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For my beloved Mom Pod






PART ONE






RUTH

Is that her ex? Over there by the apples? In the faded Red Sox baseball cap pulled down low over her eyes?

Ruth Thorne ducks behind a banana display. The last time she saw her BFF was over a year ago at Rite Aid. Ruth had run in to get some dental picks, and there was Gemma waiting in line at the pharmacy. Ruth hid that time, too, in the toothpaste aisle, hoping she’d overhear the pharmacist murmur the name of Gemma’s medication. All she discovered was her co-pay was fifteen dollars.

A wave of déjà vu rolls over Ruth. Did she dream this moment into reality? She’s thought of nothing but Gemma for the last week and now here she is, practically trembling with anxiety as her hand dips into the pile of Galas, searching for the unbruised gems.

Ruth gets out her phone and refreshes the San Francisco Chronicle’s home page. The article is still the number one most-read story and has 998 comments. With Gemma standing only twenty or so feet away from her, she reads it anew, as if through Gemma’s eyes. Has she been obsessively refreshing the page for the last week like Ruth?

Study Right, Oakland and Test Prep Center, Involved in Cheating Scandal

Gemma Howard, the owner of Study Right, claims she had no idea that one of her most popular tutors, Julie Winters (Harvard, BA English, 2017), had a profitable side business taking SAT and ACT tests for nine of her clients.

Gemma rolls her cart down the produce aisle and stops at the nectarines. Ruth knows her favorite variety are the Diamond Brights, but they’ve come and gone already; she’ll have to settle for the Honey Blazes. Gemma tears a plastic bag off the roll and tries to open it, biting her lip in frustration. Finally, she licks her finger, and the edges of the bag separate. Gemma glances up, doing a quick check. Has she been made?

Ruth squats, her heart thumping wildly. Quads firing, she continues reading the article.

“ ‘Julie Winters was a sole operator. A bad actor,’ said Howard. ‘I was shocked to find out she’d been running this kind of scam.’ ”

Ruth mouths Gemma’s words silently. I was shocked. Julie Winters had pled guilty. And even though Gemma had been cleared of all wrongdoing, attendance at her test prep center had declined by nearly 50 percent.

Ruth skims the latest comments.

What a disgusting little cheat. Of course she was in on it.

Lying scum. Burn the place down.

She’s got a daughter. Whattya wanna bet her SAT scores are off the chart hahaha.

Bitch. She should be thrown in jail.

Jail? That’s taking it a little too far. Still, Ruth can’t help the smile that creeps across her face.

Comeuppance. She’s always loved that word. Gemma Howard is finally feeling what it’s like to be exiled from a community. To be publicly pilloried, just as she’d been, seven years ago, when Gemma and her daughter, Bee, turned their backs on Ruth and her daughter, Marley. Tossed them aside like they were strangers. Like they hadn’t been allied since that long-ago kindergarten meet and greet party that Ruth hosted at her house. Gemma was a widow and Ruth was divorced. They were the only single moms in the class and they’d bonded instantly. Within months, they were like family. They became each other’s emergency contacts. They spent Thanksgivings and Christmases together. They were inseparable until the girls were in third grade, and then Ruth hooked up with Mr. Mann on Tinder.

Mr. Mann was irresistible. A Stanford linguistics professor. Erudite and incredibly fit. He told her he did the Bar Method three times a week; she liked his long, lean muscles. They’d slept together twice before Ruth discovered Mr. Mann’s true identity: Barry Egan, father of Chance Egan, a boy in Marley’s class, very much married with three children, a wealthy contractor with a thesaurus in his back pocket. His opening gambit? Did she know the etymology of the word obsequious? No, she had not.

At the same time Ruth had discovered Mr. Mann’s identity, his wife, Sal, discovered hers. The news spread like a virus through the Momonymous pods. Momonymous was an anonymous app for mothers. In order to participate, you either had to start a mom pod (taking on the role of moderator) or be invited to join. The pods were similar to sororities, each with its own rituals and vetting processes. Members were rabid about hiding their true identities. The moderator knew who was in the group, but once the members chose a username, she was in the dark, just like everybody else. The anonymity allowed for uninhibited speech. That was the whole point of Momonymous.

In the best of cases, pods shared tips and complimented children, mothers, and teachers. In the worst of cases, the pods were cruel. They gossiped about the mothers who hadn’t been invited to join (Ruth!). About the scapegoats, the mean girls, who got their period first. Many of the pods were basically cabals. Cabals that threw Ruth Thorne to the ground and ripped out her throat.

Ruth had begged Gemma to see her side of it. Mr. Mann had lied. He said he was single and did the Bar Method (in retrospect that was a glaring red flag—how had she missed that?). And what about his accountability? He pursued her. Why was she being slut shamed? Why did he get off scot-free?

Gemma didn’t abandon them all at once. She and Bee pulled away slowly, which in the end was more painful.

Gemma leaves the produce aisle and disappears around the corner. A minute later, Ruth follows her. She’s picked up her pace, trotting past the cereal, the cleaning supplies, the toilet paper, the soda. Ruth has to walk briskly to keep up with her. Finally, Gemma makes an abrupt turn into the wine and liquor aisle and puts four large bottles of Woodbridge sauvignon blanc into her cart.

Ruth refreshes the page again. Nine hundred and ninety-nine comments. One thousand. Ding! Ding! Ding! “Buy low” is Ruth’s tenet. She sends Gemma a text.

