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The girl was troubled. Or maybe she was in trouble. Probably both. Polly wasn’t quite sure.
It took her a few years to see it. In first grade, when Sylvie had arrived in the classroom, she was just another six-year-old, one among the horde of wild children that converged on the school every day. At that age, they were all manic beasts. The mothers, Polly included, winced as their kids shook glitter into each other’s hair and wrestled during story hour, kept apologies at the ready for the inevitable bruised limbs and feelings.
Back then, Sylvie stood out from the other little girls only because of her wardrobe: ratty faux-fur hoodies and miniskirts trailing unraveling sequins, GIRLBOSS T-shirts and plastic kitten heels with Disney princesses on the toes. The other kids didn’t seem to notice, but Polly—who dressed her own children in organic cotton and practical denim, tennis shoes with high ratings on Zappos—certainly did. Kinda inappropriate was what she thought, a sentiment her friends Michelle and Nina shared, though they’d agreed not to say this in public because they were supposed to be embracing body positivity and creative expression and personal choices. Then again, it seemed likely that Sylvie’s wardrobe hadn’t been a personal choice at all but the choice of her mother, who’d once tottered into pickup in four-inch Lucite stilettos.
Polly could only assume this, though, because Sylvie’s mom—Katrina—didn’t speak to anyone at all.
Katrina was aggressively blonde, violet nails filed to violent points, a stubborn tightness to her jaw despite the fleshy invitation of her body. Katrina didn’t show up for back-to-school meetings, didn’t sign up for soccer, didn’t attend the spring carnival or the open house or any of the Wisdom Warriors speaker series events. She materialized only at drop-off and pickup, always at a distance from the other parents who lurked by the school entrance, her cheek glued to her cell phone and her mink lashes tilted toward the sky.
What Polly knew most about Katrina was the smell of her perfume—a sugary tuberose that clung to her like staticky socks—and the custom license plate on her rusted Corolla, which was impossible to miss: K1TT3NZ.
There didn’t seem to be a parenting partner in the picture; or at least there was none listed in the school directory, which placed the family address in a zip code that was halfway across Los Angeles. What no one said, but Polly and her friends all assumed, was scholarship. The school’s annual auction funded tuition for a dozen or so kids from various backgrounds, mostly bookish types who tended to spend their lunches frantically studying in the library, as if to confirm their worthiness. Sylvie didn’t seem to worry about this. She lorded over the playground in her tattered princess finery as if it were her kingdom and the other children her serfs.
Polly, who had grown up in a midwestern farming community where there was no great wealth and little visible poverty—just one common public school that everyone attended, plus a private one for the Catholics, everyone with same Wonder Bread sandwiches in their lunches—was still new to all this. She read up on educational inequality, then eagerly volunteered for the scholarship fundraising committee. It helped take the itch off the hair shirt of her newly acquired privilege.

