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MONDAY, OCTOBER 3





SUBURBAN MADAM DEAD IN APPARENT SUICIDE


The headline catches Heloise’s eye as she waits in the always-long line at the Starbucks closest to her son’s middle school. Of course, a headline is supposed to call attention to itself. That’s its job. Yet these letters are unusually huge, hectoring even, in a typeface suitable for a declaration of war or an invasion by aliens. It’s tacky, tarted up, as much of a strumpet as the woman whose death it’s trumpeting.


SUBURBAN MADAM DEAD IN APPARENT SUICIDE


Heloise finds it interesting that suicide must be fudged but the label of madam requires no similar restraint, only qualification. She supposes that every madam needs her modifier. Suburban Madam, D.C. Madam, Hollywood Madam, Mayflower Madam. “Madam” on its own would make no impression in a headline, and this is the headline of the day, repeated ad nauseam on every news break on WTOP and WBAL, even the local cut-ins on NPR. Suburban Madam dead in apparent suicide. People are speaking of it here in line at this very moment, if only because the suburb in question is the bordering county’s version of this suburb. Albeit a lesser one, the residents of Turner’s Grove agree. Schools not quite as good, green space less lush, too much lower-cost housing bringing in riffraff. You know, the people who can afford only three hundred thousand dollars for a town house. Such as the Suburban Madam, although from what Heloise has gleaned, she lived in the most middle of the middle houses, not so grand as to draw attention to herself but not on the fringes either.


And yes, Heloise knows that because she has followed almost every news story about the Suburban Madam since her initial arrest eight months ago. She knows her name, Michelle Smith, and what she looks like in her mug shot, the only photo of her that seems to exist. Very dark hair—so dark it must be dyed—very pale eyes, otherwise so ordinary as to be any woman anywhere, the kind of stranger who looks familiar because she looks like so many people you know. Maybe Heloise is a little bit of a hypocrite, decrying the news coverage even as she eats it up, but then she’s not a disinterested party, unlike the people in this line, most of whom probably use “disinterested” incorrectly in conversation yet consider themselves quite bright.


When the Suburban Madam first showed up in the news, she was defiant and cocky, bragging of a little black book that would strike fear in the hearts of powerful men throughout the state. She gave interviews. She dropped tantalizing hints about shocking revelations to come. She allowed herself to be photographed in her determinedly Pottery Barned family room. She made a point of saying how tough she was, indomitable, someone who never ran from a fight. Now, a month out from trial, she is dead, discovered in her own garage, in her Honda Pilot, which was chugging away. If the news reporters are to be believed—always a big if, in Heloise’s mind—it appears there was no black book, no list of powerful men, no big revelations in her computer despite diligent searching and scrubbing by the authorities. Lies? Bluffs? Delusions? Perhaps she was just an ordinary sex worker who thought she had a better chance at a book deal or a stint on reality television if she claimed to run something more grandiose.


A woman’s voice breaks into Heloise’s thoughts.


“How pathetic,” she says. “Women like that—all one can do is pity them.”


The woman’s pronouncement is not that different from what Heloise has been thinking, yet she finds herself automatically switching sides.


“What I really hate,” the woman continues, presumably to a companion, although she speaks in the kind of creamy, pleased-with-itself tone that projects to every corner of the large coffee shop, “is how these women try to co-opt feminism. Prostitution is not what feminists were striving for.”


But it is a choice, of a type. It was her choice. Free to be you and me, right? Heloise remembers a record with a pink cover. She remembers it being broken to pieces, too, cracked over her father’s knee.


A deeper voice rumbles back, the words indistinct.


“She comes out of the gate proclaiming how tough she is, and when things get down to it, she can’t even face prosecution. Kills herself, and she’s not even looking at a particularly onerous sentence if found guilty. That’s not exactly a sign of vibrant mental health.”


Again Heloise had been close to thinking the same thing, but now she’s committed to seeing the other side. She may be mentally ill, yes, but that doesn’t prove she chose prostitution because she was mentally ill. Your logic is fallacious. She happened to get caught. What about the ones who don’t get caught? Do you think they catch everybody?


The deep voice returns, but Heloise is on the couple’s wavelength now; she can make out his words. “She said she had a black book.”


“Don’t they always? I don’t believe that truly powerful men have to pay for it.”


At this point Heloise can’t contain herself. Although she always tries to be low-key and polite, especially in her own neighborhood, where she is known primarily as Scott Lewis’s mom, she turns around and says, “So you don’t think governor of New York is a powerful position?”


“Excuse me?” The woman is taken aback. So is Heloise. She had assumed the self-possessed voice would belong to another mom, fresh from the school drop-off, but this is a middle-aged woman in business attire, talking to a man in a suit. They must be going to the office park down the street or on their way to a day of brokers’ open houses or short sales. There has been an outbreak of auctions in the community, much to everyone’s distress and worry.


“I couldn’t help overhearing. You said powerful men don’t pay for sex, yet the former governor of New York did. So are you saying that’s not a powerful job?”


“I guess that’s the exception that proves the rule.”


“Actually, the saying should be the exception that tests the rule. It’s been corrupted over the years.” Heloise has spent much of her adult life acquiring such trivia, putting away little stores of factoids that are contrary to what most people think they know, including the origin of “factoid,” which was originally used for things that seem true but have no basis in fact. There’s the accurate definition of the Immaculate Conception, for example, or the historical detail that slaves in Maryland remained in bondage after the Emancipation Proclamation because only Confederate slaves were freed by the act. The purist’s insistence that “disinterested” is not the same as “uninterested.”


