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      Dizzy. Very, very dizzy. Dude, I feel weird. My head’s killing me. Must have gotten some really bad weed or something. Ethan, bro. Where’d you go? Thought you were driving.

      It’s dark. Hella dark. I can’t see nothing. I’m cold and like shaking. Turn the heat up, bro. Ethan, you there? Something’s wrong with my hands. They don’t work. I’m weak and shit. I think I’m gonna … no, I’m not gonna puke no more.

      Where’s my lighter? I can’t see nothing. It’s weird. I can’t feel my hands. It’s like that song. That song about how you can’t feel your face. You know what I’m saying. You get me, bro. I appreciate you. Ethan, dude. I really do. Gotta work this lighter so I can see. This is some ridiculous weed, man. Never been this high before. Low-key not gonna lie. Bro, good thing you didn’t smoke this shit. Dropped the lighter.  Shit. Where’d it go?

      Found it. It’s on my lap. Why’s it so hard to get my thumb to move, dude? Trying again. Got it. But still can’t see shit. Where’d you go, Ethan? Hard to keep my eyes open.

      What’s that smell? Something’s burning. Dude, can you deal with it? Ethan, you there? Something’s happening. It’s too hot. Turn the heat down. Feel like I’m gonna pass out.
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            Amber

          

        

      

    

    
      From my perch atop the hard aluminum bleachers, I see Trevor in his white pickup truck, circling the high school parking lot like a shark. The truck’s distinctive throaty rumble, a sound I’ve come to loathe with every fiber of my being, drowns out the boys’ shouts on the soccer field. Then Trevor honks his air horn a few times, piercing my every nerve.

      Instinctively, I grit my teeth. Hard. Pain shoots through the cracked molar I’ve been meaning to get fixed.

      I dream of killing him and wonder how. Set his truck on fire? Slice the brake cable? That’s if I could find it. Too obvious. The police could trace that. Spike his drink with antifreeze? He’s such an idiot. It would be easy. I bet he wouldn’t even notice.

      I curse him under my breath. Why can’t Trevor leave Ethan alone? I look down at the soccer game and spot my son, number 11. He’s a striker and one of the tallest boys on the team, easy to find on the pitch.

      Ethan’s grown taller all of a sudden. I remember when he was ten and one of the smallest kids on his soccer team. No more. Now a senior in high school, he’s turned into quite the young man.

      He’s very muscular. His chest is broad. His legs are like tree trunks. Ethan had been going to the gym every day and lifting weights—until recently, that is, when he started hanging out with Trevor. Now I’m not sure what Ethan does with his time.

      I’ve always loved watching Ethan play. He’s a graceful and skilled athlete with a distinctive, loping run. And that’s not just because I’m biased. Ethan’s already had interest from several college soccer coaches encouraging him to try out next year for their teams. He’s co-captain of his high school team and has been playing soccer since he was six. All those years of driving him to and from practices and games several times a week are paying off.

      But instead of running towards the ball, Ethan stops, turns and looks towards the parking lot. Even from the top of the bleachers, I can see my son smile when he hears Trevor’s truck.

      I jump to my feet, spilling the large iced coffee I forgot was parked next to me on the bleacher.

      “Goddammit,” says Matt, my husband, as he jumps up. His voice is loud. “You spilled my coffee. Everywhere.” Matt holds his arms up in the air and looks around as if paper towels might magically appear.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t do it on purpose,” I hiss back at him, trying to keep my voice low. Then I glance at the parents on the bleachers below us, hoping they haven’t heard our tense exchange.

      It’s on the tip of my tongue to shout and tell Ethan to watch the ball, not his stupid loser friend, but I refrain. We’re playing the Mavericks, the number one team in the division, and we’re down 2 to 1. It’s the last five minutes of the game. We have to win.

      Yet in the split-second Ethan has looked towards Trevor, one of the Maverick’s strikers has intercepted a pass meant for Ethan and dribbled right by my son. The striker races towards the goal, out maneuvering our defense. Finally, our left back, the last defender before the goalie, rushes the Maverick player and tries a slide tackle to get the ball away. He misses the ball and just slides on the turf.

      “Stop him!” Frank, one of the most vocal parents, shouts.

      It’s too late.

      The Maverick’s striker dribbles around our fallen defender, pauses briefly, then brings his left food back and takes a booming shot on goal.

      Our goalie dives in the wrong direction. The ball sails easily into the top left-hand corner of the net. To be fair, it’s a beautiful goal.

      “Damn it, boys,” Frank shouts, pounding his palm against the aluminum seating, shaking the bleachers.

