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She Lay Perfectly Still and Wondered If Someone was Breaking into Her House.



She should have paid more attention to the feeling that her sister’s murderer might decide to come after her. She had no security system, no lights outside save the ones on the porch, and no plan for escape if someone did break in.

The noise continued, but a different sound this time. Ta-tap, ta-tap, ta-tap. She couldn’t pinpoint the location exactly.

She inched her way out of bed.

Ta-tap, ta-tap, ta-tap. The noise was louder now. It sounded like someone walking. It was inside the house and coming from one of the guest rooms down the hall. She pressed herself flat, with her back against the wall, and inched along it toward the door in the darkness. Then she heard a new sound. She held her breath. It sounded like water running. It, too, seemed to be coming from one of the bedrooms down the hall.

Something crashed downstairs.

When, after some time, she didn’t hear another sound, she switched on the light and started down the hall. The sound of water was louder now, and she followed it until she opened the door to one of the bedrooms. She turned on the light and screamed. Blood was running out of the bathroom.
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For Jackie Williamson

Dear friend, neighbor, partner in crime.

What one of us doesn’t think of, the other one

does…Hasn’t it been fun?

It is one of the blessings of old friends

that you can afford to be stupid with them

—Ralph Waldo Emerson,

American Poet, Lecturer and Essayist,

1803–1882





The more enlightened our houses are,

the more their walls ooze ghosts.

—Italo Calvino (1923–85), Italian author, critic.

“Cybernetics and Ghosts,” lecture, November 1969, Turin

(published in The Literature Machine, 1987)





Prologue



SHE WAS LATE.

He wanted to make her disappear and she was not cooperating.

Ordinarily that would not set him on edge, but there was nothing ordinary about tonight. He had come here to kill her.

It was not supposed to be this way. He’d planned on her being home earlier—not because he willed it, but because he knew a great deal about her ordinary and predictable life. He knew her established patterns—all the comings and goings—where she went and whom she saw, and how long she usually stayed. He knew her brand of toothpaste and her addiction to Diet Coke. He could tell you the scent of her perfume and what size underwear she wore.

Her one amazing talent was her ability to maintain her boring life with almost no variation. She was as predictable as the sunrise; only she would not live long enough to see the next one.

He glanced at his watch and was amazed to see she was late and it set him on edge. He liked to be in control and it disturbed him when he was not. He wondered if he should give in to his anger when she arrived and kill her immediately, or be magnanimous and grant her a few more minutes to live.

Control your temper or it will control you…

He had read all the books. He knew how to control himself. He did not need to explode with anger to prove it. The final proof of his superiority, his omnipotence, came in knowing he could decide if someone lived or died—and if the latter, the precise moment and exact way they would go.

As the hand that held the knife relaxed, he was careful not to let the sharp edge of the blade cut the latex gloves he wore. He liked the weight of the knife in his hand, the perfect balance—so much, that for a moment he was unaware that his thumb stroked the hilt lovingly. Holding a knife like this was a powerful aphrodisiac. He thought of her slender body, the fair skin, the long legs. He did not need to imagine her naked. He had seen her that way many times, unbeknownst to her, which aroused him even more.

He heard the car before he saw the dull glow of automobile lights coming up the road. He knew it was her car before he saw the metallic blue color. Who else could it be? Hers was the last house at the end of the street.

His heart began to pound with anticipation. He had her now.

A flash of bright light snagged his attention. He observed the widening circle of light thrown in front of the car and knew the joy of rewarded patience. The headlights were on high beam now. He must exercise caution. He stepped back into the dark shadows of the trees as the car drove up the drive and stopped in front of the house.

She got out of the car, graceful to the end. Although he had replaced the porch light with a burned-out bulb, she would have no trouble finding her way. The car’s headlights would remain on long enough for her to get inside the house.

When she passed in front of the car, her figure was silhouetted against the headlights and he breathed faster when he saw her perfect body outlined through the fabric of her floral print dress. Her legs were still fairly slim, he noticed, and well shaped all the way down to the straps of sandals fastened around trim ankles. He closed his eyes against painful impulses and desires, and blocked the pain of her rejection from his conscious mind.

Soon she would be dead and she would not know why it was necessary to kill her. The purest part of the joy of it was realizing no one would ever know, not even her.