Come to dinner Saturday night. xx

Ruth can hear Gemma’s phone chime, even though it’s buried in her bag. A clarion call straight from the Hobbit soundtrack; she’s had the same text alert for years. Gemma doesn’t pick up her phone but she startles at the sound of the notification. She hurriedly joins a line, readjusting her baseball hat so it covers her eyes completely.

I bet she wishes she could go back to the Shire, Ruth thinks.






GEMMA

Nearly an hour has passed since Gemma got home and put away the groceries, and her anxiety hasn’t diminished, not one little bit. Adrenaline and cortisol continue to flood her nervous system; she’s still in fight-or-flight mode. Thank goodness she didn’t run into anybody she knew at Safeway. It just wasn’t worth the risk, she decides. Next time, she’ll use Instacart.

Gemma sits down at the table with her laptop, and just for fun googles “crisis managers” and reels at their exorbitant fees, which she never could afford, especially now that she’s lost half her clients.

She’d let Bee call in sick for her shift at the Juicery.

“Mom, I simply cannot,” said Bee when the news broke. “I. Can. Not.”

Gemma Can. Not. either, but she must. Her mantra? “Cleared of all wrongdoing.” She’d written that phrase on Post-it notes and put them all over the house. On the fridge, the bathroom mirror, and the TV. Bee thought they were ridiculous but Gemma didn’t care. She needed reminders to keep her sane and prevent her from falling into an abyss of shame—shame that she didn’t deserve. She didn’t do anything wrong except open her heart to that con artist Julie Winters.

What was Gemma guilty of? Of being a bad judge of character. Of thinking the best of people. Of allowing herself to be manipulated and used.

Also, she’d been seduced, as had all the parents who had begged her to assign Julie to their children. Julie with her coveted Ivy League degree and her sad, made-for-TV story. A foster child, shuttled from home to home. Barely making it in remedial classes. The kind teacher in high school who finally figured out she wasn’t getting Cs in school because she was dumb; it was because she wasn’t challenged. He helped her to apply to colleges. Paid her application fees. And finally, she got the Holy Grail—Harvard!

She wanted to give back now. That’s what she had said, and Gemma had fallen for it.

It was all bunk. Julie came from a wealthy family in Connecticut. Her father was an insurance executive. He bought her way into Harvard, donating a cool two mil, over the table, not under. He knew how the game was played. $500K got you nothing.

Gemma gets her phone out of her bag and is shocked to see a text from Ruth Thorne. An invitation. Come to dinner Saturday night. xx

Now authentic shame, shame that she wholly deserves, engulfs her.



Ten years earlier, Ruth Thorne had hosted the Hillside Academy kindergarten meet and greet. When Gemma and Bee arrived at 626 Buttercup Drive there weren’t any cars on the street. Did she get the time wrong? she wondered. Then a man in a black jacket ran down the stairs and waved at her. A valet.

The house was the most exquisite example of a Craftsman she’d ever seen. Perfectly restored. Intricate stonework, the arches and beams gleamed, newly varnished.

Parents and children milled about on the porch. Most of the girls were intentionally, charmingly mismatched. Striped leggings and polka-dot dresses.

Gemma glanced in the rearview mirror and thought, Crap. She’d let Bee choose her outfit. She was wearing her favorite Old Navy tracksuit. Bright red jacket and matching pants along with a pair of beat-up Pumas. Her hair was smashed down in the back. Gemma had intended to wrangle it into braids, but detangling Bee’s thick hair was always such a struggle. She didn’t want to fight with her today.

Gemma didn’t look much better. A faded denim skirt, an embroidered peasant shirt from her college days, and clogs. Was it too late to go home and change?

“Excuse me, ma’am,” said the valet, standing at her window.

Gemma got out of the car and handed him the keys.



“Come in, come in,” a woman cheerfully called out. She strode across the room to greet them.

“I’m the host, Ruth Thorne.” She gazed down at Bee. “And who are you?”

“I’m Bee.”

“B-e-a? Or the letter B?”

Bee made a face. “B-e-e, like the insect.”

“All right, Bee like the insect. Why, aren’t you the most adorable thing ever.”

Bee shrank back, unsure of what to make of this elegant, impeccably groomed woman. She smelled like caramel.

Ruth wore a sleeveless black dress with espadrilles. Her arms were lightly muscled, like a dancer’s. Her hair was daffodil yellow and cascaded in loose waves down her back. That color can’t be real, thought Gemma.

She looked at Gemma. “And you must be Mommy.”

Gemma hated it when adults referred to her as Mommy. “Gemma Howard.”

“Ah, Gemma.”

Ruth smiled openly at her, and Gemma had the sense she was being gathered up. It wasn’t altogether unpleasant.

“You know you look exactly like Ali MacGraw in Love Story. It’s remarkable. You’re literally channeling her.”

“Oh, thanks, I guess. It wasn’t intentional.” Despite thinking Ruth’s compliment was disproportionate and not wholly believable, Gemma blushed. Maybe there was a grain of truth in there. She did wear her dark brown hair straight with a middle part. She did have a bit of a hippie preppie vibe.

Gemma scanned the room. The men wore tastefully distressed jeans and untucked button-up shirts—the ubiquitous private school Bay Area Dad look. The women were in sundresses and bejeweled sandals. “I’m afraid I’m a little underdressed. We’re a little underdressed. We thought it was a picnic.”