      The Maverick players charge each other, jumping in the air and high fiving.

      I look over towards the parking lot and want to strangle Trevor. I want to release his Svengali hold on my son. It should have been Ethan who scored just now–if he wasn’t distracted by Trevor.

      The sun reflecting off the silver aluminum bleachers is blinding, but my thoughts are dark. How nice it would be if Trevor were gone forever. He’s an interloper, after all. He only moved to our suburban island city just over a month ago, at the start of the school year.

      My son had plenty of friends before Trevor arrived, friends he’s grown up with and known all his life. But now that Trevor’s on the scene, Ethan only hangs out with him.

      I picture Trevor losing control of his white, janky pickup truck one moonless night as he drives home alone. Of course, he’ll be high and take a corner too fast. His bald tires will skid and screech as he crosses lanes and loses control. He won’t even see the tree before he slams into it. He’ll break his neck instantly—no. Not instantly. Better to let him suffer. Let him bleed out, trapped in the front seat of his truck before the EMTs can get to him.

      I know I shouldn’t wish death, particularly a violent one, on anyone, let alone someone else’s child. Then I have another mean thought: I’ve never met Trevor’s parents. Does he even have parents? Or was he spawned from some evil creature?

      “Do you have anything to wipe this up or what?” Matt snarls at me. He’s given the spilled coffee a wide berth as if it were acid. He stands two feet away and motions accusingly at me.

      I open my purse and hand him a few used tissues. One of them has chewing gum wadded in it. Sadie’s probably.

      Matt drops the tissues in the coffee mess and shakes his head.

      “It’s raining!” Sadie calls from under the bleachers. For a second, I’d forgotten she was there.

      I peer down and see her running back and forth under the bleachers as the remains of the large iced coffee drip below.

      Sadie breaks into song, Singin’ in the Rain. Loudly.

      “Sadie!” Matt shouts over the top of the bleachers. “Go get some paper towels from the bathroom.”

      He has no patience for Sadie’s inability to sit still. Or for her obsession with musicals.

      Matt’s shouting causes some of the parents to turn around this time. I feel their eyes on me. My brittle marriage is on display. My husband’s impatience with his imperfect family might as well be flashing in neon.

      I peer down between the bleachers and tell Sadie to wait. I’ll go with her. She’s only twelve. Then I shoot Matt an angry look and walk down the aluminum steps towards the field.

      Unfortunately, I have to pass the group of parents who usually sit together. Sometimes Matt and I join them, but not always. I like to sit at the very top where I have a better view of the entire field and can comment on the game under my breath.

      As I make my way down, I see Lucien’s parents, a Belgian couple, sitting close to one another. Even in this heat, Jacques’ arm is draped across his wife’s shoulder. Olivia’s arm encircles her husband’s waist. Despite the heat on this late September day, they look cool and effortlessly chic.

      I pause and watch, mesmerized as Jacques makes tiny figure eight circles with his thumb on Olivia’s upper back.

      Matt isn’t demonstrative like that at all. No PDA for us. No DA privately either for that matter. Would I like it if Matt were publicly demonstrative?

      I don’t think so. First, it’s hot and would be even hotter with my husband’s heavy arm draped around my shoulder. Second, I’m also sure I’d find the repetitive thumb movements annoying rather than exciting. I’d probably tell Matt to stop. Is that so wrong?

      “Unlucky,” Peter, one of the dads, says, looking directly at me. Was he criticizing Ethan in particular? Or the team in general? I nod and don’t say anything.

      Sadie’s waiting for me by the fence along the field. Unlike me, she doesn’t seem to feel the heat. She insisted on wearing her bright green raincoat patterned with white daises even though we live in Northern California where it hasn’t rained in almost a year.

      She’s also wearing her matching green and white rain boots, though Matt had insisted she take them off before we left and wear more appropriate footwear. I told her it was OK to bring them. Then I pointed out that if we stood arguing in the hallway any longer, we were going to be late for the game.

      Sadie grabs my hand and swings it vigorously back and forth. She’s not embarrassed to be seen with her mother. In fact, she craves my attention more than anything.

      I don’t care that I’ll miss the last few minutes of the game. Just glancing at the field, I see our players slumped in defeat. I hear our goalie cursing at the defenders.

      I blame Trevor.

      The bathroom, a squat brown building, stands next to the parking lot. I smell the skunk stench of weed before I see Trevor emerge from behind the men’s room.

      He coughs. I look at him in digests. His long, straggly brown hair hangs in front of his face, mostly concealing his eyes. He doesn’t bother to push it away.