She reached the front steps and paused long enough to turn and take a quick glance behind her. His grin was a sardonic one. What would she do if I jumped out and said, “Boo?”

He waited for her to unlock the door and step inside. He knew she would lock the door behind her, not that it would do any good.

With a snap, the car’s lights went out. He waited until he saw the light go on in her upstairs bedroom, then he began to move toward the house. The grass provided a soundless cushion for his feet as he crossed the yard, his movement screened by thick shrubs. The windows he passed were all black and behind them the house was silent and dark. She had no alarms, no dogs, and the neighbors were far enough away they did not concern him.

Earlier he had unlocked the back door. She was the trusting type and not prone to rechecking the security of her house when she returned.

Another mistake in my favor…

He stepped into the house and quietly closed the door behind him. He was about to enter the kitchen when he heard her come downstairs. He remained hidden in the dark shadows while he watched her take a bottle of water out of the refrigerator, then pause and glance around before turning off the light and leaving the room quickly.

He waited a moment before moving. He knew how many steps it was to the stairs. He had practiced this walk in the dark many times. He approached the stairs slowly and stopped when he saw she was almost to the point where the stairs made a U-turn in front of the double windows, through which moonlight cast an eerie blue light over everything inside.

She wore a pale satin gown cut low in the back, and her long hair was silky and straight. He could tell by the rigid way she moved that she was afraid. She had good reason to be.

He waited until he heard her tread move slowly down the hallway overhead before he followed her. When he reached the second floor, he saw a pale glow coming from a lamp in her bedroom.

With one hand, he pushed the door open. The room was empty; the bathroom door ajar. He could hear the sound of water running and three taps of a toothbrush against the side of the basin. He heard movement in the bathroom. The door creaked as it was opened further. A diffused glow of light came into the room. He stepped to one side of the door and flattened himself against the wall so he was partially hidden behind it. His thumb caressed the hilt of the hunting knife clutched in his hand.

She stepped into the room and paused, alert as a deer sensing danger, then she began to turn slowly toward the door. He stepped forward out of shadow and into light.

Their gazes met. Her eyes widened. But instead of screaming, she simply stared at him, as if rendered mute by the sight of someone in her bedroom and the confusion of not understanding why he was here.

He knew she was trying to put it all together, to find answers by logic and reasoning, not yet understanding that there was no logic to this. Now, he was the one being unpredictable.

He listened to her rapid breathing and focused on the beads of sweat that appeared over her upper lip. She was scared and it fed his confidence.

He knew the exact moment when she saw the knife. At first, she simply stared dumbly at it, and then at him, her expression lost somewhere between puzzled and blank. Her poor mind had not reached the point of comprehending that he could be capable of using the knife on her or that he had come here for that explicit purpose. Ah, but he did love the element of surprise.

When comprehension settled over her, she shook her head as if disbelieving what her eyes and mind told her. He felt a rush of adrenaline when he saw the exact moment when she put it all together. First the in drawn breath, and then she held out her hand toward him and she began to back away—until she bumped against the bedroom chair.

“Why?” Her eyes were filled with terror now. Without lifting her gaze from his face, she moved her hand slightly behind her—to guide her until she was completely around the chair. Then, she turned quickly and he saw she intended to run. She bolted before he could grab her, but she tripped and fell to the floor. She had forgotten about the ottoman.

That one miscalculation had cost her dearly, and she knew it. She raised her hands as if that could protect her.

“Please…please don’t do this. Don’t hurt me.”

“Too late for that, I’m afraid, but I will try to make it quick.”

“No! Please! Oh God, no!”

“God doesn’t make house calls.”

He raised the knife and stabbed her, just as she shifted her body and made a move to get up. She screamed. The knife went in easily and plunged deep—all the way to the hilt—but her sudden movement caused him to miss his intended mark. The wound was too high and too near the shoulder to hit anything vital.

She screamed again when he yanked the knife out. The sight of her staring at the knife, the blade dripping with her own blood, distracted him for a moment. It gave her enough time to roll to her feet. This time, there was no hesitation before she ran from the room.

He followed her, careful not to step in the trail of blood. He caught up with her at the top of the stairs and yanked her around by the arm to face him. She was bleeding heavily from her wound. He raised the knife. Desperate now, she wrenched away from him and started down the stairs. He lunged after her. She screamed when he stabbed her again, in the back this time.

