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Friday, December 20th 7:35 p.m.

The muddy slush and melted snow on the hardwood floor appeared to bother no one. Men and women pressed elbow-to-elbow by the bar and shared seats at the twenty or so mismatched iron tables. Oversize pewter hooks that hung at various spots around the room couldn’t accommodate the population of overcoats and many lay crumpled in a heap in the corner. The air was filled with noise from dozens of lively conversations and the smell of beer, smoke, and wet wool. Body warmth and the heat from several loud radiators had fogged the windows, obscuring any view onto Rittenhouse Square. It was Friday and the weekend at The Arch was well under way.

From where Lucy sat she could watch Sapphire behind the bar, pouring, mixing, stirring, embellishing, and rinsing, all the while keeping up the lively banter for which she was famous. Her multiringed fingers seemed to dance between glasses, bottles, lemon wedges, and maraschino cherries as she created colorful potions to inebriate her fans. Sapphire specials, the ingredients mixed so fast that no one could tell what exactly had been included. Tonight she’d dyed her hair bright orange and wore colored contact lenses that made her eyes appear emerald green. Every few moments she’d turn away from her audience and ring up a sale at the old register. Although the crowd’s conversation muffled the sound, Lucy could imagine the “ka-ching” as the drawer popped open to receive cash. Sapphire placed the change directly into each patron’s hand, perhaps hoping the physical contact would bring a larger tip.

“How’d you ever end up at this place?” Jack Harper asked, taking a sip of his draft beer.

At the sound of his voice, Lucy turned her attention to her companion, who looked off balance as he perched awkwardly on a garden chair. He had to be the oldest person in the room; the gray at his temples highlighted his forty-eight years. Medium height and medium build, he’d recently started to complain about his growing waistline. “Too much bloody paperwork,” he’d commented to her just the day before. “Not like when I started around here, when the Captain realized we were better off out on the street. No crime gets solved from behind a desk, but the bureaucrats in Internal seem to have forgotten that fact. We’ll all end up fat, or at least those of us who aren’t already.” Although he’d removed his tie before they left the precinct, his white shirt and camel overcoat stood out in the predominantly black-clad crowd.

Lucy now followed his gaze to an oval table opposite the bar where a group of seven pale, thin men and women huddled together smoking and drinking a blue concoction out of martini glasses. One man had a series of small gold hoops piercing his eyebrow. A woman wore a top that more closely resembled a bra. One or another in the group periodically looked up at the series of charcoal drawings that hung on the walls, pointed at something with considerable animation, and then returned to the conversation.

“You fooled me, Detective O’Malley,” Jack continued. “Here you are mingling with creatures who retreat to their coffins at daylight, and I had you pegged for the paper-shamrock-on-the-wall-and-glass-of-Guinness-dark type, being a direct descendant of a Boston police commissioner after all.”

Lucy laughed. “My forebears, esteemed though I’m sure they were, were more likely models for jolly old Michael, the cop who stops traffic for the baby ducks crossing Beacon Street,” she replied, remembering the classic children’s book Make Way for Ducklings. “But I’ve spent my fair share of hours in pubs, if that’s your question. Nothing like the smell of stout on your clothes and wood shavings on your shoes in the morning.”

“You can take the girl out of Ireland but you can’t take the Irish out of the girl.”

“Something like that.”

They both laughed. Despite their age difference of nearly two decades, Lucy had the sneaking suspicion that this partnership would work. She liked Jack’s easy demeanor.

“Seriously, though, how did you find this place? You don’t live around here, do you?”

“Maybe I shouldn’t admit it but I’m not too far away—an apartment above the health food store on the corner of Walnut. I’ve thought about moving out to join the rest of you in Torresdale or Fox Chase, but the rent here is okay.” She took a sip of her drink. “I guess that makes me the only homicide detective to live in Center City.”

“Can’t beat the convenience, though,” he said. “Although I’m not sure about your local hangout.” He looked around the room with obvious skepticism.

“This place is a recent discovery even though I’d passed it a million times. This fall there was a sign in the window for a reading—some author with a book on being in a harem. The sign caught my eye.”

“Harem?”

“She was a Moroccan woman who shared her husband with eight or nine other wives. He fathered children with all of them, and the women jointly raised the whole brood. Anyway, I thought it sounded interesting—intriguing may be a better word—and I came back to hear her speak. She talked about the difficulties of mothering the children who weren’t her own, but who were the children of the man she loved. The jealousies, the rivalries, she was very candid about her emotions. Since then you might call me a regular here, especially on nights when the literary stuff happens because you never know what you’re going to learn. Then there are also art openings,” she said, gesturing to the drawings on the wall. “They’re usually on Thursdays, so tonight must be something special. The displays change every week or so. I think there’s some connection to the Creative Artists Network, but I’m not positive. Anyway, the place just feels cozy to me.”

Jack raised his eyebrows. “Cozy as a cattle car.”

“It’s not usually this crowded.” She glanced around and shrugged. “Maybe the artist has a lot of friends.”

“With art like this, he’ll need them,” Jack said as he passed her a red paper flyer. “The Twelve Faces of Suicide”: Self-portraits by Foster Herbert. For a complete price list, please inquire at the bar.

Lucy shuddered involuntarily. The series of sad, charcoal faces that stared out with empty gazes was haunting. She didn’t need to read the title of the collection to know that the artist had to suffer from interior demons, that he was—like so many—a young man in pain. Just as Aidan, her brother, had been.

Although nearly ten years had passed, she could still recall the last conversation they’d had. “Ever heard of Dubuffet, the French painter?” he’d asked her. She had. “I read this interview where he explained that he was able to journey into madness and return. His art, his visions, grew out of those trips. And I keep thinking to myself, How did he do it? How did he return? I’m there in that horrible place but I can’t get back.” Those fateful words still echoed in her mind.