“Nonsense. You two are a breath of fresh air,” said Ruth.

Did she know they were on full scholarship? Had they given themselves away? Gemma could never afford a school like Hillside on her own.

A waiter approached with a tray. “Truffle Lobster Salad on endive spears?”

Gemma and Bee declined. A few seconds later another waiter appeared. “Virgin Ginger Mojitos?”

Valets? Waiters? Lobster? Mojitos? Well, it was one way to introduce yourself to a community. Showing your privilege cards this early—it was a choice. Or maybe it wasn’t. Maybe Ruth Thorne didn’t know how all this was playing.

Both Gemma and Bee accepted a drink from the waiter.

“Oh, yum,” said Gemma.

Bee took a taste, grimaced, and handed her drink to Gemma.

Ruth laughed. “Bee, see that table over there? Pizza puffs. Mac and cheese. Bagel Bites. And see that girl in the corner? That’s Marley, my daughter. She’s shy. She’s not a big talker. Why don’t you go over there and introduce yourself? You seem brave for an almost-kindergartener.”

“That’s because I’m not a baby. I’m almost six,” said Bee, sauntering off. Flattery was Bee’s Achilles’ heel; she accepted it as her due.

There was an awkward pause. Gemma was about to make an excuse about needing to use the bathroom when Ruth said, “It’s not an original Craftsman, you know. I had it built from scratch. The exterior is textbook Julia Morgan. The hipped roof, wraparound porch, stonework, overhanging eves. But the inside—well, judge for yourself.”

The interior looked like it came straight from the pages of Dwell magazine. A mix of carefully curated new and vintage pieces. B&B Italia couches. An arc lamp. A pair of Hans Wegner chairs. All the walls were white. The floors glossy and polished to a golden sheen. Sunlight poured in through the windows. It was the complete opposite of Gemma’s house. What she wouldn’t give to live in such a clean, curated space.

“I love it,” said Gemma.

“Really? That makes me so happy. Most people are confused when they come inside, and believe it or not, some of them are actually offended. They act like I’ve committed an architectural sin,” Ruth confesses.



Later, everybody gathered together. They made two rings. Children on the inside, parents on the outside. Then they went around the circle, the children introducing themselves and their parents.

Whose stupid idea was this? It looked like every child had two parents but Bee and Marley.

When it was her turn, Bee said, “I’m Bee, like the insect, and this is my mom, Gemma.”

“Hi, Bee. Hi, Gemma,” everybody yelled. It was like an AA meeting.

“My daddy’s dead,” said Bee.

The crowd stared at her in a not-unkind silence. Two pink spots bloomed on Bee’s cheeks. She pressed her face against Gemma’s arm.

“Why isn’t anybody saying anything?” she cried in a muffled voice.

“They’re just being polite,” said Gemma, giving the group an apologetic smile. “Bee’s father was amazing. We miss him so much. He’s not a taboo subject. You can ask Bee about him. It’d be great if you did. We want to keep his memory alive. His name was Ash.”

They continued to go around the circle until they got to Marley, who scurried behind Ruth.

Ruth smiled stiffly, clearly embarrassed at her daughter’s refusal to participate. “This is Marley and I’m Ruth.”

“Hi, Marley! Hi, Ruth!” the group echoed back.

“No dad, I’m a single mother as well. But happily divorced,” said Ruth, winking at Gemma from across the circle.



After the circle broke up, a crowd formed around Gemma. Parents were extremely friendly. Overly solicitous. We are so thrilled to have Bee in the class and we will be calling soon for playdates! They were well meaning, but it was a little embarrassing.

Gemma spied Ruth alone in the kitchen, drinking a glass of wine and clocking the scene. She nodded enthusiastically and gave Gemma a warm smile, and Gemma couldn’t help but feel bad for her. She was a single mother, too, but a wealthy divorcée, therefore nobody had sympathy for her. Gemma was a widow; that put her on the top of the single-mother food chain.

But Ruth didn’t do herself any favors with this fancy party.

Gemma skillfully extricated herself from the crowd of parents (one of her gifts, honed in the test prep business) and walked over to Ruth.

“May I join you?” she asked, pointing at her glass.

“I’d be delighted. White or red?”

“White, please.”

Ruth poured her a glass and frowned. “The kids are getting antsy.” She clapped her hands loudly three times. People stopped talking and gazed at Ruth expectantly.

“Children,” she said loudly. “Would you like to watch a movie?”

The kids cheered.

“Marley, lead the way to the media room, please. Children, your choices are WALL-E or Beverly Hills Chihuahua.”

Gemma cringed at the phrase media room. A few of the mothers rolled their eyes and gave each other knowing looks. Ruth seemed oblivious. Oh, give her a chance, people, thought Gemma. She followed Ruth to the media room in solidarity. The children hesitated, not knowing where to sit. Bee led Marley to the couch. Ruth pushed a button, and an enormous TV screen dropped from the ceiling. The children gasped. They oohed and ahhed. A quick vote was taken, results tallied, and WALL-E began.

“You’re so generous to do all this,” said Gemma.

“Mmm. I probably should have organized a potluck. I just wanted to do something nice. Start the class off with a bang. They’re going to be together for the next thirteen years after all.”

Hillside was one of the few schools in the East Bay that was K-12.

“Well, you did. It’s beautiful. And the food was amazing. The wine, too. I’m so appreciative.”