      He’s wearing a blue baseball cap with a surf shop logo I recognize. We bought it for Ethan two years ago on a family trip to Kauai. Why is Trevor wearing it? I’d like to snatch it off his head.

      “Good afternoon, Mrs. Stillman. And how are we on this fine day?” Trevor enunciates every word in his high-pitched voice that I find irritating. He’s practically fawning with false politeness. I want to slap him.

      “Hello, Trevor,” I say in a sharp tone. I don’t give him an answer to his ridiculous question about how I am. I was better before he arrived.

      Instead, I glare at him through my sunglasses, wishing I could pulverize him with my gaze. I grit my teeth again. Pain again shoots through the back of my mouth.

      I quickly steer Sadie into the women’s room before I’m curse at Trevor and tell him to stay the hell away from Ethan.

      Was it only a few weeks ago, the beginning of the school year, that Trevor moved here and glommed onto my son? It seems like an eternity.

      I loathe everything about this kid. I hate every time he drives up in his loud old beat-up pickup truck, idles outside our house and honks, which causes Ethan to go running out the door. I hate the way he and Ethan FaceTime for hours, even though they’ve seen each other all day at school and afterwards. I hate that I no longer know where my son goes when he leaves the house. And that I’ve caught him lying to me. I’ve found weed in his room. Which he claims isn’t his. As far as I know, Ethan’s never smoked weed before Trevor came along. Nor has he outright lied to me.

      “Ethan’s just doing what kids his age are supposed to do,” Matt has told me many times. “He’s separating from us. That’s his job. And so what if he smokes a little weed? Or tells some white lies? I mean, Jesus Christ, Amber, the kid’s got to live a little.”

      Neither Matt nor Ethan realize Trevor is the devil. But I know better.
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            Amber

          

        

      

    

    
      There are only three of us in the car ride home from the game. Ethan, not surprisingly, told Matt he was getting a ride with Trevor.

      Sadie is sitting in the back seat behind me, swinging her legs and singing “How Do You Solve a Problem Like Maria?” from The Sound of Music, one of her favorite musicals. She’s wearing her new Beats headphones, a birthday present from Matt so he wouldn’t have to listen to her music.

      Sadie’s rain boots keep hitting my seat, but I don’t tell her to stop. I’d rather she not take off her headphones than hear the fight I’m about to have with my husband.

      “Did you notice how Ethan literally took his eyes off the ball when Trevor arrived?” I ask in the most neutral tone I can muster.

      Matt shrugs. “The other team was better. They just outplayed us.” He doesn’t take the bait.

      “Did Ethan say where he was going with Trevor?” I ask, trying a different tack.

      “Probably getting something to eat. I dunno.”

      “So then, I guess he’s not coming home for dinner?”

      Matt shrugs again and keeps his eyes straight ahead on the road, though there’s no traffic.

      I hate the way I sound now, desperate and pleading for an ally, but I can’t help it. I want my husband to side with me, to agree that Trevor is trouble—and that Ethan was better off before Trevor came along.

      Instead, I keep mouth shut the rest of the way home so as not to irritate Matt further and scroll through my phone.

      Why doesn’t Matt realize how much things have changed?

      Before Trevor, the four of us would have usually gone out to eat or gotten an ice cream after a Saturday afternoon soccer game. Often, we’d meet the rest of the team and their parents, choosing a place where the adults could grab a cold beer while the boys ate pizza and played on their phones.

      Then we’d come home, and Ethan would shower and do homework. Later, we would watch a movie together as a family. I’d make popcorn. We’d sit on the couch with the dog, Harry, at our feet, and I’d feel happy. Content with life and my family.

      That doesn’t happen very often anymore. Or at all, really.

      Instead, when we get home, Matt makes a beeline to his workshop in the garage without saying anything. He’s restoring a 1970s turntable he found for free on a community listserv and spending a lot of time doing it.

      We’ve become like roommates, which is one reason I booked us a weekend away in Napa next week. An early anniversary present. Just the two of us. A chance to reconnect and work on our marriage. Or just get drunk and maybe have sex like we used to.

      I’d gotten an email from a discount travel site advertising a “Romantic getaway in the heart of the wine country.” The images showed a ripe vineyard and yellow mustard fields. Another image showed a luxurious hotel room with a private hot tub.

      I clicked on the “Buy Now” before I even checked with Matt. I’d arrange for childcare—Ethan would be on his own, but Sadie would stay with a neighbor. I was pleasantly surprised when Matt agreed to go and thought it sounded like a great idea.

