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THEY SAY SOME PEOPLE have a premonition about calamity before it strikes. But Jane Madison felt only irritation when her cell phone rang as she waited in the Mardi Gras crowd to order shrimp po’boys. Checking caller ID, she decided to ignore the call when she saw it was Melanie. Her stepdaughter probably wanted to change her order, but after standing in line for more than twenty minutes, Jane was finally up, so changing was not an option.

The man ahead of her received his order of fried shrimp, calamari, and beer. Loaded down, he turned suddenly and almost crashed into her. Not for the first time that day, Jane wished she were elsewhere. Ordinarily, she avoided Mardi Gras Day in New Orleans, but Melanie was at the age to be enthralled by the uninhibited and often near-depraved behavior all too common at the event. So Jane had reluctantly agreed to take her, even though it meant having to also bring Max. The other possibility for Melanie’s calling was that Max was awake. If he were, Christine would know what to do. Having her best friend along made the day a bit more tolerable for Jane.

Teething had made Max cranky and restless lately, but so far he’d been surprisingly docile just watching the goings-on around him from his stroller.

Her cell phone rang again. Apparently Melanie wasn’t giving up. Now loaded with two large bags and three soft drinks, Jane looked around for a place to set everything down, but there was no open spot, just hordes of people, literally a crush of humanity. Grumbling, she turned back to the vendor’s cart and with a murmured apology transferred the load to his counter and fumbled to click her phone free of her purse. Sometimes Melanie could try the patience of a saint. “What is it, Melanie?”

“Mom, Max is gone!” the girl cried. “Come quick! He was here a minute ago, and now he’s disappeared!”

Jane shifted to allow an impatient customer access to the vendor’s condiments. “What do you mean, he’s gone?”

“Just that! Didn’t you hear me? He’s disappeared.” Melanie’s voice caught on a sob. “Hurry! We’ve looked everywhere, but there are so many people!”

“How could he be gone?” She was used to Melanie’s overreacting. Even the girl’s friends called her a drama queen. “Let me talk to Christine.”

“She’s not here,” Melanie insisted. “A lady fainted and Christine went into the hotel lobby to help and Julie and Anne-Marie were here and we were talking and Max was in his stroller under the balcony just where you left him and then he was gone!” She drew a shaky breath. “Mom, I’m so scared.”

“Christine didn’t take him with her?”

“No, no! Listen to me!” Melanie’s voice went up another notch. “I’m serious, Mom. He’s gone. Someone took him and his stroller and everything!”

Jane felt the first real stirrings of alarm. “Don’t leave,” she ordered. “Stay where you are, Mellie. And don’t hang up. I’m on my way.” Food forgotten, Jane hurriedly headed back the way she’d come. People took one look at her face and shifted out of her path.

“I can’t just stand here and wait, Mom!” Melanie said in a shaky voice in Jane’s ear. “We’re going to Jackson Square.”

“Jackson—Why?”

“Don’t you remember? We saw some policemen there when we were trying to find a place to—never mind, Mom, I’m going there. It’s only a block away. I have to hurry!”

Jane barely managed to avoid crashing into a man outfitted in Native American garb, complete with a full feather headdress. With a muttered apology, she skirted around him, keeping the phone pressed to her ear. “I’m a block away, Melanie. Don’t go any farther until I get there.”

“There’s a cop on a horse! I’m going over.”

“Okay, but don’t hang up,” Jane ordered.

Melanie gulped and burst into wild sobs. “Mom, I don’t know how it happened! We were all just watching the floats and—”

“Just calm down, Mellie. You can tell me when I get there.” Surely there was a logical explanation. Babies didn’t just vanish, although in a teeming crowd, it would surely be easier to kidnap— She stopped herself. She would not go there. She would not think the unthinkable. “Can you see Christine?”

“Not really. I told you, she went into the lobby. I mean, I saw the EMTs trying to get through. The lady who fainted is inside and so is Christine.”

Christine was the practice manager for a team of internists. Although she’d had no formal training as a nurse, she would certainly know what to do if someone fainted. “I can see the EMT unit now, Mellie. I’m going to stop and talk to Christine just to be sure she didn’t take the stroller.”

“We saw her run over to the lady, Mom! She didn’t take Max.”

“I’ll just double-check.”

The sidewalk was choked with people, but Jane finally reached the hotel where the ambulance was now loading the woman inside. Spotting Christine, she tried forcing her way through the crowd, but she was quickly blocked by an EMT.

“Ma’am, you’ll have to stay back and let us do our job.”

“I understand, but I have to talk to—”

“I’m sorry, but you can’t talk to anyone just now.”

Jane craned her neck to look around him and managed to catch Christine’s eye.

Christine’s gaze went wide with surprise. “Jane. What is it? What’s wrong?”

“Do you have Max?” Jane called over the EMT’s shoulder.

Christine looked confused. “Max? No. What—”

“He’s gone.” Frantically, Jane surveyed the sidewalk fronting the hotel where she’d left them. It was still choked with people cheering madly as the parade floats lumbered past. There was no sign of Max or his stroller.

“Where are you headed now?” Christine asked. “I need to get my things inside the hotel and I’ll come over.”

“Melanie is at Jackson Square. Hurry, Christine.”

“I will.”

Turning, Jane headed in a rush toward Jackson Square, a full block away. In the distance, the three tall spires of St. Louis Cathedral reached high into a sky that was so clear and blue, it almost hurt to look at it. She put a hand to her heart. Please, God, don’t let this be happening.

As she pushed through the reveling crowd, she told herself Melanie had to be overreacting. Still, she had a sick feeling in her stomach. The possibility that Max really had disappeared was simply too frightening to be real.

Finally, on reaching the square, she drew a desperate breath, searching for Melanie. How would she find her in this crowd? She pressed the phone to her ear. “Melanie, where are you? Talk to me.”

