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Transcript of interview with CAROLYN SANDERS, March 3. Filmed outside Friends School, Charles Street, Baltimore, MD. (Production notes: Interview was actually recorded on sidewalk near school, a public area, as school refused access. Permit was not obtained. Harmony Burns is off-camera. Transcript provided by our third-party transcription service, then edited by HB per her notes for clarity, transcription errors. Otherwise a full and unexpurgated transcript.)

           SPEAKER 1: Harmony Burns

           SPEAKER 2: Carolyn Sanders

                   INPUT: HB

SPEAKER 1/HARMONY BURNS: I’ll ask questions for clarity, details. But it’s really just supposed to be you talking. When the film is edited, my voice will not be on it. You’re telling a story, as if I’m not here.

SPEAKER 2/CAROLYN SANDERS: Why would I be telling the story if no one is here?








	HB:
	I mean tell the story as if I’m not asking questions, as if it all just came out. As if the camera is your audience, which it is.



	CS:
	Okay. Gosh, I’m glad it’s not colder. Why didn’t you want to do this inside?



	HB:
	Production issues. Besides, it just looks like any school on the inside and it’s dark, which is unflattering when you don’t have the time to light professionally. People actually look better in bright light. Plus, this is a more interesting backdrop.



	CS:
	You mean the tennis courts? Can you even see them from here? And it’s not like they’re just for the school. There’s a club of sorts. People in the neighborhood pay to use them. Friends is a private school, but it’s not super-fancy.



	HB:
	Did you go here?



	CS:
	No, I attended Roland Park Country. They had a summer program, too, but I wanted a change of scenery. I wish I had—I’d give anything not to have been here that day.



	HB:
	Don’t get ahead of yourself, okay? Just tell the story, beginning to end. Don’t worry about pausing. Take all the time you want. And if you screw something up, stop, take a breath, and start over. There’s no wrong way to do this.



	CS:
	Okay. Now?



	HB:
	One more check on everything—we good? Okay, go. Oh, and identify yourself. Name, age, your, um, role. What you were doing that summer.



	CS:
	My name is Carolyn Sanders and I’m twenty-eight years old. I work at Sanders & Sanders, a local communications company that does advertising and PR. It was founded by my grandfather and his brother—my great-uncle—right after World War II. It is one of the oldest communications firms in Baltimore. My father is the current president and serves on several local boards.



	HB:
	And twelve years ago? What were you doing then?



	CS:
	Oh, yes. Right. On August eighth, 2002, I was working at the summer day camp here at Friends when a woman came in and asked to take her children home. The woman was Melisandre Dawes, the mother of two of our campers, Alanna and Ruby. She said she needed to get the kids and take them home. She said it was an emergency, but she wouldn’t tell me the nature of the emergency. Only that she needed them, right now.



	HB:
	Just keep going. You’re telling a story.



	CS:
	It was about ten A.M. and all the children had just left for a field trip to a local dairy farm. I was surprised that Mrs. Dawes didn’t know because she had signed the slips two weeks earlier. Three kids had to stay behind because their parents forgot, and those kids had been dropped off by caregivers who couldn’t give legal consent. Lots of our kids were dropped off by babysitters, nannies. The Dawes girls almost missed the trip because they were late that day, but their dad had dropped them off. Usually, it was the nanny, but she wasn’t around that week. She was on vacation or something. Mr. Dawes had seemed a little absentminded at drop-off, but he’s that kind of guy, right? He didn’t make all his money by focusing on details that others could take care of. That’s what my dad always said. They knew each other a little, my dad and Mr. Dawes. They were on some board together. Anyway, Mrs. Dawes, whom I’d seen only once or twice that summer, came in, and asked to withdraw the girls. She said it was an emergency. Of course, I was very concerned when I heard that, but I had to ask—What is the nature of the emergency? And she just kept murmuring: “Can’t you see? Can’t you see? Isn’t it obvious?” The only thing I could see was that she looked awful.



	HB:
	Could you be more descriptive?



	CS:
	Well, just awful. Her hair looked as if it hadn’t been washed for days—and she had such pretty hair the other times I had seen her. Her skin looked bad, pale and waxy. She was breathing heavily, almost panting, and she wore way too much clothing for a hot day. She had on a turtleneck and this big baggy linen thing over it. It looked very Eileen Fisher and it was enormous on her. It was all very strange. Disturbing, like the homeless people you see wearing coats in hot weather. I didn’t think she should be left alone. I told her to wait in the hall for me and that I would go get someone. I thought maybe she should see a nurse or a doctor, but I wanted to ask my boss. After all, I was only sixteen, I couldn’t tell a grown-up to wait in one place, or make her have a glass of water. I wasn’t gone more than five minutes, but when I got back with the head of camp, she—Mrs. Dawes—had left. When I heard later—I felt awful. If I had gotten her to stay, nothing would have happened. But I thought she was a risk only to herself. I mean, that’s bad, but it’s not as if I could see the baby.



	HB:
	Are you sure the baby was with her?



	CS:
	Not at the time. I mean, it was only after that I realized—there were straps, over the turtleneck, but under this poncho-like thing she was wearing, visible at the edges of the neckline. They had to be straps, right? So she had the baby in a carrier and she had put on the big poncho so we wouldn’t see the baby. That’s what I think.



	HB:
	But are you sure the baby was under the poncho? Could you see the baby’s shape, hear her? Was she moving?



	CS:
	No.



	HB:
	So the baby could have been in the car.



	CS:
	Anything is possible, I guess. But I think the baby was with her.



	HB:
	Go back and describe Melisandre again. In more detail if you could. Make people see her as she was that day.



	CS:
	Her hair was almost flat with grease. I had seen her once or twice and she was a really striking woman, and her hair was what you noticed first. She had those big snaky curls, you know? And the color was amazing, gold and brown, almost like a topaz. She also had brown eyes and lovely skin. Normally. But on this day, her skin was grayish white and she was way overdressed, all these layers on a really hot day. She had on tights, too. And cowboy boots. Bright red cowboy boots. But, you know, some people overdress in the summer because they’re in places that have really strong air-conditioning. I keep a cardigan in my desk drawer.



	HB:
	And what did she say?



	CS:
	She asked me to go get Alanna and Ruby. I said, “But they’re on the field trip. They just left.” She got so upset that I thought she might—do something to me. She was waving her arms, pacing, muttering, saying she had to take them right then. I went to get the head of camp, Mrs. Von. She’s actually Mrs. Von Treffathen, but—well, little kids, you can imagine them trying to say that name. So she was known as Mrs. Von. I said that Melisandre Dawes was in the lobby and seemed to be in some kind of distress. I said—I said [next few words indistinct]. Mrs. Von came out with me, and Mrs. Dawes was gone. Everyone says it’s not my fault. She probably ran out the second I left her, and what else could I have done? And I didn’t know—I mean—if I had known. I should have known. Where else would the baby have been? And we all knew that the family had a baby. Alanna and Ruby talked about her all the time. Isadora. But it didn’t occur to me that she had brought the baby in with her, under her clothes.



	HB:
	In court, you didn’t mention the part about the baby carrier, did you?



	CS:
	I wasn’t allowed. They said it was conjecture. And they said even if I could swear to seeing the straps of the baby carrier, I couldn’t know if a baby was under her dress. But she had to be. It became a big deal. That was the first time her lawyer moved for a mistrial, but it wasn’t granted. People forget that sometimes, or get confused. They say, Oh, you’re the girl whose testimony got Melisandre Dawes a second trial. The mistrial wasn’t because of me, I didn’t do anything wrong. I was only sixteen. Well, seventeen by the time it went to trial. [Indistinct words.]



	HB:
	You know, Carolyn, Melisandre Dawes didn’t go psychotic in a single morning. Think of all the other people who had a chance to intervene before that day. Her husband, her own mother, who had visited earlier that summer. Her mother-in-law, who lived right here in Baltimore and saw her grandchildren at least once a week. And you can’t be sure that she had the baby with her. She might have left her in the car. After all—



	CS:
	No, I’m sure the baby was there. I was the last one. I was the last person to see her that day. Isadora was there, inches away from me. Everyone says I can’t know that, but I do.



	HB:
	Did she say anything strange when you spoke? Melisandre. You’ve established that she acted oddly, but what about the conversation itself?



	CS:
	No. I told you everything.



	HB:
	She didn’t say anything else? Something out of the ordinary? Anything about the nature of the emergency?



	CS:
	No.



	HB:
	Nothing?



