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			All around me, everything was going on as if nothing was unusual, nothing terrible had happened. People were talking to each other and to sales personnel, announcements were being made periodically about something on sale, and other people were laughing and strolling through the various departments as if for them it was a Sunday walk in the park.

			The voice I heard, however, was whispering. It seemed to come from the darkest corner of my mind and slip into my ear.

			“She’s gone,” it said. “Your precious daughter is missing.”

			I started to turn slowly, pausing at nine o’clock, five o’clock, and three o’clock like some mechanical mannequin in the showcase window of Lesson’s Department Store, where I had come to buy my mother-in-law a birthday present. I found myself facing the saleslady, who stood there holding the pair of earrings I had chosen, her face frozen in a confused smile. She had been talking to me, but I hadn’t heard a word, nor did I hear anything she was saying now. Her lips moved, but the voice whispering in my ear overpowered anyone or anything else.

			“Missing,” I heard myself say.

			“Pardon?” I heard the saleslady say.

			“My daughter, Mary. She’s not standing beside me!” I screamed and started to charge to my right, calling for her, not seeing her, and then turning to charge to my left. I glanced back at the saleslady behind the jewelry counter. She was grimacing at me and shaking her head.

			Then I started running through the store.

			As I ran, I fingered the silver cross John had given me on my birthday last year. It had a diamond at the center. Maybe we never come right out and say it, but we wear religious icons for protection. Mary had one, too, I thought, trying to keep out the troubled thoughts that were streaming out of the darkest corners of my brain behind the whisper. It would protect her. Surely it would protect her. Please let it protect her.

			Two security guards came running after me as I went up and down the aisles looking for her.

			“Hey, miss, lady, hold on,” one called. He had a potbelly that bounced as if he had swallowed a basketball. I thought he would have a heart attack before he reached me. His face was more of a burnt orange than red, and his nostrils enlarged as he snorted oxygen.

			The African-American guard who came with him was a good five inches taller and firmly built, with hair the color of charcoal briquettes. He had unusually small ebony eyes. They looked like last-minute facial features substituted for correctly shaped and sized ones that had run out. However, when he spoke, he did have a commanding, assertive voice, one that in most circumstances would give the listener some sense of security and confidence. I was desperately in need of someone to take command. The panic was turning me into a frightened little girl again.

			I recall these details so well because at the time, I was looking to them to rescue me from what could potentially be a great family tragedy. I wanted them to be special men, to be like two comic-book heroes, capes and all, swooping in to save the day. There would be flashes of lightning, puffs of smoke, and voilà, my five-year-old daughter, Mary, would be restored to my side. Was I just an ignorant innocent who was blind to all the pain and misery that swirled around us?

			“What’s going on, ma’am?” the taller one asked. His identification badge read “Tom Miller.” “What’s wrong? How can we help you?”

			“My little girl, Mary. She’s gone.”

			I looked around to emphasize.

			“Gone?” the heavy security guard repeated, looking at his partner as if he needed an English translation. His badge read “Burt Wallace.”

			“She’s gone! Missing! She was at my side, and now she’s gone. She’s only five years old!”

			“Maybe she’s just wandered off to a different part of the store. Why don’t you just relax a moment and let us search the area?” Tom Miller said. He put his hand on mine.

			“I’ve been doing that!” I shouted, even though they were right beside me. His hand flew off mine. “What do you think I’ve been doing?”

			Burt Wallace signaled to a floor manager who was standing just off to the right. He had the palms of his hands pressed against his chest. My running down the aisles and screaming for Mary apparently had turned him to stone. In fact, he was standing so still that for a moment, I thought he was a store mannequin with his mouth shaped in an oval, like an egg. Finally, the lean young man hurried to me.

			“What is it?” he asked, and tucked his thin lips into the corners of his mouth, grimacing like someone who was anticipating bad news from his doctor.

			“Her daughter is missing, Mr. Mulligan,” Tom Miller said. “She’s only five.”

			Just to hear someone repeat it made my heart jump and then plunge.

			“Five?

			“Yes, actually a little more than five,” I said. To hammer that home, I added, “It’s been four and a half months since we celebrated her birthday. We took her out to dinner with both sets of grandparents.”

			I don’t know why I gave him that information, but he nodded as if he had known. I was so afraid of embarrassing myself with tears, which would only make them uncomfortable and hinder them from helping me. I didn’t want them to waste an iota of a second comforting me. Find Mary, was all I could think.

			“Find her!” I ordered. Why were they just standing there?

			“Please, stay calm. How long has she been missing?” the manager asked.

			“How long? Only minutes,” I said, not sure now exactly when I had lost track of Mary.

			“Minutes? Okay. Then she can’t be far. Let’s go over here while they conduct a search.”

			“I’ve been searching,” I told him. I could feel my jaw tighten, my throat closing.

			“They’ll make a wider search. It doesn’t take long for a child to wander farther away. She might even have gone up a floor,” he said.

			“No, she wouldn’t. No. She would never wander that far away from me. Not my Mary. No,” I insisted.

			“Okay, okay. Let them look,” he said, indicating a chair for me in the women’s shoe department.

			Reluctantly, I sat with my knees together, my hands nervously twisting on my lap like two separate little animals, trying not to ball them into fists.

			“What does she look like?” Tom Miller asked, following us.

			I had a picture of Mary in my purse and dug it out quickly.

			“Recent?” he asked.

			“The picture is four and a half months old. We took it on her birthday,” I said.