Sylvie had a phone.
“Not just any iPhone, Mom, an iPhone 13. And her mom lets her go on TikTok!” Hannah gazed across the dinner table at Polly with an expression of bereaved fury. The table, a custom walnut slab, had cost more than her first car; the kids had quickly destroyed it with their art markers and greasy fingers, and Polly wasn’t supposed to care, but she still couldn’t help wincing at the stains.
“Isn’t nine a bit young for all that?” Polly asked, trying to ignore the unspoken accusation that she was, once again, an uncool mom—the square who wouldn’t let Hannah dye purple streaks into her hair or listen to Kendrick Lamar.
“Sylvie’s ten!” Hannah sounded aggrieved.
“Well, none of the other girls have a phone yet, do they.”
This last was a statement, not a question, because Polly knew full well that they didn’t. Wait until eighth, that was the vow she’d taken with Michelle and Nina and the other moms; they wanted to shield their babies from the dangers of social media and Snapchat, naked selfies and pro-anorexia messaging and QAnon cultists. The phone was a portal to their doom. Polly had taken notes at the Wisdom Warriors lecture, gotten drunk on Pét-nat afterward, shaken hands on it with a dozen other moms. She wanted so badly to know the right things to do.
Sometimes, late at night, Polly would sneak into her daughter’s bedroom to watch her sleep, Hannah’s face a perfect mask of innocence, and feel a love so overwhelming that it made her queasy. How much there was to lose. How easily life could go sideways.
She knew this firsthand: The hit-and-run whose scars were still visible on her face, more than a decade later. A brake applied a half second earlier, or later, and she might have walked away unscathed, or not walked away at all. Then the hospital bills that might have bankrupted them, had her husband not sold his first TV pilot to HBO that same month. Instead, she was left with just a limp and a disfigured right cheek. Her brief acting career had been over, her corn-fed beauty lost, but not her life.
Yes, Polly had experienced, more than most, the consequences of bad choices, the fickleness of good luck.
Hannah speared a meatball and examined it, noted a visible shred of parsley, and scraped the meatball off her fork with an expression of horror. She’d grown chubby during the idle days of lockdown, but now that school was back in, she was boycotting food altogether. “This is so gross,” she complained.
“Hannah! Attitude.”
Her daughter didn’t seem to hear this, as she didn’t seem to register much of anything that Polly said anymore. Polly counted to ten like her therapist had suggested—Don’t take her antagonism personally, she’s just individuating, this is your insecurity talking—as she stared at her husband, seeking backup. But he was busy cutting their son’s pasta into worm-size pieces and didn’t register her frustration.
Polly lifted her hands and stared at them, wondering if she’d somehow been rendered invisible.
Eric finally looked up. “Sorry, who is Sylvie?” he asked. She could hear his phone vibrating in his pocket, the work texts pouring in. He was leaving Tuesday for a three-month film shoot in Toronto.
“Dad, seriously? She’s gone to school with me for, like, ever.” Hannah turned abruptly back to Polly. “Can we have a playdate?”
Polly hesitated, surprised by this turn. “I didn’t know you two were hanging out these days?”
Since the return to full-time in-person school that August, the social dynamics of the fourth-grade class had been upended. Girls who hadn’t seen each other since the end of second grade were newly besotted with each other; self-proclaimed “besties” suddenly no longer spoke. Social markers had all shifted due to time and distance; what was once familiar had been transformed into the exotic. Hannah, after so long stuck at home with her little brother, was now transfixed by anything that seemed grown up, that tipped at the pubescence lurking around the corner. Of course, Sylvie would be newly compelling, Polly realized.
“We share a desk,” Hannah responded. “Will you talk to her mom?”
Polly took a swallow of her wine before answering, let the tannins burn a line down her throat. Why was she so reluctant to encourage this friendship? Why did she hesitate so long before volunteering to set up a playdate? It had to be something to do with the cell phone, or the Lucite heels, or the K1TT3NZ license plate, since she hardly knew the girl herself. After having been catapulted so quickly up into the heady echelons of money and taste, was she now turning into a class snob? Of course she was. Polly felt disgusted with herself.
She presented all this (or most of it) to the moms the next afternoon as she sat at the girls’ soccer game, peeling pixies and dispensing Hydro Flasks to panting children. “I’m a bad person, right? That I even hesitated,” Polly asked, her hands working the orange peel into nervous shreds.
“That’s a thousand-dollar phone,” Michelle observed, and of course she would know—she worked for a tech start-up. The rest of the mothers nodded, everyone thinking of Katrina’s rusted Corolla, the bedraggled faux-fur hoodie that was still in rotation in Sylvie’s wardrobe, now two sizes too small. Was the phone a financially irresponsible attempt to overcompensate? Or was it a gift from someone else entirely?
“The father?” Nina, a corporate attorney, wondered. “To keep in touch? Where is he, anyway?”
“Sylvie told some girls he was in the Mafia,” Michelle offered, eyebrow raised.
“There’s a Mafia in LA?” Polly blurted, and blushed when everyone laughed, although no one bothered to explain why they were so amused.
“No, he’s definitely in jail,” someone else insisted. “Drugs, I heard.”
“Can’t say I’m surprised.” Nina shook her head.
This rendered Polly momentarily silent as she felt a twinge of discomfort at her friends’ judgment. Nina, she knew, had grown up food stamp poor; how easy it seemed for her to slip that off, like an out-of-season dress. Polly couldn’t help wondering if they ever gossiped about her—would they pity her awkward scar, her country-girl naivete, her utter lack of career distinction? She tries too hard, she’s just an imposter.
“Must be hard for Katrina,” Polly said softly. “To do it all alone. Who knows if she has a support system. And the little girl. Poor darling. She really shouldn’t be on TikTok—I wonder if Katrina has seen the studies.”
The mothers, chastened, murmured agreement. A cheer from the field signaled that a goal had been scored, and they turned away as one.
Something burned hot inside Polly, a strange yearning. She knew what it was like to parent alone. She thought about her husband, now a successful producer, on location six months a year. It had never been her plan to be a stay-at-home mom, but the accident had set her off kilter; she’d lost her confidence along with her career and her looks, never figured out another path, had babies instead. And then, with Eric traveling so much, someone needed to be there for the kids, and God knows they didn’t need more money.
She’d landed in this enviable position through no merit of her own; she had no reason to complain. If she’d lost herself in the land of sippy cups and soccer tournaments, if she found herself solo parenting in the shadow of Eric’s meteoric career, it certainly wasn’t his fault. If anything, she owed him for everything they had.
But the previous night, when they were in bed, she’d noticed that Eric’s glasses were still smudged with the fingerprints of their children, which he hadn’t bothered to wipe off, as if by allowing the kids to mark him, he was somehow compensating for the months when he wasn’t there at all to be marked.
It made her want to smack the glasses right off his face. The unearned martyrdom in that gesture.
She would try harder to befriend Sylvie and Katrina, she thought, as the girls in their soccer uniforms made a rush for the juice boxes. (They’d won the game when she wasn’t watching; she’d once again missed the critical goal.) Maybe Katrina felt like an outsider and was just waiting for an invitation to come inside the circle. Maybe Sylvie could benefit from Polly’s children’s good fortune. Polly had so much; it was only right to give some of it away.

Polly volunteered in the classroom the next week, stapling handouts and disinfecting tables, all the while watching Sylvie from across the room. Noting little things that she hadn’t before: The tender tangle of blonde curls at the back of Sylvie’s head, suggesting that they hadn’t seen a brush in days. The contents of Sylvie’s lunch box—a cheese stick wrapped in plastic and a candy bar and a wrinkled orange, not a proper protein or a vegetable in sight. The way that Sylvie spoke—at a volume that demanded to be heard, a pitch on the verge of grating. She waved her hand wildly every time Ms. Gerlich asked a question.
Ms. Gerlich, Polly noticed with dismay, mostly ignored her.
At the table where Sylvie and Hannah sat, sharing scissors and fat pink erasers, Hannah was blatantly enthralled with Sylvie. She’d pulled her chair a little too close, and she always waited a half beat to see if Sylvie was laughing before she dared giggle herself. The bracelet that Hannah had painstakingly labored over the night before—BFF, in purple alphabet beads—lay abandoned on the floor beneath Sylvie’s chair.
When the dismissal bell rang, Polly grabbed Hannah’s backpack, and together they headed to the parking lot in pursuit of Sylvie. They found her standing alone on the edge of the curb, wilting under a ruthless sun, her eyes fixed on the cell phone that was wedged inside her palm. Katrina’s Corolla idled a few cars back in the pickup line. Tinny pop music leaked through the crack in her window, along with a faint line of white mist that looked suspiciously like vape smoke.
As they drew close, Polly reached out to grab Hannah’s hand. Hannah yanked it away. “Mom, don’t embarrass me,” she muttered under her breath.
But Polly was already waving at Katrina, who had pulled to a stop just in front of them. The window rolled down slowly, and Katrina peered out at them. Her hands gripped the steering wheel as if it were a life preserver.
“Is there a problem? Did Sylvie do something wrong?” she asked.
Up close, Polly could see how young Katrina was: maybe a whole decade younger than Polly herself. She wore a crop top and denim shorts, which revealed an expanse of tattooed abdomen; an entire paint box of eye shadows was meticulously arranged across the lids of her opaque gray eyes. She reminded Polly of the cool girls she used to envy when she first moved from Iowa to LA, the ones who wore bikini tops as shirts when it was hot and looked so comfortable in their own skin.
Polly shifted slightly to favor the good side of her face, an instinctive move that she hadn’t used with another school parent in years. “Oh God, no!” she offered. “We just wanted to invite Sylvie over for a playdate.”
“You want a playdate,” Katrina repeated slowly, relief pouring across her face. Her eyes flickered over to her daughter. “With Sylvie?”
Sylvie stood motionless on the edge of the curb, her gaze shifting from her mother to Polly and back again. Her cheeks flushed red, and her shoulders tensed beneath the straps of her backpack, as if ready to take flight.
“Yes, the girls have been enjoying each other’s company lately, I’m sure you’ve heard.” The expression on Katrina’s face suggested she had not, in fact, heard. Polly barreled forward regardless, feeling like she was hurling herself into freeway traffic. “She can even sleep over! If you want a night off.”
But the suggestion just caused Katrina to look faintly panicked. “No, it’s good, a playdate will be fine, thanks,” she said. The door locks made an audible pop. “Sylvie, get in, we’re gonna be late.”
Sylvie turned to Polly and Hannah, having regained her composure. A smile spread across her elfin face, revealing two crooked incisors. “Soooo excited!” the girl proclaimed loudly and then climbed into the car. Into the front seat, Polly noticed with some surprise; but who was she to judge? Technically it was legal, even if it really wasn’t the safest choice.
The two drove off into the afternoon, leaving behind a faint smell of tuberose and hot exhaust. Polly felt discomfited, though she couldn’t quite pinpoint the source; but she forgot all that when she glanced down at her daughter. Hannah looked so happy that it made Polly want to cry.