Ruth smiled at her and Gemma had the sensation of being bathed in light. The lucky recipient of Ruth Thorne’s intense focus. Often, Gemma felt starved for attention. Her days were spent attending to kids and their needy parents, and then when she came home, Bee.

“You’re empathetic. I knew you’d be. Sometimes you can tell that immediately about someone. That they have a huge heart,” said Ruth.

Gemma felt like an imposter. She didn’t have a huge heart, at least not indiscriminately. She had a huge heart for people she loved, people who had earned it, who had put in the time and been loyal, but not strangers. She could, in fact, be very cold.

“I think we’re going to be great friends,” said Ruth.

Later, when Bee and Gemma were preparing to go, Marley tugged at Gemma’s sleeve and whispered, “I have a dad.”



Now, looking at Ruth’s text a decade later, Gemma realizes how much she’s missed Ruth and Marley. Their foursome. How could she have turned her back on them like that? She remembers Ruth begging her to help smooth things over with the Barry Egan debacle. Gemma was a popular mom and Bee was a popular kid. If anybody could have rehabilitated Ruth’s reputation, it was Gemma. Instead she’d slowly iced Ruth out. The truth was she’d used Mr. Mann as an emergency exit door. Gemma had been looking for an excuse to put some distance between them for a while.

The dynamic between their two families had always been somewhat strained. They each had something the other didn’t have. Ruth and Marley, outsiders from the first day, were dependent on their friendship with the Howards to give them social capital. And Gemma, she’s ashamed to admit, grew dependent on Ruth’s generosity.

Gemma had positioned Study Right as the community alternative. She was a proselytizer of equal-access test prep. For every rich parent who paid full freight there was another parent she didn’t charge a dime. That meant they lived a good, middle-class life. They didn’t have extra but they had enough.

Then Ruth came along. Beneficent, let me take care of it Ruth. When she’d needed a new roof, Ruth stepped in to help. When she discovered thousands of tiny wings all over her basement floor, Ruth paid for the termite remediation. There were Christmas vacations in Aspen. VIP tickets to shows and concerts. Gemma grew addicted to a kind of life she’d never have been able to afford on her own.

But as the years went by, Gemma couldn’t shake the feeling that she was accruing an increasingly unpayable debt. And when Mr. Mann came along, Gemma was relieved to have a reason to drift away.

And now here she was, the tables turned, a pariah, afraid to go out in public, and who had come to her defense offering friendship, a hearty meal, forgiveness—Ruth.

Gemma didn’t deserve it. No, she did not.

She texts Ruth. We’d love to!!!






RUTH

“Labor Day is still two weeks away. Is it just me or does it seem like Hillside starts earlier and earlier every year?” asks Gemma. She smiles warmly at the girls. “You guys are going to be freshmen. How did that happen?”

Bee rolls her eyes. “First years, not freshmen, and it happened because three thousand one hundred and twenty-seven days have gone by, give or take a day or two.”

“You just calculated that in your head?” asks Ruth, trying not to stare. She hasn’t seen Bee in a long time. She smells of patchouli and vanilla. She’s filled out, a B cup, Ruth decides. The lace strap of her chartreuse Free People bralette is showing. Marley could never wear a bralette. She’s a C cup, moving steadily to a D.

“Are you taking geometry this year?” Marley asks Bee.

“Yeah,” says Bee.

“Me too,” says Marley.

Gemma’s face is flushed from Ruth’s favorite Sancerre, Les Belles Vignes from the Loire Valley. Ruth doubts Gemma is tasting the gooseberry, straw, and flint notes. She’s drinking for volume, not palate. She’s tossed back two glasses already and is on her third; she’s nervous.

“You were always so good at math,” Ruth lies, wondering how the hell Bee wrangled her way into the advanced class. Bee’s smart enough, but her real gift is in the social sphere. People are naturally drawn to her. She oozes charisma, always has.

Ruth glances over at Marley, who is also flushed and also nervous. Her head is cocked to one side like an obedient puppy. What is the opposite of charismatic? Invisible? That’s Marley. Ruth raises her eyebrows at her daughter, trying to telegraph that she should sit up straight and stop acting so submissive. There’s an air of desperation about her. The way she looks at Bee, as if she’s honored to be in her presence.

“Did you see the new Avengers? Tom Holland—omg,” says Bee to Marley.

All this surface talk—it’s excruciating. Not addressing Study Right has sapped all the oxygen from the room and has them blabbering on about math classes and superheroes.

Gemma clears her throat. “Okay, this is awkward so let’s just talk about it and get it out of the way. I’m sure you’re both aware of what’s going on with Study Right.” Gemma chews on her lower lip. “Well, honestly, it’s been—terrible.”

Ruth waits. Is that all she’s going to say? Is she going to extrapolate? Explain herself? No, she’s fighting back tears.

Ruth throws her a lifeline. “It’s not your fault. You had no idea this was going on.”

Gemma’s face looks melted, like candle wax just before it hardens. “I didn’t. I swear I didn’t.”

“Of course you didn’t. Anybody who knows you knows how honest you are. How much integrity you have.”

Ruth lets her statement sit there for a moment. Gemma dabs at her face with her napkin.

Marley looks at her mother with do something eyes.

Ruth pushes back her chair and walks around the table. She crouches down at Gemma’s feet and gently puts a hand on her leg. “It’ll pass, I promise you. A week from now, two weeks tops, nobody will be talking about you. Your clients will come back once this blows over, and if they don’t you’ll get new ones.”