“But okay, let’s say an exception does prove the rule,” she continues. “Let me run through a few more exceptions for you—Senator David Vitter, Charlie Sheen, Hugh Grant. Tiger Woods, probably, although I’m less clear on whether he visited professional sex workers or women in more of a gray area. I mean, you may not think of politicians, actors, and sports stars as inherently powerful, but our culture does, no?”


People are looking at her. Heloise does not like people to look at her unless she wants them to look at her. But she is invested in the argument and wants to win.


“Okay, so there are some powerful men who pay for sex. But they wouldn’t risk such a thing unless they were very self-destructive.”


“What’s the risk? It seems to me that sexual partners whose services are bought and paid for are more reliable than mistresses or girlfriends.”


“Well—”


“Besides, they didn’t get her on sex, did you notice that? She was arrested on charges of mail fraud, racketeering, tax evasion. They couldn’t actually prove that she had sex for money. They almost never can. Heidi Fleiss didn’t go to jail for selling sex—she served time for not reporting her income. You know who gets busted for having sex for money? Street-level prostitutes. The ones who give hand jobs for thirty bucks. Think it through. Why is the one commodity that women can capitalize on illegal in this country? Who would be harmed if prostitution were legal?”


The woman gives Heloise a patronizing smile, as if she has the upper hand. Perhaps it’s because Heloise is in her version of full mom garb—yoga pants, a polo-neck pullover, hair in a ponytail. It is not vanity to think that she looks younger than her real age. Heloise spends a lot of money on upkeep, and even in her most casual clothes she is impeccably groomed. The woman’s companion smiles at her, too, and his grin is not at all patronizing. The woman notices. It doesn’t make her happy, although there’s nothing  to suggest they are more than colleagues. But few women enjoy seeing another woman being admired.


“You seem to know a lot about the case,” the woman says. “Was she a friend of yours?”


Heloise understands that the point of the question is to make her disavow the dead Suburban Madam with a shocked “No!” and thereby prove that prostitution is disreputable. She will not fall into that trap.


“I didn’t know her,” she says. “But I could have. She could have been my neighbor. She was someone’s neighbor. Someone’s daughter, someone’s sister, someone’s mother.”


“She had kids?” This is the man, his interest piqued, in Heloise if not in the topic, although Heloise has never met a man who isn’t fascinated by the subject of prostitution.


“No—that was just a figure of speech. But she could have been, that’s all I’m saying. She was a person. You can’t sum up her entire life in two words. You didn’t know her. You shouldn’t be gossiping about her.”


She feels a little flush of triumph. It’s fun to claim the higher moral ground, a territory seldom available to her. And Heloise really does despise gossip, so she’s not a hypocrite on that score.


But her sense of victory is short-lived. The problem, Heloise realizes as she waits for her half-caf/half-decaf, one-Splenda latte, is that people can be reduced that way. How would Heloise be described by those who know her? Or in a headline, given that so few people really know her. Scott’s mom. The quiet neighbor who keeps to herself. Nobody’s daughter, not as far as she’s concerned. Nobody’s wife, never anyone’s wife, although local gossip figures her for a young widow because divorcées never move into Turner’s Grove. They move out, unable to afford their spouses’ equity in the house, even in these post-bubble days.


What no one realizes is that Heloise is also just another suburban madam, fortifying herself before a typical workday, which includes a slate full of appointments for her and the six young women who work at what is known, on paper, as the Women’s Full Employment Network, a boutique lobbying firm whose mission statement identifies it as a nonprofit focused on income parity for all women. And when people hear that, they never want to know a single thing more about Heloise’s business, which is exactly as she planned it.



















1989





“You have a nothing face.”


Helen hadn’t realized that her father was even in the house. She had come home from school, fixed a snack for herself, and was heading upstairs when she heard his voice from the living-room sofa. He was lying there in the dark, the television on but muted. The remote control was broken, which meant one had to get up to change the channels or adjust the volume. So her father stayed in the dark, stuck on one channel. Helen thought of a saying used by her AP English teacher, the one about lighting a candle rather than cursing the darkness. Her father preferred to curse the darkness.


“I mean, it’s just there, you know?”


She stopped, caught off guard. She should have kept going. Why did she stop? Now she was stuck, forced to listen to him until he granted her permission to leave.


“Not ugly, but not really pretty either. Unmemorable,” he continued.


From where she stood, she could see her face in the cuckoo-clock  mirror that hung at the foot of the stairs, a curious item to her, because it combined two things that shouldn’t be combined. If you glanced at a clock, you were usually running out somewhere, worried about being late. Yet the mirror invited you to stay, linger, attend to your reflection.


“Just another face in the crowd. There must be a million girls that look like you.”


Helen had brown hair and blue eyes. Her features were even, proportionate. She was of medium height, relatively slender. But her father was right. She had noticed that unless she took great pains with her looks—put on makeup, wore something showy—she seemed to fade into the background. It bugged her. And Hector Lewis was very good at knowing what bugged people about themselves. If only he could make a living from it.


“If I looked like you, I’d rob banks. No one would be able to describe you. I can’t describe you, and I’m your father.” A beat. “Allegedly.”


Helen knew he was challenging her to contradict him, to defend her mother’s honor. But she didn’t want to prolong the encounter. This was fairly new, his verbal abuse of her, and she wasn’t sure how to handle it despite watching him dish it out to her mother for much of her life. It had never occurred to Helen that he would start to treat her this way. She had thought she was immune, Daddy’s little girl.