			He looked at the manager, and then he nodded and showed it to Burt Wallace, who was still wiping the sweat off his forehead and cheeks.

			“You see,” I said, pointing to the picture. “She has a wonderful smile. It was a happy, happy day for her, for all of us, but she’s always like that,” I knew I was babbling, but I couldn’t help it. “You have to understand. This is not just another mother talking about her child. My daughter’s very special. She has such a soft, melodic voice, and there’s so much wonder in her eyes that she makes everyone and anyone who meets her feel good about themselves. Sick people feel better, and sad, depressed people become hopeful, cheery. People tell me that all the time.”

			Now they all nodded as if they were large puppets and someone was pulling their strings simultaneously. I continued my rambling, but I was terrified and couldn’t stop.

			“No matter what your mood is before you see her, you’re smiling when you leave her. She has wonderful energy about her. It’s soothing, healing.”

			The men looked at each other again.

			“If your day begins gray and depressing and you meet Mary, it’s bright and warm again. People tell me she makes the sound of their own laughter ring in their ears like sleigh bells on Christmas. That’s my Mary. She’s too sweet to recognize evil, don’t you see? You have to understand that. If you don’t, you won’t . . . I mean . . . you could miss something important and—”

			“Okay, okay. Give us a chance to comb the whole first floor. I’m sure we’ll find her,” Tom Miller said, and then they both began to search.

			“Let me get you some water,” the manager said. He looked as if he didn’t want to be near me, as if he thought my terror might be catching. I shook my head, but he went to get the water anyway.

			I was torn between getting up and running through the store again, screaming Mary’s name, and just sitting there obediently and waiting. I looked at the entrance not far from me, but I told myself she wouldn’t leave the store without me. She just wouldn’t. And she would never take the escalator up to a higher floor. She had to be someplace nearby. Maybe she hadn’t heard me calling to her.

			I smiled to myself the way someone who was humoring me might smile. Maybe I hadn’t been shouting as loudly as I thought I had. They’d find her. In just a few moments, they’d bring her back, all smiles. Or maybe she would just appear and explain how she’d had to help someone who was very sad or very sick. Mary wouldn’t cry. She would be sorry, but she wouldn’t cry. She would know how frightened I was, and she would just try to reassure me. That’s why she was so special. What other five-year-old would have that sort of insight?

			I debated whether I would tell John later after it was all over. Why make a big deal of it and get my husband all upset? I thought. He hated reprimanding her. Whenever he did, he looked as if he’d be the one to cry. He’d catch me looking at him with a smile on my face, and he’d screw his face back quickly to an expression as stern as he could manage. No, I thought. I’ll bawl her out, and that will be enough.

			“You can’t go off helping everyone you think needs help,” I would tell her. She always tried to comfort another child who was crying or afraid or just tired. It was a wonder to watch how they would calm as if they’d come through a cold rain into the warm sunshine of her smile.

			I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and then looked up when I sensed the manager standing there with a cup of water.

			Maybe it’s miraculous holy water, I thought. Half-kidding, John would tell me that. I’ll take a sip, and then Mary will appear. I reached for the glass, thanked him, and drank.

			“She’s a good girl, a very good girl. She wouldn’t do anything to bring pain and worry to anyone, especially to me. That’s why this is all so strange.”

			He nodded, holding that idiotic smile, but I ignored it.

			“She enjoys going to church. How many little girls enjoy that? She loves the choir, the sound of prayers, and the beauty of the church itself. You know Father McDermott, by any chance, the Church of the Sacred Heart?“

			He shook his head. “No, sorry.”

			“He’s always fawning over her. Everyone does. You don’t have to bribe Mary to do good things. She does things from the heart.”

			“I’m sure she’s just fine,” he said, looking more and more uncomfortable, and then his smile faded when he looked up. The two security guards appeared, now accompanied by a third. They shook their heads at him.

			“There’s no sign of her in the store on the first floor, and we called up to the second,” Burt Wallace said. “But no one’s seen a little girl alone up there.”

			“Would she go out of the store?” Tom Miller asked me, nodding toward the closest entrance.

			“No, never. I was just telling your manager what a good girl she is. Something’s not right. It’s not right!”

			I stood up. Panic, which had been spinning my heart like a top, suddenly seized it in a tight grip and was squeezing the blood out of it. I felt as if I had just stepped into an icy lake and was quickly sinking. I had to take action before my body became completely numb.

			“Mary!” I screamed, turning every which way. Then I started down another aisle. “Mary, where are you?”

			The three guards and the manager followed me, and then the manager took my arm to turn me toward him.

			“Relax, ma’am. They’ve covered the floor. She wouldn’t be hiding from you as some sort of childish prank, right?”

			“Of course not.”

			“Okay, we’re calling the mall’s security department right now,” he said. “Try to stay calm.”

			I could see that the customers nearby were beginning to look disturbed. The gathering of a manager and security guards was unnerving. I was sure that the first thing coming to their minds was that it was a bomb scare. Some were already leaving the store.

			I shook my head, pulled my arm out of the manager’s grasp, and screamed for Mary again and again. To get me to stop, Tom Miller asked me exactly where I was when I realized Mary was gone. I paused and pointed to the jewelry department. The manager left, repeating that he was going to contact the mall security and the police.

			“There was no one else shopping in the mall with you, was there? Someone she would go with outside the store?” Tom Miller asked, looking toward the jewelry counter.

