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      You’re Invited to the Wyndham Preschool Potluck Picnic!

      When: Saturday, September 1, 12:00 pm

      Where: Wyndham Preschool Playground and Courtyard

      Hello Wyndham Friends! The school year is almost upon us. Join us for a fun afternoon and get to know the 3’s 4’s family. Bring a favorite dish to share (Please no nuts. Gluten free preferred, and an assortment of vegan dishes are most welcome). Teachers Emily, Nora, and Kelly can’t wait to see our old friends and meet our new ones!
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      Cleo pulled into the Wyndham School parking lot and parked her BMW iX in between a Tesla and a Mercedes SUV. It seemed like every other car in Oak Valley was one of the two, with an occasional Porsche Cayenne or another BMW thrown in.

      “You ready?” She unbuckled her seatbelt and turned to the back seat. Her daughter, Isabelle, secured in her car seat, stared at her with solemn eyes.

      “I guess so.” As always, Cleo’s heart squeezed a little at her daughter’s faint lisp.

      “It’s going to be fun, I promise.” Already at three Izzy had mastered that, “oh really?” Face. God help me when she’s a teenager.

      Not that she could blame Izzy for her skepticism. Their lives had been turned upside down in just a few short months. Well, if she was being honest, Cleo had to admit she had turned their lives upside down. Though it was all for the better, she couldn’t blame her daughter for feeling insecure.

      She got out of the car and went around to the back seat to unbuckle Izzy. “Myself,” Izzy insisted when Cleo went to lift her out of the carseat. As she awkwardly climbed out of the car, Cleo retrieved the fruit salad she had made from the floor of the passenger side. Cradling the salad in one arm, she reached for Izzy’s hand with her free hand. She started toward the entrance, but paused as Izzy tugged at her.

      “I don’t wanna go.”

      Cleo’s jaw clenched at her daughter’s tone leaned towards a whine. She took a deep breath and bent to give Izzy a reassuring squeeze. Her irritation faded in a flood of warmth as Izzy’s plump little arms wound around her neck. “Honey, there’s going to be so many fun girls and boys. We’re going to make so many new friends.”

      Izzy gave a rather dramatic sigh for a three year old, but allowed herself to be led towards the school.

      As they approached, Cleo mentally compared Wyndham School to her faint memories of her own preschool. This beautiful, wood and glass structure couldn’t be farther from the basement in a run down church where her mother had dropped her off for long days of playing with chipped wooden blocks and trying to avoid the boy with the biting problem.

      Situated on a property that offered spectacular views of the Santa Cruz mountains, Wyndham was a state of the art, eco friendly masterpiece, whose teachers were tasked with molding the next generation of Silicon Valley superstars. Though the school was established in the seventies, the current building was only a few years old.

      Apparently the parents decided that the converted nineteen fifties ranch house that had formerly housed the school wasn’t good enough for their little princes and princesses. So millions of dollars were raised and spent so the poor underprivileged children of Oak Valley could finger paint and make mud pies in acceptable facilities.

      How could anyone expect them to settle for less, especially in a town where the average net worth was over ten million dollars?

      As she and Izzy walked through the breezeway between the classrooms and past the massive community hall, shrieks and laughter of toddlers mingled with the din of adult conversation.  In addition to the expected play structure and sand box, Wyndham School featured a native garden with a chicken coop tucked into the back corner.

      Of course.

      Over the back fence, Cleo took in the stunning view of the rolling hills, unblemished by development thanks to the town’s dedication to maintaining ample open space. This rural oasis in the heart of Silicon Valley was the last place Cleo would have ever imagined herself landing. But sometimes life took you in unexpected directions.

      In any case, she couldn’t deny the beauty of her surroundings.

      As they got to the edge of the playground, Izzy once again hesitated. Cleo bit back a grimace of frustration and admonished herself to be patient. While she could understand Izzy’s hesitation, she couldn’t relate to it. Cleo had learned from a very early age to adapt to any social situation. She could walk into any room - or playground - and read every single person like a book. That meant she could control any interaction.

      Well, almost any, she reminded herself. There were always a few wildcards. She had the scars to prove it.

      Some might call her manipulative. She considered it a necessary survival skill.

      She led Izzy out to the playground, taking in the scrum of three and four year olds littering the climbing structure and digging in the sandbox. Others stood shyly at their parents’ sides, who gathered in gender segregated clumps around the courtyard.

      The dads wore essentially the same uniform of polo shirts, many of them embossed with corporate logos, paired with khaki shorts or jeans. Sneakers or, ugh, flip flops completed the ensembles. When would men get the memo that no one wanted to see their callused, hairy feet?

      The women were more interesting, wardrobe wise. While most wore either pre-distressed jeans and drapey tops or sundresses paired with flats or sandals, there were a few outliers. You could tell a lot about a woman by how she dressed. The mom in the hiking shorts and Keen sandals was probably still co-sleeping with her three year olds and made sure the teachers requested vegan options for today’s potluck.

      The one whose dress was just a little too short and tight, her wedge heels a little too high for a preschool function was still clinging to her youth. She did a lot of girls’ nights up in the city where she flirted with guys in their twenties as her tech bro husband cooled his heels at home.

      Then there was the fashionista, who sported jeans that retailed at around $300 (Cleo would know. She owned three pair.), and had a pair of thousand dollar designer sunglasses perched on her nose.

