles under my eyes. Before the swimsuit model completely annihilates my self-esteem, I scurry away to the next table.

      Are you interested in becoming a room parent? asks a mom wearing a Super Mario Bros. t-shirt. Her name tag reads, “Monica, Vice President.”

      “What does a room parent do?” I ask, feeling like an idiot.

      “A room parent is the teacher’s right-hand man. Or woman! Usually, it’s a woman, but we have to say ‘parent’ because every five years, a dad wants the job.”

      I laugh.

      “The room parents organize potlucks and class gifts for the teacher, and they also help create an item for the auction in the spring. Last year, the room mom for my son’s class put the kids’ handprints on an Adirondack chair.”

      Something inside of me stirs. While growing up in an RV parked outside a striped circus tent, I daydreamed about a front lawn with Adirondack chairs and potlucks. And having an actual teacher to whom I could give apples and coffee mugs. Being room mom sounds like a dream come true.

      “That sounds fun,” I mumble.

      “Gather around,” a voice booms over a megaphone, with plenty of screechy feedback. Becky teeters on a stepladder outside the office. “We’d like to begin the evening’s main presentation.”

      I hurry back to the playground, half-convinced I will find Madison in tears, but no, she is handing a plastic teacup filled with sand to Miss Blaire. Madison pats damp sand into a mystery baked good, and Miss Blaire feigns taking a sip of her sand tea. She pretends to swoon and says, “This is the most delicious tea I have ever had.” Madison grins with utter delight. This woman is the preschool equivalent of a Disney princess who enchants woodland creatures by singing.

      “Thank you, everyone, for coming to orientation. I’m Becky, your co-op president. I’d like to welcome all the new families and remind everyone that we are a nut-free campus.” Becky pauses for a smatter of applause. “I am sure you are going to love our preschool family. Just remember: we are a nut-free family! Last year, I found a peanut in the sandbox, and that’s unacceptable.

      “As I was thinking about what I wanted to say tonight, I came across a quote from Winston Churchill…” Becky blathers on and on as my fellow parents stir and murmur. After an interminable amount of time, Becky shouts, “I would like to introduce our board!”

      Parents stop chatting as Becky introduces a dozen moms and dads. “We had a vacant position for fundraising on our board. Fundraising is our most important and difficult position.” Becky pauses for dramatic effect. “Lucky for us, a new parent volunteered to take on that role. Thank you, Ingrid Smith-Livingstone!”

      This is a joke. Zoe arranged this. Any moment now, Becky will say, “Just kidding, Elodie, don’t worry. Your freshman roommate is not a mom at Mountain View Co-op Preschool.” Or it could be another Ingrid Smith. After all, Smith is one of the most common surnames in the United States. I heard that laugh from upstairs, but this must be some horrible hilarious coincidence.

      A mom with long red hair and a pale complexion joins the line of board members standing behind Becky and waves like a politician. She is wearing a jersey wrap dress and heels. Now I understand why the Universe tried to keep me from attending orientation. It was not being petty and annoying. It was trying to save me from my freshman roommate Ingrid.

      

      I take a seat on a chair designed for a preschool butt and gesture for Madison to sit in my lap, but she ignores me and makes a beeline for a play kitchen set. Miss Blaire gives me a warm, reassuring smile, so I let Madison go.

      As parents fill the empty seats, I take quick peeks for Ingrid. I briefly but seriously considered grabbing Madison and bolting for the parking lot after seeing my freshman roommate. Pasadena has other preschools. But then Madison showed me a unicorn sticker on her t-shirt. “My teacher gave it to me!” she proclaimed. As I admired the sticker, I resolved to keep Madison at Mountain View. We already ripped her away from the life she loved in Brooklyn, and I will not subject her to more turmoil — even if my freshman roommate is in league with the devil.

      The classroom fills, and there is no sign of Ingrid. Her child must have another teacher. Beautiful! Tomorrow I will get a haircut, dye my hair, buy enormous sunglasses and change my name. Ingrid will never know I’m here.

      A nasally voice screeches, “Oh! Em! Gee! Is that Elodie Flimbizzle!?!?”

      I shrink into my seat at the sound of my maiden name. “Ingrid!” I say, feigning enthusiasm. “It’s Jones now,” I add hastily.

      “Elodie and I were freshman roommates in college!” Ingrid announces to the entire room. Then she adds, “At a very prestigious New England school.”