Gemma sniffles. “You’re such a good friend. I’ve missed you so much, you don’t know how much. I don’t deserve you.”

No, you don’t, thinks Ruth, but it’s time to move forward. “I’ll always be here for you. And for you, too,” she says to Bee.

“Will you come to my fifteenth birthday party?” Bee asks Marley.

Marley smiles. “I’d love to.” And Ruth thinks, Marley is going to Bee’s birthday party!

“And how about Thanksgiving? Can you guys come over for Thanksgiving?” asks Gemma. “Please say yes. Puleeze.”

Thanksgiving, too? Oh, my! The Howards have swung the door wide open.

“What do you think, Marls?” Ruth asks.

“That sounds great.”

“Well, okay,” says Ruth, rising to her feet. “We’ve got a date for Thanksgiving. Now, who’s up for dessert? Mango Lime Chiffon Cake from Katrina Rozelle?”

“What? Really?” says Gemma.

It’s her favorite. When they were friends, Ruth would buy her a Mango Lime Chiffon Cake for every birthday. She probably hasn’t had one for 1,825 days, give or take a day. Ruth can do sums in her head, too.

“Can you ever forgive me?” asks Gemma.

“Don’t be silly, there’s nothing to forgive. We’re such good friends. Look at us. Just picking up right where we left off.”



The next morning, Ruth is on her way to her Pilates class when Gemma calls, her voice shaking. “I just blew the head gasket in my car!”

“The head gasket? What’s that?”

“I don’t know exactly. I think it functions as a kind of seal. The engine seized. That’s what they told me.”

“Where are you? Are you all right?”

“I’m at a gas station. I haven’t changed my oil in ages. Apparently, it’s been leaking for months. This is all my fault. I stopped paying attention. How could I not have noticed?”

“Stop that. I won’t allow you to blame this on yourself. You’ve had so much going on.”

“I just dropped Bee off at the Juicery…” Gemma’s voice tapers off. She sounds distant, lost.

“What can I do? How can I help?”

“I don’t know. I guess, can you come pick me up?”

Ruth looks at the time; it’s 9:42. Her class starts at ten. She hates to miss it. It’s a vital part of her self-care routine. But Gemma really needs her.

“Of course I will,” she says. “Text me the address.”

Gemma groans. “The mechanic said I might need a new engine.”

“Maybe it’s time to get a new car.”

“I can’t afford a new car.”

Ruth pauses. “I can.”



Gemma won’t accept a new car from Ruth, so Ruth buys her a used Camry with only 16,000 miles on it. Definitely an upgrade.

“I’ll pay you back, I promise,” says Gemma. “Let’s work out a monthly plan.”

“There’s no need. This is a drop in the bucket for me, you know that. I would never expect repayment.”

Oh, the look of gratitude and relief that crosses Gemma’s face; Ruth wishes she could take a picture so she’ll never forget it. Instead she gazes at Gemma intently, copying the image to her internal hard drive.






GEMMA

That afternoon, Gemma pulls into the driveway, gets out of the car, and texts Bee.

Come out here. I have a surprise!

A few seconds later, Bee opens the front door, and Gemma waves her arm in front of the car like a game show host. “Ta-da!”

Bee claps a hand over her mouth in shock. The Camry is a year old but looks like it just came off the lot. It’s a metallic red—a color called Ruby Flare Pearl. It’s loaded with every option.

“What did you do with the old car?”

“Traded it in, silly.”

“Why?”

“It was on its last legs.”

“It was?” Bee looks skeptical. Gemma has no intention of telling her that Ruth bought the new car for them because she nearly blew their old car up.

Gemma opens the driver’s-side door. “Get in, I’ll show you all the bells and whistles.”

Bee climbs into the car. “Is this real leather?” She touches the armrest reverently and inhales. “It smells brand-new.”

“Put your foot on the brake and press that button,” instructs Gemma. The car purrs.

“You can barely hear it,” says Bee in awe. The touch screen lights up. “Bluetooth!”

They needed this so badly. Something new and shiny amidst all the broken things in their life. Gemma texts Ruth. She LOVES it!!!

Yay! Ruth texts back.

Gemma frowns, wondering how best to explain to Ruth that she’s decided not to tell Bee that Ruth bought the car for them; it’s too humiliating.

Don’t tell her I was involved. There’s no need. Just say the transmission was acting up and it was cheaper to trade it in than fix it. It’ll be our little secret, texts Ruth.

A chill runs down Gemma’s back; it’s as if Ruth read her mind. They are completely in sync. It was that way between them before, too. They knew what the other was thinking before they even said it.

Are you sure? I don’t want to deprive you of being properly thanked for saving the day!!

You already thanked me. Just think of me as your own private Santa. But remember, Santa knows when you’re naughty or nice hahaha.

Huh?

“We can take it to back-to-school night!” says Bee.

Hillside’s back-to-school night is Friday; Gemma had completely forgotten. Everybody will be there. All the moms and dads. All the kids. Many of them clients, past and present. Does she have to go? Can she call in sick? Her phone pings.

What say we go to back-to-school night together?






RUTH

Back-to-school night is just as stressful a prospect for Ruth as it is for Gemma, but she has no intention of showing it.

She’ll waltz in there with her head held high, back slightly arched to show off her hard-won SoulCycle bum, wearing her size 26 J Brands and her No. 6 clog booties, which are practically passé in New York but still completely on trend in the Bay Area. Hair down or up? Messy bun, she decides. Light on the makeup. Her skin is translucent from her weekly snail mucus masks.