	CS:
	What do you mean?



	HB:
	I don’t want to lead you, Carolyn. My—our—standards for this—they’re very high. I don’t want to plant an idea in your head, lead you in any way. But are you sure you’ve recalled the conversation in its entirety?



	CS:
	Pretty sure.



	HB:
	She didn’t say anything else? Something—I think this is okay—something to explain why she was dressed the way she was. Anything like that? About her arms, her legs, what was happening to them?



	CS:
	No, nothing like that.



	HB:
	Never mind. I just thought—Never mind.



	CS:
	She thought something was wrong with her arms and legs? I don’t remember reading about that.



	HB:
	We asked you not to read, remember? Not to prepare in any way. We just want your memories, unfiltered.



	CS:
	I read things at the time. Who wouldn’t? And I was relieved that—The police came to talk to me, but my name was kept out of it until the trial and, by then, I was away at boarding school, which my parents thought best, although I came back for the trial. And to live, after college, but by then no one remembered anymore that I had a part in it. My dad always says Baltimoreans, the real ones, are like homing pigeons. Or boomerangs. We all come back. Anyway, everyone kept saying it wasn’t my fault, but what else could they say?



	HB:
	I thought you just said that people said the mistrial was your fault.



	CS:
	Not the mistrial. The actual—thing. What happened. I could have saved her.



	HB:
	You didn’t know the baby was there, much less what Melisandre was going to do.



	CS:
	But I knew Mrs. Dawes wasn’t in her right mind. I saw her and I left her alone, to walk out and get in her car and—do what she did! I mean, even if she wasn’t in her right mind, I might have been able to help.



	HB:
	Even if? What do you mean?



	CS:
	Nothing. I mean—my dad said not to go there. It’s gossip. And the Dawes family has always been quick with a lawsuit. My dad says. When will this be on TV?



	HB:
	No broadcast date yet. But it will be in theaters first, I hope. Theaters or on one of the premium cable networks, maybe one of the streaming outlets, which are doing original work now. We hope to finish shooting before summer, which means we’ll take it to festivals the following year. So, if we’re lucky—two years from now.



	CS:
	Wow, I’ll be thirty by then.



	HB:
	Somebody has to be.



	CS:
	What?



	HB:
	I said that’s a nice age to be. Camera off, end tape.








Part I






Monday


9:30 A.M.

The first note appeared on Tess Monaghan’s car on a March day that was cranky as a toddler—wet, tired, prone to squalls. But Tess did not know the note was the first of anything. There is no first until the second arrives. So this note was a mere curiosity, a plain piece of paper folded and placed under the windshield wiper on her car. From a distance, it had looked like a ticket and Tess cursed under her breath as she turned the corner and headed up Elm Street. She was sure she had fed the meter for more than enough time to stop and grab coffee and a bagel on the Avenue. Tess was sure because she had also fed meters for several other cars parked along this strip of Elm Street, a habit for which she had been scolded by parking enforcement types. One had even tried to claim it was illegal to feed another person’s meter.

At which point, Tess Monaghan swore to use her spare change this way whenever possible. She saw herself as the Robin Hood of all endangered parkers, although she was stealing from the poor, the beleaguered city of Baltimore, and assisting the rich, at least this morning. Who was more disadvantaged in the end, a city that could no longer afford to pick up the trash twice a week, or a Proud Gilman Mom (according to the bumper sticker) who had parked her Porsche Cayenne outside the Wine Source without feeding the meter?

“Dammit, did I get a ticket?” Tess sprinted the last block to her car. It was a minivan, which she adored. Tess had never defined herself by the car that she drove. The only thing she disliked about her Honda Odyssey was that it didn’t have a manual transmission. She had been proud of driving a stick. Tess was proud of a lot of odd things. She was proud, in general, although she sometimes lost sight of that fact about herself.

“If it is a ticket, why run now?” asked Sandy, her partner of a year, coming up the block at a more leisurely pace. A retired cop, he didn’t waste words or motions. “Besides, there’s no red stripe.”

“Why are you are talking about beer at nine-thirty A.M.? The Wine Source isn’t even open yet.” The Wine Source was Tess’s favorite liquor store. She knew its hours well.

“Why are you thinking about beer at nine-thirty A.M.? No red stripe on the paper. That’s not a city parking ticket.”

“Probably a flyer, then. But why am I the only one to get one?”

She opened it to find a handwritten note. Oh dear—had someone sideswiped her? She didn’t see anything on this side of the Honda, which was named Gladys because everything in her life—everything—must be named and quantified, according to her three-year-old daughter. Carla Scout had recently asked Tess to name and count the moles on her body and Tess had chosen the names of first ladies. Martha, Abigail, Dolley, Lady Bird, Nancy, Mary, Jackie, Pat, Betty, Eleanor, Michelle, Hillary—it had been an interesting test of her memory.

But Gladys had been spared. The note said only: I saw you feeding the meters. Hooray for you!

“Well—that’s nice,” she said, showing Sandy the note.

“I guess so.”

Her new partner held people in even lower esteem than Tess did. It was a valuable quality in a private investigator, occasionally enervating in one’s only co-worker.

“Okay, what’s the downside?”

“Could be sarcastic.”

“Doesn’t feel that way.”

“Still kinda creepy. Like the person who wrote it—he or she, and I’m betting it’s a he—thinks he’s entitled to judge you. I bet he scoops up after dogs in the park and takes it to the owners’ houses, leaves it on the doorstep.”

“You told me you did that.”

“I told you I wanted to. Big difference.”

“The bottom line is, I’m not out thirty-two dollars. You squared away for the morning?”

“Yes. I have a meeting with the security company, and then the electronics guy is going to meet me at the condo, walk through, work up a proposal. Then you and I meet her tomorrow at Tyner’s office, go over all of it. Look—I have to speak my mind—this is outside my comfort zone. I’m not a security consultant. And I don’t want to be in some stupid TV show.”

“Tell me about it. But Tyner is family, so I have to take this meeting. He probably thinks I need the money. And I do, but I am going to be candid with her: We’re not going to be part of the film and this isn’t our bailiwick.”

“Bailiwick.” Sandy repeated the word, rolled it in his mouth like a lozenge. English was his second language and, while well into his fifth decade in the United States, he collected words the way some people collected butterflies, impaling them on pins, considering them from all angles. A widower, born in Cuba, he didn’t have a wisp of an accent. Blond and green-eyed, too. If it weren’t for the fact of his surname, Sanchez, most people would have assumed he was just a typical Baltimore mutt. Like Tess, whose Irish name and freckles convinced some people that she wouldn’t blink at an anti-Semitic slur. But her mother’s maiden name had been Weinstein, and Tess did much more than blink when invited to share sentiments about cheapness and media conspiracies.

“I remember,” Sandy said.

“You remember what bailiwick means?”

“No, when it happened. The thing with Tyner’s client. It wasn’t on my shift, thank God. But it’s the kind of thing—Guys who could make jokes about anything, they didn’t joke about that. Cases like that, they can really screw you up. And it’s worse, in a way, when you don’t even have the adrenaline of the investigation or the interrogation to work out the bad energy. You’ve got this person who’s done a horrible thing and you’re being told she’s a delicate flower, that the usual rules are out the window.”

“Do you have a problem with the insanity plea in general, or just the fact that it was accepted in this case?”

“No. It’s fair. I guess. If you’re really crazy, you can’t be held responsible. And I’d like to think someone was crazy to do what she did. But—can you really get better if you’re that crazy? In sex crimes, there are these guys—they never stop wanting to do what they do. Remember when Depo-Provera was the thing? It wasn’t enough. You can take the starch out of the collar”—Tess was sure that collar was not Sandy’s first choice, but he had a touching, old-school gallantry—“but you can’t take the impulse away. It’s always there. So this lady—is she medicated these days? Forget medicated. Has she been sterilized? What if—”

“I don’t know, Sandy. I have trouble with the idea of forced sterilization under any circumstances. And that’s one part of the female reproductive system the ultraconservatives haven’t tried to stake out. They’re all for freedom to conceive. In the missionary position, within a hetero-normative marriage.”

“You know, I never know what you’re going to say next,” Sandy said. “Makes life interesting. See you tomorrow.”