“What are you gawping at?”


That was her signal that he was done with her. She climbed the stairs to her room and started her algebra homework, which required the most focus. Math did not come as easily to her as her other subjects. She charted her points, drew lines, broke down the equations, imagining the numbers as a wall that she was building around herself, a barricade that her father could not breach. She put an album on her record player, one of her mother’s old ones, Carole King. Most of her albums had been her mother’s, which wasn’t as strange as it might sound. Her mother hadn’t even been twenty when Helen was born. The music was yet another boundary, the moat outside the wall of algebra.


But Helen knew that if her father decided to get up off the couch and follow her into her room, continue the conversation, nothing could stop him. Luckily, he seldom wanted to get up off the couch these days.


Helen had been baffled when her father started in on her the week before last. If he saw her eating dessert, he warned her about getting fat. “You’re not the kind of girl who can get away with an extra pound. You take after your mother that way.” If she was reading, he pronounced her a bookworm, a bore. If she tried to watch a television show, he told her she’d better bring home a good report card, yet she had been close to a straight-A student for most of her life.


She asked her mother why her father was irritable, but she shrugged, long used to her own up-and-down dynamic with him.


Then Helen finally got it. Her father was putting her on notice because she had seen him at McDonald’s with Barbara Lewis, even though Helen hadn’t given it a second thought at the time. In a town of fewer than twenty-five thousand people, everyone ends up at the McDonald’s at some point. They had been in the drive-through lane. Why not? she told herself as she locked up her bike, skirting his eye line as she walked inside. She went to McDonald’s with all sorts of people, didn’t mean anything. Money went a long way at McDonald’s. You could get a large shake and fries for what some places charged for a shake alone. Her father wouldn’t want to go someplace expensive with Barbara, because she was always trying to shake him down for money. He wasn’t treating Barbara, he was showing her how little he cared for her.


In Barbara’s defense, she did have four kids with Hector Lewis. So even though she had a decent job and he had none, he probably should be helping her out, at least a little.


Hector had left Barbara fifteen years ago, after impregnating nineteen-year-old Beth Harbison. Helen was born seven months later. Meghan, Barbara and Hector’s youngest, was born four months after Helen, and Helen had no trouble doing that math. “That was the last time he was ever with her,” Helen’s mother often said, as if it were something of which to be proud, that he went back to have sex with Barbara only once. “And she still won’t give him a divorce. So why should he pay her any support? A woman can’t have it both ways.”


But someone was having it both ways, Helen realized that day outside McDonald’s. There might not have been another baby after Meghan, but there had been sex. They had probably had sex that very afternoon. Perhaps it was Hector who kept persuading Barbara not to divorce him. That way he never had to marry Beth, whom he blamed for keeping him in his own hometown, an indistinct place just north of the Mason-Dixon Line, not quite a town yet too distant from anywhere else to be a suburb. “Like a wart on somebody’s asshole,” her father said.


Helen had not told her mother about seeing her father at McDonald’swith Barbara. She wondered if he knew that. If Helen had a secret and another person found out about it, she would be extremely nice to that person. But Hector Lewis didn’t behave like most people did. “He just loves us so much,” her mother was always telling Helen. He loved them so much that he left his other family when Beth became pregnant. He loved them so much that he refused to work more than a few hours a week, and then only jobs where he was paid cash money, which he spent on himself. He loved Beth so much that he made fun of her and, on the occasional Saturday night, beat the crap out of her. “He gets frustrated he can’t do better by us, but if he got a good job, on the books, Barbara would take everything. He just loves us so much.”


Please, Helen prayed, make him love us a little less.


Shoot. She had left her history book in the kitchen. She couldn’t do her homework without it, but she couldn’t get it without walking through the living room again. She imagined she was invisible, hoping that would make it so. Sometimes if you acted as if something were true, it became true.


“But you better not do anything bad,” her father called out as she walked by. She was confused for a moment. She was in the middle of her homework. What could she be doing that was bad? Then she realized he was still having the one-sided conversation he had started an hour ago, about her nothing face. Having suggested that she had the perfect look for a criminal, he was now outraged that she might become one, which she had no intention of doing. Helen wanted to be a nurse. Actually, she wanted to be a history professor, but she understood that wouldn’t be allowed, that it would take too much time in school with no guarantee of a job. A nurse could always find work. Her mother was an RN, and her pay supported the household.


“I won’t,” Helen promised, hoping it was the right thing to say.


“You better not,” he said, his voice rising as if she had disagreed with him. She wondered if she should try to get out of the house until her mother came home. It was five o’clock on a winter Thursday, too dark and cold to pretend a sudden errand on her bike.


“I said I wouldn’t.” Despite her best efforts, a note of exasperation crept into her voice.


“Are you getting smart with me?”


“No, sir.” Her voice was very tiny now, a mouse squeak.


“I said, Are you getting smart with me?”


She tried to speak so he could hear her. “No, sir.”


“ARE YOU GETTING SMART WITH ME?”


“N-n-n-”—she could not get the words out. This was new, at least with her. But this is how the fights with her mother began. Her father kept hearing disagreement where there was only appeasement. “N-n-n-n-”


He threw his beer can at her head. His aim was impressive; the can struck her temple. Empty, or close to, it didn’t hurt, but she flinched, then continued to the kitchen, trying to remember why she had started to go there in the first place.