      She unconsciously smoothed her hand over the front of her shirt, pleased with the outfit she’d chosen for today. White twill shorts, short enough to show off her slim, toned legs, but not so short to imply thirst. They were paired with a black tank that skimmed her breasts and narrow waist, but whose neckline grazed the base of her throat. Other than her four carat emerald cut diamond ring, modest gold hoop earrings an Apple watch were her only jewelry. With her straight, dark hair pulled back in a sleek ponytail, her look was tasteful, polished, but not in any way attention seeking.

      When entering a new crowd, Cleo found it best to stay out of the spotlight.

      Her gaze locked on a woman who was talking to the fashionista and a tall, blonde woman in the ubiquitous distressed jeans and floral printed drapey top. With her dark hair piled on her head in a perfectly messy bun and her tall, curvy frame shown off perfectly by her boho maxi dress, there was something about her, a charisma, that drew Cleo’s attention like a bee to honey.

      Cleo wanted to believe the woman had spent hours in front of the mirror, trying to get her thick, wavy hair to look perfectly disheveled. But just then, a little girl in a green and white sundress and pink cowboy boots ran up and tugged at her hand. As the woman bent to her daughter, her hair came tumbling out of its clip. Without missing a beat, she gave the long skein a few twists and secured it into a perfectly messy bun.

      Cleo knew, with every fiber of her being, that this was a woman for whom everything fell effortlessly into place. She watched as the woman had a short exchange with her daughter and fetched her a juice box from the drink table. A beatific smile lit up her face as she watched her daughter skip off.

      The very epitome of a loving, devoted mother.

      “Do you want to put that over with the other food?” The hiking shorts wearing mom interrupted her study of the woman she was sure was the queen bee of this play ground. Cleo always figured out how to get in good with the queen bee.

      “Oh, sure,” Cleo smiled and tugged her hand free of Izzy’s to offer it to the mom. “I’m Cleo Baird.”

      “Ellie Thompson,” the woman replied and shook her hand firmly. “That doesn’t have gluten or nuts in it, does it?” She cast a glance at the covered bowl in Cleo’s hand.

      Cleo suppressed an eye roll.  “Last time I checked, fruit salad contained neither.” She could tell the woman wasn’t sure if she’d been insulted or not. It gave her a little thrill, throwing people off their footing, but today wasn’t a day to lean into that. “It’s lovely to meet you, Ellie. I’ll just go put this down and get Izzy situated.”

      All the food was laid out on a long folding table covered with a blue and white checked table cloth. Note cards were propped in front of some, indicating taboo ingredients such as gluten or dairy. She set her bowl of mixed berries down with the rest of the salads. She marveled, as she often did, about the differences between how these kids were being raised and her own upbringing. If she ever had the audacity to refuse an ingredient, her mother was happy to let her starve. What’s that you say, apples make your mouth itch? Tough shit.

      “Izzy, are you hungry?”

      Izzy shook her head mutely and clung tighter to her hand.

      “Let’s go get you a drink and see if we can find some new friends.”

      Izzy sipped at her juice and warily eyed the playground. “What about that girl,” Cleo indicated the girl in the green and white sundress. The one with the perfect mother. “She looks nice.”

      “I like her boots,” Izzy said softly.

      “Why don’t you go tell her? People love compliments.”

      She stroked Izzy’s hair and urged her over to the edge of the sandbox where the little girl sat, studiously sifting sand through a plastic grate.

      “Hi this is Izzy,” Cleo squatted down to the girls’ eye level. “Izzy really likes your boots.”

      Izzy nodded.

      “Thanks,” the little girl replied, then launched into a long winded story about how the boots had been acquired. It involved going on an airplane to a place called Tana. Horses were involved, but not the big horses, because she could only ride the little horses… Cleo lost interest about ten seconds in.

      Izzy, however, was captivated, as drawn to this little dark haired girl as Cleo was to her mother. As she nodded encouragingly at a three year old’s discourse on fashion, she caught a movement out of the corner of her eye. It didn’t take someone long to take the bait.

      “Is this your daughter?” The woman asked.

      Cleo stood up to greet her face to face. “Yes, this is Isabella - Izzy.” She stuck out her hand. “And I’m Cleo.”

      “Cool name,” the woman smiled and shook her hand. She had a timeless, sculpted kind of beauty, with strong cheekbones and a firm chin. Her heavily lashed green eyes sparkled with warmth. “I’m Alex. And that’s Ava.” She released Cleo’s hand. “I actually love the name Isabella. It was on our list when we had Ava, but I let my husband overrule me.”

      Cleo gave her an arch look. “If you ask me, if you’re the one squeezing a baby out of your vajajay, you’ve earned your naming rights.”

      Alex let out a hearty laugh. “You’re funny.”

      Cleo shrugged. “I keep myself entertained.” She saw the two women Alex had been talking to earlier sneaking glances over their way. No doubt looking to their leader for social cues.

      “I need a refill,” Alex said, gesturing with her empty disposable cup. Totally compostable, of course. “Can I offer you a glass of wine?” She gestured toward the adult drink table, with its ice buckets stocked with white and rose wine chilling in the late summer heat. Next to the table was a cooler full of beer for the menfolk.

      “Always,” Cleo replied.

      Alex let out a little “phew” sound. “I thought so. You strike me as one of the funzie moms,” she said with a wink. “You wouldn’t believe how uptight some of these parents are.”

      Out of the corner of her eye, Cleo saw the hiking shorts mom flinch.