Once. Twice. Three times.

She kept moving. She was staggering and clinging to the banister along the wall, fighting for her life as she tried to get away. She was losing a lot of blood now and he could see she was weakening. He had plenty of time. He could afford to be magnanimous and let her live a bit longer.

He let her go, and felt oddly disconnected as he watched her struggle to make it down the stairs. It was only after she collapsed at the bottom that he began his slow descent, careful to keep to the unbloodied side of the stairway, away from the bloody footprints that marked her descent.

He couldn’t have painted it better if he tried. Jackson Pollock would be envious…

When he reached the bottom, he paused. Blood was everywhere. His attention was drawn for a moment to a crimson stain that began to creep from beneath her body and soak into the long, silky hair that fanned around her. The pool of blood grew larger and larger still.

Who would think there could be so much blood in such a small woman?

He waited, his breathing only slightly elevated. He did not need to check her pulse to know she was dead. She almost looked like she was sleeping, but in death she was not as beautiful. He sighed with satisfaction. The deed was done.

She would never be late again.







One



WASHINGTON, D.C., WAS DARK. At five in the morning, the streets were quiet, almost empty. The way she liked it best.

A fine mist fell upon the black Lincoln as it made its way slowly up K Street before coming to a stop. She was sitting alone in the back seat, looking out the window. The meager gray light from the street lamp cast a shadow on the familiar face of one of D.C.’s most popular newscasters, the face of a woman whose life was not her own.

The door opened and she stepped onto the wet pavement. She handed the driver a voucher, then fastened the buttons of her black raincoat before stepping over the curb. Her steps were long and brisk. She did not seem to notice the sleek lines of the building that shot up ten stories to end with a helicopter pad on top. Nor did she glance at her reflection in the polished façade of gray granite as she passed.

The mist was changing to a hard rain that began to pelt the pavement. She tucked her head down and quickened her pace. It was not hard to see she was a woman with a mission.

It was only when she came to the polished brass plaque that she glanced at the words AMERICAN BROADCASTING, and below that, WMDC-TV CHANNEL 6. Seeing her approach, the doorman jumped up from his stool and adjusted the jacket of his uniform before he opened the door and held it wide. “Good morning, Ms. O’Brien.”

She greeted him with a brief smile. “Good morning, George.”

The rhythm of her shoes tapped a message of pressing importance, yet she moved like a dancer over the glossy marble floors, her body supple and bearing the assurance of a woman in control of her emotions and her body.

Before George made it back to his stool she disappeared behind the closing elevator doors.

At 5:01 A.M., the elevator doors opened and Ellery O’Brien stepped off and wondered if her blond hair was damp from rain, or if her makeup needed a touch-up. Not that she needed makeup, for she was the kind of woman people accused of waking up beautiful.

Her cohost, Chad Newberry, came whistling down the hall—a good indication that he was in prime form for the WMDC-TV morning news show, Starting Point. He had a cup of coffee and five doughnuts in his hands.

When he saw her, Chad held up his left hand, where a doughnut dangled from each finger. He extended his hand toward her. “Sweets for the sweet?”

She laughed and shook her head. “You know better than to wave those at me. I don’t understand how you stay so slim eating all those sweets.”

“I don’t understand either,” he said, “but I’m thankful.” With a quick smile, he ducked into a room a few doors away.

She stopped by her desk long enough to drop off her purse and two leather tote bags before she took a compact from the drawer and checked the condition of her hair and face. Satisfied, she flipped the compact closed and went into the break room to grab a cup of black coffee.

She carried the coffee back down the hall to the newsroom. Before she had a chance to read over the news updates Bill Gaither, the executive producer, stopped by to see how things were going.

At 5:50 A.M., she was behind her computer reading the headlines when Chad walked toward her. “Anything earth-shattering happen during the night?”

“I bet you always asked your friends if you could copy their homework when you were in school.”

“Nope, I asked them to do it for me. But seriously, did anything newsworthy happen last night?”

“Yes, the producer killed your story.”

His face paled and Ellery laughed. “For once I got one over on you.”

“That definitely isn’t like you.” He started to sit down next to her, then paused to give her a considering look. “Are you feeling okay?”