She’s dressing for the school moms. They may still despise her but they won’t be able to take their eyes off of her. Their contempt for her goes way back, before Mr. Mann, to the kindergarten party.



By the time the twentieth partygoer had walked through the door, the corners of their mouths twitching with amusement, Ruth knew she’d made a fatal mistake hosting the kindergarten meet and greet. Instead of appearing generous and thoughtful, she’d come off as tone-deaf. Worse, as flaunting her wealth.

The mothers showered her in passive-aggressive compliments.

“I never would have thought to have a valet. What a lovely touch.”

“Your backyard is like Central Park! Nobody has a backyard this big.”

Ruth retreated to the kitchen. She opened the fridge and pretended to rifle through it. She overheard two mothers talking.

“A signature cocktail? Are you kidding me?”

“She’s gorgeous, though, you have to give her that. Those arms. How many days a week in Pilates?”

“My arms would look like that, too, if I had nothing to do but arrange flowers and book caterers.”

“I hear her ex is loaded. Guess he didn’t have a prenup.”

Ruth’s cheeks blazed with heat. Why did she insist on hosting the party? She could have just shown up with Marley at somebody else’s house, a tray of Costco cookies in her hands, wearing a pair of cropped jeans and flip-flops.

“Excuse me, you wouldn’t happen to have any milk?”

Ruth shut the fridge door and turned around slowly, carefully composing her features into a neutral expression. This was one of the mothers she’d just overheard talking about her.

“I’m Madison Harris. My daughter Coco doesn’t like juice. Too sweet.”

Was this woman really humblebragging about her daughter turning up her nose at Capri Suns? Ruth poured a glass of milk and handed it to her.

“Thanks!” She sailed across the room to her child.

Marley sat behind the kids’ food table on a folding chair. She was reading a book, something Ruth told her expressly not to do, but Ruth wouldn’t call her out. The two of them outcasts. On day one, no less.

Then, a mother and daughter appeared at the front door, the look on the woman’s face open and expectant. And her daughter. That red tracksuit! Those curls!

There was no father in sight.

Ruth studied the woman and was soon filled with certainty. There she was—her future BFF. Ruth felt jolted awake at the sight of her. A sensation of being Tased, tendrils of electricity sparking across the room, connecting them. Ruth saw Madison notice the new mother, too. Her eyes lit up with interest and Ruth bolted across the room so she could get there first.

The woman was a lottery prize, just waiting to be claimed.



Ruth’s phone rings. Gemma. She’s not a lottery prize any longer.

“You need to help me. I don’t know what to wear to back-to-school night,” she whines. “I don’t want to look like I’m trying too hard. Like I’m desperate to please. And I don’t want to look like I’m not trying enough. Like I haven’t gotten out of my pajamas all week. I have to strike the right balance. Something that says I’m sorry for all this mess and yet I’m not responsible for all this mess. You know?”

“Skinny jeans. That emerald J.Crew blouse with the white trim. Do you still have it?”

“Um, yeah, I haven’t worn it in a while but I think it’s in the back of the closet. What about shoes?”

“Flats. Metallic if you’ve got them, gold or silver. Black will be fine if you don’t. What do you have for necklaces?”

“Not much. Some costume stuff. A gold cross.”

“Hmm. It needs to be understated, a little Zen, but not too bohemian. Labradorite. I’ve got just the thing. I’ll bring it.”

“Oh, God. What do I say to everybody?”

“You say hello, how was your summer, nice to see you, can you believe the kids are in high school, blabblety-blab-blab-blab. Under no circumstances do you bring up Study Right. Just pretend it’s business as usual.”

“But what if somebody asks me?”

“They won’t.”

“But what if they do?”

“Then you let me deal with it,” says Ruth.



Madison rushes Gemma as they approach the auditorium. “Omg, are you okay?”

Ruth looks down at her icily. Why must grown women talk in acronyms? Her three-inch clog booties make her nearly six feet tall. “Of course she is, why wouldn’t she be?”

Madison gives her a dirty look. “I was talking to Gemma.”

“I’m fine, Mads,” says Gemma.

“I’ve been meaning to call,” says Madison. “I read that article in the Chron. Fifty percent? It’s not true, is it? If you want I’ll sign Coco up right now for tutoring.”

Madison’s eyes grow moist at the thought of her selfless act.

“That’s not necessary. We’re doing just fine,” says Gemma. She turns to Ruth. “Let’s go in. I want to get a good seat.”



Ruth does a quick scan of the auditorium. Most of the kids are sitting in the back. She spies Marley and Bee, heads bent over their phones. The rest of the rows are filled with parents. They laugh and hug each other. How was your summer? Gosh, Tahoe was buggy this year. Tyler looks like he grew six inches! But their steely eyes betray them, they’re readying for the race. Now it begins. Now everything counts. That’s what they’re all thinking.

The front row is empty—nobody wants to sit there, it looks too desperate, but not if you’re somebody who has nothing to hide. Ruth leads Gemma to the front row.

“Really?” Gemma asks.

Ruth pulls her down into a seat. “Don’t slouch. Whisper in my ear and then laugh.”

“I can’t do this, everybody’s watching.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Ruth whispers in Gemma’s ear, and then laughs heartily, as if she’s having the time of her life.



“Welcome, parents!” says Mr. Nuñez, the school head.