“I take it you won’t be purchasing a painting for your living room.” Jack’s voice interrupted her musing.

She wiped her eyes quickly and diverted her gaze, hoping he wouldn’t notice the welled tears. If he did, he was polite enough not to comment. Instead he rested his hand on her forearm. “On a brighter note,” he said, raising his glass to clink with hers, “here’s to you. Congratulations on making it through your first week, Detective.”

Lucy smiled in appreciation and gulped her beer, feeling the cold, frothy liquid soothe her throat. She’d survived her first five days of life in the Homicide Unit of the Philadelphia Police Department. After two years in the Narcotics Bureau, she’d made Detective and then spent the next three in the South Division before being promoted, if a unit where the victims never survived could be called that. Partnered with the most experienced detective on the force, she’d managed to crack her first case—a contract hit on the owner of a gaming operation—within twenty-four hours of the crime. Jack had been patient and careful in his explanations; in return, he’d seemed mildly amused by her enthusiasm.

Although in her years at the police department she rarely fraternized with her colleagues and passed on the drunken festivities held annually at the Ukrainian-American Club, she’d agreed to her new partner’s suggestion that they have a drink to celebrate the quick resolution of her first “job,” as each murder investigation was called. She’d heard that unlike past partners, he was happily married and the proud father of two teenage boys; a beer after work was simply a way to start off on a friendly footing. Plus he’d agreed to let her pick the bar and been perfectly content to wander beyond the two watering holes within shooting distance of the Roundhouse, as the police headquarters located on Eighth and Race Streets was called.

“That must be the painter,” Jack said, nodding in the direction of the door. “Sad part is he looks just like his pictures.”

Through the crowd, Lucy could see a tall boy wearing a navy blue T-shirt that hung loose around his thin frame and blue jeans speckled with paint. His face was pallid and drawn; dark circles surrounded his black eyes. Leaning against the wall, he cast a vacant stare around the room. His face could easily have been the thirteenth portrait.

As she watched, another man with thick, curly brown hair and wire-rimmed round glasses approached the boy, said something, laughed, then swung his arm around the boy’s neck, pulled him close, and kissed the top of his head. The boy spoke; the man smiled a flash of white teeth and knocked his knuckles quickly but gently on the boy’s skull. The boy grabbed at the man’s baggy oxford shirt, the two stumbled backward slightly, and the man tickled his side, making the boy smile, too. The man looked familiar—perhaps she’d seen him here before—and the exchange had a fraternal sweetness to it, a playfulness that made her miss Aidan even more. How many times had she roughhoused with her Irish twin? He was bigger and stronger by far; she could still feel his grip on her wrists as he inevitably managed to pin her to the floor and tickle her until she begged for mercy.

Jack picked up the flyer and appeared to reread it. “All the peer pressure and drugs, it’s gotten really hard for kids. I feel sorry for this guy’s parents. I’ve always wondered what I’d do if one of my sons had mental troubles. Probably wouldn’t handle it too well,” he said, seemingly to himself. He finished his beer and licked the foam from his top lip.

“Want another?” she asked. “My treat.”

He glanced at his watch. “No thanks. Sarah’s waiting dinner for me.” He stood up, reached into his wallet, and dropped a ten-dollar bill on the table. “Maybe we’ll get you out to the house one of these nights. Beers are cheaper, and my boys would love to meet a cop with great legs.” He winked. “Have a good weekend, O’Malley.”

“Yeah. You too. See you Monday.”

Lucy watched him weave his way through the crowd and disappear out the front door just as a couple in fur Cossack hats pushed their way inside. She sighed and leaned back in her chair. Her glass was empty but there was no particular reason to leave. She’d canceled her date several days before. Who wanted to spend another evening in forced getting-to-know-each-other conversation filled with painful pauses and muscle-aching smiles? She preferred to get home, change into flannel pajamas, put a log in the wood-burning stove that heated her one-bedroom apartment, and read with her pet rabbit, Cyclops, asleep in her lap. But whether her routine began at seven or eight or nine hardly mattered. The only thing affected by delay would be the number of chapters she could get through before fatigue hit.

There were moments, especially on winter nights such as this, when she missed the Somerville community she’d left behind in Massachusetts when she’d decided to stay in Philadelphia after graduation. While she was growing up in the house in which her father had been born, there was never a moment without company—a relative, a friend, or a neighbor passing by for a few minutes of socializing, which included the exchange of gossip for a cup of tea and a piece of cake. Even when she’d first started dating, there was little awkwardness with two brothers around to help break the ice, and few moments alone given the constant stream of teenagers both male and female parading through the house. The blessing before supper in which her father thanked the Lord for all the goodness He had bestowed on the O’Malley family was the only quiet minute in the day that Lucy could remember. With that upbringing, she’d thrived in a college dormitory; unlike some of her peers, she was never bothered by the lack of privacy. It had taken her years to realize that she often preferred to be alone, to do things on her own rather than suffer through idle chatter or boring conversation. Still she wondered whether the right person might change her relatively recent, self-imposed isolation.

She grabbed her coat, moved to the bar, and rested her elbows on the mahogany counter.

“Hey there,” Sapphire said in a voice that was low and breathy. “What can I get you?”

“Just a beer. Draft, please.” Next to her, a woman got up from her stool and she quickly slid onto it.

Sapphire placed a glass in front of her with a bit of foam making its way slowly down the side. “You should gamble tonight lady ’cause you must be lucky. A place to rest one’s ass has been virtually impossible to find.”

“I’ll buy a lottery ticket on the way home.”

“Pick one up for me, too,” Sapphire said, moving on to serve the next customer.

The beer was cool but not chilled and Lucy pushed it aside. Obviously consumption was up this evening and the new batch hadn’t had ample refrigeration. She inhaled deeply, cherishing the secondary smoke as yet another reminder of Aidan in a night that seemed filled with his memory. The Christmas season highlighted his absence.