      I hear Sadie thumping up the stairs to her bedroom, most likely to watch the movie version of The Sound of Music for the hundredth time, and I search the fridge for something to make for dinner. There are no inspiring options.

      I call out that I’m going food shopping, but no one hears me, or, if they do, they don’t respond.

      Once in the car, I do what I’ve sworn I wouldn’t do. I track Ethan on my iPhone. Even though Matt has told me a million times that I shouldn’t because he’s almost eighteen and has a right to his privacy, I can’t help it.

      It’s 5pm on a Saturday afternoon, not twelve midnight, when I feel I have a legitimate right to track Ethan. Still, I’m curious about where he went with Trevor.

      My stomach twists when I see the circle with Ethan’s avatar. He’s at the old naval base, but at the farthest end, closest to the water, where there are no restaurants or soccer fields or skate parks. That could only mean one thing. He’s sitting in Trevor’s truck getting high.

      We live on Pine Grove, a small island separated from its more famous neighbor city Oakland by a tunnel and a few bridges. Pine Grove often falls under the radar in the pricey Bay Area. Somehow, not everyone knows about it, though it’s only a quick twenty-minute ferry ride to downtown San Francisco.

      When Matt and I bought our house here almost twenty years ago, the island had a back-in-time 1950s feel to it, which I didn’t like at first. The naval base had just closed, and families were flocking to the island to raise children in a safe town.

      There wasn’t a working movie theater back then. Or even any good restaurants. No chain coffee shops. No Target.

      We have all those things now, and somehow, we’ve still kept the small-town feel, which honestly can feel claustrophobic at times. Everyone knows everyone else. You’re guaranteed to run into someone at Safeway or the bank while running errands, usually when you haven’t showered and are looking your worst.

      Trevor and his family are newcomers to the island. Ethan said they moved from Arizona, I think. He’s dad—no stepdad—is in the military. As far as I know, I’ve never run into Trevor’s parents, though I wouldn’t know them if I had.

      Unlike with Ethan’s other friends, many of whom he met in preschool, Trevor is an unknown variable. I don’t mind that he’s the new kid. I mind that, in the short time Ethan’s befriended him, my son has undergone a transformation.

      To my knowledge, Ethan didn’t smoke weed before he met Trevor. Or if he did, it was just occasional experimenting. But one look at Trevor and you can tell he’s a stoner, the kind of kid that gives off a reckless, anarchic energy who doesn’t care about anyone other than himself. The kind of kid that scared me when I was in high school, and the kind who scares me now for my son’s sake.

      Who knows what Trevor’s capable of? And just what does Ethan, a straight-A student and athlete, see in him? Matt thinks I’m just refusing to let Ethan grow up. Refusing to cut the cord. But that’s not it at all.

      Since Trevor came on the scene, Ethan’s mostly stopped hanging around with his lifelong friends. The boys he played little league with, who helped him learn to ride a skateboard, and who he went to sleep-away camp with during the summers.

      All us moms were close as well. We arranged carpools and drank wine on Friday afternoons while our kids played in the backyard. Weekends, we’d swap kids for a sleepover so a couple could have a child-free night or two. We went camping together. Chaired school fundraisers. Dropped off meals when one of us had another baby.

      My heart aches for those simpler times. I don’t see those women anymore. I haven’t kept up the friendships like we did when the kids were younger.

      These days, my mom friends are Sadie’s theater group parents. Though honestly there’s not many of those. Sadie’s particular about who she spends time with. Still, I volunteer for every fundraiser, sewing costume circle, or teacher appreciation breakfast at her school. Matt rarely comes to these events. It’s not his thing.

      As I wander the aisles at Safeway, I’m lost in thought worrying about Ethan. The products on the shelves—boxes, cans, foil packaging–all look the same to me. All are equally unappealing. But my family must eat.

      I try the produce aisle next, but the colorful fruits and vegetables oppress me. Too much work. My family doesn’t really like vegetables, anyway. Standing next to the kale, I’m misted by the automatic spray that rains down coating everything and keeping the veggies fresh. The store is over air-conditioned and I’m chilled. I’d forgotten my sweater. I move to another aisle.

      Pasta? Matt will complain about the carbs.

      I settle on a rotisserie chicken from the deli, though the clear plastic containers come in clog the landfill and make me feel guilty. They also signal cooking defeat. Like I’ve given up. Nevertheless, I pick up a tray of pre-cut raw veggies and some soft sour dough bread to go with the chicken, and call it a day.

      I’m halfway back to the car when I hear someone calling my name.