Tess felt flattered, then wondered if she had been insulted. Probably neither, just a simple statement of fact from a man who used words in the most utilitarian way possible, applying them to problems and needs. That was part of the reason she wanted him to take the lead in tomorrow’s meeting. The woman, Melisandre Harris Dawes, was supposed to be a big talker. A former lawyer, which was how Tyner had known her. Maybe still one? As far as Tess knew, a finding of temporary insanity was not a reason to be disbarred. She’d say as much to Tyner, adding “insert your own joke here.” For Tess was not only a talker, she was someone who sometimes planned to say funny things ahead. Forget l’esprit de l’escalier. Tess not only didn’t think of the perfect retort too late, she often prepared it in advance. Yes, she would make just that joke in front of Tyner. “I guess being insane isn’t a basis for being disbarred, or else there wouldn’t be a single working lawyer in all of Maryland.”

She would not, however, make a joke about whether a lawyer should be disbarred for driving to the shores of the Patapsco on a searing August day, parking in a patch of sun, and then sitting on the grass beneath a tree while her two-month-old child essentially cooked inside the car.

Tess looked again at the folded note, glanced around to find a trash can. None nearby. She imagined herself littering, something she would never do. She liked to imagine doing the unimaginable. What if I grabbed a Goldenberg’s Peanut Chew and ate it while shopping? What if I took money from that unsupervised tip jar? What if I sideswiped a car and just pretended to leave a note, for show, then drove away?

Tess was reliably honest in her daily life, as opposed to her work one, which required some deceit. Still, she liked to think about being bad. She told herself it was part of her job to understand why other people broke rules that seemed inviolate to her. Insurance cheats, marriage cheats, embezzlers were part of her day-to-day life. But no one was truly pure. Tess had availed herself of office supplies and free long distance when she was a reporter. Long distance was no longer the perk it once was, but office supplies—oh, how she missed office supplies.

Could she ever imagine the disordered mind of a woman capable of what Melisandre Dawes had done? Can the sane understand the crazy? Was it un-PC to call someone crazy? Modern life was way too complicated. Tess hadn’t even reached forty and she felt like a throwback. Then again, so did every true Baltimorean.

She tossed the note in Gladys’s backseat, where it did not lack for company. Tess had not been a reporter for more than a decade, but she still tended toward the filth-strewn car, something of a journalistic trope. The note fell on the floor among the fast-food detritus that Tess blamed on her toddler daughter. Who had not, to date, eaten a single Chicken McNugget or Whopper, but that was at her father’s insistence. Still, Carla Scout was a good fall guy for the messy car, although her vocabulary was such now that she could rat her mother out for certain transgressions. “Mommy bought me cheeseburger,” she had told Crow the other day, and he had promptly quizzed Tess about its origins, whether it had been locally sourced, grass fed. Tess said it was from the Abbey Burger Bistro, Roseda Farm. It had actually been from Five Guys, and Tess had no idea where the beef had originated, but she did know that day’s potato supply hailed from Wyoming. She did not consider this lying so much as a coping device, made essential by Crow’s mild nutritional lunacy, which had come on without warning after Carla Scout’s second birthday.

Carla Scout—She had to remember to pick up the right shampoo today, and the leave-in conditioner. Otherwise, combing the girl’s hair after her bath was practically a violation of the Geneva Conventions. And they were out of milk, and it had to be the local, organic stuff in the glass bottles, which meant going to Eddie’s on Roland Avenue, not one of the big chains, which stocked that kind of shampoo.

By the time Tess pulled away from the curb, the note was forgotten.

12:30 P.M.

Harmony Burns spent five minutes explaining the project to the restaurant manager, careful to play every professional card she had in her deck, paltry as her deck was. She mentioned her credits, all two of them, and noted they could be checked on IMDb, although she always hoped no one followed through. Oh, the credits were real enough, but IMDb had other information, too, links to articles and reviews she wished could be scrubbed from the Web.

She patiently reiterated that she really was in charge, not a production assistant, as if this project had production assistants. At thirty-three, Harmony looked at least a decade younger. (“I’m the director, but also the writer. No, it happens. I graduated from film school, but I have a solid background in journalism. And, yes, some of it has to be scripted.”) She explained the film itself, how it had been commissioned and financed by the subject. This was the part that always made her queasy, yet the information had glided past everyone so far. How could a documentary be scrupulously fair when it was being financed by the subject? Harmony still had qualms about this, but Melisandre swore that nothing would be censored and Harmony believed her. She had no choice.

“It’s about the criminal insanity plea, but we’re using this one high-profile case to explore all the facets,” she said, launching into her usual spiel, trying not to show her desperation to get the release signed, if only because the guy might shake her down. She began speaking faster and faster. She mentioned John Hinckley, still in St. Elizabeth’s, probably forever in St. Elizabeth’s, and Andrea Yates, the woman in Texas who had drowned all five of her children, although Melisandre disliked any comparison to Andrea Yates. She talked about the woman, also in Texas, who had been released from a psychiatric facility and taken a job at Walmart, only to lose it when a local television station outed her as the mother who had sawed her infant daughter’s arms off in what was later determined to be postpartum psychosis.

The manager of the restaurant squinted at the form and said, “So, like a reality show?”

He wasn’t the first one to ask this.

“No, it’s a film. A documentary. Nothing like a reality show.”

“But it’s real, right?”

She wanted to sigh, but a sigh wouldn’t get her what she wanted. Nor would a tortured explanation of the gulf between “reality” television and documentaries. So she said: “It’s a film. Might go into theaters, might be on television.”

“I thought you said it was real?”

Harmony, a native of a small town in southern Illinois, was not someone inclined to disdainful stereotypes about rubes and hicks and cultural backwaters. But Baltimore was really beginning to test her spirit.

“It is. Real. All real. We just want to film someone having lunch with her kids. We’ll do it at the tail end of the serving hours, to be less obtrusive. We don’t hang lights, or put down track or do anything to alter the space. I’m the entire crew and there’s only one light.”

“Why’d you choose Happy Casita? Did you find us on Yelp?”

“I’m told it’s the girls’ favorite lunch spot.” What Harmony had been told was “No!” by every restaurant on the list provided by the girls’ father. This place, a forlorn Mexican cantina that wasn’t a chain but might as well have been, was the production’s last hope. It was one of those doomed restaurants that was all location, with a nice view of the Baltimore waterfront but nothing else going for it. Harmony had paid off a good chunk of her college debts working in similar places in Austin, Texas.

“I guess so,” the manager said. “But no one better flip a table or throw a drink in anyone’s face. That’s not the kind of trade I’m looking for.”

Glancing around the almost empty restaurant, Harmony had to wonder that the manager wasn’t salivating for any exposure, even a local feature on how bad the cleanliness standards were. But she had gotten what she wanted, what she required—a public place to film Melisandre’s reunion with her teenage daughters.

Of course, she would have preferred it to be somewhere more private, but Melisandre’s ex had been adamant. He had fought the idea that the girls should be on film at all, and he had the legal right to block it: they were underage and he was their sole guardian. But Melisandre had played him expertly, just as she had told Harmony she would. She readily agreed to defer to his wishes, saying he knew best, of course, then asked: “But shouldn’t you consult them? They are seventeen and fifteen now and it seems only fair to ask what they think.”

The girls said yes. They said yes! They would participate in the documentary and they would allow the reunion to be filmed. Harmony had been torn—getting the girls on film by themselves, in one-on-ones, was probably more important. But then Melisandre had dangled the bait of the reunion, allowing Harmony to film her first meeting with her daughters in almost ten years.

Now Harmony wondered if Melisandre had manipulated her. Since the day they met, in a suite at Claridge’s four months ago, Harmony had felt as if she were in a circle with a snake charmer, swaying to her tune.

It had begun with flattery. Doesn’t every seduction? Melisandre had contacted Harmony through Harmony’s former agent, claiming to be a huge fan of the documentary of which no one was a huge fan, Harmony’s second one, the one that had frittered away all the promise and potential of her first. It still hurt, the reaction to her second film. One thing to have her technique and storytelling critiqued; that was par for the course. Her small triumph with her first film had set her up to be savaged on the second. But to be called a racist, to be accused of pandering and manipulation, presenting a portrait that would allow better-off folks to laugh and jeer at the poor—that had been humiliating and unfair. No one understood that the studio had final cut, that the horrible mishmash was not Harmony’s edit. In a world where every reality show participant blamed editing for her woes, Harmony’s sincere protestations were meaningless.

And suddenly there was a woman on the phone, telling Harmony how much she loved her work, speaking in the most charming voice, full of tiny inflections and unusual cadences that came, Harmony assumed, from living abroad for almost a decade. She had to assume a lot during that phone call, because Melisandre Dawes was someone who expected people to know everything about her. Yet her name had meant nothing to Harmony.