The house was small, but it was still shocking how fast he came up from the sofa and into the kitchen behind her, grabbing her shirt at the collar and whirling her around to face him.


“I—will—have—respect—in—my—house.” Each word was accompanied by a slap. The slaps were surprisingly dainty and precise, as if he were beating out a staccato rhythm on some improvised piece of percussion. Helen had had a drum set when she was a baby. She knew because she had seen the photos of herself playing with it, but she didn’t remember it. She looked so happy in those photos. Did all babies—


Now he was banging her head on the kitchen table. Again he seemed to have absolute control. It was so slow, so measured. He was still speaking, but it was hard to focus on the words. Something was bleeding. Her nose, she thought. She heard another voice, from very far away. “Oh, Hector, oh, Hector.” Her mother was standing in the doorway that led from the carport, a bag of groceries in her arms.


Her father acted as if he were coming out of a trance, as if he had no idea how he came to be holding his daughter by the scruff of her neck.


“She was very disrespectful,” he said.


“Oh, Hector.” Her mother put the groceries on the kitchen drainboard, dampened a paper towel, and applied it to Helen’s gushing nose.


“I think I might have a concussion,” Helen whispered.


“Shhh,” her mother said. “Don’t upset him.”


And that was the day that her father went upstairs and broke every single album she had, cracking them across his knee as if they were very bad children who needed to be spanked. That was okay. Albums weren’t cool. Not that she could afford CDs or a player, but she could live without the albums. She liked to listen to WFEN, a station that broadcast from Chicago, available on her little portable radio late at night. It wasn’t a particularly good station—it played soupy ballads, things that were old-fashioned even by her mother’s standards—but she liked the idea that her radio could pick up something from Illinois, even if it meant a night listening to Mel Tormé and Peggy Lee.


“That’s old people’s music,” her father said, standing in the door.


She started, but he was already gone. Maybe he had never been there at all.


That weekend her father went out and bought her a Sony Walkman and ten tapes from Lonnie’s Record & Tape Traders. Indigo Girls and Goo Goo Dolls and De La Soul, Dream Theater, and Depeche Mode. She couldn’t begin to figure his selection criteria. He also bought her a heart-shaped locket from Zales. Her mother exclaimed at how pretty it was. She wasn’t envious that it was Helen who had gotten all these gifts. She seemed happy for her. Helen understood. Every beating she got was one her mother didn’t get. Hector’s beatings were a finite commodity. A man had only so much time in the day.


A few weeks later, when her mother fastened the locket around Helen’s neck as she prepared to go to a school dance—with a group of girls, because she was not allowed to date until she was sixteen—Helen said, “I saw Daddy at McDonald’s. A week or so before.”


Before was understood. Her mother didn’t say anything, just smoothed Helen’s thick dark hair, which she was wearing in a ponytail very high on her head, so it cascaded like a plume. With eye makeup and a new dress, she wasn’t a nothing-face tonight.


“He was with Barbara,” Helen said. “Barbara Lewis.” She picked up the purse that her mother had lent her for the evening, a beaded bag, one of the few nice things her mother still owned, and sailed out the door.



















TUESDAY, OCTOBER 4





Heloise stops at one of her favorite sushi places on her way out of Annapolis. Tsunami, an unfortunate name in 2011. What can the owners do? Heloise is sympathetic to the challenges inherent in rebranding. When she had to change her name, she felt the need to stay connected to her original name, and not just for business reasons.


Why? Chopsticks poised over her sashimi, she can no longer remember why it was important to her to keep the first syllable of what some might call her Christian name while holding on to the surname of the man she despised more than any other.


Is her father the one she despises the most? The competition, after all, is notable. She considers the top candidates. Billy. Val. No, her father’s still the champion asshole of the world, because he was supposed to love her and he didn’t. The other men didn’t owe her anything, except perhaps the money and time stolen from her. Besides, if her father had been a different person, perhaps she wouldn’t have ended up with a Billy, much less a Val.


Usually Heloise has no use for the blanket blame applied to parents. This was true even before she became one. Earlier this year she was entranced, almost in spite of herself, in a murder trial featuring a seeming monster of a mother who eventually was acquitted of killing her daughter. The woman’s behavior did seem inexplicable—if she didn’t kill the child, she did something. Yet the hate for the woman is so virulent that Heloise can’t help trying to find a way to empathize with her.


Heloise and Paul Marriotti, one of her oldest and favorite clients, had ended up talking about the case in the lazy half hour they allowed themselves after business was done. Heloise didn’t linger with many men—most didn’t want their paid companions to linger—but Paul enjoyed her company and often bounced ideas off her, paying for the extra time if he went on too long.


“This Florida murder case,” he’d said to her. “It’s the kind of thing that makes people want to write legislation just to show-boat. I’m dreading the kind of stuff that’s going to come through committee next year. As if we need to make it illegal for women to kill their children.”


“Only women?” Heloise’s challenge was smiling, good-natured.


“Oh, the bills will be gender-neutral, but this is the case that will be in the back of everyone’s minds. The bills will be framed as better oversight of abusive, neglectful parents, but everyone will know the subtext—the next bitch must not get off.”


“You mean the next white bitch. With pretty little big-eyed white kids whose photographs make them suitable poster children. I don’t recall the same national outcry when they discovered that child in Baltimore who had been starved and so deprived of basic care that his development was essentially stunted for life.”