      “Amber? I thought that was you back there.” It’s Lindsay, one of the moms that I’ve known for years, a woman whose house I’ve been to many times, and someone I once called a friend.

      Ethan and her son James were friends in elementary school, grew apart in middle school, and now don’t hang out together at all in high school—especially with Trevor in the picture.

      “How are you?” Lindsay asked, her eyes searching my face. I get the sense she wants to ask a more pointed question, but she doesn’t.

      “Pretty good. Busy. How are things with you?”

      “Still working freelance, but yeah, pretty busy too.”

      I’m hungry. I’d like to move past Lindsay, get in my car, and go home. But Lindsay doesn’t budge.

      Of all the moms, she was the one I was once closest to. But we don’t have a reason to go out for coffee or a glass of wine like we used to. Like our sons, we’ve drifted apart.

      “I heard about the party,” Lindsay says after a few seconds.

      “Party? What party?”

      “Oh, I’m sorry.” Lindsay looks off into the distance over my left shoulder and not at me. “I thought you knew.”

      “Tell me,” I say.

      Lindsay hesitates for a second.

      “James says there’s going to be huge party at your house on Saturday. The whole senior class is invited. Ethan and Trevor…” Lindsay mumbles something about how it didn’t sound right to her, but she knew if Ethan was having a party that Matt and I had to be on board.

      I shake my head.

      “I’m glad you told me.” My tone is sharp, but I’m not mad at Lindsay.

      This has to be Trevor’s idea. Ethan’s never had a party when we’re away. Not that we’re away much. Matt and I hardly ever leave the kids. There’s no one to leave them with. We don’t have family nearby. My parents live in Florida. His are both deceased; his Dad just died a few years ago.

      Next weekend was the first time in years that we planned to go away without the kids. Now I’ll have to cancel.

      For a split second, I think of unburdening myself and telling Lindsay all of this. About my brittle marriage. The interloper who’s attached himself to my son’s hip. I can see the pained look in her eyes. But I don’t confess. We live in a small town after all, and though Lindsay’s not a gossip, things will still get around.

      I say a hasty goodbye and rush to my car. I’m in a hurry to get home, away from Lindsay’s probing eyes.

      I’m hardly aware of what I’m doing as I load the groceries into the trunk. Unfortunately, the paper handle on one bag breaks as I lift it from the shopping car. It’s too heavy. I’d forgotten my reusable bags.

      Then the entire paper bag rips. I watch as the groceries go tumbling to the ground. I’m powerless to stop them. The chicken in its plastic shell bounces, pops open, and lands on the asphalt. Then the rotisserie bird rolls under the car.

      This too is Trevor’s fault.

      There’ll be no dinner tonight. No romantic weekend away to try to repair the cracks in my marriage. But at least they’ll be no party if Matt and I are home.

      I leave the chicken congealing in the parking lot and head back, wondering how I’m going to break the bad news to Matt.
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      The pounding above his garage is driving Matt crazy. It’s Sadie. She’s singing “The Hills Are Alive with the Sound of Music” and acting out the scene as well. He has an image of Julie Andrews twirling in a green alpine meadow.

      But Sadie isn’t gliding through the Swiss landscape. She’s in her small pink bedroom, lined with Broadway playbills Amber printed out, thudding like a herd of elephants. Again. And again. And again. She leaps and thuds. Leaps and thuds.

      Jesus Christ. Matt has had enough. Is it too much to ask for one quiet hour to himself? He’s almost done with the turntable, the Dual 1237, just like the one he had in college that his roommate wrecked. It was a lucky find on the Buy Nothing community listserv. He’s trying to balance the turntable’s tone arm, but the shaking from upstairs derails him every time.

      He resists the urge to march upstairs and tell Sadie to be quieter. Then he asks himself, not for the first time: Is it normal for a twelve-year-old girl to be obsessed with musicals from decades before she was born? He thinks not. This is all Amber’s doing. She encourages—no, she indulges—Sadie.

      What Sadie needs is discipline. Thinking back to the scene in the hallway before the game, Matt gets angry again. He told Sadie not to wear her rain gear. But Amber intervened and vetoed him again. Does his authority count for nothing in his family?

      He was only trying to protect his daughter from looking like a freak. There’s not a snowball’s chance in hell it would rain. What must the other parents think of Sadie in her green and white raincoat prancing around in the middle of a hot fall day?

      Matt shakes his head. He wants to flee as well. Maybe smoke a joint, something he hasn’t done in years. It used to make him paranoid. Would it still have that effect on him? Who knows?