			“No. Of course not. I would have told you that immediately.”

			He nodded. “Does she ever do this? Walk off on her own?”

			“Never,” I said. “I told you what she was like. Weren’t you listening to anything I said? She’s a very special five-year-old, and she wouldn’t dare cause me any worry!”

			“Yeah, well, we’ve seen kids that age doing things like that,” Burt Wallace said. “Special or not, they’re just kids, remember.”

			“Not my Mary. You don’t understand. She’s far beyond any normal five-year-old. She doesn’t wander off without telling me where she is going. She’s capable of watching over another five-year-old or a younger child, in fact.”

			He looked skeptical.

			“You don’t believe me? I’m telling you something’s not right!” I emphasized. I think he thought I might pound on his bloated stomach if he even tried to disagree. He stepped back.

			“Just take it easy,” Tom Miller said. “We’ll get to the bottom of it quickly. Not that much time has passed. We can alert the entire mall.”

			Again, I wondered just how much time had passed. How long had I ignored her?

			A few minutes later, the mall security police arrived and asked me to go with them to their office.

			“I don’t want to leave the store,” I said. “She’s here; she’s got to be here.”

			“It looks like she’s not,” the mall policeman said softly. “Let us get to the bottom of it. Please, ma’am. We want to help you.”

			“Let them help you,” the floor manager pleaded.

			I knew he wanted me out of his store, out of his life, but no more than I wanted him and all of this out of mine. I looked around helplessly.

			“There’s nothing more you can do in here,” the manager added. “Please, let them help you.”

			I looked at him so intently that he blanched. Then he looked down. He couldn’t face me. Maybe he knows something, I thought. Paranoia was crawling all over me.

			Something is not right, I thought, and started out of the store.
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			Blue Ribbon

			Reluctantly, I followed the mall police to their office. They told me they were contacting the Los Angeles police.

			“Why? Can’t you find her yourselves? What are you saying?”

			“We’re working on it, ma’am, but it’s a missing person. We have to contact them,” the mall security officer said.

			Twice while I waited, I felt myself becoming so faint that I thought I would just keel over on the floor. In fact, I began to look so bad and was so dizzy that paramedics were summoned. When they took my blood pressure and saw how high it was and how fast my heart was pounding, they wanted to take me to the hospital emergency room, but I wouldn’t leave until the police came and found Mary.

			They came in the form of a detective accompanied by a uniformed patrolman. The detective introduced himself as Lieutenant Samuel Abraham. He spoke in a soft, calm manner, which, although it was reassuring, annoyed me, making me feel as if I was being handled. Because of that, I avoided looking at him and looked down at my hands as I threaded my fingers in and out. This was a nervous gesture I’d had all my life.

			Lieutenant Abraham asked me to go over everything again, but he wanted me to begin with when I had left our house in Brentwood with Mary. I was certain he could tell from the tone of my voice that I didn’t understand the purpose of that.

			“Aren’t we wasting time?” I asked. “She is missing here, not back in Brentwood.”

			“Details are so very important to us now,” he told me. “The smallest things will help.”

			He reached out to take my hand and stop my nervous activity. Finally, I looked directly at him for the first time. Although he didn’t look much older than I was, he had an air of maturity and competence. It would sound strange to anyone listening, but I suddenly felt like throwing my arms around his neck and lowering my head to his shoulder just so I could feel the strength in him circling my body, comforting me. I am just a little girl again, I thought. I want Daddy.

			He brushed some of his dark brown hair away from his forehead and fixed his hazel eyes on me.

			“For example,” he continued, “maybe she was wearing something very distinct, unique.” He looked at the information the mall police had written on a form. “Besides a blue skirt, light blue blouse, dark blue cardigan, and white and blue loafers with light blue socks,” he continued. “Some mothers have their little girls wearing earrings at this age,” he added with a quick shrug and a soft smile.

			“No, no earrings. She has a blue ribbon around her hair. She wears it like I do,” I said, indicating how my light brown hair was brushed back and fell to the base of my neck. “We have the same color hair, and she loves wearing it however I do.”

			“See?” he said. “That’s not on here.” He made it sound like a break in the case. “Go on. You left the house. You’re married, I gather.”

			“Yes, of course. I mean . . . yes, we’ve been married nearly seven years. Mary’s our only child. We’ve been trying to have another for some time now,” I added. I didn’t know whether that sort of information was necessary, but I was afraid of leaving something out now that he had pointed out the ribbon I had forgotten. “My husband wanted us to wait until Mary was five. He thought it was a good age difference and best for college planning.”

			Lieutenant Abraham smiled. “Yes, that’s probably very wise.”

			“John researches everything, even down to a new can opener.” I paused. “I don’t know why I’m telling you these things,” I said with frustration. “I feel like I’m babbling nonsense, like a babbling idiot.”

			He smiled softly again. “It’s all right. I understand. Was your husband home when you left with Mary this morning?”

			“No, he had left early for an important business trip.”

			Lieutenant Abraham nodded and looked at the form. “John Clark Jr. He works for Eternal Software?”

			“He’s their business manager.”

			“I see. Where did he go for this business trip?”

			“San Bernardino.”

			“Well, that’s just a little more than an hour away. Have we tried to reach him yet?” he asked the mall security guard.

			“Not yet.”

			“Okay. I guess we should be doing that,” he said, mostly to me. I nodded and searched my purse for one of John’s business cards because they had his mobile number on them, too. I realized that avoiding informing John now was a hope that had dissipated like steam.