“Heloise, if you want clients with bleeding-heart-liberal politics like yours, you’re never going to make a dime. Social workers and public defenders can’t afford you.”


“I’m a socially progressive libertarian,” she said.


He gave her an affectionate smack on her now-clothed hip. Yes, they had an easy, playful rhythm much like—what? Not a marriage because there were never recriminations or resentments. Not a friendship, although they were friendly. They were collegial colleagues, two people who had worked together for a very long time, with positive benefits for both. She could disappear tomorrow and Paul wouldn’t miss her that much.


Yet it surprised her when Paul said, “Next week—do you have anyone new?”


“New?”


“New to me. I need a little novelty.”


“Of course,” she said, conscious not to allow any emotion to show on her face. Would the cashier at the diner care if the man who always bought a York Peppermint Pattie at the end of his meal decided that he wanted a roll of LifeSavers instead? Not if she owned the diner and made a profit either way. Besides, it wasn’t the first time that Paul had branched out. One couldn’t call it straying, right?


“I’ll send you January.”


“January? Get out.”


“We have a new theme right now. January, April, May, June, July. You wouldn’t like November, though. She’s very frosty.”


The joke, groaner that it was, allowed her to establish equilibrium. Paul wanted to try someone new. That was fine. It wasn’t a comment on her. She would bet anything that he would switch back to her after a time or two or three with January. Which was no knock on January, whom Paul really would enjoy. He liked a little ice, a coolness, a reserve. Heloise would never send him June, busty and ripe, a volcanic Italian girl in the mold of the 1950s knockouts Loren and Lollobrigida. Besides, whichever girl she sent, he would return to her. He always did. As much as Paul needs novelty now and then, he likes talking about his work even more. And as smart as Heloise’s girls are, they can’t sustain long conversations about the inner workings of a statehouse committee, which is really Paul’s principal turn-on. He loves to talk about his work, and she, the perpetual student, likes to listen. How does a bill become a law? What does it take to get it out of committee? What will happen if there’s a House version of the bill? It’s like Schoolhouse Rock. With sex. Heloise wouldn’t say that the sex is secondary to Paul, not at all. He always gets right down to it, makes sure he gets his money’s worth. In that way he reminds her of someone paying for one of the big fancy brunches at a downtown hotel, the kind of guy who loads up on shrimp and lobster, whatever the most expensive items are. But once sated, Paul starts to talk, and she doesn’t always bill him for that part, although she would not tolerate that kind of laxness from one of her girls. She especially likes the secrets he entrusts her with, the feeling she has when something she’s known for weeks finally shows up in the news.


No, she’d told herself back in the hotel room. It would all be okay. This was why most madams didn’t compete with their own girls, just sat back and took the fee off the top. She had to concede that ego, and even a little greed, had kept her in the game long past the point where she could have retired to a straight management gig. She relaxed, listened to what Paul was saying about a brewing scandal.


Then, all at once, she could barely listen at all. She felt light-headed, heard nothing except her own blood—not so much a pounding in her ears but the sense that all her blood was draining away. She was like an animal in fight-or-flight mode, only she couldn’t choose. She jumped up from the bed, saying she had to go, sat back down, glanced about frantically for her purse.


“Hey, don’t look so stricken,” Paul had said. “I told you, I just need variety. It’s no big deal.”


It had been easier, Heloise thinks now, stabbing at her sashimi, to let him assume that she was unnerved by his request for a new girl. Because she had no idea how to tell Paul that her unmasked moment of panic had nothing to do with him. It was the confidence Paul had shared about an investigation into the faked credentials of a ballistics expert, someone who had testified in dozens of homicide cases over the past ten years. It has turned out that everything on the man’s résumé related to his professional credentials is pretty much bogus. So far the gossip has been kept in check, but it’s going to get out, and then every case in which he testified will be up for grabs. Possible retrials, petitions for pardons.


Paul had nattered on as if it were just another bit of gossip, an interesting inside story. To him it was.


He had no way of knowing that one of the men sentenced to life in prison, based on the expert’s testimony, was Scott’s father. But then Paul doesn’t even know that Heloise has a son. Scott’s father doesn’t know either.


She looks around the sushi bar, almost empty at this hour of the day, and fantasizes about jumping a busboy and taking him into the bathroom and telling him her life story. Forget the zipless fuck. What Heloise wants is a conversation with no consequences.


Maybe she could start gabbing to the sushi chef, who doesn’t seem to have a great grasp of English. Who could be a better confidant, smiling and nodding without comprehension as she tells her life story between sips of green tea. I never really wanted that much. Maybe that was the problem. My dreams were so small—to be a nurse or a history teacher, to marry a nice boy, to love and feel loved. I might as well have aspired to win a Nobel Prize or fly to the moon. And I never meant to hurt anyone, yet people around me have gotten hurt, over and over again. It’s not my fault. It can’t be my fault.


Instead she asks for the check. She tips well. She always does. But her hand shakes as she fills in the amount, puts her copy of the receipt in her billfold. If Scott’s father was to be released—No, no, no. It’s not fair. Possible, she corrects herself. It’s not possible. Heloise long ago reconciled herself to the idea that all is fair in love and war, which is just another way of saying that nothing in life is ever fair, because life is love and war.
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Helen could never understand how her father had landed any woman, much less two. But as her studies in world history advanced—she was admitted to the AP class as a junior, a real achievement—she gained insights into how the scarcity of a commodity made people irrational. She read about the tulip boom and bust of the seventeenth century and figured there would have to be a Hector Lewis bust eventually. Not that men were scarce in her town, not in general. If anything, Helen wished there were fewer of them, that she could get through the day with less catcalling and trash-talking as she rode her bike to and from school. She may have had a nothing face, but her rear end, propped up on a bike seat, was apparently quite memorable.