      At least Ingrid cannot sit next to me, because I am jammed in between a dad with a handlebar mustache and a mom bouncing her knees and biting her fingernails. Ingrid smiles at Handlebar Mustache. “Do you mind if I steal your seat so I can catch up with my roomie?” Handlebar Mustache surrenders his seat to Ingrid, and Ingrid wastes no time in sitting next to me and pulling me into a sideways hug. “Isn’t this exciting?” she asks when she releases me. “We get to be mom besties!”

      A tiny piece of my soul dies.

      “Hi, everyone! I’m Miss Lucy!” A petite brunette about fifty years old waves. She is standing in front of an enormous sheet of blue butcher paper decorated with construction paper fish and mermaids. “This is Mr. Joe,” she gestures to a young man with a goatee standing next to her. “And this is Miss Blaire,” she gestures to Miss Blaire, who has joined Madison at the kitchen set. “We call Miss Blaire the ‘preschool institution’ because she first came to Mountain View as a toddler and started working here in high school with our after-school program. It’s hard to imagine this place without her. I’m excited to have Mr. Joe and Miss Blaire as my assistants this year.”

      The classroom door opens. Monica stands at the threshold. “Sorry to interrupt, but we need a room parent for this class. One of our veteran moms, Natasha Brown, was going to be Miss Lucy’s room mom, but her family moved to London for work. I was hoping I could convince a brave mom or dad to take the job.”

      A voice inside me shouts, Yes! Do it! If I am room mom, the other parents will have to interact with me. Then I might actually make some friends and I won’t be stuck with Ingrid as my “mom bestie.” But even if I don’t make any friends, being room mom sounds fun. Also, if I’m being completely honest, Ingrid brings out my competitive side. If she is the fundraising director, I want to do something equally helpful. I can escape the anonymous crowd by being a room mom.

      Ingrid’s hand shoots up. “I’d love to be the room parent!”

      “Oh no, we need someone other than our new fundraising director,” Monica says. “That job will keep you plenty busy.”

      “Anyone?” Miss Lucy clasps her hands under her chin. “It’ll be fun! I promise, I am not scary.”

      My right hand twitches. Go on, do it, my inner voice hisses, but another, meaner voice inside me bellows, You can’t! You fraud! You’ll screw up the year for everyone!

      Ingrid nudges me with her elbow and whispers, “You should do it.”

      I ignore her.

      Ingrid elbows me again. “You organized amazing potlucks freshman year, remember?”

      I fold my hands together and keep them safe in my lap. The silence continues. A parent coughs. Miss Lucy’s shoulders slump.

      “Excuse me!” A woman with hollow cheeks and a black fanny pack pushes past Monica and bounces into the room. “I was talking to Dr. Konig about gentle parenting techniques and the psychological damage inflicted by negative language. What did I miss?”

      “Nothing,” Miss Lucy says. “We were recruiting a volunteer to be our room parent for the year.”

      “I would love to do that!” The newcomer acts as if she won the lottery.

      My body relaxes. I will not be the room mom. I will not ruin my daughter’s first year of preschool. Still, my inner voice whispers, Why didn’t you volunteer first?
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      “A martini for the gentleman,” a waiter sets a V-shaped glass in front of Luke, “and Unicorn Tears for the lady.”

      “That looks appalling,” Luke says.

      I raise my flute in the air. “To us!” We clink glasses and I take a tentative sip of my pink bubbly concoction. “It’s like cotton candy and lemon drops had a baby.” I smack my lips. “Delicious.”

      It is the last Saturday of August, and Luke’s parents whisked Madison away for a sleepover before she starts preschool on Monday. I admire the bar — it has a speakeasy vibe at odds with my pink Unicorn Tears — and then I admire my husband. Black glasses frame Luke’s sapphire blue eyes; his salt-and-pepper hair is thick and wavy; and his nose has a ridge at the top, like Michelangelo’s David. He toys with the olive in his martini. “I know you are less than thrilled about Ingrid’s kid going to school with Madison.”

      Understatement of the century.

      “But do you like the preschool?”

      “I don’t know,” I confess. “I’m worried the other parents won’t like me because they’ll think I’m best friends with Ingrid.”

      Luke laughs. “She can’t be that bad.”

      “Have you paid attention to anything I told you about college?”

      Luke makes a dismissive sound. “You were eighteen and jammed into one bedroom. It’s part of the college experience.”