Sylvie was dropped off at 10:00 a.m. on a Saturday, and although Polly had put the coffeepot on—imagining Katrina coming inside, a conversation over steaming mugs—Katrina stayed rooted behind the wheel of her car. Her gaze wandered from Eric’s Tesla, charging in the driveway, up to their house, a sprawling Spanish colonial with a pedigree that went back to the silent film era. Not a mansion, not by LA standards, but big enough that Polly felt the urge to apologize.
“Do you want to come in—” Polly began.
“Just call me if there are any problems—” Katrina spoke over her.
The brusqueness of Katrina’s words made Polly hesitate to repeat the question. A Santa Ana was blowing that rattled the bougainvillea, anointing Polly with fuchsia petals. The girls raced past her, thundering through the doorway and up the stairs to Hannah’s room. Katrina squinted up at the house once more—with anxiety? judgment? Polly couldn’t quite tell—then drove off.
All morning, the girls played quietly upstairs. Polly filled the endless hours assisting Hannah’s brother in the assembly of a LEGO dinosaur. She baked cookies; emptied the dishwasher; read some parenting articles; beat back a familiar boredom. She wondered what Katrina was doing with her day. She imagined her getting a manicure, maybe drinking beer in the sun, casually attracting the attention of strange men. Envious, Polly tried to visualize herself beside Katrina, midday drunk, her own nails painted neon green; it felt ludicrously implausible.
At noon, Polly prepared grilled cheese sandwiches and carrot sticks and called the girls down. They arrived at the table dressed in party clothes from the back of Hannah’s closet. Sylvie was wearing the gold locket that they’d given Hannah last Christmas—a family heirloom, paved with tiny diamonds, to be worn on special occasions only—and Polly prayed, with all her heart, that this had not been gifted to her by Hannah. She did not relish the idea of asking for it back.
Sylvie wolfed down her sandwich and then reached for another. “Is this Brie?” she asked.
“Gruyère,” Polly replied, amused. Her own daughter had picked the bread off her sandwich and was staring remorsefully at the cheese beneath.
“I like fancy cheese,” Sylvie announced. “My mom only ever buys the orange stuff that looks like plastic.”
Polly couldn’t help herself: “Oh? What does your mom do? For a job, I mean.”
“She’s a professional dancer.” She licked the grease off her fingers while gazing around the kitchen, studying the room with an assessing eye. “That’s marble, right?” she asked, pointing at the counter of the island. “When I have my own house, it’s going to be all marble in the kitchen, the kind with little bits of gold in it.”
“Gold is my favorite color,” Hannah gushed, despite the fact that her favorite color had been purple for as long as Polly could remember.
Sylvie’s eyes were riveted on Polly as she cut the crusts off Hannah’s brother’s sandwich, arranged cookies on a plate. Polly, unused to being a source of curiosity to a pubescent girl, found herself flattered by the attention (but maybe the girl was just staring at her scar?). “Well, I’m sure that someday you will be able to have all the marble you want, if you work hard at school.”
“Oh, I know,” Sylvie said. “And my house is going to have ten bathrooms.”
“That’s a lot of bathrooms.” Polly was impressed by the girl’s supreme self-confidence. “We have five, and that’s more than plenty.”
Sylvie reached for the cookies, took a fistful. “My grandma has seven.”
“Seven?” She couldn’t mask the surprise in her voice. “All in one house?” Sylvie nodded, and Polly tried to square this with the mental image she had of Katrina and Sylvie’s home, the address with an apartment number—23B—in a sketchy part of East Hollywood. “Where does your grandma live?”
“Santa Barbara. But we don’t go there, like, ever. My mom says Grandma’s a manipulative cunt.” The phrase, a bludgeon in her tiny mouth, made her giggle. A moment later—much to Polly’s horror—Hannah giggled, too, her hands covering her mouth with guilty delight.
“Sylvie. I don’t know how you talk at your house, but we don’t allow that kind of language here.” Her voice was sharper than she intended.
Sylvie looked up at her with huge gray eyes, the smile frozen in place. And then, all at once, her face drooped. “Oh. I’m so sorry, Hannah’s Mom,” she said. A tear materialized along the rim of one eye.
Hannah took her friend’s hand and glared up at her mother.
What was Polly thinking? Why had she lashed out at Sylvie like that? If that was the way Katrina talked around her daughter, it certainly wasn’t Sylvie’s fault that she didn’t know any better. “It’s all right, honey,” she said, softening. “And my name isn’t Hannah’s Mom. It’s Polly.”
“OK,” the little girl said. She smeared the tear away with the back of her hand, offered Polly a crooked smile. Polly smiled back, feeling a familiar maternal tug, the desire to guide this wayward girl to safety.
“Let’s go play hide-and-go-seek,” Hannah offered and tugged at her friend. They clambered from their seats, grabbing the last of the cookies.
“Wait,” Polly said. She reached out and unclasped the locket from Sylvie’s neck, gently untangling it from the knotted mass of her hair. “This is a very special heirloom,” she explained. “We wouldn’t want it to break or get lost, would we?”
“We wouldn’t,” Sylvie parroted, apparently unbothered by the request; but for a second, before she bent her neck in submission to let Polly take the necklace back, Polly could have sworn she saw fury.