Yet the pool of men available to women such as her mother and the first Mrs. Lewis—as Helen thought of Barbara—was tiny. And Hector was good-looking, she supposed, although it’s hard to see one’s parent in that light. A few girls at school had said as much. His looks were secondary, however. By refusing to belong to either woman wholeheartedly, Hector kept both in a state of dynamic tension. When Helen’s mother dared to complain about anything, he disappeared for a few days, probably to visit Barbara, although he always denied it. And every time he spent the night at Barbara’s, he reset the clock on their separation, making it more difficult for either one of them to obtain a divorce. It wasn’t often, no more than once a year, but that was all it took. Each woman wanted what the other had. Barbara wanted Hector to live under her roof and resume being a father to their four children. Beth wanted the surname of Lewis, the official status of Mrs.—and the obvious sexual chemistry he enjoyed with Barbara.


This, too, was new information for Helen. She thought men left women for fresher, more exciting sex. But her parents seemed to have a most lackluster life in that department, even though Beth Not-Really-Lewis was prettier in every way than Barbara Lewis—thinner, younger, better kept. Eventually Helen worked out that her father preferred sex with Barbara because it was forbidden, dirty. Sex with her mother had been that way only in the beginning, when he was cheating on his wife with the naïve nineteen-year-old country girl who worked as a carhop, of all things, across the street from where he sold cars. Once he got Beth pregnant and decided to move in with her, it wasn’t furtive anymore, and therefore it wasn’t fun. When he returned from his weekends at his first wife’s home, there was a brief interlude where he had loud—and, presumably, satisfying, at least to him—sex with Helen’s mother. But that honeymoon phase wore off quickly, and then the only way they could have sex was if he hit Beth first.


When he started hitting Helen, she knew enough to worry that it might become sexualized. She wasn’t that much younger than Beth had been when she met then-thirty-six-year-old Hector. But her father never transgressed that boundary and seemed to think well of himself for it. He talked a lot about filthy perverts who had sex with their own daughters, how disgusting they were, what he would do to any man who dared to commit such a crime. Helen was not comforted by these diatribes. She worried that her father was protesting too much, that he was locked in a battle with himself he might lose. She kept herself as plain and unprovocative as possible, wearing her hair in two braids in an era when other girls had big, teased hair, and sticking with a preppy style that was considered out of fashion unless one was an actual preppy or a mean girl in a John Hughes movie. She became grateful for her nothing face, which she did little to enhance and then only at school, where she daubed eyeliner beneath her lashes. She was learning that her father was right in a way: There was a virtue in not attracting attention.


Still, throughout high school she could feel the tension building in the house. Something’s gotta give, Ella Fitzgerald sang on her father’s record player. He loved old jazz standards, which was the hardest thing for Helen to reconcile with her sense of him. He was an oaf, a boor, a lout in so many ways. Yet he loved beautiful music.


And Hitler wanted to be an artist, she learned in world history.


The breaking point, oddly, came over her report card. Oddly because it was a very good report card, all As except for a B in home economics. Yet her father focused on that B. She couldn’t remember her father ever looking at her report card before. She had long given up on trying to impress him. But he found this one on the table, awaiting her mother’s signature—and, Helen could admit, maybe a little praise, wan and tired as her mother’s praise tended to be—and he began to harangue her for not making straight As. Yet she knew it wasn’t the lone B that bothered him but the As themselves. He did not want her to think she was better than him.


Too late.


“World history,” he said with a sneer. “Trigonometry.” He stumbled on that one. “English III. Aren’t you good enough for English I?”


“English III is what they call junior English.”


“French. Freeeeeeeeeeennnnnnch. The only thing on here that’s going to help you in this world is home ec, and that’s the one you got a B on. There’s nothing worse than being book-smart and world-stupid.”


Her mother sat quietly at the table all the while, working the jumble. She worked the jumble, then the crossword puzzle; she read the advice from Dear Abby; she absorbed the hints from Heloise. She read every single word in the slender local newspaper.


Helen knew better than to defend herself, yet—“It’s not my fault that we don’t have a sewing machine at home. That’s what pulled my grade down. I couldn’t work at home, like the other girls, and—”


He hit her, the report card crumpled in his fist. He was smart about how he hit people. Usually to the side of the head, with his fist, maybe in the stomach. Sometimes a kick. But he almost never left a mark.


“Oh, Hector,” her mother said, picking Helen up, whispering in her ear not to antagonize him, not quite able to conceal her relief that it was Helen’s turn to be hit. “I’m sure she’ll bring the grade up next semester.”


“Why should there be another semester for her? She’s sixteen now—she can drop out and go to work. Why should she have it better than you or me?”


Neither Helen nor her mother dared to point out that Beth had finished high school and gone on to get a nursing degree while Helen was a baby. Facts only infuriated Hector Lewis. He considered them a personal affront, unfair and sneaky. Give Hector Lewis a fact and he’d answer with a fist.


“If she wants to go to school, then she has to get a job, kick in her share of the rent and the food she eats. She eats a goddamn lot of food.”


