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Chapter 1: The System




The doors were still locked when Mary got to Macy's. She knew the schedule by heart. For three years, she had watched these same doors. The security men always unlocked them at exactly nine, bending down with their keys to open the floor locks. As soon as the locks clicked, the women pushed through, like water breaking through a dam. 

Sale days were always like this. Frantic. Loud. Perfect.

Mary stood back from the crowd, her oversized raincoat hanging almost to her knees. The coat was Tommy's idea. "You need something with deep pockets, Mare," he'd said. "Something that don't look fancy." The kerchief tied around her head was her own idea. It made her look older, more tired, and more invisible.

She liked being invisible.

The doors opened and the crowd surged forward. Mary waited a moment, then slipped in behind them. She was just another middle-aged woman looking for bargains. No one looked at her twice. That was the point.

Inside, the store was noisy, with women shouting to each other. Women called out, hangers scraped against racks, and the saleswomen already sounded tired. "Ladies, please! Form a line!" But no one ever formed a line on sale days.

Mary moved through the crowd with practiced ease. She knew this store as well as she knew the lines on Tommy's face. She knew every department, every corner, every camera. She had spent hours just walking around, memorizing everything. She was good at noticing things and remembering patterns. School had been hard, with all those words moving around on the page like they wanted to escape. But this was different. This was real.

Her first stop was the dress department. Mrs. Simons needed something nice for her daughter's wedding. Mary had written it in her notebook, in her own way. She couldn't spell "wedding" right, so she drew a little church and a dress to help her remember. Size 14, blue or purple, nothing too young. Mrs. Simons was sixty-three and didn't want to look like she was trying too hard.

Mary found a navy dress with small flowers on it. It was perfect. She checked the size and the price tag. Seventy dollars, marked down from a hundred and twenty. Mrs. Simons couldn't afford that. No one in the neighborhood could. That was why they came to Mary.

She took the dress to the fitting room. The attendant barely glanced at her. "How many?"

"Five," Mary said, holding up the navy dress and four others she'd grabbed on the way.

The attendant nodded, tired already though it was only nine-thirty. "Room seven."

Mary went to room seven. She hung the four extra dresses on the hook and looked at herself in the mirror. She didn't look like a thief. She looked like someone's mother or neighbor. Someone who worked hard and never got ahead. That was true, mostly, except for the thief part.

She put the navy dress on under her raincoat. It felt a little bulky, but the coat was big enough to hide it. She had practiced this at home, timing herself. She always finished in under a minute.

She hung the other four dresses back up and walked out.

"These didn't work?" the attendant asked.

"Wrong sizes," Mary said. She even smiled a little, friendly and forgettable.

Next, she went to the men's department. Mr. Morton needed shirts for job interviews. He had been laid off from the plant six months ago, and his old shirts were worn out. Mary had drawn a stick figure in a tie in her notebook. Two shirts, size large, white or light blue.

She found three nice ones on sale. Forty dollars each. Mr. Morton had given her twenty dollars total, all he could spare. He'd looked embarrassed handing it to her. "I get a job, Mary, I pay you more. Promise."

"Don't worry about it," she'd told him. "You just get that job." This time, the shirts went into her big purse, the one with the false bottom Tommy had made. Tommy was good with his hands. He had to be, working at the cemetery. Digging wasn't all he did. He also fixed things, repaired grave markers, and built small borders around plots. He understood how things fit together.

Just like Mary understood what people needed.

She moved to the junior section. Rosa needed a prom dress. Rosa was seventeen and lived with her mother, who cleaned offices at night and slept during the day. Her mother couldn't afford a prom dress or much else. But Rosa had good grades, really good grades, and she deserved to go to prom like the other kids.

Mary had drawn a fancy dress in her notebook with lots of details. Rosa wanted something that sparkled, something that would make her feel pretty. Mary understood that feeling. She had never felt pretty herself, not even when she was young.

She found a red dress with silver beads. On sale, a hundred dollars. Still too much for Rosa's mother.