“Oh, just Google me and then we’ll talk,” she told Harmony. “Face-to-face, I hope. I’m in London, closing down my mother’s affairs here. Although she lived in Cape Town the last few years, she had an apartment she was renting, and a place in the Cotswolds that I’m going to sell.”

“I’m in New York,” Harmony said. She did not add: in Inwood, broke and about to go back to waiting tables if I can’t figure out what to do. (She had turned down several reality shows, the only jobs offered.) She hung up, Googled Melisandre Dawes, and was on the verge of pawning her one nice necklace when a ticket was wired to her. Business class. Not to mention a comped room at the hotel, although not one as grand as Melisandre’s suite. And Melisandre had set up reservations for most of their meals, relieving Harmony of the panic she felt about her maxed-out credit cards, her utter lack of liquidity. She could not believe how much things cost in London, even more than in New York.

Best of all, she liked the project. Loved it. She might have chosen it for herself. But Harmony hadn’t chosen it. Melisandre Harris Dawes had chosen her. The project would always have that taint, even if Melisandre lived up to her promises, which included Harmony having a contractual final cut—unless the film did not find distribution within twenty-four months of completion. That was a cagey clause, a reminder that Melisandre had been a lawyer and knew her way around a contract. She also insisted on a confidentiality agreement, which Harmony found insulting. Having Melisandre tell her it was “pro forma” didn’t make it any less insulting.

“We’ve both been treated unfairly,” Melisandre said at their first meeting. “We have both been misunderstood.”

It was hard, sitting at her table, eating the amazing tea that had been prepared for them, not to say: “I just made a film that was critically pilloried. I didn’t leave my child to die in a car.” Then again, Harmony had seduced every person she had put on film. Why shouldn’t the subjects seduce back? In the months since her second film had tanked, when she had an unhealthy amount of time to think about her early promise and how she had wasted it, she would lie in bed and imagine the pitches that other doc directors had made to their subjects. What had the director said to the woman featured in The Queen of Versailles, for example? Flattery had always been part of the mix, always. Even here, in a third-rate Mexican restaurant in Baltimore, Harmony had to use flattery. And it had gotten the job done. They would return at 3:30, when the restaurant would almost surely be empty, and film the girls arriving.

She went back to the hotel—the Four Seasons, at Melisandre’s insistence. “All for one, and one for all. If I stay here, you should, too. And there’s only one of you, after all.”

Harmony had decided to do this on her own, rationalizing that it was the chorus of enablers on her second film that had led her astray. If she hadn’t had so many people around her telling her how brilliant she was, she might have seen how things were going wrong. She had to go back to the stripped-down ethos of her first doc—just her, not even a sound or lighting person, running and gunning. But with only one camera and her aversion to staging anything, Harmony had to make dozens of strategic choices every day. Take this lunch: Should she set up inside the restaurant, or try to film the girls’ entrance, then set her one light? She thought it made the most sense to have the camera in the restaurant, trained on Melisandre, waiting for the girls. Melisandre would be miked beforehand, but that meant stopping and fixing up the girls, which would disrupt the flow of the meeting. Balance was always being struck between reality—she smiled to herself at the term, its meaning so perverted now—and technical considerations. If one more person quoted to Harmony that a thing observed was changed by observation, she might finally ask: And how does anyone see what is not observed?

She sat cross-legged on her bed, taking notes, eating takeout from Whole Foods. Melisandre had given her a free hand to create the budget, even oversight of Melisandre’s bills. There was a per diem in the budget, but Harmony tried to pocket as much of it as possible. She had become a real schnorrer, a word she hadn’t known in southern Illinois, where she had had the happiest of childhoods. Harmony probably should have moved back to her nonjudgmental hometown after the debacle of The Western Slopes. If family and friends there had never really grasped how successful she had been, briefly, then they also didn’t understand how far she had fallen. She was just Harmony there, funny Harmony who wore black all the time and talked a little faster now, but still Harmony. Home would have treated her kindly.

But Harmony had no use for kindness. She wasn’t going to learn from kindness.

Her phone tinkled, Melisandre’s assigned ringtone, the sound of breaking glass. But when Harmony picked up, it was the bodyguard, not Melisandre.

“What’s up, Brian?”

“No meeting today. With the girls.”

“Did something happen?”

“Oldest says she has a migraine. Youngest won’t come without her.”

Shit. She should have set up the one-on-ones. They were backpedaling, she was sure of it. They were going to lose the girls. Melisandre had less control over her ex than she imagined.

“How’s Melisandre? May I speak to her?”

“She’s lying down.” Brian was very protective of Melisandre. Too protective, in Harmony’s view, and she had asked Melisandre, as the doc’s executive producer, to remind him that he had to stay out of the way, that there would be moments in this that would be hard on Melisandre and he had to let them happen. Thank God Melisandre didn’t want to see the dailies or read the files from the transcription service, although she was entitled to. That interview with the smug young woman from the summer camp would have devastated her. Harmony shouldn’t have been sarcastic with her, at the end. But something about that self-possessed young woman had driven Harmony nuts. Carolyn Sanders would never end up in a studio apartment in Inwood, no matter how she screwed up.

“Did the girls reschedule?”

“I don’t know. I just know it’s not happening today. And if you don’t mind my saying so, I would find another location. I looked at the Mexican place after you texted me. I didn’t like the layout there at all. It’s very exposed.”

“Brian, there has been no significant threat to Melisandre since she returned to Baltimore. Those notes—”

“You make your movie,” he said. “I’ll take care of her.”

“Yeah, well, the movie we’re making is not The Bodyguard, Brian, okay?” But he was already off the line, as she knew he would be.

Fuck me, she thought. She should have pushed for the girls first, before the meeting. She didn’t believe Alanna had a migraine, just a father who had ridden her for three days now, determined to keep the girls from seeing their mother despite saying it was their decision. What a creep. But he was a smart creep. Stephen Dawes was very smart to do whatever he could to interfere with this film.

4:00 P.M.

“Alanna?”

“Yes?”

The voice on the other side of the door was persuasively wan. Except Ruby wasn’t persuaded. “Can I come in?”

“No. If you open the door the light will bother me.”

“Then close your eyes,” Ruby said.

A pause. Alanna was probably trying to come up with an argument for that. But one reason that Ruby had success with Alanna, where so many grown-ups failed, was that she took a no-nonsense approach, one she had learned from the various nanny programs on TV. Stay calm, stand your ground, don’t criticize. Be consistent. Yes, it was weird for a fifteen-year-old girl to be using Supernanny techniques to deal with her seventeen-year-old sister, but the Dawes family was so beyond the country of weird that Ruby didn’t worry about it. She was her sister’s keeper. People expected it to be the other way, because Alanna was older. Maybe it had been that way, once, but Ruby had no memory of it.

“Okay,” Alanna said, and Ruby opened the door and closed it quickly behind her, walking with the softest possible tread into her sister’s room. She knew, from past experience, not to sit on the bed. Alanna would claim that aggravated the migraine. So Ruby sat cross-legged on the floor. The room was very dark. Blackout blinds had been installed when they moved into the new house, something Alanna had lobbied for since the migraines were diagnosed, three years ago. Alanna had felt vindicated, briefly, by that diagnosis. For years, her headaches had been dismissed as simple tension headaches, a convenient way to avoid doing anything she didn’t want to do. But years of being called a fake had, in Ruby’s opinion, persuaded Alanna that she was owed some fakeness.

“I could have gone without you,” she said.

“That wouldn’t be right.” Alanna’s words were muffled. She had her face pressed into her pillow.

“No.” It wouldn’t be. But if Alanna was faking today, then that wasn’t right, either. Not that Ruby would ever say anything like that out loud to her sister. And if not to Alanna, to whom? Not her father. Not Felicia, never Felicia. Sometimes, when she was in a room alone with her new baby brother, Joey, she unburdened herself to him. Joey was six months now, so he just smiled and gurgled approvingly, no matter what Ruby told him.

She sat in the darkness, listening to her sister breathe. No point in asking any questions, such as Why did you change your mind after you promised you’d do it? Did Dad get to you? I thought you were going to stand up to him, for both of us. That’s what you promised. She could not ask Alanna larger questions about their past. Do you really think she meant to hurt us that day, too? Why did she give us up and move so far away? No point in revisiting wistful arguments, either. Maybe we could have saved her that day. Saved her and saved Isadora. She couldn’t have left us in the car. We would have gotten out and run, gone for help.