“I’m fine.” He did not look like he believed her, so she added, “Really, I am.”

“You look pale.”

“I’m just a little tired, that’s all. It’s been a long, trying week.”

“You’re worried about your father, aren’t you?”

“Do I look that bad?”

“You could never look bad, but I know you well enough to know you aren’t the Ellery I see every morning. So, is it your father, or something else?”

“Yes, I’m worried about my father.” She stared at the computer screen, then after several seconds she said, “But I’d rather not talk about it now, Chad.”

There must have been something in the tone of her voice, because his face took on a grave expression. “You aren’t thinking of quitting, are you?”

Her face registered surprise. “Quitting? Television? No, it never entered my mind.” She decided not to elaborate further.

He studied her face, watching her with those brown eyes beneath a shock of unruly red hair. She felt sorry for Chad. She had never seen him look so bewildered. She tried to reassure him. “Truly, I’m not leaving the show. I am going through a difficult time right now, but it won’t last forever.”

He seemed to wilt with relief. “Thank God for that,” he said after a moment’s consideration. “For a moment there, I heard the whizzing sound of our ratings plummeting along with my future in broadcasting.”

He was watching her as if he still weren’t completely convinced. “You worry about ratings too much,” she said, shaking her head.

He looked at her incredulously. “Ratings are what this business is about. If that was supposed to make me feel more secure, it didn’t.” He stroked his chin, the concerned look back on his face. “Are you moving to a more challenging position? Are you changing stations? My God! You aren’t going to New York to do cable network news, are you?”

She almost laughed at that because she had been offered a job with Fox in New York only a couple of weeks ago, but she turned it down. “No, I’m not going anywhere. I’m simply searching for something in my life that has more purpose,” she said and hoped that reassured him.

Something about the way he looked at her said he understood what she was trying to say and she couldn’t help smiling.

He released a long sigh. “Well, I can’t deny I’m relieved to hear you say you aren’t leaving. I have to tell you that for a moment there, I thought my days were limited. I could easily be replaced without it having any effect on the show, but if you left…Hell, I can’t think of anyone who could replace you,” he said. “We would drop to the worst-rated morning news team around before we found anyone to even come close to taking your place. You are the darling of D.C. news and you can’t deny you can get interviews when no one else in this city can.”

She shook her head. “That’s a glowing tribute, but it’s pure nonsense. Besides, why should you worry about losing me, when you and Margo are great together?” She couldn’t repress the humor in her voice when she said, “I know she would jump at the chance to work with you.”

“Margo? You mean Margo Garza? She’s a lightweight. She’s got about as much hold as a paper clip. She won’t bolster our ratings. How could she possibly carry this show the way you have for any length of time?”

“Has it ever occurred to you that you don’t need anyone to carry the show because you carried it for years, long before I came on the scene?”

“Oh yes, I carried it all right…in the number two spot, which plummeted, as you know, to number three after Jackie Tam left. And don’t forget dear old Cassandra. When they brought her in to replace Jackie, we dropped so low we fell off the charts. For a while I thought they’d change the name to Ending Point. Thank God she had enough sense to quit after three months.”

“The two of you didn’t work together long enough. You needed more time to gel.”

“Gel? Listen, sweet cakes, Cassandra Mandell and I wouldn’t gel if they left us sitting in a vat of gelatin for a hundred years.”

She smiled at him without trying to hide the humor that danced in her eyes. “You gel with Margo.”

His expression was as gloomy as his voice. “Yeah, and any more gelling with Margo and my marriage is over. The last time she filled in for you Alexis threatened to divorce me.”

She reached over and popped one of his suspenders. “Then you better learn how to put a lid on that effervescence of yours.”

He went down on one knee and took her hand in his. “Say you’ll never leave me. What about our five children? The mortgage on the house?”

She couldn’t help laughing as she reached out, grabbed him by the suspenders, and tugged. “Will you get up? Do you want people to start talking? Alexis might not be so easy to convince next time.”

He shot to his feet, grabbed her hand, and held it against his heart. “Think what a rumor of that magnitude would do to the ratings!”

Behind them Mignon, the sales director, cleared her throat. “When you’ve finished auditioning for Shakespeare, and rather pathetically, will you stop by my desk? I’ve got something I want to show you.”

“I’d sign the Declaration of Independence if it would impress you, Mignon.”