      Confident that Ava and Izzy were engaged in their play, they started toward the table. Alex filled a cup of rose for Cleo and served herself a generous pour of Sauvignon Blanc.

      “Come on,” Alex gestured toward the two women who were trying not to be obvious about eyeing the newcomer. “I’ll introduce you to some people.
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      “Hey guys, this is Cleo,” Alex said to her two best friends in the world, Jenna Carver and Morgan Lambert. Though they were smiling, Alex knew them both well enough to see they were guarded. She gave them both a subtle “be nice” look as she ushered Cleo into their midst.

      “Hi, I’m Morgan.” Morgan reached out a perfectly manicured hand. “My son is over there.” She pointed to her son, Jack, who was beating the side of the play structure with a large stick.

      As always, Morgan was the epitome of chic, her hair blown out, dressed in white designer jeans and a silk blouse. Even the toddler handprint on her thigh couldn’t deter from her sartorial perfection.

      Alex fought the urge to check and see what was going on with her hair, which was ready to tumble out of its bun at the slightest disturbance. She’d hastily piled the thick mass back on her head and secured it without the use of the mirror. God knew what she was working with right now.

      “Did you move here recently?” Morgan asked, her blue gaze sharp and intent. Sometimes Alex had to remind Morgan that she didn’t have to interview every new acquaintance like she was the CEO of one of her potential venture investments.

      Cleo didn’t seem to notice, her manner relaxed. She didn’t exhibit any of the new mom nervousness that many experienced when their children started at Wyndham. No furtive looking around, trying to figure out how to awkwardly insert herself into a conversation to introduce herself. When she first arrived, Alex’s gaze was irresistibly drawn to her air of confidence and understated beauty. She’d been happy Ava had given her an excuse to break away from Morgan and Jenna long enough to approach her.

      “We moved here in mid July,” Cleo said.

      “I think I’ve seen you and your daughter out.” This was from Jenna, who held her six month old son, Noah, on her hip. She held out a hand to introduce herself. As she did, her shirt rode up several inches from the waistband of her jeans, offering a glimpse of an abdomen way too taut for someone who had just given birth six months ago.

      Alex smoothed her palm over her own not taut abdomen, despite the fact that it had been over three years since she’d given birth. It did her no good to compare herself to Jenna, she reminded herself. Jenna, despite the fact that she was born in Oklahoma, was the quintessential California girl. Tousled blonde hair, bright blue eyes (albeit framed with dark circles), and an athletic, toned body that didn’t seem to accumulate fat no matter what she ate. Of course, the fact that she hiked and ran several miles nearly everyday probably helped.

      Alex, in contrast, was more… substantial. Not fat, but she’d never have veins in her biceps like Jenna did simply from hauling her baby and preschooler around.

      “Do you live on Druid?” Jenna asked.

      Cleo nodded. “We moved into the house two doors down from the corner, on the right.”

      Alex wondered if she noticed all of their eyebrows collectively popping up. Oak Valley had a lot of wealth, a decent amount of it held by the women in this small group. But if Cleo and her family had moved into that house, they were next level.

      “Wow, that’s quite a place,” Morgan said.

      “I know, it’s a lot.” She cast her eyes down sheepishly. “We’re just renting for now. My husband’s company made the arrangements, and that’s where we ended up. We needed something furnished, and there weren’t that many options,” Cleo said with a wave of her slim hand. “Once we’ve settled in and my husband isn’t traveling so much, we’ll look to buy. Right now he’s still spending half of his time in Singapore and it’s all I can do to look after myself and Izzy,” she gestured to where Izzy and Ava sat at the edge of the sandbox, staring raptly at the sand they were pouring from one bucket to another.

      Morgan perked up at that. “I love Singapore. The shopping is fantastic.”

      Cleo nodded as she sipped her rose. “Even better, you can get a dead-on perfect knockoff of any designer gown hand made for less than a thousand dollars.”

      Alex wondered if Cleo noticed Morgan’s subtle shudder at the word “knockoff.”

      “It must be quite the culture shock, coming here.” Jenna jostled and swayed as Noah started to fuss.

      “It is, but after years of living in the city, I’m loving all of this nature right out my front door. Maybe you guys could help me get familiar with the trails.”

      “That would be Jenna, out there with the double jogger every day,” Morgan chuckled. “I prefer to work out in the comfort of my own gym.”

      “That must be why I don’t see an ounce of baby weight on you,” Cleo said as she eyed Jenna’s enviably slim figure.

      Alex fought the urge to fold her arms across her stomach.

      Jenna shrugged and jostled Noah. “Honestly, it’s less for my waistline and more for my sanity at this point. With Mark so busy and-” Noah let out a squawk and swung one tiny fist. It connected with Alex’s cup of sauvignon blanc and sent it flying. “Fuck,” she said harshly. The curse drew several pairs of censoring eyes. Worse, it startled Noah, who started screaming in earnest.

      Alex fetched some napkins from a nearby table, and when she got back to the group Jenna was smiling gratefully as a man who epitomized tall, dark and handsome took Noah from her arms. Jenna took the napkins from Alex and blotted at her wine soaked shirt.

      “This must be your husband,” Cleo said, smiling. “I’m Cleo.”

      Jenna gave a startled laugh.

      “Actually this is my husband, Ethan,” Alex said.

      Cleo’s perfectly arched brows furrowed in confusion. “Sorry, I just assumed…”

      “Don’t worry,” Morgan said. “Sometimes it feels like we’re all a bunch of sister wives.”