      I love and adore my husband, but he does not appreciate the gravity of this situation. His office job guarantees regular interaction with adults; so far, the stay-at-home mom gig only guarantees regular interaction with a sidekick who expects me to manage a shocking amount of bodily fluids. If I do not make friends with Pasadena moms, I might start talking to inanimate objects; and as much as I love my coffee maker, it is not known for its conversational skills. Preschool is the ideal place to make friends, but if Ingrid sucks me into her orbit, I’ll be stuck socializing with insufferable moms like Becky. I take another sip of my Unicorn Tears to soothe my nerves and get date night back on track.

      A nasally voice crows, “Elodie Flimbizzle!”

      I close my eyes and will myself to be invisible, but when I open my eyes, Ingrid looms over our table.

      “Danforth! Danforth!” Ingrid cries. A man wearing dark jeans and a Star Wars t-shirt saunters over and drapes an arm over Ingrid’s shoulders. Ingrid is only five feet tall, but thanks to her stiletto heels, she towers over him. “This is my husband, Danforth Livingstone. We’re like Molly and Arthur Weasley!” It’s an apt observation: my red-headed freshman roommate married a man with beet red hair.

      “Danforth,” Ingrid continues, “this is Elodie Flimbizzle, my freshman roommate.”

      “Elodie Jones,” I say through gritted teeth.

      “Why on earth would you want to take your husband’s name? ‘Flimbizzle’ is so unique. Of course, I took Dan’s last name because you know I always hated being Ingrid Smith.” Ingrid grimaces. “Don’t you remember how much I hated my last name and wished I had a last name like ‘Flimbizzle’?”

      Ingrid is rewriting history. She said my last name as often as possible to get laughs from the other freshmen in our dormitory, but she never coveted it.

      “And you must be Elodie’s husband!” Ingrid takes charge of the conversation as she always does.

      “No,” Luke says, “I am her lover Pierre, but don’t worry, Luke and Elodie have an open relationship.”

      Ingrid throws her head back and laughs her annoying laugh. “We’re here on date night. You should join us! How fun! A double date!”

      No, no, no! Not fun! Not fun at all!

      “That would be great!” Luke says.

      The traitorous bastard. I will have to kill him when we get home.

      The hostess steps into the bar. “Jones? Your table is ready.”

      Ingrid beams at the hostess. “Margaret! You won’t believe it! We ran into our friends at the bar! The four of us will take a table together. The patio, please.”

      I shoot Margaret the hostess a pleading glance, but she says, “No problem,” and leads the four of us outside to a brick patio with a stone fireplace and a canopy of vines growing overhead.

      “Isn’t this delightful? It is so delightful,” Ingrid says as we take our seats. A nearby heat lamp illuminates Ingrid’s unblemished complexion. Does the woman even have pores? I wonder if her skincare routine is the same as it was in college. (Elaborate, expensive, and exotic.) A waitress with a pixie cut stops at our table, and before she can speak, Ingrid says, “Melody, so good to see you. We will start with a bottle of La Guiberte and the charcuterie.”

      I love charcuterie, but I still wish Ingrid had not ordered for the entire table. Maybe I wanted crab cakes.

      The waitress smiles and retreats.

      “Do you like Mountain View? To be honest, I think it’s a bit proletariat, but Danny Jr.’s a legacy. Didn’t you say it’s gotten scruffy, Danforth?”

      Danforth grunts without looking up from his phone.

      “They still have the same play structure that Danforth played on. It’s decrepit!”

      “Hey,” Danforth bumps their shoulders together. “I’m not that old. Just because I’m a few years older than you—”

      “Oh darling, I was not making a joke about your age.” Ingrid blows him a kiss and he grunts and returns to glaring at his phone. “There’s a dedication plaque by the bridge that I’m sure Elodie saw.” I did not. “It says the Howard Family built the bridge in 1972. I think it has termites.”

      Our waitress returns with the wine and pours a little for Ingrid. Ingrid buries her nose in the glass, closes her eyes, and inhales; then she takes a slow sip, swishes the wine around her mouth, smacks her lips appreciatively, and says, “Perfect, Melody. You should pour yourself a little if you like.”

      As Melody fills our glasses, Ingrid says, “Of course I placed Danny Jr. on the waitlist for Tiny Geniuses Academy when we started trying to get pregnant, but they do not place children until they are three years old, and Danny’s an August baby, just turned two. I wanted him to have something to prep him for Tiny Geniuses Academy. I just hope the other children at Mountain View do not drag him down. He is very precocious.”