“Hector—” Her mother cared enough about education to want to see Helen finish school. Or maybe it just galled her that Barbara Lewis’s kids would all have high-school diplomas, maybe even college degrees, and Beth was very competitive with Barbara. The three older ones were all at the local satellite campus of the state university, getting by on grants and student aid; the youngest, Meghan, was almost as good a student as Helen.


“It’s only fair,” he said again. And Helen understood, even though she didn’t want to. She understood her father in a way that no sixteen-year-old girl should have to understand a parent. Where most people wanted their children to have more than they did, Hector wanted Helen to have less. Perhaps it was his guilt over the other four children, essentially abandoned. Perhaps the only way he could keep getting up in the morning was not to be left behind by anyone close to him. At any rate, he meant it. She would have to get a job, pay her way. It would be harder to keep her grades up, which would make it harder to get a scholarship. He was setting her up to fail.


He succeeded beyond his wildest dreams.
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Scott plays soccer. His grandfather probably would have been appalled if he had lived long enough to see this. Not that Heloise would have allowed him to see Scott, much less have a relationship with him. Watching Scott now from the sidelines, she wonders how many grandchildren Hector Lewis has in the world. She knows that her half sister, Meghan, has four children, but Meghan has moved to Florida, and Heloise never kept in touch with the other, older children from her father’s first marriage. Why would she? When she was a kid back in Pennsylvania, they didn’t even acknowledge her on the street, although the oldest boy sometimes screamed after her, “Your mother’s a fucking slut!”


It was interesting how hot and red one’s ears could get on the coldest day in a Pennsylvania winter.


No screams here on the sidelines of Scott’s soccer game. No one would dare. There is a long list of protocols for how parents are to behave. They must be models of good sportsmanship. They must not make suggestions to the coaches. No excessive celebration.  Even cheers must be muted. Not that Heloise is a person given to excessive celebration, but still. She hates rules derived from the bad behavior of a few.


She always stands apart on the soccer field, her conversations with the other mothers polite yet fleeting. She’s not sure whose fault that is. She has stopped trying to figure out if she’s standoffish because the other mothers snub her or if she’s snubbed because the other mothers sense she’s standoffish. For the most part, she tells herself that she’s happy for their neglect. It makes life that much easier, and Heloise is not the kind of person who disdains anything that makes life easier. Cake mix for the class cupcakes? Bring it on. Hiring a tailor to make the “simple” priest costume that Scott wore as Father Andrew in the school play on the founding of Maryland? Yes, please. Heloise doesn’t necessarily throw money at problems, but she does apply it in bold, confident strokes.


True, she encourages incuriosity in most people. Yet it’s still hurtful to see how easily people fall into line with one’s desire to be ignored. What if she needed their attention? What if she had a crisis? There are only two people she could call: her au pair, Audrey, and the man who is standing here next to her, Tom. Come to think of it, the mothers are paying attention to him, and he’s not even that attractive. Broad-shouldered and barrel-chested, which has never been Heloise’s type. Pleasant-looking but not handsome. He is undeniably masculine, however, a man who somehow projectshis ability to take care of those he considers his responsibility.


Heloise is lucky enough to fall into that small group of people.


“You don’t have anything to worry about,” he is saying now, in the most conversational tone possible. Tom and Heloise long ago mastered the knack of having serious talks in casual tones. “They’re not going to release a lifer like Val because of one bad expert. There was an eyewitness, remember? At worst they might agree to a retrial. But the evidence will be reexamined by a certified   expert, and it will hold up, because ballistics are pretty cut and dried. Val’s staying put.”


“You’re always so certain. You told me I’d be safe forever once he was locked up.”


“And so far I’m right.” Tom shields his eyes against the late-afternoon sun. He actually tries to follow the game, and Scott within it. Heloise has never allowed him to meet Scott, at least not since babyhood, but Tom enjoys watching him from a distance. Tom would have liked to be Scott’s stepdad, but it just wasn’t to be.


“Forever is a long time,” Heloise says.


“True. So let’s say I don’t see this being a threat in your lifetime, based on those insurance charts about life expectancy.”


It is October, usually the most beautiful month in Maryland’s most glorious season, although lately it has become hot and undependable. Still, Heloise feels that fall is a new beginning, as many people do.


“It’s interesting,” Tom says, “that you called me today. Because I was going to call you.”


“About the ballistics expert?”


“No. Damn, you have a one-track mind at times. Fact is, I’m coming up on my twenty, Hel. I think I’m going to retire, move over into private security.”


“I can’t afford you on the payroll full-time.”


He smiles, acknowledging her joke. He’s never taken a dime from her. “No, no, you can’t. And you won’t have anyone else like me, going forward. This is something you actually should worry about. The guy coming up behind me, he wants to make a name for himself. He wants to make big busts, get attention.”


“I’m a small fish. They almost never go after anyone at my level.”


“Your client list has some folks that would be of interest to any prosecutor trying to make his bones.”


“I don’t live in the city limits.”


“But you conduct a lot of business in the city. I’m pretty sure I know which hotels are friendly to you.” Tom and Heloise have always been very careful not to share too many details, although Heloise has never been shy about providing Tom with information on other vendors, those she perceives as threats or competition.


“Okay, so I just won’t cross city lines for a while. There are plenty of hotels near the airport. Besides, half my business is in private homes.”


“Be careful, Hel. That’s all I’m trying to say. I’m not going to be there to tell you what’s going on, where they’re looking. It’s true your operation should be fine. But if you get sloppy or hire someone untrustworthy—”


“Won’t you stay plugged in, at least for a little while?”