Because the playdate had been a success, three more followed, and soon there was a pattern. Polly would text Katrina, inviting Sylvie over, and Katrina would drop Sylvie off at the appointed time. (The invitation was never reciprocated, which was a vague relief—Polly wasn’t sure what Hannah would be exposed to at apartment 23B.) When they arrived, a line or two would be exchanged through the window of the car—forgettable pleasantries about the weather, or the best time to pick Sylvie up—and then Katrina would vanish.
There were to be no cups of coffee, no insights about Katrina’s life situation or that intriguing “dancer” job or that apparently quite rich grandmother, no shared commiseration about the challenges of single parenting or feeling like a cultural outsider. Katrina clearly didn’t want to come inside; Polly had eventually stopped asking.
She was, she had to admit, a little hurt.
But it wasn’t until the fourth playdate that things started to go downhill. First, Sylvie showed up wearing a pink T-shirt that read BASIC BITCH in silver glitter, which pretty much ruined Polly’s mood, because just last week she’d given Hannah a time-out for saying dammit, and now her credibility was going to be undermined. Then the girls spent the morning teaching themselves a Megan Thee Stallion dance that Sylvie had apparently learned on TikTok, a dance that they demonstrated for Polly as she was folding laundry. As Polly watched them twerk and shimmy, gyrating their pelvises in misshapen parabolas of seduction, warning bells went off in her mind.
“You know, that’s not really appropriate,” she began, thinking it might be a teachable moment for both girls about sexual messaging and positive role models. But she was at a loss for exactly what to say—did the girls even know what sex was?—and when her eyes met Sylvie’s gray ones, she was stopped by the girl’s expression of bored impatience.
“We’re just having fun, Hannah’s Mom,” Sylvie said. And Polly was struck dumb because who wanted to be the killer of fun? (Relatedly: Was she really so unmemorable, so basic, that Sylvie still couldn’t remember her name?) She remembered her own rural childhood, the games of cow-patty bingo in the fields with her brother, blasting away at her father’s beer bottles with the shotgun, driving a tractor to the neighbor’s farm at age thirteen. Those moments had been her apex of fun, which wasn’t saying much. She’d fled all that after college, moved to LA to reinvent herself, and apparently failed at that, because here she was, a homemaker just like her mom, facing down forty, the murderer of childhood joy.
Her daughter, at age nine, was more sophisticated than Polly had ever been and quite possibly ever would be. Mortified, she let the girls go without a further lecture—although she promised herself she would have a discussion with Hannah about it later.
But all that was forgotten when, just an hour later, she walked into her bedroom and found Sylvie in her purse.
Not just in her purse, but in her wallet, the Prada one that Eric had given her for their anniversary. The purse was spilled out across the bed, and Sylvie was holding two crisp hundred-dollar bills in her hand.
They stared at each other across the expanse of rumpled duvet, lipstick and pennies and gum wrappers strewed between them like shrapnel. Sylvie slowly opened her fist and held out the money.
“Please don’t tell my mom,” Sylvie said, meekly. The glitter on her chest—BASIC BITCH—was coming unglued, and it clung to the goose bumps on her bare arms.
Polly came around the bed. Gently, she extracted the bills from the girl’s hand, hating herself the whole time. “Do you need the money for something in particular, Sylvie?”
Sylvie cast her eyes down at the detritus on the bed, unable to meet Polly’s gaze. “I just . . .” A moment passed, and when she looked up at Polly, tears were welling up in her eyes, and there was a sudden, earnest urgency in her voice: “I just get hungry sometimes. We never have enough food. So I thought I could use it to buy, like, groceries?”
Polly’s heart did a somersault. Christ, the girl needed so much more than just a positive role model. She was going hungry? How could everyone have missed this? She was already thinking of the other school mothers; together, maybe they could brainstorm ways to help the family, perhaps a food drive or a more stable job for Katrina. (What kind of a dancer was she, anyway?)
“You can’t just take our money, sweetheart,” she told Sylvie. She reached out and brushed the glitter off the girl’s arm. “But you’re welcome to eat here, anytime you feel hungry. Is there anything else you want to tell me about your situation at home?”
Sylvie’s eyes grew distant, as if she was drawing something up inside her, and maybe they would have talked then about what was really going on at Sylvie and Katrina’s house, except that Hannah burst into the room at that exact moment. “Found you! You’re it!” she cried, and Sylvie bounced off the bed and disappeared down the hall as if nothing had happened at all.
Helpless. She hated feeling helpless. Knowing it was not a long-term solution, Polly spent the rest of the afternoon baking anyway; and when Katrina honked from the driveway, she was ready with a tote bag full of muffins, the kind with vegetables cunningly tucked inside, plus a loaf of banana bread.
“There’s more where that came from, if you ever need it,” she told Sylvie. Sylvie took the bag in silence and offered her a tight, nervous smile before teetering out the door, her plastic kitten heels clacking on the tile floor.
After Sylvie was gone, Hannah looked up at her mother with a baffled expression on her face. “Sometimes you’re so cringey, Mom,” she spit before flouncing away up the stairs.
It wasn’t until three days later that Polly realized that the necklace was missing.