“I’m on the steps of the cathedral, Mom. Look, over here with the cops. You can see the horse. And I’m waving.”

With a rush of relief, she spotted Melanie standing with three uniformed policemen. Jane quickly headed toward them.

One cop held the reins of a horse, which stood patiently, unfazed by the chaotic goings-on. Melanie’s friends hovered near her, looking frightened, their eyes scanning the crowd. As Jane approached, she saw a female officer speaking to one of the cops—issuing orders? With a nod, he quickly mounted, cut through the crowd, and disappeared in the direction of the river. Jane did not want to think of that dire possibility.

Melanie was crying, gesturing with her hands as she talked while her eyes anxiously searched the area. Jane’s hope that this was all a mistake faded. Down the block on Bourbon Street, floats lumbered past, but in the parklike square, teeming with hundreds of people, how would they be able to find a baby, even in a stroller?

Like Melanie, her frantic gaze swept up and down the square. But there were so many people, so much confusion. Shops were closed, sidewalks jammed. Streets leading off the square were blocked off to accommodate the crowds. Balconies groaned with the weight of those lucky enough to have access. There was an occasional stroller, Jane noted, but none was a familiar blue with yellow-and-blue-plaid trim. With her heart beating frantically in her chest, she approached Melanie and the cops, two men and one female officer.

“I’m here,” she said, as Melanie launched herself into Jane’s arms. Looking over the girl’s head, she asked, “What can you tell me about my baby?”

The policewoman spoke. “Are you Mrs. Madison?”

“Yes, yes.”

“Mom, I’ve told them we shouldn’t waste time talking! We need to be looking for Max!”

Jane caught Melanie’s arms and angled back enough to see her face. “Mellie, be calm for a moment. Please. Let me talk to these people.”

“I’m Officer Cox, Mrs. Madison,” the woman said, extending her hand. Jane shook it, nodding mutely. “We’ve talked to Melanie, trying to get details of exactly what happened. She says she and her friends have thoroughly searched the immediate area where the stroller was parked. Meanwhile, NOPD officers have fanned out looking. But maybe there’s a logical explanation. She tells us that there was another adult—”

“Christine O’Brian,” Jane said, nodding. “I just spoke to her. She’s over there.” She waved her hand vaguely. “Some kind of medical emergency. She did not take Max with her.”

“And there was no one else with you today? No one who might have felt it okay to take the baby?”

“Without asking me?” Jane stared at her. “No, of course not.”

Cox pulled out a small memo pad. “And how old is the baby?” she asked, pen poised.

“Six months. He has b-blue eyes and blond hair.” Jane swallowed, struggling to keep calm. “He’s wearing a red shirt and denim overalls. White sneakers. He’s in a stroller. Navy blue and blue-and-yellow-plaid trim.”

“Could he have crawled out of it?”

“He couldn’t have climbed out on his own. He—” She turned to Melanie. “Max wasn’t out of his stroller, was he?”

Melanie’s face crumpled. “No, he was asleep. Just the way he was when you left him with me, Mom.” She pressed the fingers of both hands against her lips. “I’m so scared, Mom!”

“We’ll find him, Mellie.” Jane squeezed the girl’s shoulders gently before turning back to the police officers. “How could a baby in a stroller just disappear?” But even as she asked the question, she knew the answer. The stroller didn’t just disappear. Somebody had been watching, and when the teenager and her friends became distracted by the fainting woman and the parade and the sheer frenzy of Mardi Gras, that someone had seized the moment to take her baby.

That was the moment when Jane’s concern escalated into terror.

“As I mentioned, I’ve alerted all units in the area, Mrs. Madison,” Officer Cox said, touching the radio attached to her belt. “I’m sending out a B.O.L.O.”

“B.O.L.O?”

“It means be on the lookout.” She spoke briskly into her radio and received a squawked response that was unintelligible to Jane.

As they stood, isolated by the trauma of a missing child, people milled about enjoying Mardi Gras. Some were in costume, others not. Some were drunk, but most were simply reveling in the abandoned spirit of carnival. Jane’s gaze strayed beyond Jackson Square where the river formed the east boundary of the French Quarter. Kidnapping a child on a day meant for celebration was obscene. Had she looked into the face of the person who’d taken Max while mingling with the crowd that day?

“Approximately how long has it been since you actually saw the baby, Mrs. Madison?”

Jane struggled to focus. “Twenty—maybe thirty minutes, no longer. I left to get food.” She looked at Melanie. “How long after I left did Christine leave, Mellie?”

“I don’t know. Pretty soon, I guess. You weren’t even out of sight.”

“Meaning it could be thirty minutes, give or take,” Officer Cox said. Without stating the obvious, both knew a person could travel pretty far in that much time. Even in this crowd.

“We’ve got to find him!” Jane felt panic rising in her chest. She stopped, drawing a breath to try to collect herself. With her hand on her heart, she spoke again. “I’m sorry. This is just . . . so—it can’t be happening!”

“Please. Come with me.” Cox caught Jane’s arm and gently guided her toward the cathedral with Melanie following behind. “Let’s get out of the crowd.”

As they headed to the steps of the cathedral, she added in a reassuring voice, “I know you’re worried, but there are hundreds of uniformed policemen on duty today. They’ll call me if they spot Max. Meanwhile, let’s try to reconstruct what happened. There could be a logical explanation.”

“Like what!” Jane cried.

“Someone could have wheeled it away by mistake. Many of these strollers look alike.” The possibility was so ludicrous that Jane didn’t bother contradicting her. No parent on the planet accidentally claimed a stroller with a strange baby in it.

Jane’s cell phone rang. She clicked to talk . . . hoping, hoping. Maybe, just maybe—“Hello!”

“It’s Christine. I’m trying to find you. Where are you?”