“May I introduce myself?”

His voice had the resonance of a radio announcer. She turned to see the curly-haired man with glasses whom she’d noticed earlier with the artist. He had a rectangular face, deep blue eyes, and prominent cheekbones. “Archer. I’m Archer Haverill,” he said, extending a hand.

She shook it as she introduced herself. His palm was large and warm, and her small fingers seemed to disappear in its grasp.

“My pleasure.” He bowed his head slightly. “I won’t ask if you come here often since I know you do. I’ve seen you at several of the readings recently.”

She nodded. “I enjoy them.”

“I’m glad. Truly. Because I constantly wonder when I’m reading work and picking someone to come speak whether anyone who listens will share my excitement. It’s so hard to gauge reactions.”

“You choose?”

He gave her a quizzical look and then commented, “This is my bar. Archer. The Arch. Get it?”

Lucy felt herself blush. “Sorry. I didn’t put two and two together.”

“So I guess that means even though I’m here virtually every night, I haven’t made much of an impression.” He clasped his hands together. “Maybe I should dye my hair, too. I obviously need a gimmick.”

“Or work the bar. That helps,” she said, wondering whether she should confess that he did look familiar or that she’d been watching him earlier. No, she decided it wasn’t worth mentioning. She couldn’t tell whether his humility was entirely genuine, and she didn’t feel like fanning the fire of male arrogance if it wasn’t. But there was something besides his good looks, something in his manner that was appealing, and she didn’t want the conversation to end. “Do you pick the art, too?” she asked.

“Yeah. What do you think of these self-portraits?”

“Painful. They’ll stay with me,” she responded. “I’m not much of an art critic but I think they’re good. It’s amazing what someone can do with a piece of charcoal.”

“He’d sent me slides but they didn’t do it justice. My impression changed completely when he brought the drawings in. He’s a great kid with a lot of talent though I wonder about him. The title was his idea. Of course I’d already agreed to hang the show before I realized I might have problems because he’s underage—only sixteen if you can believe it—but he’s practically lived here the last couple of days and so far not had a drop of alcohol. I think I’m safe.”

“I won’t report you.”

Archer smiled. “I appreciate that.” He paused, looked at her as if to gauge her reaction, and then asked in a voice that actually sounded timid, “Can I offer you a drink?”

Lucy was about to respond when she felt a vibration in her pocket. Her beeper. She must have forgotten to turn it off when she’d left the precinct. Her shift had ended, but her squad was short-staffed around the holidays. Lieutenant Sage must have decided to call back some of his off-duty detectives. Although she wished she could ignore it, she pulled the BlackBerry from her pocket and checked the text file. Nineteen-year-old black male. Multiple stab wounds. Gang related? DOA at Thomas Jefferson Hospital.

“I’m sorry. I can’t. Perhaps another time,” she added before she could stop herself. Lucy O’Malley, she heard her mother chastise. How dare you be suggestive? She could still envision Mrs. O’Malley with a checkered apron tied tight around her waist, shaking a finger in her face. A proper girl waits for a proper invitation. Even at a ninth-grade Sadie Hawkins, her mother had drilled it into her brain that she couldn’t be the one to ask a boy to dance.

“A patient calls?” Archer said.

“No. I’m not a doctor.”

“What do you do?” He sounded disappointed.

“I’m a cop. Homicide Unit.” Her new assignment sounded strange. The novelty was still hard to believe.

“You?” He laughed. “Now that’s a first. With looks like yours, why in the world would you ever do that?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” She felt a surge of rage. How many times had she heard derogatory comments about being a police officer? The litany of insults—the suggestion that she was a public servant punching the clock as she waited for a retirement pension, the constant innuendos of corruption, as if she couldn’t own a cashmere sweater on a law enforcement salary, the snide remarks that she simply was trying to meet some hunk for a husband—made her see red. Her thighs didn’t rub together from too many doughnuts; her only criminal activity was jaywalking; and she logged longer, more intense hours than almost everyone she’d ever met. That she came from a legacy of honest, good cops was a source of tremendous pride. What did this yuppie bar owner know anyway?

“You just . . . you don’t strike me . . .” Archer stammered. He eyed her up and down. “You just don’t look like the type.”

She was about to explain that being five-three and ninety-nine pounds had nothing to do with her ability to investigate and apprehend drug dealers, rapists, and now killers, but stopped. Any explanation sounded defensive, something she certainly was not. “Apparently for the same reason a person like you is drawn to the hospitality industry,” she said instead, relieved that she hadn’t confessed to anything remotely suggestive of attraction. “Going against character.”

With that she hopped off the stool, shoved the BlackBerry back in her pocket, and buttoned her overcoat. As she walked away, she thought she heard him call out, “There’s a wonderful poet coming Tuesday night. Eight o’clock. Maybe you’d take the drink then.”

But she wasn’t really listening.
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Saturday, January 11th 9:17 p.m.

Foster hated the putrid smell of his own sweat. It was one thing to perspire from physical performance—he’d been on the lacrosse team and still occasionally lifted weights. There was a cleansing sensation to that, a purging by osmosis. But he felt entirely different tonight as he sat behind the barn. Despite the freezing wind, his shirt stuck to the clammy skin of his underarms and back. Beads of moisture congregated on his forehead, his upper lip, and behind his knees. Even his toes slipped in his Adidas sneakers. Anxiety and fear made his synapses fire too rapidly, leaving him drenched in sweat. He needed to peel off his damp flesh and escape, abandoning the body that tortured him and the soul that tormented him. Fortunately that was exactly what he was about to do.

He adjusted his position and felt a jagged rock dig into his coccyx, causing a shooting pain up his spine. Quick shallow breaths helped dissipate his agony, but he still felt a throbbing sensation. He crossed his legs in front of him and leaned back against the red-painted building.