			I handed Lieutenant Abraham the card.

			“Thank you. So, you left the house about what time?”

			“Nine-thirty.”

			“And did you stop anywhere before arriving here?”

			“No, we came right here. I went directly to the department store. What, do you think I went somewhere else, forgot my daughter, and came here before I realized it?”

			“No, no, of course not. Were you holding your daughter’s hand the whole time you were at the mall?”

			“Of course.”

			He looked as if he was swallowing a poison pill and then gently said, “At some point, you must have let go.”

			The words seemed to go into my ears and plunge down my spine, echoing as they descended. Of course I had to have let her go. Of course this was my fault. Snapping at him or anyone else wasn’t going to change that fact.

			“I’m not sure when I let go of her hand. I can’t remember. It just seems so foggy.”

			“Sure. I understand.” He looked at the mall parking ticket. “Your parking ticket has you here at ten forty-five,” he said. “That’s a little long for how far you had to come if you were coming here directly.”

			“Maybe it wasn’t exactly nine-thirty,” I said. “How can anyone plan on the traffic here?” My voice was becoming shrill again.

			“We just want to lock in these details.”

			He glanced at John’s business card as if he had just realized he was holding it.

			“Do you want to call him first?” he asked.

			I didn’t reply. I was sure I would have trouble speaking. I’d probably start to cry so hard that John wouldn’t understand a word.

			“We could call him for you,” he said. “Let me handle that. I know how upset you are.”

			“Yes, thank you.” I released the pent-up hot air in my lungs. I remember thinking, This man is very sensitive for a policeman. He reminds me more of a kindly male nurse.

			“I imagine you’ve been here before with your daughter?”

			“Yes, many times since it opened. Well, maybe not many, but at least three.”

			“Did your daughter ask to go anywhere special in the mall when you arrived? Did she want something to eat? Go to a toy store?”

			“No.”

			“So, you came up the escalator from the parking lot and went directly to the department store. Did you go right to the area where you were when you realized she was missing?”

			“Yes, yes,” I said. These questions felt like death by a thousand cuts. I threw up my hands. “How could someone take my daughter out of a department store? She wouldn’t let anyone forcibly take her. She would scream for me. Someone must have seen her,” I said, finally feeling the tears flooding into my eyes.

			“We’ve got people interviewing every salesperson in the store. Well,” he said, getting up, “let me phone your husband. You want anything—coffee, cold drink, anything—in the meantime?”

			I shook my head and dabbed at the tears on my cheeks. Surely, I thought, any moment someone would come in holding Mary’s hand. I stared at the door and with all my might willed it to happen.

			When Lieutenant Abraham returned, he had two cups of coffee.

			“Just in case,” he said, handing one to me. “I just put a little milk in it, but here are some sugar packets if you want.”

			I immediately put them and the coffee on the desk. He sipped his and looked at me more intently. It was as if he was looking in my face for clues about Mary’s disappearance. What was he thinking? That I had made all this up, that I didn’t even have a daughter? What?

			“Your husband didn’t pick up, but I left a message.”

			“If he’s in a meeting, he won’t have his phone on,” I said. “He’s adamant about that and not above chastising anyone who does leave his or her phone on in a meeting.”

			“Gotcha. Just to be sure, I also called his office and left a message with his secretary.”

			“Okay.”

			Just to have something to do with my hands, I picked up the cup of coffee and sipped some. It felt as if it was burning my throat even though it was just warm.

			He felt his cell phone vibrate, took it out, and rose to take a few steps away from me. He turned and nodded to me to indicate that it was John. Then he walked a few more steps away to talk. A minute or so later, he turned back to me.

			“He was just leaving his meeting. Pretty calm guy,” he said.

			“Oh, yes, that’s my John,” I said proudly. My whole body was trembling, but I tried to hide it. “Actually, one of the reasons I fell in love with him was his inner strength and stability. There’s no one better in a crisis than my John. He thinks first and never lets his emotions run away with him.”

			“Not bad qualities to have nowadays,” Lieutenant Abraham said.

			“He’s very religious, too. I think that’s where he gets his inner strength.”

			“Oh? How so?”

			It didn’t take a genius to see that he wanted to keep me talking.

			“John never misses a Sunday at church if he can help it. I’m not as devout, but even if I don’t go, my daughter does. He’s a big football fan, too.”

			“Oh, Rams?”

			“Believe it or not, he’s a Giants fan and a Yankees fan.”

			“That is surprising. Is he from New York?”

			“No, but he went to NYU.”

			“Ah.”

			“Graduated with honors. He’s a strong man. He’ll know what to do,” I muttered. “John will know what to do.”

			“That’s good. We’ve got to keep clear minds, keep thinking about everything. Try to picture the scene again,” he added as he sat across from me. He leaned forward and focused on me as if he wanted to hypnotize me. For a moment, I actually wondered if that wasn’t a police detective’s technique. I’d gladly go into a trance if that would solve the problem, I thought. “Go on, please, visualize,” he said.

			“I’ll try,” I said.

			“Good.” He smiled again. “Let’s just go over it all again. Sometimes there’s a detail we might have missed or overlooked, okay?”

			He’s good at this, I thought. He knows what he’s doing. I’ve got to be more cooperative. I felt a little more relief, a little sense of calmness. I was happy that he was the detective on duty.

			“Yes, yes, of course.”