      “Careful,” Ethan said with a grin, “You go telling people stuff like that and then the rumors start.”

      “There was that group of swingers in Atherton,” Jenna chuckled.

      Alex felt her cheeks heat and gave Ethan’s arm a little swat. “It’s not like that. It’s just that we’re all so close, and in and out of each other’s houses all of the time. It’s certainly nothing sexual.”

      Ethan balanced a now calm Noah on his hip and reached a broad hand out to shake Cleo’s. Alex didn’t miss the way Cleo’s nostrils flared or the darkening tint across her cheekbones.

      Ethan had that effect on women. It wasn’t just his good looks, though his thick head of dark hair, soulful brown eyes, and tall, athletic body were a magnet for female attention. He also had a natural charisma about him that drew people, especially women, like flies.

      Alex felt a smug grin tease at her lips. Ethan was almost always the best looking guy in any room he walked into, and Alex never tired of being on his arm.

      “Where’s Mark?” Ethan asked Jenna as he released Cleo’s hand.

      Jenna sighed. “He’s at work, of course. The boys haven’t even seen him for the past two days.” There was no mistaking the undercurrent of resentment in her voice.

      Alex could relate, sort of. When Ethan had started his company right after they graduated from business school, he had worked night and day to get it off the ground. Then newlywed Alex had spent many an hour lamenting to Morgan that she hardly ever saw her husband.

      Looking back, she realized that while it had been challenging, it was nothing compared to going through it with two small kids.

      “David’s here somewhere,” Morgan said. “He’s making sure Jack doesn’t clobber anyone or throw sand in anyone’s face.”

      Alex’s gaze wandered over to David, stationed next to the play structure talking to another dad. He was good looking in a professorial sort of way, with his short salt and pepper hair and wire framed glasses. He looked trim and fit in his polo and khaki shorts, which stood to reason since he was semi-retired and spent most days tearing up the local trails on his mountain bike.

      “I need to talk to him about our surf trip,” Ethan said as he handed Noah back to Jenna.

      “You’re the best,” Jenna said as she held Noah with one arm and hugged Ethan with the other.

      Alex loved that her friends and their kids felt so close to Ethan. Lord knew, with Mark’s crazy schedule not ending anytime soon, Jenna needed all the help she could get.

      “Can I have everyone’s attention?” Teacher Nora strained to be heard over the combined noise of adults conversing and children shrieking. “Hello?” She waved her hands, in the air trying and failing to capture everyone’s attention.

      Alex put her thumb and forefinger in her mouth and let out an ear piercing whistle that stopped everyone mid sentence.

      “Miss Nora is trying to get our attention,” she said.

      Nora gave her a grateful smile and introduced the other two teachers, Miss Emily and Miss Kelly.  Alex tuned her out as she went on to welcome the families and describe the school’s teaching philosophy and expectations. This was her second year at Wyndham and she was president of the board, so she was more than familiar with the whole spiel. She tuned back in when Nora asked all of the parents to gather in a circle to introduce themselves and their child.

      By the time introductions were over Ava was tugging impatiently at her skirt. “I’m stawving, Mama,” she whined.

      “Let’s get something to eat,” she grinned, enchanted as ever by the way she pronounced her r’s. She took Ava’s hand and led her over to the table laden with dishes. She grabbed a plate and got in line behind David, who had a plate in one hand while he tried to keep Jack from grabbing fistfuls of potato chips from a bowl.

      Ava, in contrast, calmly pointed to platter of sushi and said, “Can I have some Cawifownia wolls please?” Not for the first time, she was grateful to have a calm (most of the time) sweet (most of the time) girl. Once Ava’s plate was full, she led her over to where David, Morgan, Jenna, and Ethan were crowded around a picnic table. She looked around for Cleo and Izzy, and saw that they were sitting with Gareth and Rod Davis, dads of one of the few girls in their boy-dominated class. Satisfied Cleo wasn’t lacking companionship, she took Ethan’s seat on the bench as he got up to get food.

      “Want anything?” He offered.

      “Just a refill,” she said and held out her wine cup. She already felt faintly buzzed after two glasses, but so what? It wasn’t like she was driving or had anything important to do later.

      “You’re not going to eat anything?” Jenna asked. Alex looked enviously at her plate, piled high with a quinoa salad, an assortment of sushi, a half dozen chicken wings, and, as if to add insult to injury, a chocolate chip cookie the size of her head. Bitch would inhale as much as she could while her three year old, Liam, stayed occupied with his own plate and Noah sat quietly in her lap. And wouldn’t see so much of an ounce of it reflected on her scale.

      “I had a huge breakfast,” Alex lied. In truth she’d had a hard boiled egg, two strips of bacon, and a handful of blueberries. Though she supposed her efforts at low carb dieting weren’t helped much by her wine consumption. But she couldn’t be expected to be perfect, could she? “Let me take Noah so you can eat,” she said and stretched out her arms.

      The kids finished eating in about five minutes and made a beeline back to the playground. The adults lingered as long as they could before a shriek of pain or a dispute over a tricycle called them away.  Alex contemplated getting another glass of wine but then saw Ava yawning and rubbing her eyes. She checked her watch, and sure enough, nap time was fast approaching.

      Other parents had done similar math, as everyone moved to wrangle their kids and gather up their leftovers.

      Alex caught sight of Cleo, who was gathering up her things.

      She started in Cleo’s direction, determined to give her her number before she left. Though she considered herself to be friendly and social, it wasn’t often that she was compelled to make yet another friend. But there was something about this newcomer. She couldn’t put her finger on it. All she knew was she had potential.