“Near the steps of the cathedral. One of the officers is on horseback. You should be able to see him. But Christine, we can’t find Max.”

“Are you serious? He’s disappeared?”

“Yes. Oh, Christine . . .” Her voice broke. “I can’t believe this.”

“I’m on my way, Jane. I’ll find you. Meanwhile, I’ll be praying.”

Turning from Jane, Cox spoke to both officers standing by. “Head over to the hotel where Max was last seen. Someone there might have noticed something.” The officers nodded and headed out. “I’m here, Jane.” Christine, breathless from running, slipped an arm around Jane’s waist and gave her a reassuring hug. “Thank goodness I was able to find you.”

“This—” Jane turned to Officer Cox. “This is Christine. She was with Max and Melanie when I left to . . .” she trailed off, swallowing hard.

“Surely someone saw—” Christine broke off.

“We’re working on that now,” Cox said. She refocused on Jane. “Are you certain Max was in his stroller when you left?”

“Yes, of course. I checked to see that he was sleeping. He’s teething. I knew if he woke up, he’d be grumpy. He would want . . . me.” Her voice caught. No time to break down now. “So, yes, he was asleep in his stroller when I left,” she said emphatically.

“Mom, let’s call Dad,” Melanie said. As always, when Melanie was distressed, she wanted her daddy. Christine slipped a comforting arm around the girl’s waist. Jane gave Christine a grateful look. With every passing minute, Jane, too, felt the need for Kyle’s support.

“Max was definitely asleep in his stroller when I left,” Christine said.

With the policewoman leading, they all hurried up the steps to the cathedral. The steps were shallow and worn from the footsteps of the faithful and wide enough to accommodate a crowd. A single look at the officer’s expression, and people parted like the Red Sea. An attendant standing at the doors moved aside to let them enter.

The sudden hush inside felt almost eerie. Jane glanced toward the altar with its display of religious symbols and quickly turned to focus on Officer Cox.

For some time, Christine, who was active in her church, had been urging Jane to explore the lack of faith in her life, but she’d resisted. It wasn’t that she objected on any philosophical grounds; it was just that she’d never found it particularly . . . relevant. Her life was full and . . . well, busy. On Sundays, rather than getting dressed and going to church, she liked to sit around, read the paper, have a leisurely brunch . . . resting up for the demands of the coming week.

She felt suddenly fearful that she might pay a price for her attitude.

“Try to recollect anything unusual you might have noticed, Melanie.” Cox spoke in a calm voice. Jane guessed her tone was intended to steady Melanie and focus her thoughts. “Was there anyone who appeared out of place or was suspicious looking?”

“I-I didn’t see anything or anybody like that.” She turned to Anne-Marie. “Did you see anything?”

Her friend shrugged. “What was there to see? We were talking, we were all watching the parade and then—”

“And then Max just . . . disappeared!” Melanie said, her voice climbing in panic. “We have to do something!”

“Tell you what.” Cox touched Melanie’s shoulder. “Let’s sit down over here to talk. All of you.” With a tip of her chin, she indicated that Melanie’s friends as well as Jane and Christine should follow. But Melanie shifted free of the cop’s touch.

“We shouldn’t be talking at all!” she cried. “We should be looking! We should block off stuff! We should go inside bars and any place that’s open! We should stop people and ask if they’ve seen Max. Whoever took him will get away if we don’t do something right now!”

“We are doing something, Melanie,” the policewoman said calmly. “Please. Sit.” She waited while the group reluctantly perched on the edge of a pew.

“The incident has been reported. Right now officers are on the lookout for Max, but we can’t ‘block off stuff.’ It’s not possible in this crowd.” Her tone turned brisk. “Now. Let’s go over the past half hour once again to be sure we haven’t overlooked something. You first, Mrs. Madison.”

Jane drew a deep breath. Inside she felt as agitated as Melanie, and she wondered how long she could keep from falling apart. “We stopped at the sidewalk in front of the hotel, beneath the balcony because it wasn’t quite as jammed with people, to watch the parade. I left Max with Christine and Mellie to get some food. There were two friends with her.” She looked at Christine. “Right, Chris?”

“Yes. And the stroller was right there when I left to help inside the hotel.”

“You noticed nothing unusual?”

Christine paused to think. “No. But I was there only another minute or two after Jane went for food. I told Melanie to watch Max and left.”

Cox turned to Melanie. “Tell me exactly what happened from the time Mrs. O’Brian left.”

“It was—” Melanie began with a guilty look at her stepmother. “Some guys we knew were on a float that was passing by, and the parade stopped, right there. You know how it is, everything’s moving and then it’s not. It was only for a minute, Mom, honest.” Her lips trembled as she met Jane’s eyes. “They said when the parade was over that they knew someone on Bourbon Street who had rented rooms with a balcony and they were going to watch the rest of the parades from up there. They invited us too. So then it started up again and they left and we turned around and Max was gone!”

“This is the first I’ve heard about boys on a float,” Jane said sternly. “Did you forget you were responsible for your baby brother?”

“No, Mom.” Melanie dashed at tears in her eyes. “I swear to you, it was only a few minutes.”

“But long enough for someone to steal Max.” Jane knew her words were hurtful, but her concern was for her baby now, not Melanie.

“Mom, please call Dad! Please. We need him. He’ll know what to do.”

Until a few minutes ago, Jane had been hesitant about calling Kyle in case the whole thing turned out to be a false alarm. But now, with her stomach in a knot and her mouth dry with fear, she knew it wasn’t a false alarm. She sent Officer Cox a questioning look.

“It might be a good idea to call your husband, Mrs. Madison.”

JANE REACHED KYLE AT his office on Poydras, but it was thirty minutes before he managed to get to the cathedral. They gathered on the front steps outside, where the crowd seemed to have lessened just a bit.