			“So, you’re at the counter. You’re talking to the saleslady. Does your daughter ask anything, want anything? Kids get impatient.”

			“No, she’s a very well-behaved little girl. She never pesters. I told them that. She’s being homeschooled, but she already knows a great deal more than the average first- or second-grader, especially when it comes to history. John’s hobby is ships in bottles, and he only builds famous ones and then explains them. You should see how patiently she sits and listens. So you see, she wouldn’t be impatient in the store. My daughter wouldn’t run off. The whole idea is ridiculous.”

			He paused, sipped some more coffee, and then said in a surprisingly casual tone, “The saleslady doesn’t recall a little girl standing beside you.”

			It felt as if he had delivered the famous bombshell in a courtroom during cross-examination of a witness. It took me a moment to gather my wits and respond. I bit down hard on my lower lip, trying to keep my rage from overflowing like volcanic lava.

			“She was probably just intent on making the sale,” I said in a very controlled but sharp tone. “She had dollar signs in her eyes that were blocking her vision.”

			He nodded, with a slight smile crossing his lips, and then sipped his coffee, his eyes still fixed on me with an intensity that was beginning to unnerve me. I closed my eyes and thought about what he had said about my letting go of Mary’s hand.

			Somewhere else in the mall, in malls across the country, on city and village streets, mothers were walking with their little girls. Statistically, as John might say, there were probably thousands, maybe tens of thousands, of those little girls who were the same age as Mary, many even born on the same day. These mothers had their daughters’ hands firmly in their grips. Their eyes went everywhere as they walked. We’d all been made so aware of the dangers that lurked around us, especially for our children. As difficult as it was, all of these mothers tried to remain alert, protective, and sensibly frightened, sensibly because fear could be a good thing. It made us safer. We double-locked our doors and put alarms in our homes and in our cars. We installed cameras on the fronts of our homes, and more and more these days, we were installing them in streets and in stores. John always said that we should be more like London, where there were cameras everywhere.

			“Cameras,” I said aloud when a thought suddenly followed. “Doesn’t the store have a security camera? We can see that the saleslady is wrong.”

			Lieutenant Abraham nodded. “Mall security is checking it out right now,” he said. “Now, I’m not jumping to any conclusions here,” he continued, “but it’s important to cover everything in a case like this, okay? Don’t jump to any conclusions from my questions.”

			“Yes, yes,” I said, now feeling more impatient now than frightened.

			“Have you noticed any strangers in your neighborhood lately who happened to be watching your house, your family? Have you noticed any stranger, the same stranger, who just happens to be in places you are? Something like that?”

			“No.”

			“You didn’t notice anyone lurking near your home?”

			“No, of course not. I would have mentioned something like that to my husband immediately, and he certainly would have warned me. We live on a cul-de-sac, so someone loitering would be very obvious.”

			“Do you usually go shopping alone with your daughter? Any friends go along?”

			“Sometimes, yes. I just . . . what difference does that make?”

			“I don’t know,” he said, almost smiling. “I have to be as thorough as I can here. What about other relatives? Anyone you’re not getting along with, anyone who is critical of how you bring up your daughter, maybe?”

			“No,” I said. “Both my husband and I are only children. My parents are retired. My mother had me late in life. They live in Rancho Mirage in a development. My father’s addicted to golf,” I added. He widened his eyes and smiled, but I wasn’t trying to be funny. John repeated it so often that it became attached to any description of my parents whenever anyone asked about them.

			“How do you get along with your in-laws?”

			“Fine,” I said.

			“Like tolerable fine or . . .”

			“We get along,” I said. “I don’t understand these questions. This has nothing to do with family. In fact, we’re a perfect family.”

			“Yes, I’m sure,” he said. If he was bothered by my attitude, he didn’t show it. “I had a case recently, though, where a woman’s mother-in-law did something like this to teach her son’s wife a lesson. She thought she was too careless with their child. Most missing children are actually family-related abductions.”

			“Well, that’s not us. Neither John nor his mother has ever been critical of the way I take care of our daughter. No one has, especially not my in-laws or parents. If anything, they’re always accusing me of doting on her too much.”

			“Do you have a regular babysitter?”

			“Yes. She’s a neighbor, actually, Margaret Sullivan. She’s a widow in her fifties and like another member of our family now. My husband is very comfortable, as I am, with her watching our daughter. She’s a religious woman and often goes with us to our church or with John and Mary when I don’t attend.”

			“No children of her own?”

			“No. I think that is another reason she took to Mary so quickly, why she became a member of our family so quickly.”

			“Why didn’t she have any children of her own?”

			“She’s never been fond of talking about it, but from what she did tell us, her husband couldn’t get her pregnant, and Margaret would never agree to try any of the scientific alternatives, nor would she adopt.”

			He nodded and asked for her address.

			“It’s the house right next to ours on the right when you face our house,” I explained.

			“Does she only babysit at your home, or does she take Mary into her own house?”

			“Mary feels comfortable in her home, but she babysits in our home only. I have never let Mary sleep in Margaret’s house, not that she would have felt uncomfortable doing so. It’s just the way I am with her. John usually accuses me of smothering her with attention, which is what makes all of this even more bizarre.”

			“So, Margaret has never taken your daughter places without you?”

			“Why are you asking me all this about Margaret?” I asked, losing my patience. “Margaret is like another grandmother to Mary. She’s been there to help nurse her when she’s been sick. She’s been at every birthday. It’s debatable who dotes on my daughter more, me or Margaret.”