Ruth’s hands ball into fists. She despises Mr. Nuñez, and Mr. Nuñez is definitively not a Ruth Thorne fan.

When Marley was in third grade, she failed to test into Wings, Hillside’s gifted program. Marley must have had an off day (her IQ was through the stratosphere), but Bee made it in—quelle surprise!—and Marley had to watch her get pulled out of class with a few other lucky children to attend special interdisciplinary classes. It was unfair to the rest of the kids, being subjected to that torture day after day, their failure shoved in their faces, and so Ruth had embarked upon a campaign to do away with Wings.

She marched into Mr. Nuñez’s office and presented her case. “Wings is sapping the kids’ self-esteem.”

This wasn’t true, most of the kids couldn’t have cared less, but she couldn’t very well tell him that she was traumatized, that she couldn’t bear it, could she? It was so unjust. Marley was the smartest kid in the third grade. She’d never gotten less than an EXCELLENT PLUS on her report card. Hillside didn’t believe in grades until middle school—it was highly annoying.

Mr. Nuñez pursed his lips in disapproval.

“Well, how about the Wings kids go to the Wings room before class so it isn’t so disruptive to everybody else,” she suggested.

“In the real world there’s a hierarchy,” Mr. Nuñez said. “We do these kids a disservice by hiding that. I know it’s hard, but better they get used to it now. And if Marley doesn’t like it, if she wants to alter her status, then she can work hard and change it. That’s life.” He’d leaned across the table then, close enough that Ruth could smell his stale coffee breath. “By the way, Marley has made it very clear how she feels about being left out of the Wings group.”

This was news to Ruth. Marley didn’t seem to care at all.

“She said some… very mean things to one of the kids.”

“What mean things?” Ruth can’t imagine an unkind word coming out of Marley’s mouth, or even a word for that matter. She was painstakingly shy and introverted.

“I won’t repeat it,” said Mr. Nuñez. “There’s no need.”

“Repeat it,” demanded Ruth.

Mr. Nuñez shrugged. “She told Tristan Blake he was ‘dumb as fuck.’ ”

Mr. Nuñez had a reputation for exaggeration. Well, he could trash-talk Ruth all he wanted, but it was another thing to go after her daughter.

“That’s ridiculous. You made that up. And if you insist on continuing to slander Marley, I’ll have to get my lawyer involved.”

Mr. Nuñez backed down. He sputtered and apologized. Red-faced, he waved her out of his office.

Every December up until then, she’d given him a $100 gift card: to the Orpheum, to Oliveto, to Nordstrom, and every year he said verbatim, “This is inappropriate. We have limits on faculty gifts.” He kept the gift cards, however.

That year she gave Mr. Nuñez a jumbo-size bottle of Goo Gone. He never thanked her.

He smiles at her benevolently and she realizes he can’t see the audience—the stage lights are too bright. He talks about homework expectations, service requirements, encouraging the students to move beyond their cliques, the latest bullying research, the temptation of Juuling, the evils of social media, and the benefits of boredom.

Before Mr. Nuñez was promoted to head of school, he ran the computer science department. He spends another ten minutes droning on about online best practices. Never open an attachment from a stranger. Free trials are anything but free. Be wary of texts that appear to be from your friends but have no personal messages attached.

He’s lost the room. The kids shift restlessly in their seats, their water bottles empty, their pea-size attention spans drained. They’re texting, watching TikToks, checking one another out.

“And there’s one last thing I’d like to address,” Mr. Nuñez says. “Test prep courses and private tutoring.”

Immediately the auditorium goes silent.

“I’m sure you’ve all heard about what’s happening with Study Right.”

Ruth is stunned. She can’t believe he’s going there. Gemma is sitting ten feet away from him! Then she realizes he’s assumed Gemma didn’t come to back-to-school night. Of course he did. Why would she put herself through that? She’d sit it out. Wait until the whole thing died down. That’s what a friend would advise. Instead Ruth insisted Gemma go.

“You know,” says Mr. Nuñez, “I’ve never been comfortable with the tutoring companies. It’s an unfair system, rigged in favor of students like ours, students who are privileged, whose parents can afford to buy them an increase of two hundred, three hundred, four hundred points on their standardized tests. It’s a system that’s ripe for cheating, and Study Right is a perfect example. Now, I’m not against studying, what I’m against is procuring an unfair advantage.”

Ruth sneaks a look at Gemma. She’s holding her breath, her left palm flat against her chest, steadily sinking into her seat. Nuñez, that bastard. His untrimmed nose hairs. His broken capillaries.

“So, to that end, I want to announce that we are increasing our number of group test prep classes here at school. There’s no need to pay thousands of dollars to get private tutoring.”

Ruth glances behind her. The parents’ faces are stony and closed. They nod along with Mr. Nuñez, but there’s no way they’re going to send their kids to group classes. They’ll get private tutoring, they just won’t get it at Study Right.

“I can’t let him do this,” she whispers to Gemma, rising to her feet.

“No.” Gemma grabs her arm. “Please, just let it go.”

But Ruth’s on a mission. She climbs the stairs to the stage, her No. 6 clogs noisily announcing her. Whispers, laughs, gasps, oh my gods. They’re making fun of her and they’re readying themselves for a spectacle. This doesn’t bother Ruth a bit, she’s about to give them one. The audience sits forward in their seats, rapt. Mr. Nuñez squints, unable to make out her identity until she’s a few feet away, then his features harden into a mask of displeasure.