      Alex hesitated when she saw the petite woman with the no nonsense mud brown bob who Cleo was talking to. Tricia Newman. Alex held back a grimace. Tricia was on Wyndham’s board with Alex, much to Alex’s irritation. She was one of those insufferable types who, whenever they discussed anything related to the kids, started every sentence with, “As someone with a Master’s in early childhood education…” Though she claimed to love Wyndham and everything about it, she complained to anyone who would listen about how the play-based curriculum wasn’t nearly challenging enough for her “gifted” three year old, Matthew. Which was why she had him enrolled in after school Mandarin lessons and had hired a math tutor.

      She wondered if Tricia noticed her little genius picking and eating his boogers over by the slide.

      But her greatest offense, as far as Alex was concerned, was when she’d tried to convince the other parents that instead of having an adults only cocktail party and auction for the annual school fundraiser, they should have a kid friendly carnival with pony rides and a bouncy castle. Alex had pointed out that with all of the birthday parties the kids had, that was how parents, especially the moms, spent every weekend of their goddamn lives, thank you very much.

      Tricia had snippily replied that Matthew must not be invited to the same parties Ava was.

      Alex watched as she grew animated in conversation, reminding Alex as always of a nervous chicken clucking her way around the yard.

      Over Trisha’s shoulder, she could see Cleo’s friendly smile strain at the corners, and took that as her clue to rescue her.

      As she neared, she picked up snippets of their conversation. Unsurprisingly, Tricia was complaining. But for once it wasn’t about Wyndham’s curriculum.

      “I hate to say it, but I’ve found the Wyndham parents to be a little cliquey.”

      “Everyone seems so nice and welcoming,” Cleo said with a shrug.

      “Oh, most of them are perfectly friendly when you see them, but there’s a group that thinks of themselves as the ‘cool moms,’” she raised her twig like fingers in air quotes, “who will never let you into their inner circle. Like-”

      “Hi Alex!” Cleo said brightly before Tricia could start naming names.

      Not that Alex didn’t know that she was on the top of Tricia’s shit list. If this were high school Tricia would have written a burn book about her. “Hi Tricia, how have you been doing?” She said, her tone corn syrup sweet.

      “Good, Alex, and you?” Tricia’s tight smile didn’t reach her dark eyes.

      “I’ve been great, thanks. I see you’ve met Cleo.” She skirted around Tricia to move to Cleo’s side. She reached out and put a hand on her arm. “I’m glad I caught you before you left. I wanted to make sure you have my number.”

      “Couldn’t she just get it from the class list?” Tricia said, irritated.

      “I suppose, but it’s just as easy for me to give it to you now,” Alex said.  She turned to Cleo, effectively boxing Tricia out.

      Cliquey, her ass. Maybe if you got a sense of humor and bought your clothes somewhere besides Costco, people would invite you to happy hour, Tricia.  “Text me if you want to hang out sometime.”
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      Cleo parked her BMW in front of the old one room schoolhouse that still stood at the edge of Oak Valley’s Redwood Park and Recreation Center.  The park got its name from the towering trees that surrounded the baseball diamond, athletic fields, wood and glass buildings that housed the town hall, the library, and community hall. And of course, there was a perfect little fenced-in playground. Though she’d rather poke herself in the eye than spend another morning chasing Izzy through tan bark, this outing was a necessary next step.

      She unbuckled Izzy from her carseat and grabbed her tote bag full of snacks, toys, and wet wipes.

      As she walked toward the playground she spotted Alex and Jenna, sitting at a picnic table, deep in conversation. Liam, Jack, and Ava were all in the playground, hovered over by a Latina woman who looked to be in her forties and a woman with heavily streaked blond hair in her twenties. They were Alex’s and Morgan’s nannies, Cleo already knew from seeing them at pickup.

      That was one of the main reasons she’d had to run Alex down at the park, because more often than not, Alex sent her nanny, Sylvia to pick up Ava rather than coming herself. To Cleo’s irritation, that meant there had been few opportunities in the first two weeks of school to run into Alex organically to continue to build a connection.

      Of course, she had Alex’s number and could have reached out at any time.  But whenever she reached for her phone to do so, her mother’s voice echoed in her head. “Don’t be pushy. Let people come to you. You never want to seem desperate or needy.”

      If this was going to work, it needed to happen naturally, with Alex just as invested in developing a friendship as Cleo was.

      “Cleo, is that you?” Alex waved.

      Cleo feigned surprise and waved back. “Oh, hey!” Of course she knew they would be here. Every Friday morning, Izzy, Jack, and Liam went to Music and Me at the rec center. Afterwards Alex and Jenna hung out in the park while the kids played and had a snack.

      It probably would have served her well to enroll Izzy in the class too. But the very idea of sitting on the floor with a bunch of three and four year olds banging on toy instruments was enough to give her a headache.

      “Come join us,” Alex called. “Ava will be so happy Izzy is here,” Alex said as they approached. “Sometimes all the boy energy gets to be a lot.” She cast a pointed look over at the playground. Jack stood in the sandbox holding a toy truck over his head. With a low roar, he threw it into the sand and yelled, “Hulk smash!” while Liam cracked up.

      Ava was in a swing, looking supremely bored as Sylvia pushed her.

      Izzy tugged at Cleo’s hand. “Want to go swing with Ava!”