Eric had been gone ten weeks by then; the film production kept getting extended because of COVID exposures; the set was a mess; it was the hardest job of his life, he said every time he called. You can’t imagine how difficult this is, how miserable I am, I miss you guys so much.
Polly would listen to this while simultaneously cooking dinner and wiping snot off their son’s chin and helping their daughter figure out her long division—having little of her own life to convey to Eric because really, what was there to tell, except for what had happened to the kids in school?—and she couldn’t help resenting him for having a life, for being out there in the world while she was stuck here in the house, wishing she had something that showed her worth beyond simply raising two healthy, adjusted fucking children.
She started to tell him about Sylvie and Katrina, the plans she was hatching to help them—but she got derailed when he told her that he couldn’t fly home for Hannah’s choral performance. Quarantine protocols made it impossible. She wanted to be furious at him, but of course it wasn’t his fault.
So she got Hannah ready for the performance on her own and from the back of the closet pulled out the fancy dress, which turned out to have a big grease stain from the time Sylvie had worn it while eating grilled cheese. Then, since it was a special occasion, she went to retrieve the heirloom locket from the silk box where it lived on the top of Hannah’s dresser.
Of course, it wasn’t there.
And as she stared at the empty box, Hannah growing more and more hysterical beside her—crying, I don’t know where it is, I haven’t worn it, it’s not my fault, I didn’t lose it I swear—Polly had a clear memory of the necklace slung jauntily around Sylvie’s neck. She felt ill.
“Hannah,” she said softly. “Did you happen to lend it to Sylvie?”
“God, Mom, no! Stop accusing me!” Hannah stormed off and slammed the door to the bathroom, leaving Polly alone to stare at the empty silk lining of the box.
“Shit,” she muttered.
She thought about letting it go. It was just a necklace, after all; except that it wasn’t, it was an heirloom that had belonged to Eric’s mother, and his grandmother before that. He would have a fit. And it wasn’t like the girl could possibly pawn it for cash—she was only ten years old, for God’s sake. A necklace wasn’t going to keep her from going hungry.
So she sent a text to Katrina.
Hey Katrina, is it possible that Sylvie has a necklace that belongs to Hannah? A gold heart locket, with little diamonds on it. It’s a family heirloom and we would love to locate it, wondering if Sylvie happens to have it by mistake.
She didn’t use the words took or steal—she didn’t want to sound accusatory, didn’t want Katrina to feel attacked. She was sensitive to how precarious the scenario was. But maybe Katrina felt attacked regardless, because there was no response. Instead Polly sat in the second row of the arts center and clapped with the other chorus moms as their children sang Bing Crosby carols in three-part harmony, waiting for the vibration on her hip that would signify that Katrina had texted her back.
Nothing came.
The next morning, though, the doorbell rang while she was in the middle of making pancakes for the kids. Polly opened the door to see Katrina standing there, huddled under the portico. Beyond her it was raining; it almost never rained anymore, but that day it happened to be drizzly and dour, with a cement-colored sky and bougainvillea leaves drowning themselves in the puddles.
She’d almost forgotten what Katrina looked like from the torso down, the way her legs seemed to connect to her body somewhere above her waist. Katrina was a mess—a half inch of brown roots, last night’s makeup still visible in ghosts beneath her eyes. She wore a baggy sweatshirt and sneakers, not a sequin in sight, and stood stiffly, as if someone were holding a gun to her back.
“Come in,” Polly offered. “It’s awful out there.”
“I can’t stay. I just came by to apologize,” Katrina said. “I couldn’t find the necklace. Sylvie says she didn’t take it.”
Polly felt the morning’s coffee stirring in her belly, acid guilt that she’d been so quick to jump to conclusions. “Oh God, I’m sure the mistake was mine—”
“No,” Katrina said, emphatically. She ran a hand over her hair, wild and glistening with droplets. “Sylvie can’t be trusted, I’m well aware. I’m going to get it out of her, the little liar, one way or another. She’ll learn her lesson. I promise.”
Something about the dark edge in Katrina’s voice, the way she bit off her words as she spoke—spoke like that, about her own daughter!—made Polly flinch. “Look, I’m sure it was my mistake, but even if it wasn’t, and she felt like you guys needed it, I really don’t want you to punish her—”
Katrina had been edging away, but now she stopped, her foot hovering over the precipice of the stoop. “What do you mean, if we needed it?”
“Just—I thought, maybe she believed she could sell it. Sylvie said . . .” But Katrina’s jaw had gone rigid, and Polly immediately wished she could take her words back.
“Sylvie. Said. What?” Katrina’s chin barely moved.
“She said . . . she said you don’t have enough grocery money.”
“God dammit,” Katrina muttered, though now it seemed like she was speaking to herself. “What else has she said?”
“Nothing!” But Katrina was staring hard at her, really looking, and Polly suddenly wondered if this could finally be the breakthrough moment between them. The honest connection that might allow Polly to finally do something of significance. So she pushed on: “She was telling me about her grandmother, in Santa Barbara, and it made me wonder, maybe there are resources there if you need them? It’s not shameful to ask, if things at home are really that challenging. I would be happy to mediate if—”
“Just—stop!”
Polly stopped, a little frightened at the fury in Katrina’s voice. Katrina stepped in close—so close that Polly could smell her, a sour tang of unwashed hair and stale perfume—and spoke again, this time softly, menacingly. “Keep out of our business, you hear me? Don’t go encouraging Sylvie to tell you stories.” Polly flinched as a droplet of spittle flew from Katrina’s mouth and landed on Polly’s arm. “You fancy moms, you think you know everything, with all your smug pity. Believe me, you know nothing.”
“Trust me, I’m really not fancy—” Polly objected.
Katrina threw her head back and laughed at this, a bitter bark of frustration. Polly, wounded, instinctively stepped backward, stumbling as her slippers tangled with their welcome mat. By the time she’d righted herself, her pulse a panicky gallop, Katrina was already getting back in her car.
“And for fuck’s sake,” she said, before closing the door, “stop giving us your disgusting muffins.”