“Idiot. It’s already been signed. Didn’t you take history?”

“Yes, but I was absent the day they studied that.”

Mignon laughed and Chad watched her leave before he turned back to Ellery. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

Ellery shook her head. “I was waiting for you to tell me she has a nice derrière.”

“What she has is a nice ass.”

“You’re impossible! And by the way, did you know the editing is running late?” Ellery was still laughing as she started from the room.

“Wait! How late?”

“They promise to have it ready by the time we go on the air,” she said.

She started to leave and he asked, “Where are you going?”

“To call Alexis and tell her she better get down here.” She blew him a kiss and left him speechless for once.

It was 6:30 A.M. by the time she was through changing clothes and walked to the set. She saw Bill motion for her to come over, so she headed in his direction.

He gave her a concerned look. “Any news about your father’s condition?”

She nodded. “The results of his tests came back last Friday. Yesterday I took him to Johns Hopkins to see an oncologist. He has a melanoma, a malignant tumor on the skin.”

“Serious?”

She swallowed against the painful lump that formed in her throat and reminded herself that she could not cry now. “It’s fatal, Bill. He has a month at the most.”

“Lord, I’m so sorry, Ellery. You know how much all of us here think of Dr. O’Brien. If you need time off to be with him…”

“Thanks, but you know my father—he wouldn’t hear of it, but I will let you know if it comes to that. Right now, I can handle things. Just spending my afternoons with him will help a lot. I’ve hired a nurse who will start next Monday and I know he isn’t going to like that.”

“He will if you explain it is for you as much as for him. Don’t worry about anything. We can always get Margo to fill in for you if you need to be away. Otherwise, I want you to be out of here by noon each day. Chad can take over any interviews you have scheduled. If there’s anything else any of us can do to help, just say the word.”

“I know, and thank you, Bill…for the offer…for everything. I think having my afternoons with him will be enough.”

“Keep me updated,” he said, and glanced at his watch. “Guess you better find Chad. He was looking lost as a lamb this morning.”

“I was with him a moment ago. I think he was going to speak with Jack about some technical problem. It may interest you to know that I left him in brighter spirits than when he came in.”

“I’m glad. He thought you were leaving WMDC. Did he tell you that?”

“Yes, although I don’t know where he got that idea. I assured him that I was not going anywhere.”

“Good,” he said. “Good.”

It was 6:45 A.M., when she met up with Chad again. She saw the show producers were in position just as the technical crew gave the signal that the control room and the floor were “all set.”

She took her place behind the news desk next to Chad and her earphone fell out. There was a mad scramble to get it in place and she breathed a sigh of relief when she heard the stage manager’s voice in her earphone. She listened as he gave the countdown: Five…four…three…two…one…

At precisely 7:00 A.M., they were on the air.

“Good morning, D.C.! Here’s your favorite team of hosts, O’Brien and Newberry…”

She opened, giving the morning greeting, then led into a quick briefing of the local breaking news, which she read from the monitors.

It was 7:15 A.M. when the opening segment ended, and the show went to its first commercial break. Bill called the control room with a couple of comments. In the control room, the producer relayed the information to the director, who made a few changes in video segments.

For the next hour and fifteen minutes everything went as smoothly as it always did.

At 8:40 A.M., she returned to her desk, worked until noon, and then left for her father’s house in Chevy Chase. On her way, she stopped by Whole Foods on Wisconsin Avenue to buy fruit and a container of the tomato bisque soup he liked.

Sam was asleep when she arrived. She put the food away, then went to sit with him for a while. Sam woke up around three-thirty and they visited while he ate the fruit and soup. That evening he felt like watching television, so she watched The Godfather with him, and they talked about Marlon Brando’s remarkable talent during the commercials. He fell asleep before the movie ended and she kissed his cheek and slipped quietly from the room.

Later that evening, she lay in bed and wondered why she felt as if someone had nailed one of her shoes to the floor. She was in motion but going nowhere, like a compass that could not find its magnetic north. She felt strange. Her hands trembled. A headache began to build at the back of her head, pounding…pounding…







Two



SHE DREAMED OF the house again…

It was obvious no one lived there. It stood desolate and barren at the end of a dead-end street, grass and weeds wild in the midst of a circular gravel drive.