On the phone, she’d been unable to tell him much except that Max had disappeared. He’d wanted details, but there were none. Now his fierce gaze swept past Officer Cox’s serious face and Melanie’s tear-drenched cheeks to lock onto Jane.

“Has he been found?”

“No.”

He looked stunned. “There has to be a mistake.”

“We’ve looked—” Jane paused, knowing her voice wavered. “They’ve fanned out to search, but the crowds are monstrous. They haven’t turned up anything. It’s as if he disappeared into thin air.”

“That’s impossible. He must still be here somewhere. Someone is bound to’ve seen him. You gave them a description of his stroller?” He glanced at the police officer.

“Of course, Kyle.” Jane rubbed her temple where a sharp pain throbbed.

Officer Cox moved to them, putting out her hand. “Mr. Madison, I’m Sharon Cox, the investigating officer.” With a brief nod, he shook her hand.

“Now that you’re here, I’d like to suggest we go to the police substation. It’s a better place to talk. Once we’re there, I’ll explain—”

“I don’t think we should leave,” he said in a firm tone. “And what’s to explain? We should be combing the area, knocking on doors, questioning people, looking into garages and courtyards.” Glancing outside, he raked a hand over his face. “This is a nightmare.”

“Everything you mention is being done, Mr. Madison. N.O.P.D. is on the scene—has been from the start—but we’re hampered by the crowd. What we need now is to piece together exactly what happened.”

“How can you be certain Max is nowhere nearby?”

“I can’t say that with certainty,” Sharon said. “But we’ve found no trace of him. No one has seen anything suspicious.” Like Kyle’s, her glance strayed beyond the narthex to the reveling crowd outside. “At least they’ve seen nothing that might be construed as suspicious beyond ordinary Mardi Gras madness.”

“It’s all my fault, Dad!” Melanie cried suddenly.

Jane knew Mellie needed reassurance from Kyle. She needed to hear him say he understood her fear, that he wasn’t angry with her. She needed a hug from her daddy. But from the grim expression on his face it didn’t look as if she was going to get any such thing. “Max was with Melanie and her friends, Kyle,” Jane explained, trying to keep the tremor from her voice.

“With Melanie?” He frowned darkly. “Why was he with Melanie? Where were you?”

“I went to get us something to eat from a vendor . . . Julie and Anne-Marie were with them—”

“You left our son in the care of a bunch of teenagers to get junk food?”

Melanie made a distressed sound. “Dad, just listen. Please.”

“Hush, Melanie.” Kyle waved the teenager quiet, keeping his gaze laser sharp on Jane. “I’m waiting to hear what happened,” he told her.

“You can’t say anything worse to me than I’ve been saying to myself, Kyle. The kids were hungry. I went to get food. Christine was with them. It never occurred to me that anything like this could happen.”

“Christine?” He turned to glance at Jane’s friend then back at Jane.

“There was a medical emergency,” Jane said. “Christine lent assistance. She—” Jane stopped, not wanting to cast blame on Christine or Melanie.

Kyle’s steely gaze turned to his daughter. “So how could Max disappear if you were watching him?”

Melanie was crying again. “We—we got talking and suddenly the parade stopped and this float was right by us. There were some guys we knew from school on it. They were laughing and goofing off and everything. They threw us tons of beads and stuff. It was just for a few minutes, Dad,” she said, pleading for understanding. “I know I shouldn’t have taken my eyes off Max! But I thought he was safe on the sidewalk right beside me!”

“Clearly he wasn’t beside you,” Kyle said.

“But he was only a few feet away, honestly.” She put both hands to her cheeks. “I mean, I don’t know how long it was, minutes really, but when we looked, he was gone!”

Jane slipped an arm around the girl’s shoulders, trying to console her, while inside she was sick with terror.

Kyle stood with his hands on his hips. “Can you estimate how much time passed before you noticed your baby brother was gone?”

When Melanie seemed unable to talk, Cox spoke up quietly. “We’ve covered all that, Mr. Madison. The parade stalled for about five minutes, so I don’t see how it could have been much longer than that.”

“But more than long enough for someone to take the stroller and melt into the crowd, then head for only God knows where,” Kyle said in a flat tone.

“Possibly,” the officer conceded.

“I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” Melanie cried. “I didn’t mean this to happen. I’m so sorry.”

Jane drew the girl closer. “We know, Mellie. And we’ll find him. You’ll see. We will.” She looked up into Kyle’s eyes, her chin tilted. “We will!”

They all turned to look as the cop who’d been mounted on horseback appeared, dismounting and moving reverently toward them. His glance skimmed the Madisons before moving to Sharon Cox. “N.O.P.D. has found the stroller.”

Jane pressed her fist to her heart. “Oh, thank God!”

The cop gave her a sympathetic look. “I’m sorry, ma’am. The stroller was abandoned . . . up on the Riverwalk.” In one hand he held a tiny sneaker. “This is all we found. There was no sign of the baby.”
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SIX MONTHS LATER

WITH THE STRIKING OF the clock at half past midnight, Jane Madison put aside the bestseller she hadn’t been able to get interested in, threw off the afghan, and rose from the couch. She removed her reading glasses on her way to the window and stared out at the street. It was dark and quiet.

Melanie, where are you?

Actually, it was only half an hour past her stepdaughter’s curfew, but Jane couldn’t remember an evening lately when Melanie had made it home even close to that deadline. And so far tonight there’d been no phone call, no text message, nothing to explain why she was late. They’d agreed on a twelve o’clock curfew on weekdays for the sixteen-year-old. In Jane’s estimation, it was more than reasonable. The late hour allowed for less sleep than Jane considered necessary, but compromise was crucial with Melanie nowadays. Not that compromise seemed to be working. Melanie still accused Jane of being overprotective, among other things. Lately, the girl had a laundry list of ways Jane didn’t measure up as a parent.