She told her friends the whole story the next night, after the latest Wisdom Warriors event. The speaker had been a psychologist with a PowerPoint presentation about the alarming rise in bullying and abuse, how to parse tears and bruises, the signs of parental harm and peer cruelty. A stack of pamphlets for kids—Is Someone Making You Feel Scared?—had been placed discreetly on a table by the building entrance, next to the COVID protocol information packets and the sign-up sheet for the beach cleanup day.
The moms gathered in the hallway outside the auditorium, forming a protective circle around Polly as she wept. Around them, the school was dark and empty; a mop-wielding janitor waited across the hall, impatient to lock the front gate and get to work. “I just wanted to help,” Polly cried, piteously. “I went about it the completely wrong way and offended Katrina and now there’s nothing, nothing I can do.”
Polly’s friends clucked soft reassurances at her as if she were one of their children.
“The important thing was your good intentions, you couldn’t have known how she’d react. You’ve got the softest heart of any of us—honestly, Polly, we should all be taking lessons in empathy from you,” Michelle murmured, and everyone nodded.
And Polly felt so much better, wondered how she could have ever doubted herself—of course she was a valued part of this community, always had been. (The phrase fancy mom flashed through her head, with a sharp twist, but she pushed it right back out.)
“Let’s make a date to sit down and discuss the Sylvie situation,” Nina said, ever practical. Polly wiped the last tear away, full of gratitude that her friends were so clear eyed. The little girl was going hungry, Katrina was clearly a mess: their community would do something; they had to.
. . . But of course it was the holidays, and there were gifts to purchase and trips to plan and therapy that needed to be scheduled in order to survive a week with the in-laws; and after a few emails attempting to reconcile schedules, they all finally agreed to circle back in the new year. Which meant they didn’t do anything.

Eric came home for Christmas, and everything was wonderful; they visited his parents in Connecticut and then spent a week on the beach in Hawaii. It wasn’t until Eric flew back to Toronto that Polly even had the bandwidth to notice that Hannah hadn’t asked for another playdate with Sylvie. She chalked this up to the chaos of the holidays and pushed back the nagging thought that she and the moms were supposed to do something about the Sylvie situation but hadn’t.
A week after the return to school, Polly was emptying Hannah’s backpack of crumpled spelling tests and desiccated sandwich crusts when she came across a familiar pamphlet. Is Someone Making You Feel Scared? She was about to throw it away when something made her hesitate. Maybe it was the way the pamphlet had been creased and crumpled, as if it had been read and read again. Maybe it was the peanut butter fingerprint on an inner page entitled “What to Do When Someone’s Hurting You.”
She took the pamphlet upstairs to Hannah’s room. She found her sprawled across the floor, playing with the Barbie dolls she hadn’t touched in at least two years. If Polly weren’t in a state of mild panic, she might actually have been happy to witness this.
“Hannah, honey,” she began and sat down on the rug next to her. She placed the pamphlet on the floor in between them. “I found this in your backpack. Is there something you want to talk to me about?”
Hannah glanced at the pamphlet and then looked away again. “It’s nothing, Mom.”
But Polly was already running through every interaction the two of them had had in recent months, remembering all the times when she’d failed as a parent. When Eric was out of town, it was true that she yelled more, had a shorter temper. Drank more. Swore, sometimes. “Is this about . . . me?”
Hannah looked horror struck at the thought. “Mom, no!”
Relief washed over Polly. She nudged the pamphlet with a finger. “So why did you feel the need to read this?”
Hannah had been strapping a silver guitar into Rock Star Barbie’s arms. Now she put the doll down, lined it up neatly alongside the Rosa Parks Inspiring Women Barbie and the Dreamtopia Twinkle Lights Mermaid Barbie and Para Alpine Barbie. Finally, reluctantly, she answered: “Because of Sylvie.”
“Sylvie?” She pictured the little girl weeping in her bedroom over grocery money, docile as could be. “What did she do?”
“She said . . .” She adjusted the boot on a Barbie. Her voice had gone up a pitch from the effort of trying not to cry. “She said I was fat and that she didn’t want to be my friend anymore because I was fat and ugly.”
And then she burst into tears.
Polly reached out and hugged her daughter against her chest, letting Hannah’s tears soak the front of her T-shirt. She squeezed her tight, as if she might be able to absorb some of Hannah’s pain just by pressing her into her flesh. Feeling the beating of her daughter’s heart, so fragile, so miraculous, against her own. Murmuring, “My sweet, perfect, darling, I love you so much.”
“She was mean about you too.” Hannah sniffled. “Your scar.”
Polly didn’t know it was possible to hate a child, but in that moment, she absolutely loathed Sylvie, the little bully. Maybe the little girl was troubled; maybe Polly did feel sorry for Sylvie and Katrina and their mysterious struggles; but her own child’s emotional state had to come first. Perhaps it was for the best that the two families steered clear of each other from now on. The Sylvie situation—it would have to be someone else’s problem, not hers.