Ruby was four the last time she saw her mother.

“I have to go away for a while,” her mother said. “To get better.”

“Daddy said you are better.”

“I am. But they want me to get treatment. Just in case.”

“I thought you had a sickness that women get after having a baby.”

“I did.”

“Were you sick when you had me?”

“No.”

“What made you sick?”

“They don’t know. It’s a sickness they don’t understand.”

“Are you still sick?”

“No, I don’t think so. But we have to make sure.”

“Do you miss Isadora?”

“Of course I do. Every day. Don’t you?”

That had been a tough question. “She was just a baby and I was a big kid. I loved her—”

“Of course you did.”

“But I don’t miss her. Is that bad?”

“No. Ruby, you haven’t done anything bad, okay? You and Alanna—you are very good girls.”

“We weren’t always good. When you were sick. We made noise sometimes.”

“It wouldn’t have mattered, sweetie. It wouldn’t have mattered.”

Ruby did not understand then that her mother was never coming back. That became clear only later, and even then Ruby wasn’t sure why. Why couldn’t her mother come back? She said she was going to South Africa because she had lived there as a child, but it felt as if she had picked the farthest location possible. For years, Ruby kept thinking she would come back, just walk through the door one day, the way the song promised. Mommy always comes back. Of course, she was thinking of the door of the old house, back in Bolton Hill.

In this house, you couldn’t hear anyone coming through the door unless you were in the living room or dining room. This house was large, almost too large, with strange acoustics. If it weren’t a new house, built to spec, Ruby might have thought it haunted. Right now, she could hear Joey crying—well, not exactly crying, but making the odd seagull noises he made when he was happy. That meant Felicia and Joey were nearby, probably in Joey’s room, the smallest of the four bedrooms on this level, but also the only one with its own bathroom. Felicia wasn’t awful. She was just—Felicia. Their father’s second wife.

They still owned the old house. It sat empty. No one wanted to buy the house where the lady had gone crazy and murdered her kid, even if it hadn’t actually happened in the house. Ruby knew enough about real estate to understand that if her father lowered the price enough, someone would buy it. But he kept the listing artificially high. So while it was true that no one wanted to buy it, it was also true that her father, for some reason, wasn’t ready to sell it. He said he needed to find a special buyer, someone who appreciated what he had done to the interior. He said he might convert it to apartments. One day. It made Ruby sad that her childhood home sat empty. She couldn’t have said why. She just knew it was terribly sad. Maybe it was because an empty house could hold only one memory, the big memory, the thing that no one wanted to remember. Whereas if a new family moved in, perhaps the house could start over. Her father had started over, with Felicia. New wife, new house, new baby.

How would Alanna and Ruby start over? When?

She decided to risk putting her hand on her sister’s bed, as softly as possible, palm up. Seconds passed, but Alanna finally rested her palm, damp and sticky, on Ruby’s. It was uncomfortable sitting that way, with her wrist bent back. But Ruby sat there for a very long time, listening to her sister breathe in and out.



Interview with Elyse Mackie, filmed March 5, at her home

           SPEAKER 1: Harmony Burns
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	HB:
	Please introduce yourself and start by telling me when you were hired by the Dawes family.



	EM:
	My name is Elyse Mackie. I was a nanny to the Dawes family. I started a month before Isadora was born. They poached me.



	HB:
	Poached? And don’t forget, try to keep talking without prompts, if you can. Just tell the story. Women are so polite. They always want it to be a conversation. Pretend you’re a man and just talk and talk and talk. I’m kidding. A little.



	EM:
	They hired me when I was working for another couple. It happens. And to be truthful, they were far from the first people to try. They were in Washington, D.C., at a park on Capitol Hill, with the older girls, Alanna and Ruby, and they saw me with the children I was caring for at the time. Mrs. Dawes slipped me a note, saying she liked the way I handled myself and suggesting she could do better by me, if I were interested in a change. Like I said, it wasn’t the first time someone had tried that. I hate to say it, but I think it’s because I’m white. All the other nannies in that park tended to be African-American or Latina.



	HB:
	To clarify—you think that’s why Melisandre Dawes tried to hire you, or you think that’s why other families, in general, tried to hire you?



	EM:
	All families. That and my age. I was in my mid-twenties, then. Old enough so people assumed I had chosen to be a nanny as a career. And I did have a good résumé. I spoke Spanish, although that’s not as in demand as French. I’m very good at what I do. Mr. and Mrs. Dawes made it clear that they wanted me to help primarily with the older children, that Mrs. Dawes was keen to stay home with the new baby because she hadn’t done that with Ruby and Alanna. So they were to be my charges, to free up Mrs. Dawes to care for the baby. Lots of driving, to activities, to school and back. And then, when they were in school, she needed help with errands, maybe an occasional break with the baby. I always wondered—Well, I really shouldn’t speculate. That makes me nervous. I told you about the agreement, right? I have to be very careful.



	HB:
	Don’t censor yourself. I promise if you say something and you regret it, you can tell me and I can edit it out. We’ll also have a lawyer review your interview, make sure you’re not in violation of your confidentiality agreement. What was it that you wondered?



	EM:
	I always thought that the arrangement must be a little odd for Alanna and Ruby. Their mother hiring help so she could be devoted to the new baby. I don’t know if they thought of it that way. They never said anything. But they were very bright, those girls, and sensitive. Alanna’s the one that everyone thinks of as sensitive, because she wears her heart on her sleeve, but Ruby is just as affected by things. I loved those girls. I was so glad when Mr. Dawes hired me back. After—you know, after. I had really missed them.



	HB:
	We’ll get there. Let’s try to follow the chronology. Tell me about the Melisandre you met, in the park that day. What did she look like, what was she like?



	EM:
	Well, it was like a movie star had walked up to me. I honestly thought she must be someone famous. She had that way about her. You know, the hair, the clothes. I have to admit, that’s part of the reason I took her card and called her. Like I said, it wasn’t the first time someone tried to poach me, and I am generally pretty loyal. But the family I was working for—they wanted me to do more and more housecleaning as their children got older. That’s not why I worked as a nanny. I liked kids. And Mrs. Dawes—she asked me to call her Melisandre, but I never quite could—she seemed so nice. I mean she was nice. She was maybe six months along, but she was one of those women who looked beautiful pregnant. She carried high and round, and seemed unaffected by it. It really was like she was just walking around with a basketball up her dress. I liked her. And they made me such a good offer. I was almost suspicious. An apartment, rent-free, and not on their property, which is tricky. Living with a family. They say you’ll have privacy, but you never do. I lived in one of Stephen’s buildings, a mill redevelopment. They even gave me a car. They said they wanted to make sure that Alanna and Ruby were safe. They didn’t like my little Datsun. They bought me a two-year-old Jeep Cherokee. Set hours, Monday through Friday. And, eventually, I was to travel with them, although that never happened. They had thought they might go to Europe that summer, or rent a place on Nantucket, but Mr. Dawes couldn’t afford the time off from work and Isadora was colicky. Bad colicky. It would have driven anyone crazy. Sorry. Oh, God, I’m so sorry—



	HB:
	It’s okay.



	EM:
	I didn’t mean to say it that way. I know it wasn’t the colic. But I doubt the colic helped. We were all a bit on edge. Even the girls. But we got through the end of the school year, and they were in camp, and suddenly, Mr. Dawes told me they didn’t need me anymore.



	HB:
	Just out of the blue.



	EM:
	It felt that way.



	HB:
	Why?



	EM:
	Why did it feel that way?



	HB:
	Why did he say he had to let you go?



	EM:
	He said it was at Mrs. Dawes’s insistence. I don’t know. Maybe that was when—her problems were starting. That would make sense, right?



	HB:
	Are you asking me?



	EM:
	No. I guess I’m still—still confused. About who asked me to leave. But Mr. Dawes was the one who asked me to come back. After. Only I had to sign a confidentiality agreement. Of course they were sensitive about people talking, given what was going on. I mean, factual stuff, that’s not in dispute—the dates of my employment, my job description—that’s okay. And when I talked to Mrs. Dawes—I guess she’s not Mrs. Dawes anymore, but I don’t know what to call her—she said I can say anything I want to about her, anything. But I wasn’t there, when it got really bad. I was fired in June. Wait, I don’t think I can say fired. I left in June and returned in September.



	HB:
	Certainly that agreement doesn’t apply retroactively. We checked. You signed that in September 2002.