Inside he could hear the horses, Fern and Jumpstart, as they snorted, stomped, and rearranged themselves in their stalls, settling down for the night. The dressage horse was black with white socks; the other—a chestnut brown—had retired years ago but remained a family pet. They were majestic, loyal animals that had eaten carrots from his hand for as long as he could remember. Although never an equestrian himself, he’d always liked the feeling of their soft lips flapping against his extended palm. He hoped his shot wouldn’t startle them.

He stared up at the waning crescent moon, illuminating a scattering of cirrus clouds in the dark sky. Aside from the stir of the horses, and the rustle of small animals, the night was still. He ran his fingers along the chamber of the .38 caliber gun, then cupped its steel snub nose in one palm while he gripped the wooden handle in the other. He’d gone to great lengths to procure this $500 weapon for which he’d paid more than a thousand. It had taken considerable coaxing and a substantial bribe, but eventually the bearded shop owner in his Orvis fishing vest had acquiesced, overlooking the birth date on his license and falsifying the age on the permit application. For an envelope of cash, he’d gone from sixteen to twenty-six with the flick of a ballpoint pen. So much for gun control in the commonwealth of Pennsylvania.

He squeezed the trigger, hearing nothing but a loud snap in the empty chamber. He’d yet to load his bullet of choice, the 158-grain lead semiwadcutter, which, according to the article he’d read, was designed to ensure maximum penetration. Given the location of his shot, he could sacrifice expansion. He shivered and then squeezed again. Snap.

Closing his eyes, he listened to the sound of his breathing and felt his heart pounding in his chest. For the first time he wondered who would find him. At least it wouldn’t be Avery, his twin sister. Protecting her was the only thing that mattered to him, but he needn’t worry. She’d returned to boarding school the day before. Her Christmas break was over and he and his mother had driven her back to Garrison Forest last Sunday in time to make the 7:00 p.m. check-in.

So the discovery of his body would undoubtedly be made by one of his parents, if he could call them that, and that might not happen until the light of morning. They’d left shortly before seven for a dinner party in the neighboring town of Villanova. His mother had worn a gray gabardine pantsuit and a fur jacket, a Christmas gift from her husband. From his bedroom window, he’d watched his father open the passenger-side door for her, lighting the leather interior of the Lexus. Before settling in her seat and affixing her seat belt, she pulled down the visor to check herself in the mirror and apply just a touch more Garnet Shimmer to her thin lips. Foster had stared at the car lights until the dark green sedan disappeared around the bend in the long driveway.

By now they would be embroiled in the festivities at the home of Bonnie and Hugh Pepper, their close friends. Although he’d never been to one of what his mother termed their “casual” dinners, he imagined that Mrs. Pepper didn’t really know the meaning of that word. Just look at the Christmas party she’d thrown less than a month before for the best that Main Line society had to offer and their teenage offspring. The big stone house had bowed wreaths hanging in every lighted window. An enormous blue spruce adorned with electric candles and Victorian ornaments filled the entryway. His family—yes, he could say that now, now that the relationship was about to end—had wandered through room after welcoming room, engaging in snippets of jovial conversation, admiring the many roaring fireplaces, eating scallops wrapped in bacon and celery with foie gras. In front of the ebony Steinway his mother had stood arm in arm with his father singing Christmas carols. Oh come, oh come, Emmanuel, and ransom captive Israel. Standing back from the crowd, Avery had put her arm around his shoulder. “It’s Christmas. I’m home for three whole weeks. Your opening is next week. Can’t you be happy?”

“Can’t you?” he’d asked instead of answering.

“My problems are nothing compared to yours.” She’d smiled, playfully tousled his hair, and then returned to the song just in time for the “Rejoice” chorus.

The Peppers’ dinner party tonight was certain to be seated, to go late into the evening, and to include several different bottles of wine, plus champagne with dessert. Nonetheless, when his parents returned home, his father would insist on a nightcap. They wouldn’t think to check his room, wouldn’t realize he wasn’t asleep in bed or watching television in the den. They’d wake up the next morning, stumble into the kitchen for coffee and buttered toast, and begin their search only when he didn’t appear dressed and ready for church by ten o’clock.

He reached into his pocket and removed the bullets.

Foster fingered the metal casings, imagining the potential damage. The bullets were cool in his hand, and he rolled them over one another as if they were lucky dice. His big gamble would be a success.

It seemed as though he’d planned for this moment his entire life. Each morning that he’d spent with the covers drawn over his head and his mind thick with images of long steel blades slicing his face or ripping the flesh of his belly, each day that he could barely concentrate, each afternoon spent paralyzed in his room wondering if he could get his body to cooperate enough to stumble to the bathroom, each evening he’d thrashed on his mattress knowing it was still hours before the gift of sleep might be his, had led inexorably to now. His fifty-minute, three-times-per-week sessions with Dr. Ellery made matters worse. And the antidepressants prescribed for him made life worse still. Tricyclic antidepressants, selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors, norepinephrine reuptake blockers, benzodiazepines—he’d tried everything in varying dosages and combinations only to add dry mouth, jitteriness, and impotence to the list of tortures that plagued him. His parents had spent thousands of dollars on unreimbursable experiments that left him feeling more freakish and isolated than he had before. What sixteen-year-old American male didn’t at least get the joy, the release, of masturbating?

The thought made him laugh again, louder this time. But he didn’t have to worry. Aside from the housekeeper, he was alone on more than six acres of countryside. And she was no doubt watching television, still wishing Jay Leno were Johnny Carson. That and a blue moon were at least some things to hope for.

He loaded three bullets and stared at the open chamber now half full. A three-eyed Titan, who today would forge the thunderbolt for him instead of Zeus, looked back at him. He spun the chamber and clicked it shut. He might fail once, but three bullets had to be enough.