But then, just a week later, Polly stopped in at the school for a fundraising committee meeting, and when it was over, she took the long way back to the front entrance, hoping to catch a glimpse of Hannah. But class was still in, so the hallways were empty and silent, the children only present through the residual smell of gym socks and rotting bananas.
As she rounded a corner, she almost collided with Sylvie, who was ambling down the corridor with a hall pass swinging from one fist.
Sylvie came to a sudden halt, blocking Polly’s path. “Hi, Hannah’s Mom!” she said, her voice so loud that it bounced off the metal lockers and echoed down the hall.
Polly was taken aback: she’d forgotten, for a moment, how pretty the little girl was—a sylvan little fairy, with those interesting gray eyes and that flaxen hair and a chin that came to a sharp point. She could see, in Sylvie, the pretty child that Katrina had once been and the life-beaten adult that Sylvie might someday be.
“Hello, Sylvie,” Polly said coolly.
“I miss your house,” Sylvie said. Her smile was wide and seemingly guileless; if her conscience was bothering her about the almost-stolen money, or the insults, it wasn’t evident at all. “Can I come over again sometime?”
“I’ll look into that,” Polly said, not planning to look into it at all.
Sylvie was studying her, clearly confused about Polly’s new attitude. The smile faltered. “Just so you know, I didn’t take Hannah’s necklace.”
“Oh,” Polly said. She felt herself softening. It was awfully hard to stay angry at the little girl when she was standing right in front of her, looking so bereft. She was, after all, just a little girl.
“I got in a ton of trouble with my mom,” Sylvie said mournfully. She crossed her arms across her chest, pushing up the sleeve of her T-shirt so that she could caress her left bicep with her other hand. Polly followed the movement of her fingers, noticing the chipped glitter polish on Sylvie’s nails, and that was when she finally noticed the bruise.
The bruise covered most of Sylvie’s upper arm. Blackish purple fading into a sickly green around the edges, it was dark and it was big and it had a ridged pattern to it that looked distinctly like fingers—as if someone had gripped Sylvie’s upper arm in a particularly violent way. Say, shaken her, to teach her a lesson.
Before she could think, Polly had grabbed Sylvie’s arm, rotating it so that she could examine the bruise more closely. Katrina’s words echoed through her head: I’m going to get it out of her, one way or another. Oh God, was this bruise Polly’s fault, because of the stupid lost necklace? Maybe that was why Sylvie had called Hannah and Polly names.
“Ouch,” Sylvie said.
Polly let go. “Did your mom do this to you?”
There was a long silence.
“Sylvie,” she said softly, mentally running through the talking points from that Wisdom Warriors PowerPoint presentation all those weeks back, the subheadings in that pamphlet she’d tossed out. “You can ask me for help, you know that, right? If you’re not feeling safe. If you need something at home to change.”
It felt like minutes passed as Sylvie looked at the green tile of the hallway, the chips in her nail polish, the kindergarten art projects in the display case, anything but Polly. Polly was about to give up and walk away when Sylvie finally spoke. “My mom,” she said. Her voice was so low that Polly had to lean in to hear her words. “She did it. She . . . hurts me.”
“Oh my God, Sylvie,” Polly began. And then the bell rang, as if on cue, and a horde of fourth graders swarmed the corridor. Sylvie blinked, coming back to herself, her eyes huge with an emotion Polly couldn’t quite identify. She turned and ran off down the hall, blonde ponytail bobbing, absorbed into the seething mass of children like a fish being swept back into its school. Polly was left standing there, dazed and disconcerted.
She wasn’t, however, surprised.
“When you think about it, it makes total sense,” she told the other moms, in the emergency group Zoom that took place that evening after the kids were in bed. “I mean, where do bullies learn their behaviors? From parents who are bullies themselves. Remember how frightened I was of Katrina, that day that she came to the house? The anger. The way she got right in my face. How she said she was going to teach Sylvie a lesson. How could I have missed the signs?”
Her friends murmured agreement.
“I can’t believe we didn’t see it sooner,” Nina said.
“Think of the lies she tells, about her grandmother being rich and her mom being a dancer and her dad being in the Mafia,” Michelle said. “Fantasies, to escape from her sad and violent life. It’s really just basic psychology.” There was a moment of silence as the truth of this sank in.
Polly poured herself another glass of wine; the whole bottle had somehow disappeared during the course of the conversation. “Someone needs to call Child Protective Services, right? Someone has to protect that little girl, and it doesn’t sound like there’s anyone around to do it.” She faltered. “I don’t know. What do you guys think?”
Nina got in close to the camera. “Trust me, as a lawyer, it’s the correct thing to do. CPS will be able to tell if she’s being physically abused, they’ll know what to do. They’re the experts.” She paused, thinking. “So who’s going to make the call?”
There was a long, telling silence.
“OK,” Polly finally said, because of course it was always going to be her, wasn’t it? And she couldn’t decide if what she felt was relief or horror, that this was finally going to be the way she was going to be a change agent in Sylvie’s and Katrina’s lives. “OK,” she said. “I’ll make the call.”

Sylvie was missing from school the following Monday. She didn’t come on Tuesday or Wednesday either, and by Thursday the rumors were flying that she wasn’t coming back to school at all, ever. But it wasn’t until the following week that Ms. Gerlich informed Hannah’s class that Sylvie had gone to live with an unnamed relative.
Polly didn’t know exactly what had happened—the social worker who had answered the CPS hotline had given her no details at all, just reassured her that they would be “investigating the situation.” But she could, of course, guess. And by the end of the week, the principal had let it slip to another parent that there had been “anonymous but very serious allegations.” That the authorities had gotten involved, the child had been temporarily removed from the home pending further investigation—though who knew how long that would take—and it seemed unlikely Sylvie would be back at school anytime soon.
“It was a shock to all of us, and so sad,” the principal had apparently sighed, without elaborating further.
What was surprising to Polly was how fast the rest of the mothers seemed to move on to other concerns. In just weeks, Sylvie had apparently been forgotten altogether, perhaps understandably: there was a horrifying new war, and Michelle was planning a fundraiser to address the humanitarian catastrophe that had resulted; and Nina was organizing the class’s annual trip to the capital in Sacramento. Their conversations had naturally shifted to summer camp and middle school applications. But as her friends chatted over their Friday-night wine, Polly’s mind would drift back to Sylvie and Katrina, and she’d feel a stabbing pain, as if someone had scooped out her insides with a serrated spoon. Wondering what it would feel like to lose possession of your child. Wondering also what her own unsupervised rural childhood might have looked like to authorities if they chose to judge.
Over and over she ran through the details. The bruise. The front seat. The vape—clearly, pot! The TikTok; the sexualized dancing; manipulative cunt. All the signs of neglectful parenting, all the signs of abuse. CPS had verified this, they must have, they were experts. She would find herself a little buzzed, interrupting whatever conversation was going on with a fervid self-righteousness: “I did the right thing, didn’t I?” Her words slurring. “That little girl needed help, I knew it from the very start. She was in trouble.”
Her friends, surprised by the outburst, would murmur agreement, letting an awkward beat pass before returning to a debate about the homelessness crisis or the impending drought. She could tell that they were wondering when on earth Eric was going to get back from Toronto so that she’d have someone else to talk to. Frankly, she was too.
A month after Sylvie vanished, Polly finally broached the subject with Hannah. It was an unseasonably sunny afternoon; they’d gone for ice cream before picking up Hannah’s brother from preschool, and Hannah was being unusually quiet and introspective as they sat there in the sun, licking their cones.
Polly studied her, seeing an opportunity. “Do you want to talk about Sylvie?”
Hannah paused, her tongue pressed to a pink rivulet of melted sorbet. “What about Sylvie?”
“Well, about the way she left.” Polly took a bite of her ice cream, trying to sound chill, even though her heart was thumping. Sweat was collecting in big damp patches under her bra. “Did she ever mention anything to you about . . . someone hurting her?”
Hannah’s brow knitted together as she worked her way methodically around the cone. “Um. No?”
“Did you ever notice bruises on her?”
“Oh!” Hannah lit up. “You mean the giant bruise on her arm? Yeah, I saw that. She had to go to the nurse for an ice pack when it happened.”
Something lurched inside Polly. “You saw it happen? At school?”
Hannah took another lick, suddenly very serious. “Yeah,” she said. “Sylvie was standing on the top of the monkey bars, right? Which is against the rules because it’s super dangerous. And she jumped off to show us how far she could go and she hit the bench, the one with the metal slats, so hard, and was screaming, and the yard monitors came over and yelled at her and sent her to the nurse. She told everyone that she’d, like, hurt her bone and her mom was going to sue the school, but I think she was making that part up, because she made up, like, everything.”
Polly stared at the melting cone in her hand, suddenly devoid of an appetite. “She . . . fell?”
Hannah looked at her mother with barely concealed excitement in her face, as if she’d finally located the missing piece of a particularly perplexing puzzle. “Is that why she’s not at school anymore? We all figured that she had just finally gotten what she wanted!”
Polly was dizzy; the sun was too intense; she thought she might faint. “What was it that she wanted?”
“To live with her grandma. It’s all she ever talked about. How rich she was. She had all these photos of her house on that stupid phone her grandma bought her. I guess she really hated living with her mom.” She looked at Polly then, and—registering the horror on her mother’s face, thinking she understood why—placed a consoling, sticky palm on Polly’s thigh. She smiled at her mother with runny pink teeth.
“But don’t worry, Momma. I like living with you.”