“The new guy’s going to want to make the office his. You can’t blame him for that. I’ve got to give him space—or risk having people wonder why I’m still so interested.”


“Maybe I really could hire you full-time.” If she got rid of the two drivers who work for the car service— after all, their primary job is providing security for the girls—or found another way to economize, she could probably come up with a competitive salary.


“No thank you, Heloise.” Very formal of him. He seldom uses her “new” name, although at this point Tom has known her as Heloise much longer than he knew her as Helen.


“Oh, don’t be so gallant. Revenues aren’t what they were, but I bet I could match your current salary, for a lot less work, and you’d be drawing your pension, right?”


“I can’t work for you.” Eyes on the game, hands in his pockets.


“Why not?”


“Because what you do is illegal.”


Oh, so he wasn’t being gallant at all.


“That’s never stopped you from being my friend.” Or wanting to be more, she yearns to add.


“I owe you. You gave my department a big case, put yourself at risk. I want you and Scott to be okay, so I’ve done what I can to look after you. But I can’t take your money.”


“It’s not blood money, Tom. Jesus.”


“Look, just because I turn a blind eye to what you do, that doesn’t mean I approve. I’m a captain in vice, Heloise. I’m supposed to arrest people like you.”


“So why don’t you?”


She holds her hands out to him, fingers dangling toward the ground, wrists bent. The other mothers probably think it’s a tender gesture, a woman asking her husband or boyfriend to warm her hands in the deepening chill of a fall evening. But Heloise is miming the act of being handcuffed. Something, by the way, she has never been, not even once.


“Stop,” he says. “Just stop.” Then: “Scott’s team is lining up for the penalty kick. Another soccer match ends in anticlimax. I swear, I do not understand the fascination this game has for so many people. It’s boring as crap.”


He’s trying to extend an olive branch. She takes it, dropping her hands and the subject. “What do you think about that … situation?”


“Situation?”


“The next county over. The one in the garage.”


“Oh.” Tom’s face is a study. “About that—be careful, Hel.”


“I always am.”


“Be extra careful.”


“What are you telling me?”


“As much as I can for now.”


Scott’s team wins. He’s more interested in the snacks offered after the game than he is in the victory. The light has disappeared very quickly, as it does this time of year, leaving a pink stripe on the horizon. Tom vanishes before Scott finds her on the sidelines. Tom has always respected the fact that no one—well, almost no one—can have access to both sides of her life. He’s unusual in that he even knows that Scott exists, a fact she has kept from her clients and employees.


Yet he has been judging her, as it turns out, all these years. The moral relativism of the situation sends her reeling. She knows men. She knows that Tom desires her, would have given anything to marry her, raise Scott as his son. Is this payback for her not wanting him in return?


Or did Tom imagine that he could rescue her from herself, bring her back to the legitimate world? The way Heloise sees it, the legitimate world kicked her out when she wasn’t that much older than Scott. Turned away from her, shut the door in her face.


Besides, if she’s being honest—she always knew she could do better by herself than being a cop’s wife. Than being anyone’s wife. Because being someone’s wife would mean being dependent on someone else for money, which was where the trouble always began. It wouldn’t matter if the guy was a cop or a Wall Street bond trader—to go to a man, palm out, asking for money, to seek approval for every purchase—Heloise doesn’t want to do that again, ever. When her father made her get a job, he unwittingly taught her the power of money.


She is so busy brooding about Tom’s insult that she forgets at first to consider the real problem he has handed her. Tom is retiring. She will have no one on the inside. Careful as Heloise is, he has been invaluable to her a time or two. But mainly there was the idea of Tom, which gave her confidence, an indefinable asset in business.


Snack time is over, and Scott runs across the field. He’s no longer one of the best soccer players, but he’s beautiful when he runs. Her son is eleven now, almost twelve, but in seventh grade because of his December birthday. There is a lankiness that wasn’t there last year. It might not have been there yesterday. His red hair is darkening, his freckles are less numerous, his brown eyes more foxlike since his face shed its baby fat. She wishes she couldn’t see his father’s face in his, but it’s there, always. She can live with that, though—as long as she never sees anything else of his father in him.


“Mom, could we have a date?”


“Audrey put hamburger meat out to defrost.”


“It will be okay for another day,” he says, quite earnest. “We studied food safety in science last year. The important thing is to defrost food in the refrigerator, not on the counter.”


“Oh, Audrey always does that.”


“Then can we go to Chili’s?”


She hesitates. Part of her wants to teach him about thrift and value, remind him that one can’t always have what one wants. But that was the kind of lesson Hector Lewis claimed he was teaching her. Besides, Scott called it “a date.” And it’s Chili’s he wants, not the Prime Rib. A plate of nachos, free refills on soda, the televisions on in the bar, whereas Heloise never allows any screens at dinnertime.


“Of course,” she says, yearning to smooth down his hair, ruffled in the wind. But she knows better. “Of course.”


At the restaurant, over fajitas for Scott and a taco salad for her, she listens to Scott’s cheerful report about school, her eyes catching the scroll of headlines on the television behind his head. There’s the Suburban Madam again. Why did Tom tell her to be careful? She’s always careful. Fastidious with her records, within the law on taxes, scrupulous about screening clients.


She decides that Tom’s just a grump. Perhaps it wasn’t his idea to retire at all and he is being forced out, and that’s why he was unkind to her. Another reason not to marry. If a man wants to be grumpy with her, he has to pay for the privilege.
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