			“Things could have happened around her that she was not aware of. Did she take her somewhere without you recently?”

			“No.” I shook my head and brought my hands to my face.

			“I’m sorry. I don’t mean to upset you any more than you already are. I’m just trying to get a full picture,” he said, and then turned to the door when a security guard entered the office. I saw him jerk his head to indicate that Lieutenant Abraham should come to him.

			“Excuse me a moment,” Lieutenant Abraham said, walking over to the guard.

			They moved to the side and talked. Then the security guard left, and Lieutenant Abraham returned, walking very slowly, a new and more concerned expression on his face. My heart raced. He knew something more, something significant.

			“Was that the man looking at the videotape?” I asked hopefully.

			“Yes.”

			“Well?”

			“When you approached the counter in the jewelry department, you didn’t have a little girl with you on the videotape,” he said.
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			Strangers

			Numbness tingled in my fingertips, perhaps because I had my fingers locked so tightly together. I shook my head like someone trying to shake the words she had just heard out of her ears.

			“How could I think I had my daughter with me in the store if I didn’t?” I asked Lieutenant Abraham.

			Actually, I was asking myself, but I looked at him, hoping that he would pluck an answer from his investigative experience. From the expression in his face, I thought he was struggling for one because he really wanted to help me. The pained look in his eyes told me he couldn’t explain it, either, however.

			“I guess I must have let go of her just outside the entrance and thought she had come in right behind me. She always hangs on to me or stays right beside me, so I just assumed . . .”

			He nodded. “Very likely. Obviously, something must have distracted her long enough for the door to close between you. Maybe she didn’t even realize you had gone in,” he said.

			“She knew I was going into the store, though. She wouldn’t just stand out there dumbly. She knows how to open a department-store door and follow her mother in through it.”

			I could see the point settle firmly in Lieutenant Abraham’s mind. Any innocuous reason for Mary’s disappearance disappeared as quickly as she had.

			“How does your daughter get along with strangers?” he followed.

			“Strangers? We don’t have any strangers in our life,” I replied, not fully understanding.

			“No, I mean people she would see on the street or in a store, somewhere when she was with you. Didn’t strangers ever try to talk to her?”

			“Oh, yes. She’s very special, very pretty. People often stop us to remark about her, talk to her.”

			“Exactly,” he said. “What was usually her reaction to that sort of thing?”

			“She always responds correctly and with respect.”

			“Is there any particular sort of person she favors?”

			“Particular sort?” I asked. “You mean elderly or young, someone in uniform or not?”

			“Yes, exactly,” he replied, looking and sounding grateful for my intelligent response.

			“No, I don’t think so. Except maybe a priest.”

			“A priest?”

			“Anyone in any religious garb.”

			“Okay. That’s helpful.” He made some note in his pad.

			Another thought occurred to me. “Maybe there’s a security guard here with some sort of negative history.”

			“We’ll check that, but they do screen people they hire for security, Mrs. Clark.”

			“People fall through the cracks. Pedophiles have even been hired to work in grade schools and preschools.”

			“Right. Okay. I’ll get this picture of Mary duplicated and up all over this place,” he said. “We’ll also put out an APB and an Amber Alert with a detailed description. We’re still interviewing other salespeople in other stores, the parking-lot staff, anyone and everyone who might have seen something.”

			I nodded. Was I crying, or were my tears falling inside my eyes and raining down over my heart?

			“I should get you home, Mrs. Clark,” he said. “There’s nothing else you can do here. I’ll have one of the patrolmen take you.”

			“No. I can’t leave. I can’t leave without Mary,” I said.

			He looked as if he was having trouble swallowing.

			“What?” I practically screamed at him.

			“I really don’t think she’s here, Mrs. Clark,” he said.

			“I can’t believe I let that department-store door close between Mary and me,” I said. “I can’t.”

			“You were probably rushing in and, as you said, assumed she was right behind you.”

			“But why wouldn’t she just open the door herself and follow me into the store? Someone’s definitely taken her. But if someone did that, why didn’t she scream?”

			“I don’t know,” he said. “Once that part of the puzzle is solved, it will all be solved.”

			“I’m sure she expected that I would notice she wasn’t with me and rush out looking for her. If I had seen her with someone, some stranger, I would have rescued her. But I didn’t notice she was gone in time. What is wrong with me?”

			“It won’t do any good to blame yourself, Mrs. Clark. Look, we’ve pretty much covered this place. There’s no sign of her here now, or anyone’s having seen her, but we will have those pictures up in a few hours. I just made contact with the FBI. I have a good friend in the Bureau’s office here, Special Agent David Joseph, and he said he would take personal interest in and control of this situation.”

			“The FBI,” I repeated, the idea driving home how serious it all had become.

			“We have to look at the possibility that this kidnapping is to extract money from you, a ransom.”

			“We live in Brentwood, but we’re not ostentatious. We’re not anywhere near what would be considered very wealthy people today,” I said.

			“They might not ask for that much. There’s good reason for people like this to go after moderately well-off families. There’s less media attention, and they’d believe there would be less police involvement than there would be with a high-profile family. So,” he continued, “let’s get you home. Dave and his agents will meet us there. They’ll get your phones tapped. We’ll wait to see what these people have in mind.”

			He stood up and reached for my hand. I started to rise but felt my whole body tremble and sat again, shaking my head.

			“Can you get me some water first? I’ll take a pill.”