A gabled roof frowned at anyone who approached. The wind swirled around it, a brooding echo of nameless deeds. An ornamental gate had rusted off its hinges and leaned against one of the stone columns that flanked the drive. Long, prickly fingers of pyracantha poked through the iron bars, and its fiery thorns grabbed at her clothes as she passed, as if warning her to stay away.

The large oak door was ajar, and beyond it stood a curving staircase. Voices called from deserted rooms above, where flickering shadows of truth danced eerily across the rafters. Once, it had been someone’s home, but something tragic had happened here. Now it was the abode of abandoned hopes, unborn children, and dreams cut short.

Silent and mysterious, it was a place where sin whispered and murder cried out, and she recoiled with shock at the violence she could feel reaching out to her. She feared it would darken to something worse. What had happened here, and to those who had inhabited it? Where had they gone?

There were no answers, only the long shadows of evening creeping across the floor, accompanied by the mournful sigh of the wind. Somewhere in the house a voice cried out and the sound of it went over her, chilling and cold as the fingers of death. She realized she was inside the house now, trapped in a nightmare—a dream within a dream.

From somewhere above the staircase came a solitary scream followed by a bubbling cry. A bleeding woman stumbled down the stairs and fell a few feet from where she stood, her eyes filled with unshed tears.

A low, keening cry came from deep in Ellery’s throat, and her body recoiled with horror. For it was not a stranger’s face she saw, but her own. At the top of the stairs she heard footsteps, and saw the shroudlike shadow of a man, a bloody knife raised in his hand. He started down the stairs, the lower half of his face sufficiently illuminated to reveal an evil smile that said she was next. Ellery screamed and kept on screaming until the shadowy figure began to fade, and there was nothing left but his evil grin, which remained for some time after everything else was gone.

Her body jerked. Ellery rolled to the side of the bed and sat up. She put her feet on the floor and leaned her head forward, while she gasped to catch her breath. Her skin was damp, her nerves shattered, and her muscles tightly coiled. Around her, the house was deathly quiet and she snapped on the radio, needing some small assurance that she was alive and in her own house in Washington, D.C.

Her head still pounded with a headache. She turned on the bedside lamp, but the image of the grin remained, fluorescent and surreal, and superimposed over everything in her mind. Was it a dream, or was she going mad? She could not seem to tell the difference anymore, between the world she knew when she was awake, and the one she stepped into when she slept.

By now, she knew it was only a dream…the same recurring dream that had plagued her sleep since childhood. In the beginning, it was nothing more than dreams about a strange house, but as the years passed, the dream became more detailed and more frightening. When they first began, she had the dream no more than two or three times a year, but they had increased in frequency until now they were coming a month or two apart.

Although this same dream had come to her many times before, this was the first time she’d seen the man with the knife grin at her.







Three



AS HER FATHER’S illness progressed, Ellery could see that he needed someone with him all the time, but Sam refused to move into Ellery’s home on Woodland Drive in the District.

“I’ve lived in Chevy Chase since your mother and I moved here. This is where I plan to die…in my own house. Once I’m gone, you can park me anywhere you like.”

Stubbornness like his…She sighed and decided to let it go, relieved about the full-time registered nurse named Irene Davenport she’d hired to live with him so he would have around-the-clock care. At first, Sam wasn’t too happy about it. “I don’t need a nurse’s coddling, or her sitting around watching me sleep,” he said. “I can die just fine on my own, without any help.”

“I wish you could see that I am not doing it for you, Dad. I know how independent you are and how you believe you can take care of yourself. I wish you would try to understand that I’m doing it for me. I hired Mrs. Davenport because I want someone with you when I can’t be here. Call it the purchase price for peace of mind.”

“Well, why didn’t you say so?”

She smiled, knowing that was as close as Sam O’Brien was going to come to relenting.

Ellery spent time with him every day, sometimes reading to him, other times listening to him talk about the past. He was a well-respected dentist, a brilliant man with a fine mind, and his wisdom had no end. He was her father, her mentor, and her friend. She considered herself fortunate to have this time with him.

It was a warm afternoon, late in March, when her father said, “I know I don’t have much longer.”

“Don’t say that. It sounds like you’re giving up.”

“We have to be able to talk about it, Ellery. Talking and grieving…it’s all part of the process. But don’t let me get started on that because it’s not where I want to go right now. I have something to tell you…something I should have told you before now; something that will affect you greatly.”