That fall, for their twelfth anniversary, Eric and Polly spent a weekend at a hotel overlooking the beach in Santa Barbara. This had been Polly’s therapist’s suggestion, that they have some time away from the kids, a neutral space in which to sort out some residual marital tension. Things were better, quite a bit better, now that Eric had sold a TV series that was set to shoot right in town for at least the next year. Polly was toying with the idea of applying to grad school, a low-residency program for a master’s in social welfare; maybe, if she stopped volunteering for so many school committees, she’d have the time.
On their last morning, after a final restorative fuck, they stopped at a patisserie in Montecito to pick up some treats for the kids. Polly had read about the place in the paper—it was a favorite of Oprah’s, chocolates shaped like seashells and petits fours in collectible tins.
The line was long, all the way to the door. Standing at the end—practically out in the street—Polly might not even have noticed the little blonde girl with the patrician older woman, right up at the register, had the girl’s voice not broken through the clamor. The voice was a little too loud, a little too insistent and grating; it needled through the whir of the coffee grinder and the hiss of the milk steamer and the French yé-yé pop playing on invisible speakers.
“Mimi, can I have the big box this time? Pullllleeeeze?”
Polly froze. She thought of fleeing, but her feet felt glued in place; and anyway Eric was beside her, his arm linked through hers, still postcoital and utterly clueless. So she stood there, helpless, as the pair at the counter turned—their arms full of patisserie boxes—and walked toward them.
It was Sylvie, of course, but not a Sylvie that Polly recognized. Her hair, brushed to a gleam, was pulled back in a preppy headband; the dress she wore was one that Polly had admired in the Bloomingdale’s catalog before noticing the ludicrous price tag. The tiny purse that was flung over Sylvie’s arm—the same one that had sported the infamous bruise—had a prominent Prada label on it.
Polly was startled to recognize Katrina in the grandmother’s face, in the tight set of the jaw and those big gray eyes. A diamond tennis bracelet drooped from one bony wrist, and the rings on her fingers looked painfully heavy.
Sylvie didn’t notice Polly until they were almost face to face. Polly stood there stonily watching her approach, waiting for Sylvie to realize, and panic; but when the little girl finally looked up and saw Polly standing directly in her path, she hesitated for only a second before taking her grandmother’s arm possessively.
“Hi, Polly,” Sylvie said.
“Hi, Sylvie,” Polly said. “You look well.”
Sylvie smiled, revealing new braces on her crooked incisors. “I know,” she said.
She took a funny little sideways step in order to maneuver around Polly—just an annoying obstacle in her path, no more noteworthy than a stone—and then pushed open the bakery door.
Eric turned to stare as the pair exited the store. They headed out into the morning—pausing for just a moment as the grandmother fished a pair of enormous designer sunglasses from her bag—and then made their way toward a gold Mercedes sedan parked across the street. Polly had to admire it, the way Sylvie had acclimated to her new life: to polished patent leather flats and velvet hairbands and the escorting of old ladies across crowded intersections. As if all the world belonged to her, and she’d finally been given leave to claim it as her own.
Manipulative cunt, Polly thought. She saw in that moment how right Katrina had been, all along; how little Polly really knew about anything, including herself. Maybe she didn’t really want to understand either.
After a minute, Eric turned back to Polly with a puzzled expression on his face. “Am I going crazy,” he asked, “or was that little girl wearing Hannah’s locket?”



ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Photo © 2022 Michael Smiy
Janelle Brown is the New York Times bestselling author of I’ll Be You, Pretty Things, Watch Me Disappear, All We Ever Wanted Was Everything, and This Is Where We Live. Her books have been published in two dozen countries, and her writing has been featured in Vogue, Wired, and the New York Times.



Table of Contents
TITLE PAGE
COPYRIGHT PAGE
TROUBLE
ABOUT THE AUTHOR


cover1.jpeg
AMAZON ORIGINAL STORIES






images/00002.jpg





images/00001.jpg
AMAZON ORIGINAL STORIES

JANELLE
BROWN

TROUBLE





images/00003.jpg