      Cleo laughed and gave a little sigh. “I guess we’re going to the swings.”

      “Just get her settled and come back. Sylvia and Irina can keep an eye on them.”

      She followed as Izzy dashed to the playground. “Open the gate, Mommy,” she insisted when her chubby little fingers couldn’t work the latch.

      Cleo did as directed and trotted after her daughter to the swing set.

      Sylvia greeted them with a broad smile. “Look who it is,” Sylvia said in Spanish, “It’s Izzy!”

      Ava let out a delighted squeal as Cleo lifted Izzy into the swing next to her. “Do you mind keeping an eye on her while I catch up with Jenna and Alex?”

      “Not at all,” Sylvia replied with a shooing motion.

      “How have you been?” Alex said with a welcoming smile as Cleo slid onto the bench next to her. Today Alex’s hair was pulled into a ponytail with a few tendrils framing her face. Though she wore Lululemon camo print leggings and a black tank top, she somehow managed to look glamorous and put together.

      Jenna, who was feeding Noah from a jar of pureed something as he sat in his stroller, also wore athletic wear. Her tight green tank top showed off her sinewy arms and her black running shorts revealed an expanse of legs sculpted by miles on the local trails.

      Unlike Alex, she didn’t look remotely put together. Her ponytail looked like she’d styled it in the dark, and a smear of whatever she was feeding Noah decorated the front of her shirt. Also unlike Alex, she didn’t look exactly delighted to see her. Cleo took her tight smile that didn’t quite make her eyes in stride, even as she made a mental note to find a way to get into her good graces. It would be harder for her to get close to Alex if one of her closest friends wanted to keep her out.

      “I’m glad I ran into you,” Alex said. “Ava has been talking about Izzy nonstop. I kept meaning to reach out and get the girls together, but these last couple of weeks have been a little nutty.” She went on to explain that she sat on the board of a local non profit that offered services to children with learning differences and mental health issues. The start of the school year was a really busy time for them.

      “That’s wonderful that you give your time to support them,” Cleo said, stifling an eye roll. Of course Alex was out there, ministering to the world’s underprivileged.

      “It’s a great cause,” Alex said, then leaned in as though to share a secret. “But I’m not going to lie. There are members of the board who are great business connections for Ethan.”

      “What exactly does he do?” Cleo asked as though she hadn’t studied Ethan Drake’s LinkedIn profile. Ethan was a tech entrepreneur who, right out of Stanford Business School, founded a company that had something to do with artificial intelligence and web algorithms. The company turned out to be a so-called unicorn, a startup whose valuation quickly grew to over a billion dollars. Within three years Google acquired the company, leaving Ethan, and of course his wife Alex, with enough money to last them several luxurious lifetimes. Now he worked with Morgan at Acorn Ventures as an entrepreneur in residence.

      Which, from what Cleo knew of that world, meant that he was basically taking a paid sabbatical as he searched for his next opportunity at one of their portfolio companies.

      “Mommy, I’m hungry,” Ava called. She stood at the gate, waiting for Sylvia to undo the latch. She trotted over to the table, followed closely by Izzy, Sylvia trailing behind.

      Alex reached into an insulated bag and started pulling out Tupperware. “Does Izzy like cantaloupe?”

      “Izzy likes pretty much everything,” Cleo said as she rose to help get Izzy settled on the bench next to her.

      Alex served the girls small plastic bowls of melon. “Don’t worry,” she said quickly, “the plastic is BPA free.”

      Cleo wasn’t worried. She said, “Great,” as if she actually cared.

      “God, I’m so jealous,” Jenna said, watching over Noah’s fuzzy head as Izzy shoved cubes of fruit in her mouth. “Liam’s diet consists almost solely of chicken fingers, macaroni and cheese, and goldfish.”

      “I keep telling you, you need to hide the good stuff in with the bad,” Alex said. “Have you tried that recipe for the butternut squash pasta bake that I sent you?”

      “If I had time to cook a multistep recipe, I would.” Jenna said this with a grin but there was no mistaking the strain in her tone.

      Cleo watched as Jenna’s gaze drifted to Sylvia as she gently coaxed Ava to eat more fruit. A flash of resentment, only noticeable to someone highly tuned to that sort of thing, appeared on her face.

      Hmm.

      “I think Izzy has such a good palate because we’ve lived internationally. Singapore has an amazing food culture, so she was exposed to a lot of flavors early on. And we were lucky that Scott’s company paid for us to have a full time cook and housekeeper.”

      “God that sounds like heaven,” Jenna said.

      “It is and it isn’t,” Cleo said. “As much as I appreciated the help, sometimes it felt like we didn’t have much privacy.”

      They talked a little more about how Cleo was adjusting from living abroad, and the culture shock from coming from such an urban environment to the relative sticks.

      “It’s a good change of scenery. And I love that Izzy is exposed to so much nature.”

      “It must be hard though, having your husband gone so much.”  Alex said.

      “It sucks, but I’m used to it by now. Honestly Izzy and I get into such a routine that sometimes it’s harder when he is around.”

      “I know exactly what you’re talking about,” Jenna said as she spread a blanket on the grass for Noah to sit. She grabbed several toys from her tote and put them in front of him. He promptly picked up an Olaf figurine and shoved it in his mouth. “Don’t get me wrong, I love my husband, but he works. All. The. Time.”

      “What does he do again?” Cleo asked.

      “He started his own company last year based on an innovative approach to cybersecurity. He’s been working twenty-four seven for no money ever since.”