Jane again studied the blank face of her cell phone. No text, nothing. Wasn’t her reaction understandable? Once a parent loses a child as she had lost Max, wasn’t it natural to be apprehensive? Or was it just she? Kyle seemed less paranoid, which could be one of the reasons for Melanie’s defiance. Tomorrow, whether Kyle thought it was convenient or not, Jane determined to make him sit down and talk with her about Melanie. Of course, it would mean catching him at a moment when he was willing to talk . . . and that was tricky lately.

She glanced again at the time. Twelve forty-five. It wasn’t only Melanie who was late. Kyle should have been home a couple of hours ago, too, and she’d heard nothing from him either. He was in Houston taking a deposition in an important case. Or so he claimed. To him every case was all-important. Now that he’d made partner, he had thrown himself into his career with even more zeal than when he’d been striving for the promotion. And he spent more and more time in the New Orleans office than at home in Mandeville.

She studied the quiet street. Why was it that lately neither her husband nor her stepdaughter bothered to tell her when they were going to be late? That was going on her list of complaints, too, she told herself. How long did it take? Thirty seconds? A minute to send a text message? She was on Melanie’s speed dial, for heaven sake! Kyle’s too, for that matter.

With a sigh, she turned away from the window and headed for the kitchen. As she stood at the refrigerator, filling a glass with water, her eyes fell on the photo of Max in a spot at eye level. Pain, instant and sharp, stabbed her to the heart. Max, one month before he was taken, his sweet face wreathed in a smile. As always, the spot of strained spinach on his chin tugged at her heart. Oh, he was so beautiful, more precious than life to her.

She turned away to fight despair welling up in her chest. Why was he taken from her? It had been so difficult to even have a baby. She’d suffered through miscarriage after miscarriage for twelve long years, never able to carry a baby to term. Then miraculously there was Max.

Why? Why? Why? It was a question she’d asked of God over and over, trying to understand. She was a good person. She tried to live a moral life. Granted, she wasn’t active in a church, but she wasn’t evil either. Even Christine, when Jane had pressed her, had trouble searching for some greater purpose in Max’s disappearance.

“I don’t know why bad things happen to good people,” Christine had told her in the early weeks after Max was gone. “That’s an age-old question that may not have an answer. At least, no satisfying answer when you’re on the wrong side of tragedy.”

“So I’m just supposed to accept it?” had been Jane’s bitter reply. “Suck it up and keep on keeping on?” But the bottom line was that it was impossible to pick up the pieces of her life after Max, not with a hole the size of the moon in her heart.

Drawing a breath, Jane brushed at tears welling up. She didn’t want to dwell tonight on the whys and what-ifs to a God who was supposed to be loving and kind, when her baby had been kidnapped. She’d had plenty of time to do that in the past six months. No, tonight she needed to focus on Melanie and the girl’s distressing behavior. But after looking at Max’s photo, a whisper of fear had sneaked in to remind her of what could happen to Melanie. Where was she? Darn it, the girl knew how Jane worried when she was late.

Setting the glass aside, she tried once more to reach Kyle, but again got only his voice mail. Maybe he was in flight. At least she hoped he was en route home and not ignoring her attempts to call.

She reached for her address book and paged through it, looking for Anne-Marie Melancon’s number. It was difficult to know who Melanie’s friends were or where she chose to hang out now. Everything was a big secret.

Finally she found the number. With a glance at the clock, Jane hesitated only a few seconds before dialing. She regretted the necessity of waking the Melancons at this hour, but hopefully they’d understand. If the situation were reversed, Jane would understand.

Ten minutes later, she was even more worried. After calling the Melancons and getting nowhere, she’d tried three other numbers suggested by a sleepy Anne-Marie, but nobody had seen Melanie, and nobody had any suggestions about how to find her. Jane was once again pacing. Tomorrow was a school day. Where in the world was Melanie?

And where was Kyle?

Unable to bear the four walls closing in on her, Jane went outside to the patio. The night was filled with nocturnal sounds. Situated a block from the north shore of Lake Pontchartrain, the property backed up to a stretch of uninhabited land that teemed with wildlife. For a minute, she stood listening, then shivered a bit at the haunting cries of mourning doves.

To shake off that mood, she moved across the lawn, silvery green in the moonlight, and stood looking at the trees, silent sentinels in the night. Spanish moss dripped from the limbs of cypress not twenty yards from her patio. In rainy seasons, the woods became swampy and inaccessible. She often thought it was nature’s way of reclaiming what was never meant to be inhabited by humans in the first place. But now, tonight, the trees were dark and still, and the night was inky black. Sinister.

Sudden movement near a camellia bush startled her. In a moment, she relaxed as a raccoon waddled off, no doubt after raiding Melanie’s bird feeder. Jane moved to the edge of the patio and inspected the contraption. Sure enough, it was pretty much empty.

Seeing it, Jane was taken back to the birthday party four years earlier when Melanie received the bird feeder as a joke. Jane, as chaperone, had a sleepless night. Six twelve-year-old girls did not settle down until nearly daybreak. How they’d managed to stay awake so late mystified Jane, who longed for her bed around two a.m. But it was fun. Jane felt a nostalgic pain. A prepubescent Mellie had still wanted Jane as mother and friend. They did so much together then, enjoyed each other, talked, touched, loved. They could not have been any closer if they’d been biological mom and child.

And then Max was gone.

At first, the chasm that was to develop between Jane and Melanie was barely noticeable. Everybody in the family was so shocked and grieved that it was a while before Jane realized the extent of Mellie’s feelings of guilt. They’d finally put her in counseling. But instead of improving, somehow Mellie’s emotional state deteriorated. She began focusing her pain on Jane. She lashed out at the least thing. Where they’d once shopped together, gossiped together, gone to movies, and spent weekends with Jane teaching her to drive, Melanie no longer seemed able to tolerate the sight of Jane.