      “Darling.” Danforth sounds exasperated. How many times must I tell you? You can’t call our son ‘precocious’ so long as he craps in a diaper.”

      Ingrid laughs, and a moment later, my tote bag vibrates.

      I check my phone. Luke texted. I take a sip of my water and slide open the message.

      
        
        She laughs like a dolphin.

      

      

      I choke on the water and nearly spray it all over the table, but Ingrid is too busy talking about the advantages of the pre-college curriculum at Tiny Geniuses Academy to notice.

      I surreptitiously text Luke.

      
        
        Should we fake an emergency?

      

      

      He immediately replies:

      
        
        Are you kidding? And miss this train wreck?

      

      

      Ingrid continues her monologue until the waitress arrives with the charcuterie. She orders a second bottle of wine and a few more appetizers and then tries to order entrees for the entire table, but Danforth places a restraining hand on her arm and says, in a warning voice, “Sweetheart.”

      “I have a sixth sense for what people should order, but Dan is right. People need to order for themselves. But Elodie, you will love the lamb and Luke, the short ribs are a dream.”

      Damnit. I wanted to order the lamb, but I order the scallops to spite Ingrid. Luke orders the short ribs. He always orders the short ribs if they are on the menu, but I still text him an angry emoji face.

      Ingrid chatters about their home renovations, the irregularity of Danforth Jr.’s bowel movements, and the trip they are taking to Hawaii for Christmas. Luke and I exchange texts, and I actually enjoy myself. Then Danforth Sr. ditches his phone and draws Luke into a conversation about fantasy football, and I am left alone with Ingrid’s self-important prattle.

      Ingrid’s phone, resting on the table near her wine glass, buzzes. “It’s Becky! There is so much important board business.”

      I sit awkwardly as Ingrid sends a flurry of texts about “important board business” and Luke and Danforth Sr. jabber about fantasy football during what was supposed to be a romantic dinner with my husband. Instead, Ingrid hijacked us into a double date. Since I am being ignored, I check my phone. No texts. I can’t even text my best friend—

      Hold everything. Zoe might be off the grid in Alaska, but her mother-in-law is keeping her phone safe. I can send my best friend all the texts that I want and then she will have something to read when, desperate for gossip and connection, she emerges from the wilderness. My fingers fly:

      
        
        You will not believe who I am having dinner with!

      

        

      
        INGRID.

      

        

      
        She has a son.

      

        

      
        He is in Madison’s preschool class.

      

        

      
        Save me!

      

      

      I keep texting Zoe until Melody arrives with our entrees. As I cut a scallop in half, Ingrid returns to the subject of preschool. “Elodie, I cannot believe you let that Charlotte woman be room mom instead of you.”

      Luke perks up. “Elodie was going to be room mom?”

      My mouth is too full with scallop to protest.

      “We needed someone to volunteer to be room mom, and I thought Elodie should do it,” Ingrid says. “I think it’s so important to be involved with your child’s education.”

      “I want to be involved, but I’m too inexperienced. Besides, I’m too busy. I have to finish unpacking.”

      “We’re nearly done,” Luke says.

      I kick his ankle under the table.

      “I didn’t go to preschool.” I drag a scallop aggressively through the lemon garlic sauce drizzled artfully around the plate. “Let me be a regular mom this year.”

      “Nonsense,” Ingrid says. “If you can juggle nine eggs blindfolded, you can handle anything, which reminds me, Elodie, you simply must tell Becky about all your circus talents so she can use you at school events.”

      “That’s a great idea,” Luke says.

      I shake my head vehemently. “Absolutely not. I want to blend in.”

      “Life is too short to blend in,” Ingrid quips.

      “Says the woman with a completely normal childhood. Everyone thought I was a freak in college.”

      “No one—” Ingrid protests.

      “Remember how you made me make balloon animals at Felix’s Halloween party?”

      “I suggested—”

      “Remember all the frat boys harassing me to make balloon penises?” I hiss.

      Both husbands choke on their wine.

      “I’ve never heard this story,” Luke says.

      “Everyone was mocking me.” My chest tightens. “I was amusing because I had grown up in the circus.”

      “You were interesting,” Ingrid insists. “Intriguing. Mysterious.”