      “Startup life is hard,” Alex said sympathetically. “I remember those days.”

      “And you didn’t even have kids,” Jenna said tartly.

      Alex pressed her lips together and shifted on the bench. “It will all be worth it when it pays off.”

      “You say that as if it’s a given.” Jenna said with a shake of her head. “You know as well as I do that nine out of ten startups fail within five years. We can’t all be married to unicorns.” She heaved a tired sigh. “Anyway, when he’s not traveling all over the place trying to raise money, he lives at the office. And then when he does come around he has all kinds of opinions about how things should go.”

      “Oh, my God, that is the most annoying thing. Scott was in town last week. One morning, I was getting Izzy ready for school and she was fighting with me about putting on her shoes. So I gave her a warning, like I always do, and told her if she didn’t put on her shoes, she was going to get a time out. And he’s all,” she hunched up her shoulders and lowered her voice to approximate a blustery male, ‘“why do you even give her a warning? Just tell her to put on her shoes and if she doesn’t listen, put her in time out.’” She laughed, felt a spurt of victory as Jenna smiled and rolled her eyes. The story might have been a complete lie, but it was enough to form a crack in Jenna’s walls.

      “There’s nothing I like more than having Mark mansplain parenting to me. But then he’ll take the boys out and completely ignore nap time, leaving me with a couple of lunatics to deal with.”

      “I still don’t understand why you won’t get any help, even for just a few hours a week,” Alex said.

      Jenna’s jaw clenched. “And I keep telling you, I haven’t found anyone I like yet.”

      “I don’t have a nanny either,” Cleo interjected. “From the moment I had Izzy, I couldn’t imagine leaving her in someone else’s care.”

      Alex opened her mouth to protest and Cleo hurriedly added, “It’s not that I have anything against it or judge anyone. I’m happy to throw money at anything I don’t want to do.  I hired a housekeeper the first day we moved in.”

      “How nice for you,” Jenna muttered under her breath.

      Cleo pretended not to hear. “But I’ve always wanted to be as hands on as possible with her. It’s my own baggage.” She knew first hand how sideways things could go when a mother didn’t look out for her daughter. She was all kinds of fucked up because of it. Unlike her own mother, Cleo loved Izzy way too much to put her daughter through anything close to what she went through.

      “We all have our hang ups,” Alex said.

      Noah let out a whine from his blanket. Jenna sighed and looked at her phone. “That’s my signal. Better get these guys home before we go full meltdown.”

      They all started packing up their stuff and Jenna asked Sylvia to retrieve Liam from the playground.

      Neither Liam, nor Jack, who was trying to yank his hand from Irina’s grip, were on board with the plan to go home.

      Jenna handed Noah to Alex with a sigh and went to intervene.

      “Come on, Izzy, Let’s go check out the library.” She reached for Izzy’s hand.

      “Can Ava come?” Izzy asked.

      Cleo wanted to high five Izzy for her unintended brilliance. It would be great to get some one on one time with Alex. And if the kids initiated it, there was no risk of Cleo looking too desperate.

      She felt a pang of disappointment as Alex’s mouth pulled into a frown. “Unfortunately we can’t today. I’m taking Ava and Jack over to Ethan’s office so we can have lunch with him and Morgan.”

      “Sounds fun,” Cleo said as Jenna rejoined them with a howling Liam in tow.

      “Another time, though,” Alex said as she stacked the plastic fruit bowls and put them in her tote. “You have my number. Text me if you want to get together.”

      “I’ll do that,” she said with a little wave and started towards the library.

      “Hey wait,” Alex called out after her. “You know, Jenna, Morgan and I have a standing playdate Wednesdays at 4. You should join us.”

      “I’d love that!” Cleo said, pretending not to notice Jenna’s horrified expression.

      “Next week is Jenna’s turn. I’ll text you her address.”

      Cleo smiled and thanked them both, and turned back to the library. She was in.
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      Jenna’s shoulders slumped as she looked around her kitchen, which opened up into a modest family room. She always tidied up when it was her turn to host playgroup, but this week she’d gone the extra mile. Not only had she swept the terracotta tiles in her kitchen, she’d taken the time to mop them. She’d vacuumed the carpet twice, wiped down the kitchen counters, and double checked that there was nothing repulsive going on in the powder room.

      But no amount of mopping, vacuuming, or wiping up could hide the stains on the berber carpet in the family room. Nor could it hide the scratches on the second hand coffee table or the scuffs on the walls. Her father’s voice echoed in her head. You can’t polish a turd.

      Of course, when they’d bought the house four years ago, it was with the intention of transforming the turd into a diamond. But then Mark’s career had taken a sharp turn, the remodel plans were put indefinitely on hold.

      Liam sat on the carpet playing with his train set while Noah squirmed on her hip. She looked at the clock and swore. It was already ten til four and she still hadn’t put the snacks out. Thanks to Noah waking up early from his nap, she was forced to slice fruit and put together a charcuterie board one handed. At least she’d remembered to put the wine in the refrigerator in time for it to chill.

      Normally, she would have thrown out a bunch of string cheese and goldfish crackers and called it good. Before Noah was born, Jenna had taken the time to put together elaborate spreads that rivaled those prepared by Alex and Morgan’s nannies. But ever since Noah’s birth, Jenna didn’t have the time or the energy to bother. Besides, Alex was always dieting and Morgan seemed to have some new food restriction every other week, so it’s not like they ate much anyway.