“Do you remember when you first began to experience depression?” He’d been asked that question so many times he’d lost track. He’d never had an answer. There wasn’t a time, a life, before or without.

“Is there any activity that gives you any respite? Anything that can even distract you?” Dr. Ellery had asked during his initial interview. He’d thought lacrosse might save him, but he’d had to quit the team after only three weeks. He was too unreliable; he missed games altogether or suited up but found himself unable to play, to follow the rules, even to recognize his teammates. That left only painting. And he’d demonstrated his lack of success in that field. His only show came down at the end of December. The one sale—no doubt a pity purchase by the affluent bar owner—generated $400, hardly enough to cover the framing costs.

He gripped the .38 in his right hand and raised it to his chest. Because of its size, his wrist was at an odd angle and he hoped the kick of firing wouldn’t throw off the bullet’s trajectory. If so, he’d have to shoot again, a prospect he didn’t relish. He knew he had the strength and the ammunition but doubted he had the skill to get off a clean shot if he were already injured.

“Avery.” He said his sister’s name aloud, as he pictured her the week before—her tall, thin body in tight blue jeans, a bright red turtleneck sweater, and a green down vest, her long hair loose about her shoulders. Why had she ever decided to go to boarding school? Why hadn’t she stayed home with him? He’d been unable to stop crying at the thought of her pending departure. Although he’d been desperate to talk to her, to tell her everything he was thinking and feeling, he couldn’t speak. Sensing this, she’d linked her fingers in his and led him out into this field, their boots cracking the frozen twigs and small patches of ice. She’d stopped to pry open a dried milkweed pod with her fingernail, peeling back the rough skin and exposing what was left of the soft white down inside. “We’ll pretend it’s spring in January,” she’d said. Then she’d blown gently, launching the shrunken cluster of seeds into the air. “Make a wish!”

He’d wished she wouldn’t leave. And since that was an impossible dream, he’d wished that where he was going, there would be no capacity to feel loss. She would be the only thing he missed.

With the strength and power of a spiritual mantra, he believed firmly in the special bond of twins. Their entire lives they’d had the rare capacity to experience each other’s emotions, to feel connected in a way that required no explanation. He’d known when Avery had her period for the first time before she’d ever mentioned it. She didn’t need to blush at the mention of Andrew Witherspoon’s name for him to sense she had a crush on the captain of the debate team. He alone could anticipate her rages. And she’d asked him about his drowning nightmares before he’d admitted to anyone that he had them.

Now he wondered about how she would survive without him. He couldn’t have gone on without her. But then again, he couldn’t go on. Period. Would she be his mythological Pollux, willing to sacrifice her life in order to have the two of them remain together? He would gladly pay the price that Pollux had in order to stay with his dead twin brother Castor forever—to spend half of each year in Hades. Six months in Hell seemed worth it to be united for eternity. But at the same time, he wanted Avery to go on, to be happy, to make a life, to make a real family of her own.

He shook his head. Better not to think of her right now. It was too painful, too distracting. He’d written down everything he needed to say and posted the letter earlier in the day. She’d receive it Monday, Tuesday at the latest. By then she’d know of his death. And when she read his words, she’d know why.

As he tightened his grasp on his gun, he realized that his hand trembled. With his left wrist he wiped the moisture from his forehead. His skin felt clammy. The muscles in his face tensed as he squinted in anticipation. It seemed appropriate to recite the Lord’s Prayer, something simultaneously formalistic and spiritual, but the words he’d been forced to memorize in Sunday school and had recited every week since then as part of the Episcopal service suddenly escaped him.

Why had his parents kept him in the dark about his identity? Why hadn’t they told him all along he was adopted? Maybe then he would have understood why his life, his family didn’t feel right. Maybe he could have accepted himself. Maybe he would have taken comfort in Dr. Ellery’s explanation that depression was genetic, chemical, that he was plagued by traits beyond his control. But how could he understand when the Herbert family seemed the bastion of mental health? How could he not feel like a freak when he spent days unable to leave his room? His father never missed an hour at the office, let alone a business trip or client conference, because he wasn’t up for it. His mother never declined a tennis match, never forgot a garden club meeting, and never slept through a parent- teacher conference or a school play. She’d been at the bus stop at precisely the right time to meet him every single day of his entire childhood. That was stability.

“Your best interests were put first and foremost. Don’t think the decisions weren’t difficult,” Dr. Ellery had suggested. “Faith and Bill love you. They wanted to give you and your sister the best possible life, to make you both feel secure”—a prospect that had about a-thousand-to-one odds, and they hadn’t been in his favor.

He lifted the gun and pushed the nose into his chest. Just the hard metal pressing against his skin hurt. He waited. The pounding inside him increased. Perhaps he could will himself to have a massive cardiac explosion so that he’d die of seemingly natural causes. But his heart kept up a ferocious beat, unwilling to quit. If he wanted to end his life he would have to pull the trigger.

Throughout his last night he’d contemplated his options—the body part to target: head, mouth, chest. As the first light of the sun came through his window he’d decided on his chest. One bullet straight to the heart. It was a somewhat impulsive selection, but at some point he had to make a decision. The heart seemed the most lethal. He wouldn’t want to end up in a persistent vegetative state from a misfire to the brain. Sucking on the end of a gun seemed a particularly pathetic last gesture.

Having made his decision, he’d survived the day without changing his mind.

He inhaled deeply, then blew the breath out in a noisy exhale. He wished he had a cigarette. Having never been a smoker, he craved what he imagined was the taste of nicotine, the calming effect of an unfiltered Camel.

He positioned his index finger on the trigger and wiggled it slightly. Come on, Foster. Do this. End this. You’ve said your good-byes.

Then he applied pressure.