      Instead, Matt grabs a cold Fat Tire ale from the mini fridge he keeps in the garage and downs half of it in a couple of gulps. He looks up when he hears Amber’s car pulling into the driveway.

      When she gets out of the car, he can tell there’s something wrong. Her brow is furrowed. Her lips are tight. What did he do now?

      “You won’t believe what Lindsay just told me,” Amber says. Then she launches into a story about how Trevor—she doesn’t blame Ethan—was planning a party at their house and had invited the entire senior class when they were supposed to be away next weekend.

      Matt silently agrees that Trevor must have been the mastermind. It doesn’t sound like Ethan’s idea. But it also doesn’t sound like anything more than what any other teenager would do when his parents are away.

      “We’re going to have to cancel Napa,” Amber says. “It’s just too risky right now. I don’t know what Trevor will come up with next if we go.”

      Matt shrugs. He was never all that keen on going, though he’d been looking forward to drunken sex with Amber. How long has it been? Weeks? A month?

      “I’m ordering pizza for dinner. Half pepperoni?” Amber calls over her shoulder. She doesn’t wait for an answer and enters the house through the door in the garage, leaving it slightly ajar, which annoys him.

      Matt downs the rest of the beer and opens another one. Might as well make it a frat party since they’re having pizza.

      At least the thumping from Sadie’s room has stopped.

      But now he’s feeling too buzzed to adjust the speed on the turntable. He’ll have to do it tomorrow.

      Matt’s phone vibrates next to him. He smiles when the reads the text, responds, then quickly deletes the conversation. He’s thinking it’s a good time to take Harry for a walk. He’s a mixed breed, shaggy-haired dog, who prefers the comforts of the couch rather than the great outdoors, but he comes obediently when Matt calls him.

      Matt is walking down the street in their quiet, residential neighborhood, lost in conversation on his phone when he hears Trevor’s voice.

      “Dude!”

      He looks up and sees the white truck stopped at a stop sign half a block away.

      Matt had wandered into the road—or Harry did, and he let him. The dog always prefers to walk in the middle of the street rather than on the sidewalk. And Matt hadn’t been paying any attention to his surroundings.

      Why is Trevor’s truck still parked at the stop sign? There’s no traffic. Are they waiting for him? It’s doubtful, but he quickly ends his conversation, shoving his phone into his back pocket. Then he picks up his pace.

      “Hey boys,” Matt says, approaching the passenger side window where Ethan is. “What’s up?”

      Matt leans his head into the truck and sniffs unobtrusively. Not a whiff of weed, though he gets a nose full of other scents—stale food wrappers, the faint smell of gasoline, and a particular stench of sweaty adolescent young men mingled with Axe deodorant.

      Trevor’s truck is packed with clothing, plastic Gatorade bottles, a football, and litter of all sorts, but Matt doesn’t see a bong or any drug paraphernalia.

      He’s gleeful at the thought of reporting to Amber that she was wrong about Trevor being a complete stoner and getting high all the time. Or at least there’s some evidence to the contrary.

      “What’s up with you, Dad?” Ethan asks.

      “Just walking Harry.”

      At his name, Harry jumps up on the side of the truck, clamping his paws on the open window frame. Matt doesn’t tell the dog to get down. The truck is already dirty, dented and scratched.

      “My fuzzy dog.” Ethan affectionately scratches the top of Harry’s shaggy head.

      “You boys eat?” Matt asks.

      “Not recently, Mr. Stillman,” Trevor replies, in that polite tone he uses with Matt and Amber, a tone Amber calls ‘unctuous’, making Matt think of a Dickens novel.

      “Your mom’s ordering pizza.” Matt feels sorry for Trevor. The kid is so scrawny. Do his parents even feed him? He’s always at their house. Always hungry. Matt thinks he must not have a good home life, though he hasn’t pried.

      “Text Mom and tell her to make it an extra-large.”

      “Will do,” Ethan says.

      Matt moves away from the truck and tugs on Harry’s leash. Trevor turns the music up loudly. He doesn’t recognize the rapper, but the lyrics are pretty raunchy.

      Amber’s going to love hearing that when they pull up outside the house.

      It strikes him how Amber is the only one in the house who doesn’t listen to music. She’ll sometimes play one of his 1990s Spotify playlists when she’s cleaning the house, but she prefers quiet. Or maybe it’s just that her family has such strong preferences that she doesn’t feel the need to find her own soundtrack.

      Ethan never really listened to rap much, Matt thinks, before he started hanging out with Trevor. In middle school, Ethan played drums in a rock band with some of his friends—White Stripes, Green Day, that kind of thing.