He stopped for a fit of coughing. With each day that passed it became more difficult for him to breathe. She could see he was pushing himself just to organize his thoughts. “I want you to listen without saying anything until I have finished. I want to be certain you comprehend everything before you unleash all the questions I know you will have. Do you understand?”

Puzzled by the urgency in his tone, she nodded. “I understand.”

“I have always tried to be completely truthful and honest with you, Ellery, but I confess it did not always work out that way. Sometimes things happen unintentionally, but in this one instance it was intentional. What I have to say will shock you but I don’t know any way to soften it. I am not your real father.”

It took a moment for the impact of the words to hit her.

I am not your real father…

“What do you mean, you aren’t my real father?” she asked. “You’re joking, right?”

Her father looked at her but remained silent.

“I don’t understand. If you aren’t my father, why didn’t you tell me before now? How could you keep something like this from me? Didn’t you think I had a right to know?”

“I know you’re angry.”

She shook her head. “No…not angry…at least, not yet. Right now, I’m just shocked. Are you telling me that you raised me after my mother died, although I was not your child?”

“Not being your birth father does not mean I cared less for you because you were not the child of my body. No father could have loved his daughter more and I think you know that. I also hope you realize this is the most difficult thing I have ever done, just as I know hearing it is equally devastating to you.”

Ellery couldn’t believe her wonderful, loving father was capable of such deceit. “I can’t understand how you let me live a lie all these years thinking my mother died and that you were my father. Now, I find out that neither of you were my parents.”

“That is not completely true. Claudia was your birth mother. Have no doubt about that.

“I made a vow to your mother before she died. She pleaded with me until I promised that I would raise you as my own; that I would never tell you the truth.”

“You had no right—”

“Believe me, I have regretted that promise since the day I made it. The only thing worse than not telling you the truth was living with the guilt of it all these years. There were so many times I came close to telling you, but once you were older, I was afraid the truth of my not being blood kin would cause you to turn away from me. I couldn’t bear the thought of losing you…you were my life.”

She ignored that because she did not want to deal with it right now. She wanted answers. “Then who is my father? Where I was born? Where is my father now?” She gave him a confused look. “Why would you do such a thing? I could understand you holding back when I was young, but you should have told me when I grew up!”

“I know. I’m guilty as charged. I made a vow to my dying wife without thinking about the hurt it would cause you. If you will bear with me I will try to explain. All right?”

She was too overwhelmed to do much more than nod. Although her heart pounded furiously, she was so hurt and shocked she was afraid she might say something she would regret. She tried to focus on the fact that he was dying, and if he died with her at the peak of anger, she would have a difficult time forgiving herself. She wanted the truth, so she sat down and forced herself to listen to what he had to say.

“You were born before your mother and I met. The first time I saw her was in Dallas. She was working at a bank and I was finishing my last year of dental school at Baylor. She didn’t take a shine to me at first, but I was persistent. She was the prettiest thing I had ever seen, and it didn’t matter one whit to me that she had borne a child out of wedlock.”

So, now I’m illegitimate on top of everything else, Ellery thought. Lovely…Just how much worse can this get? My life has become a freaking soap opera.

“Times were different back then,” he continued, “and a woman who had a child outside of marriage was a blight to the family, an outcast. This affected your mother more than I realized at the time. I asked her to marry me, and afterward we moved here. I knew Claudia loved me just as I knew she adored you, but there was something in her past that tormented her; something she called the ‘sin she could not speak about.’ She kept that secret to herself, locked away in her own dark dungeon. In the end, she told me about it shortly before she died. Then she asked me to promise I would never tell you. I kept my promise, but I can’t die without telling you the truth.”

He paused and Ellery closed her eyes for a moment. Grief filled the room and came to sit down beside her. Tears ran down her face. Her heart felt ripped apart with sadness and pain, for her mother, for Sam, and for herself. She thought of the Scripture in Ecclesiastes: “In much wisdom is much grief: and he that increaseth knowledge increaseth sorrow.”

She was wondering how things could get much worse when Sam spoke. “There’s a small chest in my closet filled with a few things that belonged to your mother. It’s locked, but you will find the key in the top drawer of my bureau. Tied to the key is a bit of yarn. I want you to bring it in here.”