The psychologist said not to worry, that she’d come around in time. But Jane wasn’t so sure. When Melanie came home from school, she went directly to her room. Not only did she not speak to Jane, she didn’t even look at Jane. And nothing Jane did or said seemed to break through that wall.

With her arms wrapped around herself, she headed back to the house. The doorbell was ringing when she slid the patio door open. Heart in her throat, she rushed inside. Was this that moment all parents feared? Were the police coming to tell her there’d been a horrible accident? She fumbled with the dead bolt, finally got it, then stared in surprise at Christine O’Brian.

“I’m sorry,” Christine said, impulsively catching Jane’s arm when she gave a start. “I scared you and I didn’t mean to. But I saw your lights on and Daniel isn’t home and I wondered if by some chance he could be over here.”

“Come in, Chris.” Still a little shaky, Jane closed the door. “Melanie’s not in yet either, and it’s way past her curfew. Could they be together, do you think?”

Christine rubbed wearily at her temples. “I have no idea. Daniel’s so secretive lately. And moody, you wouldn’t believe. He’s almost a stranger.” She gave Jane a bewildered look. “What’s happening with our kids, Jane? They never used to be so . . . so difficult.”

“When you get an answer to that, be sure and tell me,” Jane said. “It’s late, but since neither one of us can sleep, you want a cup of tea?”

“May as well, but no caffeine for me at this hour.” Christine followed her to the kitchen and waited while Jane filled a kettle at the sink and set it on the stove. “Kyle’s sleeping?” Not waiting for an answer, she added dryly, “I guess he’s like Ben. When anything approaching trouble crops up, he lets me do the worrying and he sleeps through it.”

Trying not to sound as bereft as she felt, Jane said, “Kyle’s not here.”

“Out of town again on business, huh?”

“In Houston. But he was due back hours ago.”

Christine glanced at the wall clock. “Must be a really late flight. He’ll be exhausted.”

Jane took two mugs from the cabinet and selected herbal tea from a canister. “I guess, but I’m exhausted too. The way Melanie is behaving lately is driving me crazy. I can’t reach her anymore, and I need Kyle to step up to the plate. He’s the only one she’ll listen to now.”

“No surprise there. Mellie’s always been a daddy’s girl.”

“Which leaves me out in the cold nowadays.” When the kettle whistled, Jane lifted it and filled both mugs. She set Christine’s in front of her and leaned against the counter, cupping her hands around the warmth. After a moment or two, she said, “Melanie’s not the only one I can’t reach anymore, Chris. Kyle has become so withdrawn, I sometimes think he takes those out-of-town trips just to escape. Or maybe to get away from me and all that I remind him of.”

“I can’t believe he wants to get away from you. He loves you.” Christine was thoughtful as she stirred her tea. “If he’s like Ben—and a lot of men—actually saying what he feels is difficult. Men don’t vent like women do.”

“I suppose. But having Kyle turn into a ghost while Mellie morphs into a stranger makes our home a shadow of what it used to be. I don’t see how we can keep on like this. I feel like a person poised on the edge of an abyss and any minute something is going to push us all over into it.”

“Your family has suffered horribly, Jane,” Christine said gently. “Not that I’m an expert—far from it—but six months is really not all that much time to adjust to something like that, is it?”

“But wouldn’t we cope better together than apart?” Jane knew she sounded bitter, but she had plenty reason, didn’t she?

“All three of you are different people with different personalities,” Christine said, seeming to pick her way through a minefield. “It makes sense that you’d cope in different ways.”

Gathering her thoughts, Jane studied the floor. “Melanie’s a teenager. She feels responsible for Max’s disappearance so it makes sense that she might have trouble coming to terms with that. I accept that she doesn’t choose me as confidant . . . or comforter. But Kyle . . . I really need him to share with me what he’s thinking and feeling. We need to be together to make it through this, Christine. And we’re not. ”

Christine gave a helpless shrug. “I don’t know what to say, Jane. But you know that I care about you, and that I’m praying for you.”

Jane shifted uncomfortably as she watched her get to her feet. Her friend’s prayers hadn’t done much so far. She smiled sadly and said, “It’s enough to know I can count on you just to listen, Christine. I’m grateful for that.”

“I’ve got to get back in case Daniel calls.” With a glance at the clock, Christine took her mug to the sink. “Thanks for the tea. If you hear anything, give me a ring, will you?”

“Of course.”

THE HOUSE SEEMED MORE empty and lonely than ever after Christine left. But it was only a few minutes later that her cell phone rang. With a glad cry, she lunged toward the table where she’d left it. Good news or bad?

“Hello?” she said, breathless from hurrying. No one answered, but she could hear background noise. Voices like that of a blaring TV set.

“Hello? Hello! Mellie, is that you?”

But no one answered.

“Kyle?”

Still no answer. Jane pressed the receiver to her ear and struggled to identify the sounds on the other end of the line. It really did sound like a TV program turned up to maximum volume.

But just then headlights swept across the front of the house. She clicked the phone off and hurried to the window, willing the car to stop out front. When it did, she closed her eyes in blessed relief. Had it been Kyle, he would have tripped the garage door, so it had to be Melanie. Worry and fear were instantly replaced with righteous fury.

She recognized Daniel O’Brian’s Mustang, dropping Melanie off. Christine would be relieved, but why they’d both ignored curfews was baffling. Both had always been such good kids, but that didn’t make Jane any less furious. Daniel and Melanie had played together since childhood and still attended the same high school, although he was a year and a half older. Jane wished she knew Melanie’s other friends as well as she knew Daniel.