      Ethan was a pretty talented musician. Matt set up his drum kit in the garage, and the band would come over and practice. Matt didn’t mind sharing his garage space. He was proud of his son and hoped Ethan would stick with it. But Ethan gave up drums a couple of years ago. It would be hard to imagine Ethan drumming to the rappers he listens to now. And Matt guesses Trevor doesn’t play an instrument, though he doesn’t have any reason to believe that.

      Matt realizes he’s being judgmental about Trevor. Like Amber. When did this happen?

      Matt’s phone buzzes. He looks at the text from Amber.

      Where’d u go? Trevor’s staying for dinner. Who invited him?!!

      He doesn’t respond. Then puts his phone in his pocket and heads away from the house toward the dog park.
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      Wednesday morning. I’m in bed, lying on top of the covers, earbuds in. I’ve just finished cleaning the kitchen after breakfast, vacuumed the voluminous amount of dog hair in the living room—enough for an entire other Harry—and made my bed. My eyes are closed. My meditation app is playing at one and half speed.

      The narrator’s soothing voice tells me to follow my breath, to feel my chest expand on the inhale and contract on the exhale. Birds chirp in my ear. Virtual waves lap softly at the shore of the mountain lake I’ve set as my background soundtrack. It should be peaceful. Instead, I find it grating.

      The mountain sounds make me think about Ethan’s pronouncement at breakfast this morning. He and Trevor have decided that, since there’s no party, they’re going backpacking this weekend.

      “What about your soccer game?” I ask.

      “Dude, I can miss it.” Ethan shrugs it off, leaning casually against the kitchen counter, munching on a piece of toast. “It’s only one game.”

      “First of all, I’m not a dude.” Ethan’s never talked to me in this bro code way before. It’s infuriating.

      “Second of all,” I continue in my full-on lecturing voice, “You’re the co-captain and your teammates depend on you. Do you really think it sets a good example to just flake off mid-season?”

      “I don’t see anything wrong with it,” Matt chimes in, pouring his half-drunk coffee down the sink. I’ve made it too strong. Again. “He’s not flaking off. He’s getting out in nature. Sleeping under the stars. Cooking over a campfire. It’s character building if anything.”

      “Way to go, Matt,” I think. So much for being on the same parenting page.

      Never mind that Ethan’s never been backpacking. Camping, yes, with me and our family and friends, many times. But backpacking on his own in the wild? No. And it’s at least a five-hour drive with traffic to Tahoe. From what I’ve seen, Trevor’s sketchy truck is hardly highway worthy. What if they break down and get struck by a car on the side of the road? What if Trevor hits a deer and crashes? What if they get attacked by a bear? The possibilities for disaster are endless.

      Yet I only mention the horrific traffic and truck breakdown as reasons not to go. I leave the bear and the deer to my imagination.

      Ethan shakes his head. “Jeez, Mom. Why are you always thinking of the worst-case scenarios?”

      “I’m your mother. That’s my job.”

      Ethan and Matt give each other a look that says, “Look at how neurotic she is.”

      Sadie, who’d been kicking the breakfast table legs as she usually does while eating her cereal, starts to sing the witch’s lament from “Into the Woods.” She gets it.

      “You ready buddy?” Matt asks Ethan. He usually drops Ethan at the high school on his way to work. Sadie attends a private arts school nearby which doesn’t start till 9:00. It’s a longish walk, but she enjoys walking with me when I’m not going to the office.

      I alternate working two or three days a week at the front desk of an audiologist’s office. It’s relatively mindless yet enjoyable. I like my boss, Dr. Williams, and, best of all, I share the job with Sandra, another mom. We cover for each other when one of our kids is sick, or has a band concert in the middle of the day, or when we need to chaperone a field trip. Sandra has asked to switch days with me this week, so she’s working today.

      Matt and Ethan leave the kitchen. Neither says goodbye as they walk out the door. Matt doesn’t even bother to kiss me or ask what I’m going to do today with my day off.

      He’s been more distant than usual the past two days since I canceled our Napa trip. I didn’t realize it meant that much to him. I’ve tried to be conciliatory and make it up to him, but he’s preoccupied and less affectionate than usual, which isn’t saying much.

      Last night, sitting on the couch watching Netflix together, I joked it was frosty in our house, nudging him with my elbow. “Brrrr,” I said, fake-shivering and looking at him. “There’s a cold breeze coming in from the north.”

      I meant him. He’s the north wind. The chilly one.

      Though I said it with a smile on my face, Matt didn’t find my weather joke funny. Instead, he tossed me the throw blanket full of dog hair.