“I have something to say,” says Ruth cheerily, joining him on the podium.

Mr. Nuñez covers the microphone with his hand. “This is not the time.”

“It is most assuredly the time,” she says, looking down upon his balding head.

“Two minutes,” he squawks at her, and steps aside.

“You’re so kind, Mr. Nuñez, thank you. I am Ruth Thorne, and my daughter, Marley, is a first year. I’ve known Gemma Howard and her daughter, Bee, since kindergarten. We are very close friends. Inseparable, you might say.”

Ruth wishes she could see Gemma’s face, but the audience is indeed a blur.

“Gemma is one of the most scrupulously honest people I know. She got into the test prep business because she wanted to run a center that didn’t just cater to the wealthy. Do you know that for every kid whose parents pay full price, she takes on another kid who pays nothing? She doesn’t advertise this. She doesn’t talk about it. She just does it quietly, behind the scenes, because those are her ethics and her values.

“Now, Julie Winters, whom many of you requested personally to tutor your children because of, admit it, her Ivy credentials”—Ruth wags her index finger sassily—“was somebody Gemma hired. She was an independent contractor. Yes, Gemma made a mistake. She made the mistake of trusting this young woman and believing her story, and because of this trust, she’s now paying dearly for it. But Gemma Howard is not a cheater. And Gemma Howard is not running a scam. Study Right is about equality, about giving every kid a chance to rise up. Not just the kids who go to Hillside, for whom five thousand dollars is nothing.”

Ruth pauses and takes a shaky breath for effect, as if she’s deeply emotional. “I implore you, please don’t ruin this business, don’t run it into the ground, build it up instead. Help bring it back. We need more Study Rights in the world. And we need more Gemma Howards. People who are in it for the right reasons.”

She turns to Mr. Nuñez, who glares at her. “Thank you, Mr. Nuñez, for letting me steal a little of your time.”



Out in the hallway, parents mill around in clusters. Gemma’s in the bathroom. Ruth stands alone, eavesdropping and absorbing the stares coming her way.

“Did you see the look on Nuñez’s face?”

“Study Right’s like the Warby Parker of test prep centers. Who knew?”

“Are you going to re-enroll?”

“I wish I had a best friend who stood up for me like that.”

Ruth allows herself a slight smile.

“Don’t ever do that to me again,” says Mr. Nuñez, from behind her.

Ruth whirls around. “Do what?” she asks innocently.

“Interrupt me.”

“I didn’t interrupt you. I was only offering an alternative point of view on the subject you were opining about.”

“I was not opining,” he seethes.

“Come, come, Mr. Nuñez. We all know you love nothing more than to deliver a holier-than-thou lecture. It’s your specialty.”

He wheezes incredulously. “I’d step carefully if I were you, Ms. Thorne. I don’t think you want to make any more enemies than you already have.”

“Is that a threat, Mr. Nuñez?”

A finger taps her on the shoulder. Madison. “Hey there, Ruth. Hi, Mr. Nuñez,” she says. She looks back and forth between them. Mr. Nuñez pulls at his collar. “Am I interrupting something?” she asks.

“Nothing at all,” says Mr. Nuñez, collecting himself. “Good night, Mrs. Harris. Ms. Thorne.”

They watch him weave his way through the throng.

“Does he have a problem with Ms.?” asks Madison.

Gemma walks up, the labradorite necklace accenting the green blouse perfectly. “There’s a line twenty people long for the women’s bathroom. I gave up and used the men’s. I thought they were going to make all the bathrooms gender-neutral.”

“Next semester, I think,” says Madison. “Hey. Boy, that was something. Ruth really went to bat for you!”

Madison flashes a genuine smile, one in which her entire face participates, eyes crinkling up and everything. “It was brilliant, Ruth, what you did for Gemma. You took my breath away.” She reaches out for Ruth’s hand and squeezes it. “And hopefully it will turn the tide for you, Gems. Get you back on your feet.”

There’s a lull in the conversation and Madison continues to hold on to her hand.

“Oh, sorry,” says Madison, releasing her. “Gosh, your skin is so soft.”

“Um—thank you.” Did Madison Harris just give her a compliment?

“What lotion do you use?”

“Cetaphil?” says Ruth, hating the way she devolves to uptalk when she’s nervous. “The cream, not the lotion,” she says firmly.

“I’ll have to get some,” Madison says and winks at her.



Complete silence in the car on the way home. Gemma pulls into Ruth’s driveway. “I don’t know what to say.”

“I hope—what I did—wasn’t too much,” says Ruth.

“No, it was great,” says Gemma, after a pause.

“Are you sure?” Doesn’t she deserve a more effusive thank-you? Shouldn’t they all have been buzzing about her Norma Rae speech on the way home?

“Yes, yes, I’m just exhausted.” Gemma leans over and kisses her on the cheek and Ruth stiffens—she’s being dismissed.

She swivels around. “So, do you like your new car, Bee?”

“I love it.”

“I guess the old car was on its last legs, huh?”

Bee catches her mother’s eye in the rearview mirror.

“Yes, it was,” says Gemma.

“Well, you’re lucky. It’s a big improvement over your last car. That car was a wreck. Unsafe, really.” Ruth opens the door. “Ready, Marls?”

Ruth and Marley are at the front door when Gemma yells, “Thanks again.”

Ruth pretends she doesn’t hear her.
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