      “Freakish.” I spat out the word. “I’m not passing that legacy on to my daughter. She won’t be the weird kid with circus relatives.”

      “You—” Ingrid protests again, but this time, Danforth silences her with a hand on her shoulder.

      “Please, Ingrid, I don’t want anyone to know I grew up with the circus. I don’t want them to know I can juggle or make balloon animals. Can we please keep my past in the past?”

      “Okay fine,” Ingrid moans. “If you want to keep all your amazing skills secret, I’ll honor your wish.”

      “Promise?” I say, perhaps a bit petulantly.

      “Promise.”

      Ingrid wants to say something more, but she restrains herself and we eat in silence for the next minute. Before the silence becomes too awkward, she says, “It will be such a relief when Danny goes to Tiny Geniuses Academy next year. At least they don’t have thieves.”

      “What?” I ask. “Thieves?”

      “I thought you knew. Everyone was talking about it after our session with Miss Lucy.”

      “I thought orientation was over after Miss Lucy finished.” My voice trails away. I sprinted for the car with Madison when the session with Miss Lucy ended because she was teetering on the brink of Toddler Meltdown Mode.

      “Officially, yes.” Ingrid smiles and cuts her lamb expertly. “But lots of parents stayed to chat and about twenty of us ended up at a bar in Sierra Madre.”

      My cheeks flush hot. I am right back in the first weeks of my freshman year of college, hiding in our dorm room, living off potato chips and Lucky Charms, while Ingrid went to room parties, snuck into frat basements, and had a dazzling social life. She had her entire college life planned, from her major to her study abroad program to the subject of her senior thesis, and I lost my schedule and was twenty minutes late to my first class. But that was when I was eighteen. Some informal post-orientation socializing should not trigger me now, even if Ingrid bonded with other parents at a bar while I scrubbed green marker stains from Madison’s tutu. I’m a grown ass woman, with a husband, child, and mortgage!

      Ingrid savors a bite of her lamb and moans in ecstasy. “Next time we come here, Elodie, you must get the lamb.”

      Would Ingrid press charges if I lunged across the table right now and throttled her?

      “What’s up with thieves at preschool? Danforth Sr. asks.

      “What? Oh, that.” Ingrid waves a dismissive hand and takes a slow sip of the wine. “A few wallets went missing during Orientation. Monica — she’s the co-op VP — says nothing like this has happened since her eldest start preschool ten years ago.”

      My chest tightens. Ingrid is already on a first name basis with the co-op’s president and vice president; she is the new fundraising director; she even knows what family donated the playground. Meanwhile, I will have to spend the weekend memorizing the Parent Handbook so I do not wreck my daughter’s shot at a normal childhood.

      Zoe may be off the grid, but I know what she would advise: I should limit my contact with Ingrid or she will ruin Madison’s first year of preschool, just like she ruined my freshman year of college. I, however, have an idea that is either really stupid or absolutely brilliant.

      “Here,” I thrust my phone at Ingrid. “Send me a text. Then I can add you to my contacts.”

      Ingrid beams. “Great idea! We’ll keep each other in the loop about preschool gossip.”

      Exactly.
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      “Smile! Say cheese! Look at me!”

      Ingrid shifts her camera from the vertical to horizontal position while crouching on the pavement, angling the lens for the one photo that will perfectly capture this moment.

      “Let’s try the crayon frame again,” Ingrid says. She whisks away the oversized novelty pencils that Madison and Danforth Jr. were clutching and hands them a frame she made from poster board and actual crayons. Ingrid fusses over Danforth Jr.'s hair, adjusts the collar of his Burberry shirt, and then returns to snapping photos.

      “Danny, hold your side up a little higher. No, not that high. Okay, a little higher, stop! That’s perfect! Big smile!”

      Parents and children stream past us as they promenade into preschool. More than a few moms gape at Ingrid’s elaborate set-up, and I cringe. I should have resisted when Ingrid texted last night and told me to meet her outside preschool a half hour before the official start of school for “a few quick photos.” I spent every free moment yesterday studying the Parent Handbook so I could blend in, and now I stand out like a clown at a funeral.

      This is what I get for giving Ingrid my phone number.

      “Shout hooray!” Ingrid says.

      “Daddy!” Madison drops her end of the frame and bolts toward Luke.

      Luke scoops her up. “Is my big girl ready for her first day of preschool?”

      “Yay!”

      I shrug apologetically, but do not drag Madison back to the photo shoot
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