	EM:
	I don’t have the, uh, luxury of finding that out. My first day back at work was September tenth. I remember because the next day—people were talking about the first anniversary of nine-eleven. I remember that Stephen—Mr. Dawes—told me that when nine-eleven happened, Alanna, she asked that everyone stop talking about it. Within, like, two weeks. She said, “Would everyone please stop talking about nine-eleven?” That was so like her.



	HB:
	That’s a good detail. I wonder if Alanna will remember that about herself.



	EM:
	How’s she doing? Alanna. And Ruby. She was adorable. I think about them a lot. I thought—Well, it doesn’t matter. But I really loved them. Do they like their stepmother? I’m sorry, I guess that’s none of my business. I always thought Stephen would marry—if he remarried at all—someone like, well, someone more like Melisandre. He cares about appearances, Mr. Dawes. I thought that might have been the reason he didn’t get help for Mrs. Dawes.



	HB:
	I don’t want to press you, but about Mr. Dawes? He offered no reason at all when he asked you to leave the first time, in June, said only that it was what Mrs. Dawes wanted?



	EM:
	It just came out of the blue. Also, it was summer. The girls had fewer activities, only the day camp. And it was around the time Mrs. Dawes began to get so strange. I guess, if she was psychotic, that was when it started.



	HB:
	If? Do you doubt the diagnosis? Are you one of the people who believe she was faking?



	EM:
	Oh, no, well, it’s just that, it’s like OJ, right? He was acquitted, but lots and lots of people think he was guilty.



	HB:
	Do you, in particular, have a specific reason to believe that Melisandre Dawes was not clinically insane the day her daughter died?



	EM:
	No, I didn’t mean that. I was just talking in a general way. Don’t put words in my mouth.



	HB:
	Okay, in your own words, describe the woman for whom you worked that year.



	EM:
	She was troubled. At first, she just seemed unhappy. I’ve worked as a nanny long enough to know that’s not unusual. She was tired and Isadora cried all the time. It was as if the household had split in two, with her and the baby on one side, Stephen and the girls on the other. Like there were two families. And the more isolated she became, the stranger she seemed. But if she was hearing voices or having delusions—I missed it. She was unhappy and angry. I mean, that’s what I thought. And she threw things when she got mad. I’d never seen anyone do that before, but I’m not sure it means you’re crazy. Insane, whatever we’re supposed to say. But she managed to hold it together around the girls, at least while I was there. I was let go in late June. I guess a lot can happen in six weeks. It must have. The woman I worked for—I can’t imagine her doing what she did. It would make more sense if it were just a complete accident, if she forgot, like some parents do, you know? I can see her forgetting. I can’t see her doing it on purpose. Or maybe I just don’t want to. Are we done? I have an appointment at four.



	HB:
	Sketch in your biography for me quickly. What you’re doing now, if you’re married or have kids?



	EM:
	I manage a gourmet store in Belvedere Square, a place that imports food and olive oil from Spain. So my Spanish finally came in handy. I got married, but it didn’t work out. I’m engaged to marry again, though, and I hope I can have kids of my own. I’d hate to think I’d missed out on that. I always thought I’d have kids. It was a real disappointment, you know, when things didn’t work out. With my first husband, I mean. But I guess that was for the best, right? That wasn’t the right situation for me, so it’s better that I waited, that it didn’t happen then. That’s why I need to go. I have a meeting with my wedding planner and, I swear, it’s like I work for her. I don’t dare be late. She’s really in demand and we’re meeting with the caterers today for a tasting. I know it’s silly, but my first marriage was such a rebound thing. I was young and I didn’t really think it out. So this is my first wedding. I want it to be perfect. I know—people make fun of women, call us Bridezillas. But if you know anything about marriage, you know the wedding is the only thing that has a shot at being perfect, so why not?



	HB:
	Camera off, end tape.









Tuesday


10:00 A.M.

“Danish?” Tess asked. “We’re having a big platter of pastries and Danish? And bagels? With a carton of fresh-brewed coffee from the Daily Grind?”

“Nothing wrong with Danish,” Sandy said, helping himself.

Tess continued to stare down Tyner Gray. Or try to. When it came to avoiding eye contact, Tyner’s wheelchair was a distinct advantage. If she wanted to force him to meet her gaze, she’d have to crouch the way she did with Carla Scout, who also had a genius for avoiding eye contact when it suited her.

“I have been to, what, maybe three hundred meetings here over the years and you have never so much as offered someone a Luna bar and now you’ve put out a spread? What is so damn special about this woman?”

“She’s an old friend,” Tyner said.

“An old friend or an old friend?”

“I don’t find those kinds of labels useful.”

He was still avoiding her eyes, moving through the office and straightening up nonexistent messes. Even the converted Mount Vernon town house, remodeled years ago to be wheelchair friendly, looked a little shinier, a little spiffier than usual. And Tyner had a haircut so fresh that Tess could see the scissor marks.

“I forget sometimes what a dog you were before you got married,” Tess said.

“I was a single man. I dated. Not a lot of hard feelings out there on either end, but if you want to call that being a dog, so be it. I knew Melisandre when she was in her twenties, before she married Stephen. I was there when they met. That’s why she called me—and that’s why you landed a pretty lucrative gig. So—you’re welcome.”

“Then I guess I’ll enjoy myself, too.” She started to reach for a chocolate croissant, only to catch the look on Tyner’s face. “What? Are we not allowed to touch the food until Lady Bountiful arrives? You didn’t give Sandy a dirty look when he had a cruller.”

Tyner’s pause gave her pause. “Are you in training?”

“It’s been a little cold to be out on the water,” Tess said, knowing she wasn’t answering the question.

“But you’ve been erging over the winter, I assume?”

“I don’t compete, so I don’t need to erg in the off-season. I row for my own pleasure.”

“There’s a word for self-pleasure, and it isn’t very nice.”

“Who says?” Tess countered. “At least masturbation is always consensual.”

Tyner let the subject drop, and that was more disturbing than anything he had said or implied. Tyner would normally have no problem telling Tess that she was going soft, literally and figuratively. And while Tess had never been one to worry about the numbers on the scale, which were more or less—okay, more—where they had always been, there was a slackness to her body these days. Still, if Tyner wanted to tell her how to find time to get on the water when she had to be on kid duty five mornings a week, she’d love to hear it. She could find forty minutes to head out for a run, maybe put in an hour at the gym at lunchtime. But rowing was time-intensive, once you counted up the drive to the boathouse, getting her shell out and on the water, cleaning and storing it properly at the end of a workout. And it could be done only in the daylight hours. Tess had never known how short a day was until she had a child. The old saying was that the days were long and the years short when raising a child. But the hours she had to herself certainly zipped by.

Maybe some fruit for breakfast was all she needed. Go figure; there was a selection of fruit, too, and even a box of tea set out. With sugar cubes. Sugar cubes! White and brown.

“So where is the guest of honor?”

“Running late,” Tyner said. “There were photographers outside her hotel this morning.”

“And she had to figure out a way to get out without being seen?”

“No, she waded right into them, as I understand it.”

“With camera crew following. Well, that creates a scene for the documentary, right? Melisandre Dawes—does she still go by Dawes?—besieged by the paparazzi. Probably called them on herself.”

“She’s using Melisandre Harris Dawes. And she’s not like that, Tess.”

“No, she’s just a very rich lady who has decided that her life’s mission is to educate people about criminal insanity by thrusting herself back into public view after a decade abroad. Toward that end she has hired a film crew to make a documentary about her, even though her case couldn’t be more anomalous. Why not focus on the women without money who didn’t get the help they needed? By the way—you did tell her that I’m not going to allow her to film this meeting, right?”

“Technically, as her lawyer, that’s my call—”

“No, it’s not, Tyner. I’m not going to consent to be filmed for this, and if that’s part of the package, she can take her big hourly fee and stuff it up—”

The announcement, over the intercom, that their client had arrived, kept Tess from completing her directions. Tyner had barely said, “Send her in,” when Melisandre Harris Dawes strode through the door.

And strode—strided? Tess’s inner grammarian queried—was really the only word. Melisandre walked with her head up, long tendrils of hair bouncing like some shampoo commercial. Tess initially had a sense of lights, but the “crew” that followed her was one small, thin young woman, pulling a wheeled suitcase and carrying a digital camcorder with one hand. A man in a dark suit was behind her.