The explosion blew out his eardrum. He felt warm liquid run down his neck even before he experienced the excruciating pain, the intense sensation of heat, and the smell of his own charred flesh. The force of the shot had toppled him sideways onto the grass. With his left arm pinned under his body, he couldn’t move. Blood spurted from his chest in a crimson arch. He coughed but no sound came from his throat. He sensed a slight breeze as he struggled unsuccessfully to breathe, but the chill inside him had nothing to do with the frigid temperature.

Don’t fight it, he said to himself. This is what you’ve wanted. This is what you want. And it’s too late to change course anyway.

Jumpstart whinnied, but the familiar sound seemed miles away. He stared up at the night, now a blur of gray and gold. He’d dropped his gun somewhere, and his right hand twitched. He fingered what remained of the front of his shirt, now saturated with blood. There was no longer any air in his lungs.

He scanned the northern sky, hoping to catch a last glimpse of Gemini, his favorite constellation, but the stars twirled, eluding his gaze. The stellar twins—the rectangular arrangement of Almeisan, Mekbuda, Wasat, Pollux, Castor, and Gemini Mebsuta—stayed hidden. Please, he begged, although to whom he didn’t know. Let me see you. Let me know you’re there. Show me that you’re real.

He gasped. His body convulsed involuntarily. Then everything went black.
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Monday, January 13th 4:12 p.m.

David Ellery shut the door to his office, closed the Levelor blinds, sat in his ergonomic chair, and pounded his fists into the forest green blotter on his desk. Part of him wanted to cry, but he hadn’t done that in fifty years and wasn’t about to start now. Half a century before, his mother had accidentally run over his dachshund in her Cadillac convertible. He’d been only eight, but he still remembered holding the limp creature in his arms and realizing it was no longer breathing. That day his emotions had gotten away from him and he’d vowed it would never happen again. He’d survived medical school, his father’s death, a psychiatric residency, and a divorce, all without shedding a single tear. Now he would have to add having lost his first patient in thirty years of private practice to the list of adversities he’d faced and overcome in his personal and professional life.

“How could this happen? How come you didn’t stop him?” Faith Herbert had screamed over the telephone, her voice hysterical. “You should have saved him. That was your job. You told us you could help him. We trusted you!”

He’d tried to talk to her, tried to find out what happened, but her words had been incomprehensible. Tears, gasps, and coughs swallowed whatever explanations or details she’d offered. All he’d understood was that Foster was dead, and the Herbert family thought he was to blame.

After what seemed an interminable time, Bill finally had taken the receiver from his wife. His voice was low and controlled, although David had thought he noticed a tremor in the cadence. No surprise. From the several times they’d met, and from what Foster had told him of William F. Herbert, Jr., the man was unlikely to expose his vulnerability. Any sorrow, anger, or other extreme emotion that he was experiencing would be carefully hidden behind the Pennsylvania fieldstone of his mansion.

“We wanted to apprise you of Foster’s death,” Bill had said. “He died of a self-inflicted gunshot wound. The police tell us that the time of death was approximately nine o’clock on Saturday night. We didn’t find him until late afternoon yesterday.”

“Is there anything I can do?” David had asked.

“No. We’ll handle this ourselves,” Bill had replied.

“Maybe you’d want to come in. We could talk,” he’d persisted. Foster had been his patient for nearly two years. They’d spent fifty minutes together three times a week, plus endless nights on the telephone when Foster, experiencing anxiety, depression, or irrational fears, called without an appointment. He’d met him on Saturdays when he needed an extra session. He’d consulted with Foster’s pediatrician and several different psychopharmacologists as he’d struggled to find the right mix of antidepressants. He’d agonized over ways in which to deal with an adolescent who he recognized early on was in trouble. There wasn’t anything he hadn’t done, and he didn’t appreciate the insinuations to the contrary.

“The police may try to contact you,” Bill had reported, ignoring David’s suggestion. “Faith and I ask that you say nothing. We want our privacy. We want to protect Foster’s memory. This is absolutely painful enough without having his difficulties made public.”

“Would you like me to meet with his sister? This must be exceedingly difficult for her.” Even though he’d never met Foster’s twin, David had heard enough about her and the nature of their relationship to know that the news of his death would be an enormous trauma. Sibling loss was difficult; twin loss could be devastating. At least one study in identical twins showed that, if one committed suicide, there was a 40 percent likelihood that the other would at least attempt it, too.

And from what Foster had said, his sister wasn’t without her share of issues to begin with. He’d spoken numerous times about a particularly troubling incident when his sister had flown into an uncontrolled rage at their father, who had failed to remember and honor Mother’s Day. Her screaming, crying, and carrying on had lasted for more than an hour. She’d even thrown his golf clubs out the window before her tirade ended. Maybe such acting out was typical of any adolescent but, given her genetic connection to Foster, maybe not.

There had been a pause, and then Bill had cleared his throat. “Avery was at school when it happened. She hasn’t been told. Faith and I are driving up there tonight.”

“I’d urge you to at least consider the possibility of professional help. I could—”

“Dr. Ellery,” he’d interrupted. “I don’t want you to speak to anyone in my family ever again, least of all my daughter. Please send any outstanding bill to my office. My secretary will make sure you are paid promptly. Now I have to excuse myself. Good-bye.” The line had gone dead.

David stared at the certificates and diplomas that hung in bird’s-eye maple frames on the walls of his office, then at the comfortable leather couch and club chair where he sat day in and day out, helping people who suffered from all sorts of emotional problems—bipolar I and II, major depression, anxiety, personality and mood disorders, even sexual dysfunction. He’d treated dozens of men and women in his career, many of whom stopped therapy because they felt—and from a clinical point of view were—better. He’d achieved success; his former patients, his honorary degrees, the substantial grant money awarded to him, and the Jaguar parked outside were testaments to that. And yet a suicide meant he’d failed, failed in the most fundamental way.