She had the words of a stern lecture at hand. Yet she resisted yanking the door open to confront them both on the spot. Instead she took a deep breath and waited. Kyle complained lately that Jane undermined her own authority by being on Melanie’s case constantly. Okay, she’d give them a minute or two to say good night, and then Melanie was going to get an earful.

By the time they reached the front porch, Jane heard Daniel’s voice. She couldn’t hear what was said, but she could tell he was angry. And because that was unusual, curiosity overcame anger. Maybe, just maybe, she’d get a clue as to what in the world was going on with Melanie lately.

She heard Daniel clearly.

“Nobody’s ever going to believe how this happened, Mel. I don’t even know how it happened. You said everything was okay!”

What on earth? Jane frowned, straining to hear Melanie’s reply, but it was too soft. In contrast, Daniel didn’t seem to care who might hear him.

“Everybody’s gonna freak when they find out!” he said. “This is major trouble.”

Again, Melanie’s reply was mumbled. Jane guessed she didn’t want to be overheard. Truly intrigued now, Jane heard no more conversation, only the jangle of Melanie’s keys. Daniel must have left. Not waiting for Mellie, Jane turned the lock and pulled the door open just in time to see Daniel taking off in his Mustang with a screech of tires.

“What is going on, Melanie?”

Melanie rolled her eyes. “Hello, Jane.”

Jane. It still gave her a pang when Melanie called her that. When had it happened that she stopped being Mom? With Max’s disappearance, of course. “What were you and Daniel arguing about?”

“Since you were listening, you tell me.” The girl’s face was set, her tone hostile. She would not look at Jane.

“Are you in some kind of trouble, Mellie?”

“I’m tired.” Shouldering around her stepmother, Melanie took the first step on the stairs. “I’m going to bed.”

“No! You stop right there!” Jane caught her by one arm. “You aren’t going anywhere until you explain a few things. Have you looked at the time? You’re two hours past your curfew. We’re going in the den, and I want an explanation.”

“Oh, give me a break!” Melanie broke away, but she turned from the stairs and stormed off toward the den. Jane followed, determined not to let her get away with open disrespect.

“Sit, Melanie.”

Huffing with disgust, Melanie flopped onto the couch. “Okay, let’s get this over with.”

“Fine with me,” Jane said. “Let’s hear your explanation.”

“I’m sorry,” Melanie said without a trace of sincerity. “I forgot my watch and lost track of the time.”

Jane simply stared at her.

“It’s true!” Melanie crossed her arms over her chest and tilted her chin. “I didn’t realize it was so late.”

“I might believe that if you were half an hour late,” Jane said, struggling to hang on to her patience. “But even with no watch, you had to know it was past your curfew, Mellie.”

“I said I was sorry.”

“What were you two doing?” Jane tried to keep the exasperation from her tone, albeit unsuccessfully. “Christine was frantic, just like me. Where did you go? Was there anyone besides Daniel with you?”

“A thousand questions as usual. Can’t all this wait until morning, Jane? I’m really tired.” With her arms still wrapped around herself, Melanie leaned over and rested her head on her knees.

“I’m tired too.” Jane gazed down at the girl’s dark hair, thinking she did look exhausted. She longed to offer comfort, to touch her and not be rejected. But it had been a long, long time since Mellie had welcomed Jane’s touch. 

Melanie stood up. “Good, we’re done, right?”

Baffled, Jane struggled wondering how to handle the situation. She wished Kyle were here. She tried calming her tone and keeping her irritation in check. “No, we are not done. You didn’t bother to ask permission to go anywhere, Melanie. Put yourself in my place. With no note, no voice mail, no text, I was really worried. Did you set out to simply ignore the house rules or did something come up, something I’d understand? I’m willing to listen to any reasonable explanation.”

“If you’re so willing, you can wait until tomorrow, can’t you?”

“No! And sit back down. You’re not blowing me off this time. I’m getting to the bottom of this now. Tonight.”

Melanie sat, shoving her fingers along the nape of her neck and fluffing her hair out. “So, have at it.”

Jane was almost defeated by such open impudence. But she was the adult here, wasn’t she? “Melanie, I’ll ask one more time. Where were you and what were you and Daniel doing all this time?”

“Talking!” Melanie cried. “In his car. Okay? Now are you finished?” She started to rise.

“Finished? Am I finished? Did you hear a word I said? No, I am not finished. And you’re not getting up from that couch until I say you can. Now, where were you? And simply saying in Daniel’s car is not good enough.”

“Out.” A shrug of her shoulders. “Around.”

“Show some respect, I mean it! Don’t be snarky with me like I’m one of your girlfriends. I’m your mother.”

“My mother is dead,” Melanie said coldly. “Breast cancer. Remember?”

Jane sighed. “Oh, Mellie, you know what I mean. Why are you making this so hard?”

“Daniel picked me up after school. We went for pizza.”

“And it took ten hours?”

Melanie flipped her hair again. “We were pretty hungry.”

Jane propped her hands on her hips and glared. “You’re supposed to call me if you’re going to be late. We discussed this. You agreed to the rules.”

“Rules. Rules. You’re obsessed with rules, Jane,” she said angrily. “There are too many rules around here! I can’t keep them all straight.”

“Well, here’s another one, Miss Smart Pants. You’re grounded. I want you home within thirty minutes after school for the next two weeks. And no computer, no text messaging, no talking on the phone.”

“Whatever.” Rolling her eyes, she radiated disgust.

“And no driving privileges.”

“I know, I know. I’m grounded, crucified, dead, and buried.”

Confounded, Jane stared at her. “What is the matter with you tonight?”

“I’m a screwup, in case you haven’t noticed. I can’t do anything right. I know you hate me. You may as well say it to my face.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. You know that’s not true. But if you continue in that rebellious tone, I’ll see what else I can think of to change your attitude!”