“No filming,” Tess said before anyone else could speak. “Sorry, but I don’t want to have our interactions filmed. I don’t even want to be in the same room as a camera. My work methods are confidential and proprietary, meant only for the paying customer.”

“I’m not really up for being filmed, either,” Sandy said. He managed to sound polite.

Tess had expected more of a fight, but Melisandre dispatched her entourage immediately, clapping her hands as if she were some magical nanny. “She has a point, Harmony,” she said to the young woman. “Even if this won’t be shown for months, it’s probably not a good idea to provide insight into my security detail. You and Brian can take the plate of Danishes. I don’t want them.”

Did it even occur to Melisandre that others in the room might want them? Did she assume everything in the world was for her? Probably. Money could do that to a person. Money and beauty, and Melisandre Harris Dawes had plenty of both.

“What happened to your famed sweet tooth?” Tyner asked.

“I sometimes think it was overcome by one too many malva puddings in Cape Town. At any rate, I almost never eat sweet things anymore. Maybe it’s the change of life.”

“As if,” Tyner said. “You’re years away.”

Sandy wiped his hands on a napkin and introduced himself with a brisk handshake. Sandy was big on manners, downright lousy with manners. Tess had hired him for his investigative skills and police experience, but it didn’t hurt, having a male partner who could lay on the charm. Not in a smarmy way, but in a genuine, courtly way. Tess followed with the hearty, confident handshake that her father insisted was the key to success in all business ventures. Tyner kissed Melisandre’s proffered cheek, only to have her offer the other one. She had lived overseas for a while and her mother was British. Maybe it wasn’t entirely pretentious.

“So, cameras outside the hotel—and you decided to confront them,” Tyner said. But his tone wasn’t scolding, as it would have been with Tess.

“I decided to act like a human being, if that’s what you mean. I’ll never let anyone take my humanity away from me again. Let them take my photograph. It doesn’t steal one’s soul, quite the opposite.”

It was an interesting assertion, the kind of idea that Tess wanted to dissect, debate. If the public gaze didn’t affect one’s soul, it did transform and might even corrupt. But Melisandre Harris Dawes was paying by the hour—and at twice Tess’s usual rate. Tess had no desire to argue with the client that she and Sandy had privately dubbed the Windfall.

“I’m going to let my partner, Sandy, present the overview. I want to stipulate again that security is not our specialty, and your own bodyguard—I assume that was the man in black?—is probably better suited to some of the tasks you’ve assigned us. I appreciate your business, but there is a learning curve.”

“My bodyguard is too well suited,” Melisandre said. “To be in the security business is to be paranoid. I wanted a more pragmatic overview from someone who understands that I hope to live a somewhat normal life here in Baltimore. I have two daughters. I don’t want them to feel as if they’re shut up in a fortress.”

“Will your daughters be staying with you?”

Melisandre, who had arrived with an enormous Starbucks coffee, took a second to adjust herself—putting her coffee and purse down, arranging her wrap, picking up her coffee, taking a sip. Tess tried to total up the cost of her outfit, including the jewelry. The wrap, almost certainly cashmere, had been layered over a turtleneck and leggings, which were tucked into suede boots with the telltale red soles and five-inch spike heels. Three gold chains of varying lengths and sizes, with complementary drop earrings. Probably $5,000, $10,000 with the jewelry. On her back. There were people driving around Baltimore in cars worth less than what Melisandre was wearing. Tess had been one before buying the minivan. Which carried a $450-a-month car payment—so, smile, suck it up. By the end of this meeting, she’d have covered most of this month’s payment.

“That remains to be seen,” Melisandre said. “I would like that, of course, but Alanna is a junior in high school, Ruby a freshman. They have lives of their own. Splitting their time between two houses may not suit them. Although my future home is probably more convenient than that strange house Stephen has built in the middle of nowhere.”

“Your ex-husband has sole custody, correct? At least, it’s my understanding that you surrendered your parental rights a decade ago.”

Tess watched Melisandre for her reaction. She pulled on her gold chains, pushed up the sleeves of her sweater, exposing a Patek Philippe watch. Okay, make that another ten thousand. Melisandre said nothing, but now Tess had her tell—the tug at the necklaces, the sleeve. That was what Melisandre Harris Dawes did when she was being evasive. Good to know. It was always good to know when people were being evasive.

Tess nodded for Sandy to begin. He leaned forward, elbows on knees, and fixed his soulful green eyes on Melisandre. Tess had known from the moment she made eye contact with Sandy fifteen months ago that she would hire him. Those eyes made people want to talk. Getting someone to talk was not as important to a private investigator as it was to a homicide detective, but it couldn’t hurt to have a father confessor type on the payroll.

“I drove by and around your apartment building this morning,” Sandy said. “The building is relatively secure—all visitors are required to sign in. The public areas, such as the gym, are on controlled locks. So even if someone got past the front desk, they couldn’t, say, get into the gym. Okay, so worst-case scenario, someone is willing to, um, do harm to get past the front desk.”

“Do harm?” Melisandre echoed.

“Hurt other people. The elevator is open, but your apartment is the penthouse. No entry without a key card. And given the location, on a point of land with only two routes out of the neighborhood, access is pretty limited. I like that. Anyone who wants to give you trouble will have to calculate that getting away will present certain challenges.”

“Unless they come by boat,” Melisandre said.

Tess understood that she was joking, but a sense of humor was not one of Sandy’s strengths. “There’s really no place to dock nearby, so I’m not too worried about that. The garage does bug me, though. While it has an underground entrance, the public is allowed to use the bottom floor for parking for certain public services—the wine bar, the salon. Someone could definitely get to you in the garage.”

“I’ll have my bodyguard.” Said as carelessly as another person might have said: “I’ll have my umbrella.”

“I was allowed into the apartment after you closed, although there’s still some work being done,” Sandy said. “It is our recommendation that you put an alarm panel in every room. An alarm panel with a panic button.”

“No,” she said. “That would look hideous.”

Tess’s turn. She was the boss, after all. “For liability reasons, we’re going to prepare a written report that outlines every suggestion we make and we’ll ask that you sign a waiver, stating we’re not responsible in the event of a breach.”

Melisandre laughed. “A breach. I thought Tyner said you were a straight talker.”

“I’d forgotten the sound of your laugh,” Tyner said. “It’s still delightful.”

Am I too old to make a vomit noise? Tess wondered at her instant animosity toward this woman. Was it her money? Her relationship with Tyner? Or the fact of what she had done? The story had been legendary around the boathouse. But Tess hadn’t thought about it for years. A child’s death was different now, less abstract to her.

Melisandre kept her attention fixed on Tess. “Are you worried that I—or, more likely, my heirs—will sue you if someone hurts me?”

“It’s not unprecedented,” Tess said. “I cover the bases. For you, for myself. Besides, you seem to like legalities and penalties. I understand you wanted me to sign a nondisclosure clause, which is redundant given that you hired me via Tyner. He’s your lawyer. I work for him.”

“I like to have all the bases covered.”

Their frosty antichemistry seemed to make Tyner nervous. He jumped in.

“As you can see, Missy”—Tess caught the nickname, shot Tyner a look—“Tess has done a thorough job assessing your new home. It is not without risks. I know you’ve closed already. But I’m not sure this is the best place for you. A gated community would have been better.”

“I would never live in such a place. Besides, this is the best of the four-bedrooms I saw. And while my ex-husband may have abandoned the city, I’m still committed to it.”

“Do you really need that much space?” Tess asked. “It’s a gorgeous apartment, but it’s huge for one person.”

“I told you, it’s my hope that the girls will be spending a lot of time with me there, although Stephen and I have no formal agreement. He’s a little nervous about that kind of change.”

Tess’s restraint was hard-won, but she managed not to blurt out: “Hello? You killed one of his kids!” Yet Melisandre seemed to know what she was thinking. She had that way of looking deeply into someone’s eyes, but it didn’t promote the confiding feeling that Sandy’s gaze did. Melisandre’s look was probing, challenging. It put Tess in the mind of someone—or something—in a sci-fi movie, scanning her for weaknesses.

“I think Stephen knows I would never harm Alanna or Ruby. I left them in his care because I convinced myself it was in their best interests. And for ten years, I told myself that lie, every day. In Cape Town, my mother and I became close again, and when she died last year, I realized I had to try












































































































































































	PW:
	Hi! Thank you so much for the hotel room. This was almost like a vacation for me. And the breakfast was great. So what do you want me to say? They said it was a coincidence, although I don’t think either one of us ever believed it. And then they said, You know what? Maybe you’ll be friends. Those two ladies down in Texas, they became friends. And that’s when Melisandre said to me—



	HB:
	Okay, okay, that’s great. I know I told you just to start right in and tell the story your way. But let’s get the context first, okay? The things that happened before you met Melisandre? Introduce yourself, as if you were giving a talk to a group of people interested in what you have to say. Because this will be seen by a group of people very interested in what you have to say.