			“Sure,” he said. He hurried out and came back in with a cup of water.

			I opened my purse and found the pill bottle.

			“What is that?” he asked when I plucked out a capsule.

			“Just a tranquilizer. A mild one,” I said.

			“You didn’t take one before you came here today, did you, Mrs. Clark?”

			“No. You shouldn’t drive after taking one of these. I’m careful about it.”

			“How long have you been taking them?”

			“A while,” I said, and swallowed the pill.

			“Might I ask why?”

			I shook my head. “I don’t feel like going into all that right now.”

			“Okay, let’s get you home. Your husband should be on his way. He was leaving immediately.”

			I took a deep breath and stood up. Now I did feel as if I would faint. I started to cry, my sobs coming in small, tight gasps that tightened my body and closed my lungs, freezing my arms, my legs. This was really happening. I was going to leave without Mary, get into the car and go home to an empty house, look at her things, smell the scent of her hair, and not hear the sound of her voice. Every part of me said no. It was as if there was a great scream being sounded inside me. My legs wobbled.

			Lieutenant Abraham put his arm around me. “Lean on me,” he said. “I’ll get you home myself.”

			I closed my eyes and practically let him carry me out of the mall security office. On the street just outside the mall, he helped me into his automobile. He spoke quickly with some patrolman and then got in to drive me home. I lay back, my eyes closed. My pill had put me in a state of limbo, numbness. It was as though I were drifting in some dream. I embraced it.

			I was confident that by the time we arrived at my home, I would wake up and find myself sitting in the living room, thumbing through one of my fashion magazines. All that had happened wouldn’t even be a bad dream, much less any sort of memory. Mary would appear in the doorway to tell me that John was almost home. It was remarkable how she could sense that, but she was remarkable in so many ways that I had stopped being amazed.

			I felt us stop at a traffic light and opened my eyes.

			“You okay?” Lieutenant Abraham asked.

			I looked at him as if we had never met. Then it all came rushing back at me. I turned and looked back toward the mall. What if I was leaving forever without Mary? I envisioned John and me at the dinner table days, weeks, and months from now without her. During our meal, both of us would avoid looking at Mary’s chair. Whenever John would speak, he would sound like someone afraid of silence. No matter how hard he would try, for me, his words would fall like iron pebbles from his lips. He could try everything, talk about his day at work. He could run on and on with descriptions of the stock market and the economy that I was sure would be welcomed on CNBC or Bloomberg. None of it would work.

			But he wouldn’t be able to stop talking, and for that matter, neither would I. At these once-precious dinners, now without Mary, we would become two people housed together in some prison cell who spoke different languages but needed the sound of their voices to keep their sanity.

			Afterward, I would welcome the kitchen cleanup. I would avoid using the dishwasher. Scrubbing and drying pots, pans, plates, glasses, cups, and silverware would feel like penance. In fact, all of my housework would become an act of contrition. Not to mention how deeply dependent I would become on pills to get me through the day. Too often, that was already happening.

			I thought that John might not blame me for losing my focus, failing to pay attention to Mary, and instead concentrating on material gifts with such intensity that I didn’t see my little girl led off and out of our lives that dreadful day, but I would always blame myself. I would always carry the cross down my own Via Dolorosa and dream of myself crucified in our backyard, moaning, “Why hast thou forsaken me?”

			I sat up in Lieutenant Abraham’s car. “I’m so frightened,” I said.

			He nodded and drove faster.

			“Somehow, you read about these things in the papers or see them on television but never feel vulnerable, never think it can happen to you,” I said.

			“I know.”

			“Will I get her back?”

			“I’m on it. Special Agent Dave Joseph will be on it. We’ll get her back,” he said firmly.

			I closed my eyes and leaned back again.

			I’ll be home soon—home—and John will be home soon, too. Surely he’ll know exactly what to do. I couldn’t wait to get home now.

			We had a two-story, three-bedroom Tudor house on Westgate in that area of Brentwood that seemed more like city suburbs than city. Although Brentwood had more than its share of celebrities from Hollywood and well-known businesspeople living there, its national infamy had come with the O. J. Simpson case. Everyone we knew and everyone we met who learned that we lived in Brentwood always managed to ask how close we were to the murders. John hated that.

			But there was no denying that we lived in a rather upscale community. Even the smaller houses and condos in Brentwood had drifted into the sea sailed by millionaires. Of course, every resident’s initial cost depended on when his home was built and sold. John said there were old homeowners sitting on millions in capital gains. There was a rapidly diminishing number of building lots and square feet still available, which kept the prices up.

			John wasn’t a very wealthy man when we first met. He had a good salary, but his parents had signed over some significant stock assets to him. Some of them poured out significant additional income, and some he sold at an opportune time. In fact, he had doubled his portfolio before we were married.

			When my parents learned that John and I were getting serious, they were pleased, because it was easy to see that he was very intelligent when it came to financial planning. After all, this was his career, his life’s work and interest. A girl’s parents are almost more interested in their future son-in-law’s economic prospects than they are in his personality, even his passion for their daughter.

			Here was this man, John Clark, handsome to the point where he could be compared with movie stars or classic statues and paintings, who also had a stability most parents fantasized about when it came to a daughter’s future. Why shouldn’t my father and mother gush over him to the point where I would be embarrassed? While we were dating, I was always making excuses for them, and John was always understanding.

			“If and when I’m like your father, I’ll think along the same lines, especially if I have a daughter,” he said.