      But though she hated to admit it, even to herself, she felt compelled to fancy things up a little bit for Cleo. She was so beautiful, confident, and goddamn it, charming, with her seemingly perfect life. Even though rationally she knew it was stupid, Jenna didn’t want to share with this newcomer just how much of a mess her life was.

      Right, like overpriced charcuterie and triple creme brie are going to disguise the fact that your house was built in nineteen sixty and still has all of the original finishings.

      She stifled a grimace at her countertops, with their terra cotta tiles and gray grout that matched the floor. It was like the kitchen equivalent of a Canadian tuxedo.

      “Hellooo,” she heard as the front door opened. It was Alex, entering in a cloud of orange blossom scented perfume. Jenna turned from her food prep with a smile that felt forced.

      Alex reached out for a hug. Jenna returned it with one stiff arm and asked Alex to take Noah so she could finish up. “I tried putting him in the swing,” she said, nodding at the electric swing that stood in one corner of the family room, “but he’s extra grumpy today.”

      Alex took Noah and gave his cheek a nuzzle. “Do you think he’s teething?”

      “Who knows. All I know is he’s in a pissy mood.”

      She retrieved a carton of goldfish from the pantry and shut the door with unnecessary force.

      “Looks like he’s not the only one. What is up with you?”

      “What?” Jenna arched a brow at her as she poured the crackers into a bowl.

      “You’ve been snippy with me for the last several days.”

      Jenna couldn’t deny it. She lived in a state of constantly frayed nerves, and for some reason Alex’s inclusion of Cleo into their group kicked her irritation up a notch. But to admit that would be exclusionary, and wasn’t she always telling Liam to give everyone a chance? “Have you seen my life? Of course I’m snippy.” She turned back to her charcuterie board and carefully laid out the sliced salami.

      “If there’s something you’re upset about, I want you to tell me. We’ve been good friends for too long not to be honest when something’s bugging us.”

      Jenna sighed and turned to face her friend. Alex was right. They’d been super close from the minute they met at their baby group three and a half years ago. She talked to Alex about the most intimate details of her life. But she was pathologically conflict avoidant by nature, and somehow talking about her prolapsed uterus after Noah’s birth was easier than being honest about her irritation. Still, she knew if she didn’t say something it would fester, and she couldn’t bear the idea of that driving a wedge in their friendship.

      She hadn’t been kidding when she said she, Alex, and Morgan were like sister wives. They were each other’s chosen family and support system. Jenna didn’t just love them, she needed them, now more than ever.

      “Okay, fine,” she said. “It bugs me that you invited Cleo to join us without even asking me and Morgan first.” Not to mention, when she Alex, and Morgan had met in mom and baby group, it had taken months for Alex to invite Jenna to her house. But Alex had no problem inviting Cleo into their inner circle within mere weeks.

      Alex’s perfectly threaded eyebrows scrunched with concern. “Don’t you like her? I think she’s really cool.”

      “I like her fine,” Alex said. “But there’s something about her, I don’t know,” she shrugged. “I just don’t like that she’s all, we’re paying 25K in rent to give us time to find our dream home,” she said in a sing-song tone. “I have a full time housekeeper so I can devote every second of my day to being mother of the year.”

      “I don’t think she was saying that to brag,” Alex chided. “Come on, Jenna, she just moved here. She doesn’t know anyone and her husband is barely around. Can you imagine how lonely she must feel? Imagine how nuts we’d all be without each other.”

      Jenna’s chest squeezed with guilt as Noah leaned out of Alex’s hold to go back to his mom. She reached for her son, marveling at how Alex was so open and friendly to everyone. Everywhere she went, she was the social ambassador, welcoming everyone into the fold.

      Jenna felt petty and small in comparison.

      “Besides, it would be nice for Ava to have another girl. Ever since Jess and Ryan moved away, Ava’s been missing Natalie.” Ryan and Jess were another couple they’d gotten close to through their initial baby group. Unfortunately they had recently moved to Boston for Ryan’s new job.

      “I see your point,” Jenna said. Nonetheless, her resentment didn’t disappear entirely. She wasn’t the most outgoing person in the best of times. These days she was running on fumes and didn’t have any energy to make new friends.

      Then she thought about how she, more than anyone, could understand how hard it was to be a de facto single parent due to her husband’s job. It got lonely, even with a lot of hired help.

      The doorbell rang and she went to answer, scolding herself for being over thirty and still acting like she was in high school. She resolved to give Cleo a fair chance as she opened the door to her smiling face.
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      Cleo led Izzy over the threshold of Jenna’s house, surprised when Jenna greeted her with a warm hug.

      “I’m so glad you could join us,” she said as she led Cleo down a short hallway, past a bathroom and into the kitchen. The kitchen opened up into a family room of sorts, and it was clear based on the toy bins lining the walls this was also the playroom. Cleo stifled the urge to wrinkle her nose at the dated terra cotta tile on the floor, and even worse, on the countertops. This was an older house, and other than maybe throwing up a fresh coat of paint, Jenna and Mark hadn’t updated it at all.

      Though the house hadn’t aged gracefully, it stood on an amazing piece of property. Through the window over the kitchen sink, Cleo could see out to a flat lawn and beyond that, stunning views of the oak studded hills. Though Jenna’s house was in one of the “more affordable” neighborhoods, according to her real estate agent, it would still sell for over three million dollars.

      Because that was the kind of town Oak Valley was. Three million dollars got you a piece of land with a fifty year old shack on it.