	PW:
	I hate telling that part.



	HB:
	I know, but it’s important. I wouldn’t ask you otherwise.



	PW:
	But—Okay. For Melisandre. My name is Poppy Widdicombe and, in 2002, I, I, killed my eight-month-old daughter. I was found not guilty by reason of criminal insanity. I had postpartum psychosis. I was sent to a psychiatric hospital in western Maryland, near Frostburg. My roommate was Melisandre Dawes. She killed her daughter, too. She was famous, all over the news, though, because she had a trial and a mistrial before she was found not guilty. By reason of criminal insanity, but—that’s still NOT guilty. A lot of people don’t get that. That’s part of the reason I’ve had so many problems. By the way, Melisandre told me I’ll be paid for this?



	HB:
	We’ll talk about that later. Off-camera. Also, Poppy? A little slower. If you talk too fast, the transcription app makes errors.



	PW:
	The thing about Melisandre is that people thought she made it up. The whole being-crazy thing. Whereas with me, people knew I had to be. What I did—it was so awful. Only I didn’t do it, as my doctors always tell me. I have to understand that wasn’t me, that when you are as sick as I was, you can’t blame yourself for the things you do any more than you would blame yourself for throwing up when you have the flu, or having bad diarrhea with food poisoning. I was sick and the thing that I did was a symptom. My husband took me to church, where they were all Hell this and Hell that, and you must strike at the Devil when he speaks to you. I needed a doctor, not church. But my husband wouldn’t take me to a doctor when I got sicker and sicker. He just yelled at me, said I was a bad wife and mother. And then, you know, Satan started talking to me. That is, I thought it was Satan because whenever I tried to talk to people about my problems, they said God didn’t give you more than you could handle and I was being tested by Satan and if I would just listen to God, I would know what to do. So one day, I realized Satan was in my baby and I had to get him out. So I did it.



	HB:
	Did what, Poppy?



	PW:
	Do I have to tell this part?



	HB:
	I’m afraid so. Part of doing what we’re doing, what Melisandre is trying to do, involves speaking hard truths. Because if we don’t, others will speak them for us and we will look as if we’re trying to be duplicitous. False.



	PW:
	Sometimes you sound just like that preacher. Not the same words, you understand. But the way you say things.



	HB:
	Well, I’m not saying you have to do anything. I’m just explaining why things need to be done a certain way.



	PW:
	Is there a difference between those two things?



	HB:
	I think so, yes. I’m just telling you what Melisandre wants. Your friend, Melisandre.



	PW:
	My friend. Yeah. Okay. I took a kitchen knife and I stabbed my baby. More than once. She bled to death. [Walks o/c] I’m going to need a minute, okay? You might think it gets easier to say that. But it gets harder. Every time. It gets fucking harder, okay?



	HB:
	Camera going off here.



	HB:
	Camera back on. I’m sorry, Poppy. I know that was hard. You’re very brave.



	PW:
	Well, I guess I have to say it. To get paid.



	HB:
	I need to tell you again, for the record, Poppy, that you are not being paid to say anything. You are being paid for your time away from work, and your travel here.



	PW:
	I wish I got a thousand dollars a day at Sheetz. It was nice, sending a car for me. I’d never been in a Town Car before. And this hotel last night. It was really nice. I had room service for dinner, too. I hope that’s okay. I know you told me I could go out, but it was like a vacation for me, to sit in a room and have someone bring me dinner on a tray.



	HB:
	We wanted you to be rested. And, as agreed, we’re not going to tell people where you live now, or even where you work. We’ll edit out that part about Sheetz.



	PW:
	But if people see this, someone who knows me, but doesn’t, you know, know, might figure it out.



	HB:
	Probably. But it’s been in the newspaper, how you became friends in the hospital. People know the story.



	PW:
	People forget stories. Faces not so much. Can I change my mind?



	HB:
	Withdraw your release? Sure. You might have to pay the production back for certain costs, though.



	PW:
	Really? I hadn’t thought about that. Okay, so—surprise surprise—the two women who killed their daughters end up as roommates. They didn’t expect us to be friends, or comfort one another. They expected us to rat each other out. They wanted me to find out if Melisandre was really crazy.



	HB:
	Did someone tell you that?



	PW:
	Melisandre told me. She said: They put you in here to find out if I was crazy. They’re after me. And I’m not paranoid! That’s the kind of joke you make, when you’re in one of those places. I liked her right away for making a joke because it had been so long since anyone had made a joke to me. That’s one of the weird things about being me. Being us. There’s this whole piece of life that people think you don’t want to have anymore, when you need it more than ever. Jokes, silliness.



	HB:
	But didn’t someone on staff corroborate what Melisandre said? That you were there to spy on her?



	PW:
	You know, I’ve been thinking about that. I mean, I thought someone did, but the more I think about it—and, you know, my memory isn’t great because there’s a lot of stuff I want to forget—the more I’m not so sure. Would it make a difference?



	HB:
	We just want you to tell us what you remember. There are no right answers.



	PW:
	But do I get more? If I say someone on staff told me that?



	HB:
	Poppy, you are not being paid to say anything. You are being paid for your time. It’s important only that you tell the truth. That’s the only thing that matters. You are not being paid for your appearance in the film, but for your out-of-pocket costs.



	PW:
	My pocket’s never had a thousand dollars in it. There was this one TV producer who got in touch with me, but no one wanted my story. Everyone wanted Melisandre’s, but she could afford to say no. She was the hot ticket. Although if they had made a movie, I would have been in it. I mean, an actress would have played me. Not like this.



	HB:
	Let’s talk about the technical stuff off-camera. What did the staff say to you, if anything?



	PW:
	I don’t remember anyone saying anything to me, word for word. But everyone knew, you know? A lot of people doubted Melisandre was ever sick like I was. For one thing—and this is kind of interesting—there was no religious angle. Turns out that’s really common. And she didn’t have an official diagnosis. Before, I mean. That was kind of a big deal. How did a guy like her husband not see that she needed real help, why had he taken her to see his old friend, that doctor who ended up being a liar face? But the main thing was, you know, how she did it. It was kind of all over the place. She tried to get the older girls. Did she know there was a field trip or not? She signed the slip, but did she remember? I mean, when you’re in a bad way like I was and like she was, there is stuff you plain don’t remember. Leaving the baby in the car—that’s a weird way to kill a kid if you’re hearing those voices telling you to save her. She said she was going to drive right down that pier into the river. Only she didn’t.



	HB:
	Did you ever doubt that Melisandre had a psychotic episode?



	PW:
	Me? No. But a lot of people did. And they wanted me to tell them if she wasn’t—if she was faking. When she explained that to me, I said, “I have your back.” I have ever since. I’ve had hers, she has mine. When I got fired from my first job because a local TV station told people I was working at the Discount Warehouse—Melisandre sent me a check. She even said she was going to fly me over to Cape Town or London, although that never happened. But that was because I could never get enough time off work. I’ve never had more than a week off. By the time you fly all the way to South Africa, a week is practically gone, that’s what Melisandre always said.



	HB:
	Why are you so sure that Melisandre, like you, was psychotic?



	PW:
	Well, you have to be, right? If you’re not sick, you’re evil. You know those women, the ones who make up stories because they just want their kids dead? Because there’s money in it for them or because they have a new boyfriend or because they want to get back at their husbands. They’re evil, they have a reason.



	HB:
	I don’t actually know of a case like that. One where a woman killed her child to get back at her husband. Are you thinking of something in particular?



	PW:
	Well, Melisandre, of course. That’s what some people said about her. But I never believed it. Hey, is it okay if I ask the car, when it takes me back, to stop for lunch? Can a Town Car use the drive-through? There’s a Roy Rogers in, I think, Hagerstown, and we don’t have any of those where I live. You hardly see them anymore. It’s such a treat. They have the best fries. I’ll buy the driver some fries, out of my—what did you call it? Per diem. Out of my pocket!



	HB:
	I’m sure that’s fine.



	PW:
	And do you think I’m going to see Melisandre before I leave? We haven’t talked in forever.



	HB:
	I’m not sure. I’ll text her.
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