What had he missed? Although Foster had discussed killing himself, it had never seemed to be a true threat. The references were sporadic; there was no plan. You should have saved him.

He put his face in his hands. The pressure in his head was intense. He should never ever have taken the referral of this boy who’d been to three different therapists before the Herberts came to him and implored him to get involved. But he’d been lured by the challenge of trying to succeed where no one else had, and by Bill’s offer to pay one and a half times his regular hourly rate. His own arrogance and $225 an hour even if Foster failed to show for his appointment had convinced him.

His thoughts were interrupted by a knock. Looking up, he realized he had no idea of how much time had passed since Faith’s fateful call. Dusk was beginning to fall. Who was still around? His office was part of a suite of three that shared a secretarial station, although the sole support staff—Betty Graham—had called in sick again with a claim of seasonal allergies. He’d heard her excuses and alleged ailments so many times that the lies bored him, but she was too competent when she did show up to dismiss her. Nancy Moore, a psychiatric social worker, had given up her Monday hours to have more time to spend with her family. That meant it had to be Morgan Reese, working late as usual.

“David,” she called through the door, as she knocked again, louder this time. Her concern and apprehension masked the normally melodic quality of her voice. “David, may I come in?”

He quickly pulled a tissue from the box he kept for his patients and blew his nose just as the door opened. He swiveled his chair and saw Morgan standing on the threshold. She had sandy brown hair that she wore pulled back from her face in a thick braid, blue eyes, and smooth, pale skin, except for the dark circles that seemed her trademark. He’d never known anyone who kept the professional schedule that she did—patients, primarily children and adolescents, ten hours a day, often six days a week, a full-time research grant to study some sort of reactive attachment disorder in early childhood, plus full faculty responsibilities at the Medical School of the University of Pennsylvania. Despite what must have been chronic exhaustion, she never seemed to lack either energy or concentration.

“I heard about the Herbert boy. I’m so sorry.”

“I can’t believe it, honestly,” he said. Then he registered the import of her comment. “You heard? How?”

“It was just on the news.”

But she didn’t have a television in her office. And he’d never shared the names of his patients.

His confusion must have shown on his face because she offered, “The radio commentator reported that he’d been under psychiatric care, and . . . and identified you as his therapist.” Then she walked over and laid her hand on his shoulder. “I can only imagine what you’re going through. Do you want to talk?” The physical contact felt odd; they’d been colleagues for nearly ten years and had a professional friendship but nothing more. Even after his marriage ended he’d never asked her out. Although attractive, she’d struck him as unapproachable.

“What else did the reporter say?” He felt an emotion akin to panic and clamminess in his palms. How could his name have been mentioned publicly? How dare some radio station broadcast that information? What if his patients had heard the same program?

“Very little. Neither of his parents would comment on his death.”

“So who disclosed my name, my involvement?”

She shrugged. “You know how it is. Medical records that are supposed to be confidential never are. God only knows what the police had access to.”

“And the media wants someone to blame. Even his parents blame me, and they of all people know how hard I tried to help,” David said, feeling anger creep into his conscience. He needed to get hold of himself.

“I’m sure you did the best you could. There are limits to what any psychiatrist can do. You don’t need me to tell you that.”

He forced a smile. “I appreciate the vote of confidence.”

Morgan took a step closer to him. “We all second-guess our decisions, personal and professional, but you have to compartmentalize. I’m the first to admit I struggle with issues of distance and boundaries, as if going to medical school somehow taught us not to feel. But when the worst happens, you’ve got no choice but to remember your training. Otherwise the boy’s suicide will destroy you, too.”

He closed his eyes, listening to the sound of her voice but ignoring her words. He knew she was trying to comfort him and he also knew his focus should be on Foster, the tragedy of a life interrupted, but he found himself preoccupied with the scarlet letter that was being publicly affixed to his name, his reputation. He needed to formulate a defensive response to the accusations that were sure to be leveled against him. He needed to gather his supporters, who included Morgan, so that his career would not be tarnished by circumstances beyond his control. Short of locking Foster away in an isolation unit and having him disappear into the hidden world of private psychiatric hospitals, nobody could have done more to keep him alive.

“I’m not sure what steps to take next. I offered to help the family. They don’t want to speak to me. Do I notify my malpractice carrier?”

She cocked her head slightly to one side, considering his question. “What do you think happened?”

He thought for a moment, choosing his words carefully. “Foster suffered from recurrent major depressive disorder and had very little coping mechanism. Textbook 296.3x,” he said, referencing the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders. Clinical shorthand—his professional code—reminded him that he got paid to know best. And he did. He’d dedicated his life to understanding the workings of the mind. “He was noncompliant with his medication. We’d tried a number of combinations, plus we adjusted dosages constantly, but he often refused to take them as prescribed, so short of daily blood tests it was impossible to know whether we’d achieved therapeutic levels.”

“Had he gone off his meds recently?”

“I don’t know. He canceled both appointments last week. His voice sounded good on the telephone, and I didn’t push because his explanation seemed plausible given his history. His twin sister was home for the holiday break, and he said he wanted the time to spend with her. I knew they were very close.”

“A twin?”

“Yes. Based on what was described to me, their connection was more comparable to what the literature says about identical twins: an uncanny attachment, an almost sixth sense about each other. The eerie part was that, according to Foster, they even both had pits under their left ears. He was obsessed with that physical similarity.”

“Really,” she remarked, furrowing her brow.

“I can’t say I know much about a pit, but it did seem odd.”

“Pits are small indentations, common dermatological phenomena in the population at large, but most doctors would tell you they are statistically very improbable in fraternal twins. So your instinct was right. It is very unusual.”

Morgan never ceased to amaze him. Were there any medical minutiae that she didn’t know? No wonder she had virtually the entire psychiatric faculty, as well as a sizable percentage of the regular faculty at the Medical School, thinking she walked on water.