With an insolent shrug, Melanie turned her face away.

“Look at me when I speak to you!” Jane cried in frustration. “I’m trying to understand what’s wrong, but you behave as if I’m the enemy. I’m not. I only want what’s best for you, but you make it so difficult, Mellie. You are not an adult yet, and you can’t just do what you want when you want! Now, I’ll ask you once again. Where were you, and what were you doing tonight?”

“What do you care?” Melanie shrieked, suddenly springing up from her seat. “Most of the time you don’t even know I exist, so stop pretending that you’re so concerned, okay?”

“What are you talking about? What do you mean I hardly know you exist?”

“You know what I’m talking about, Jane.” Tears suddenly welled in her eyes. “You’re bugging me about rules and curfew and stupid stuff like that, but it’s all for show. It ticks you off that I’m out late, but that’s because you know parents are supposed to do that.”

“So it’s wrong that I’m doing what a parent is supposed 
to do?”

Melanie looked at her. “Can I please just go to bed?”

“What’s going on here?” Startled at the sound of her husband’s voice, Jane wheeled about to find Kyle standing in the doorway frowning at them.

“Kyle.” Jane drew in a deep breath. “I didn’t hear you come in.”

“I can believe that.” With his briefcase in one hand and his jacket in the other, he scowled at Jane as he dropped both on the nearest chair. “With all the shouting, you couldn’t hear thunder.”

“Daddy!” Melanie rushed over to Kyle, burying her face in his shirt. His arms went around his daughter as he looked over her head at Jane. “It’s two o’clock in the morning. Why isn’t Mellie in bed? For that matter, why aren’t you both in bed?”

“She just got home, Kyle. Daniel dropped her off a few minutes ago . . . two hours past her curfew. I was trying to find out why. And not getting very far,” she added on an acid note.

He sighed, pulled back, and caught the girl’s face in his hands. “Go to bed, Mellie,” he said gently. “Tomorrow’s a school day.” He dropped a kiss on her forehead.

“Okay, Daddy.” She gave him a contrite look, then left the room without another glance at Jane.

Jane clutched the sides of her head, gritting her teeth. “We’ve got to do something, Kyle. She’s completely out of control. It’s maddening. I’m at my wit’s end.”

“And I’m bushed. We’ll talk about it tomorrow.” He turned and headed toward the stairs. “Right now, I’m going to bed.”

“That’s it? That’s all you have to say?”

Pausing at the foot of the stairs, he glanced at his watch. “At two oh five a.m.? Yeah, that’s all I have to say. Whatever we need to talk about, it’ll keep until morning.”

Jane watched him climb the stairs. Shaking her head, she went about securing the house and turning off lights. But inside she was seething. Darn it, he wasn’t going to get away with sticking his head in a hole. They had a real problem. Maybe a part of Melanie’s rebellion was an attempt to reach her father. He’d been so remote lately that she’d have to practically faint at his feet to get him to notice her. Maybe Jane would remind him of that.

He was undressing when she walked into their bedroom. She watched as he stripped off his shirt and tossed it into the laundry hamper. “Why didn’t you call and let me know you were going to be late, Kyle? I expected you hours ago.”

“My flight was delayed. We actually took off but returned to the airport because some character looked suspicious. He was booted, but the airplane had to be inspected from stem to stern. They issued an order for us not to use our cell phones.”

“And once you landed in New Orleans, you didn’t call me because . . .”

“Because I thought you’d be sleeping.”

“For heaven’s sake, Kyle. You—”

“I’m sorry.” He scrubbed a hand over his face looking exhausted. “I should have called anyway. So do me a favor and drop it for tonight, will you?”

“I suppose I have to.”

“We’ll talk tomorrow, Jane.” Stripped down to his underwear now, he got into bed and turned off the lamp.

“Did the deposition go wrong?”

“Hmmm.”

Whatever that meant. As Jane watched, he settled on his side, his back to her. She had little choice but to turn and get ready for bed herself. She’d always envied Kyle his ability to fall asleep quickly. Even if he was troubled, it never seemed to keep him awake, whereas Jane was at the mercy of her emotions. If she was upset or angry or frustrated or worried, sleep was impossible.

She was all of that tonight.

In the bathroom, she brushed her teeth with a vengeance, creamed the makeup from her face, slathered on a moisturizer, then changed into a gown and finally got into bed beside him. She lay for a minute thinking that there had been a time when he would have been eager to make love after being gone for even a single day. Now, she realized with a frown, she couldn’t remember the last time they’d made love. Couldn’t he see how that hurt her? Did he care?

She stared up at the revolving ceiling fan. They used to be so happy, but Max’s disappearance had stolen the joy from their lives. For the second time that night, she pushed thoughts of her kidnapped baby from her mind.

What in the world to do about Melanie? In spite of counseling and Jane and Kyle’s careful handling, she did not seem to be getting better. According to her therapist, Melanie was unable to rid herself of her guilt for Max’s disappearance.

If only Max could be found . . .

*   *   *

Morning routine was always hectic, but because she’d gone to bed after two, Melanie was off to a late start. She had to rush to get to school on time, meaning Jane had no opportunity to talk to her about the night before. What did surprise Jane was that Kyle didn’t leave for his office right away but lingered, pouring himself a rare second cup of coffee.

He stood at the sink in a crisp white shirt and smoky blue tie, trim pants, and shined shoes. Jane still felt a little catch in her heart at the sight of her handsome husband. Dark hair, clear gray eyes, and an athletic build made him stand out. Upon meeting him for the first time, while it was nice that they shared a common career, what really touched her heart was learning he was raising a three-year-old daughter since losing his wife to breast cancer. Before Kyle, Jane’s few relationships had been short term and without passion. It still surprised her how quickly she’d fallen in love with Kyle.
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