			“But you won’t behave like he does when your daughter brings home a boyfriend you approve of.”

			He just gave me that knowing, self-confident smile and gently jerked his head to the left, a small gesture that made me smile, too. When you first find yourself falling in love with someone, you are so tuned in to his or her every gesture. I loved the way John poured my glass of wine at dinner, for example. He would never reach over to do it but would first take my glass, pour the wine, whirl it in the glass, and then hand it to me. Little things like that made me feel special. I couldn’t help lavishing compliments on him, subtly or otherwise. Rather than thank me, he would kiss me, almost like a royal stamp of approval. But our relationship was far from one-sided.

			John never picked me up for a date without telling me how beautiful I looked. They weren’t simply appropriate comments or words of praise that one of my girlfriends could call “good come-ons.” I knew he was sincere because of what he appreciated. He was truly impressed with my attention to style, to choosing clothes that flattered my figure and favoring colors that heightened the beauty of my complexion and my eyes, a shade of blue he swore he had never seen. Those sorts of things were important to him, and he would no sooner be attracted to a ravishing, sexy beauty who paid no attention to them than he would to a female ape.

			“I love the fact that you know yourself so well and know that less is often more,” he told me, referring to how I wore my makeup, how much jewelry I put on, or how I styled my hair. It was important to him to be comfortable with a woman. As trite as it might sound, I knew he really believed it when he said we were a good fit.

			Besides looking good together, we could have intelligent conversations. I knew enough about economics, the stock market, and business to understand the things he said and add substantively to the discussion myself. I never tried to be someone I wasn’t or put on airs, and neither did John. Whatever hesitation, walls, and guarded language a man and a woman have when they first meet was diminished with every subsequent date John and I had, until we were naked and exposed, every fear, quirk, and dream revealed.

			Trust has to come before love. Maybe that was why John didn’t believe in the “at first sight” concept. “You can be immediately attracted to someone sexually, but love requires an investment and a risk,” he said. “Once you confess it, you’re out there hanging, hoping you have not misjudged the person you hope loves you, too.”

			I knew he was more religious than I was, but he was never obsessive about it when he was with me. I think it was simply part of his faith to believe that whatever he believed, eventually I would, too, and to the same extent and intensity. We had disagreements about it, but he was always tolerant during those early days.

			Of course, my parents just loved that he was a religious man, even though they weren’t very religious. They went to church on holidays and for funerals and weddings, but in my father’s mind, giving up his golf on a Sunday was more of a cardinal sin. John made no argument. He was about as accepting a man as I could ever imagine. I know that was because of his confidence that what he believed was right. He didn’t have to convince anyone.

			“I’d be just as comfortable in a room full of atheists,” he once said. “No matter what they profess, they live in doubt. I don’t.”

			In a social world where young men were increasingly superficial and openly arrogant, John Clark was a dream come true. I could see the envy in the eyes of my girlfriends whenever they saw us together. Every one of them surely asked herself what I had that she didn’t, why I had found a man like John and she couldn’t. When I complained about this once to John and told him how I couldn’t stand the jealousy I saw in my so-called good friends, he thought a moment and said, “The only people who really feel happy for you are people who already have what they want, people who are comfortable being who they are. Seek those out to be your close friends. Acquaintances are fine, but think of them as just what they are—temporary, disposable imitations of real friends and pools of green envy.”

			How could I not fall in love with John Clark and want to spend my life with such a man, a man who could give away wisdom as easily as one of those people hired to stand on street corners could hand out advertisements?

			Before we were married, John had already gone after the Tudor house we would own. He loved the cul-de-sac, the clean, quiet neighborhood. The first time he showed it to me, I did think it looked like an illustration torn out of a children’s fable, with its white picket fence, immaculate front walk, hedges, and bright green lawn. No one had a great deal of acreage in Brentwood, but the house had a good-sized lot with a row of lemon, orange, and grapefruit trees in the backyard. It was easy to imagine us as a family there, our children laughing and squealing with a feeling of complete security. There would be no drive-by shootings, no inner-city terrors. Fences were designed more for appearance than for safety. It would always be safe to walk at night.

			John knew the real estate agent handling it, and he knew just how to bargain for it, because the owner was in some distress. The day after we bought it, its value was already up twenty percent. Anyone hearing all of this wouldn’t have to wonder why I thought that every day, every month, every year of John’s and my life together would be filled with success and perfection.

			Of course, it wasn’t that way. It isn’t that way for anyone. Lately, I was having more and more trouble navigating the sea of perfection on which John had placed our marriage. Ironically, it was his mother who had suggested my therapist. She had a good friend whose daughter used him. She relented with, “If you young people today need such things, at least you can seek the best.”

			The pills he prescribed were meant to bring me to an even keel so our sessions could be therapeutically successful. I had kept this from Lieutenant Abraham because I feared that he would think this was all my fault, that my psychological and emotional problems were the culprits. I was afraid that in his mind, it would be a convenient way to explain what had happened and he wouldn’t be as vigorous in his pursuit of discovering whatever had happened to Mary.

			Of course, I couldn’t escape from my own thoughts and questions. Was this turmoil I had been experiencing the reason I had neglected her, hadn’t noticed she was gone? If so, it was even more my fault. I knew that the first question out of John’s mouth when we were alone would be, “Did you take one of your pills before you went to the mall?”

			Would he believe me if I told him no?

			Would I believe myself?
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