“In any event, when his sister went to boarding school last fall, Foster fell into a downward spiral,” David continued. “He felt abandoned. In my view, his parents simply did not provide the support they should have known he would need when his sister left.”

Morgan sat in a high-back chair opposite his desk. She was smaller than he’d realized, more delicate. She clasped her bony fingers together in her lap. “Are you concerned for the girl?”

“I’ve never met her, so from a professional point of view I suppose I can’t say one way or the other. But if I were her father, I would be. You’re familiar with all the twin studies.”

“I am, but there’s a big difference psychologically between identical and fraternal. As far as I can recall, nobody’s suggested there’s an elevated risk of suicide or attempted suicide in nonidentical twins,” Morgan replied.

Leave it to Morgan to remember the clinical details better than he.

She paused for a moment and then cocked her head to one side. “Why would you be concerned for the sister?”

He shrugged. “The girl just sounded volatile, that’s all. Probably nothing. She’s sixteen, off to boarding school, asserting her independence. No doubt some defiance is part of any healthy detachment process. My concerns—to the extent they’re justified—should be more generalized. It’s a terrible trauma for the whole family.”

“And the parents are undoubtedly lashing out right now,” Morgan interrupted. “Imagine what they are going through. But that doesn’t mean when the smoke clears they are truly going to hold you accountable. Anyone who knows you could vouch for your dedication and commitment to your patients.”

“From your lips to God’s ears,” David said, rising from his chair. He moved to the window, opened the blind, and glanced out at the alley behind his building. An old man bundled in layers of blankets, the same poor sot who showed up virtually every evening making rounds in search of recyclables, pushed his grocery cart filled with empty cans. The rattle of the wheels echoed.

“Were you surprised?” Morgan asked after a moment.

“Absolutely. If I hadn’t been, I would have done something to try to stop it.”

“Do either of the parents have depression?”

“I wasn’t told anything to lead me to think the Herberts do. But the kids were adopted. So as far as biological predisposition, it’s impossible to know.”

When he looked over, Morgan had turned away. She seemed suddenly interested in the collection of books in the shelf to her right. He stared at her for a few minutes before she realized.

“I’ve actually wondered whether the adoption played a role,” he continued. “The parents had just decided to tell him and his sister—after sixteen years, and over the Christmas holiday to boot. Foster took it very badly.”

She stood up abruptly. “Is there anything I can do?” she asked, still distracted.

“No. I appreciate your coming in, though.”

“You and I don’t know each other well, but if you want to talk, or there’s anything you need, please, don’t hesitate. The service can page me—as you well know—but feel free to call me at home.” She nodded and bowed slightly with an almost Oriental formality before turning to leave. “It’s a horrible tragedy, but not your fault,” she mumbled more to herself than to him as she closed the door behind her.

David checked his schedule for Tuesday and then stuffed a pile of paperwork into his briefcase. Foster’s suicide wasn’t his responsibility. He felt more confident of that having spoken to Morgan. If there was blame to be hurled, it should be thrown at the Herberts.

Perhaps he should call the media and make a comment to offset whatever damage might have been done. For a moment, he allowed himself to imagine such a tactic, one that he couldn’t resort to because of ethical restrictions but one that had a certain appeal at the moment. He’d wear a red tie, which resonated credibility, and a dark suit. As he stood before the reporters and television cameras, he’d give his own sound bite. “It’s a sad commentary that the parents of today do not take responsibility for the emotional health of their children. Simply writing a check to a professional isn’t enough. A child deserves support, love, and guidance during the twenty-three hours of each day that he or she is not in the care of a trained therapist. Only a family—only parents—can fulfill that role.”

Maybe then Bill and Faith wouldn’t be quite so quick to attack him.
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Tuesday, January 14th 2:18 a.m.

Morgan tossed and turned, unable to sleep and unable to concentrate on any of a stack of books by her bed. Her flannel nightshirt itched, and she pulled it off only to put it back on moments later when the cool breeze through the open window sent a chill down her spine. She opened the drapes but the black night sky beyond her window offered no solace so she drew them again. Suddenly a cold sweat overcame her and she shivered, feeling her hair stick to her neck and face. All she could think about was that fateful hour sixteen years, three months, and two days ago, when she had walked out of Our Lady of Grace Hospital knowing she would never see her twin babies again.

Baby John Doe and Baby Jane Doe. Four pounds two ounces and four pounds four ounces. She’d had a few moments to hold them together in her arms in the delivery room, the boy on her right side, the girl on her left. Their red faces grew redder and they’d both shrieked with the unique power of infant lungs. Restless, their arms and legs flailing, they’d fought off any attempts to wrap them in striped hospital blankets until Morgan had moved over in the bed and put the two babies together side by side. As they’d lain with their shoulders and arms touching, they’d quieted. Who knew what transpired between them, but they’d seemed instantly serene, completely peaceful.

Nobody in the primitive delivery room had made the normal effusive comments. Instead the doctor, a general practitioner who had driven more than fifty miles for the delivery, had conducted two Apgar tests and dictated brief comments to a nurse for the file. He’d missed the dermatological pits behind the twins’ left ears, and it had been Morgan who noticed the tiny, pin-size indentations that were almost invisible to the untrained eye. The nuns in attendance seemed to execute their duties in a perfunctory way, throwing cold stares her way when they passed by the bed. They knew she had decided long before this moment to give up her children and the silent disapproval was palpable. A wealthy couple from Main Line Philadelphia, a couple who had never been identified to her, waited in the wings, out of sight, ready to name the babies, take them home, and no doubt baptize them. The paperwork had been signed a month before. The discretion promised by her attorney had failed in the remote hospital setting she’d chosen outside Los Alamos, New Mexico, but would be preserved back in Philadelphia. He’d assured her of that.
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