      I have to repair my marriage. Matt and I used to be closer. I don’t know when we started drifting apart, but certainly this past month we’ve been fighting more—and our fights are usually about Trevor and his influence on Ethan.

      Not all that long ago, Matt and I were on the same parenting team. Of course, Ethan never gave us any problems, until recently. And Sadie, well, she’s had her difficulties. But together we faced them. Overcame them.

      Now we hardly see eye to eye. This translates into a lack of intimacy too. Why didn’t Matt want to cuddle with me on the couch like we used to do?

      I’ll have to find another romantic weekend away. But first, I need to stop Ethan and Trevor from going on this crazy backpacking trip.

      If Ethan were going camping with his other friends, the ones he’s known most of his life, I wouldn’t feel this way. Sure, I might worry. But I know those kids. I know their parents. I’m sure there’d be an email and text chain and we’d all be in constant contact before and during the trip.

      Trevor is a wildcard. We’ve never met his parents. He’s a year older than Ethan too—eighteen going on nineteen. Trevor repeated the sixth grade because his family moved around a lot, Ethan told me. Trevor’s stepfather’s in the military, though I’m not sure what he does. And his mother has two much younger kids that take up all her time. No biological father in the picture, I gather.

      No wonder Trevor is closemouthed about his family. Matt once tried to engage him in conversation—asking about his siblings and how his family is adjusting to life in a new town.  But despite Matt’s warm tone—much warmer when he’s talking to Trevor than when speaking to me lately—Trevor never revealed much.

      “Do you have any plans to go away to college next year?” I asked Trevor pointedly one evening when he was at our house for dinner.

      “I’m thinking about it, Mrs. Stillman,” he said in his smarmy tone. “But it’s hella expensive. Not sure I’d get my money’s worth if had it.” Trevor shrugged.

      “Ever consider going into the military then?” I asked. The subtext of my questions was to really to say, “When the hell are you going to leave this town, and my son, alone, and go far, far away?” And God forbid he put any of that nonsense about college being a waste of money in Ethan’s head.

      “Mom, what’s with all the questions?” Ethan snapped, a new behavior towards me. “Can’t you just let him eat?”

      After dinner, Ethan and Trevor went upstairs to listen to music at a deafening volume. Despite Matt’s protests, I went upstairs to remind them to lower the music or risk permanent hearing loss.

      Of course, I knocked on Ethan’s door, hurting my knuckles to make myself heard over the blasting rap music. But they didn’t hear, and finally, I opened the door and walked into the bedroom.

      “Don’t you even knock?” Ethan got up from the floor where they were both sitting, but not before sliding something under the bed. Weed? Something else?

      “I did knock,” I shouted. “But the music’s too loud.”

      Ethan hit pause on his phone. Then he told me angrily how I don’t respect his privacy, how I can’t go barging into people’s bedrooms and their private spaces.

      I countered with the fact that, like so many kids his age, he was at risk of music-induced hearing loss, and I was just trying to preserve his hearing.

      “That’s very thoughtful of you, Mrs. Stillman,” Trevor said, smiling.

      That little shit. Was he mocking me? I felt like slapping the smile off his face.

      Then Ethan practically pushed me out of his bedroom. I was still on the threshold when I heard him tell Trevor that his family was so fucked up.

      When I went down to the living room, Matt raised his eyebrows at me.

      “That go well?” His tone told me I he didn’t need an answer.

      My phone buzzes next to me on the bed, interrupting the last few minutes of the meditation. I realize I haven’t been paying attention at all to my breathing. Or to cultivating mindfulness as I’m supposed to be doing. See what Trevor does? He disrupts everything.

      The number shows it’s Sadie’s school. I pick up, dreading she may be having trouble again. She only started at the private art school in January last year.

      “Amber?” It’s Helen Tartt, headmistress at Sadie’s school. “Do you have a moment to chat?” Her accent is BBC English, clipped and posh.

      Sadie and I, both Anglophiles, were drawn to the Performing Arts and Education School immediately when we first toured it. It wasn’t just Helen Tartt’s accent, though that helped. Sadie fell in love with the sprawling wooded campus and the large auditorium, just like one that you might find off, off Broadway. She even started singing songs from Mary Poppins as we toured the facility, as if she’d been transported to 17 Cherry-Tree Lane in London. But I haven’t been as enthralled with Helen Tartt lately.

      “Of course I can chat,” I say.

      “You know, here at the Performing Arts Education School, we believe in a growth mindset. We focus on being aware of one’s actions, on restorative justice and never punishment.”

      I’m fully aware. Sadie has
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