Ellery went to the drawer and found the key. She opened the closet and carried the chest back to Sam’s bed, where she sat down with the chest in her lap.

“Go ahead…open it,” Sam said.

The first thing she saw were two sets of baby shoes, two white crocheted baby gowns, and two matching bonnets. She picked up one of the bonnets, awed that she could have ever been so small.

She replaced the bonnet, unable to stop smiling, for she saw her mother as a bit eccentric for buying two of everything—not that Ellery hadn’t done the same thing occasionally.

As she sorted through the contents, her hands were shaking. It was the closest to her mother she had ever come. She prayed these relics would tell her something about her history. “It’s strange that she has two of everything,” she said, noticing the expression on Sam’s face—an expression of both anguish and expectation.

“You are a twin, Ellery.”

“What? Oh, my God! Surely this isn’t true.” But when she looked at Sam’s face, she saw the truth in his eyes. She shook her head. It was too much. Her life was suddenly turned upside down and within a few short minutes she had gone from being Sam’s daughter, to an illegitimate child he adopted, only to learn a moment later that she was a twin.

“Ellery…”

“No…this is too much.” Shock, then disbelief; the words jammed in her throat. She felt as if she had suddenly been sucked into the whirling vortex of a tornado that sent flashes of lightning shooting through her skull. She was numbed to the point that her entire brain felt detached, as if to protect her from the shattering pain tearing at her senses.

It can’t be true. She wanted to scream. It can’t be true…

Before she could say anything, Sam spoke with a voice that sounded as broken as she knew his spirit must be at this moment. “They say the body has an infinite capacity for grief, and yet I find I only have such a capacity for remorse. There are, I know, no words that I can utter to compensate for the anger, anguish, and suffering you must be feeling at this moment. I can see it on your face. I wish to God I hadn’t kept this from you. If I could only change what I have done.”

Her mind was scrambled like eggs and all she felt right now was deep, searing pain. Yes, there were questions but she could not ask them now because she no longer knew who she was. She was an imposter; a fake; a person with no past; a nameless void.

Her mother had never been more than a fleeting shadow, a figment in a child’s lonely mind, a smiling face that looked out at her from an old photograph. But now the word “mother” had a different connotation. She was a visitor who came calling, and left nothing behind save a bequest of sorrow and a keepsake of hurt.

“Is my sister alive?”

“I don’t know if she is still alive, but she was alive when you were separated.”

“What is her name?”

“Claudia named you Laura Ellery and your sister was Mary Ellen.”

“And you don’t know anything about what happened to her?”

“As I said, your mother didn’t like to talk about it. All she said was ‘I took one and the father took the other one.’ ”

A sharp, stabbing pain lodged in her heart. “The father? You mean my biological father took my sister and my mother took me…so we were split between our birth parents—Illegitimate and separated at birth?”

Sick as he was, Sam did manage a little humor. “You aren’t illegitimate. Your birth parents just didn’t marry.”

It was good to laugh and when they stopped it was easier to talk about Sam’s stunning revelations. “Why didn’t they marry?”

“He was already married.”

“Oh, this is too much! It’s beginning to sound like something from Days of Our Lives or Macbeth.” She thought about her next question. “If he was married, why did he want one of us? Didn’t he have other children?”

“Claudia said they couldn’t have children.”

“Why did my father take only one twin? I can’t believe neither he nor my mother wanted to keep both of us.”

“Oh, Claudia wanted both of you and losing one is what killed her. All she ever said when I asked that same question was, ‘He was a wealthy man, a banker, and he had lots of money and fancy lawyers. I was young. I didn’t know any better when he said if I tried to keep both babies he would get his lawyers and he would take both twins from me. I knew he would do it, and I couldn’t bear to lose them both.’ I asked her how she decided which twin to keep and she said, ‘Mary Ellen started crying the day he came to take one of them, so I told the nurse to take the one that cried.’ ”

It was almost too much…to think it came down to choosing a child by whether she cried or not. Ellery suddenly felt drained, mentally exhausted. She realized at this point that she couldn’t talk about this anymore. It was as if all her psychological wiring had run amok and blown out a fuse.

“Where was I born?”

“In the Edna Gladney Home in Fort Worth.”

“Texas,” she said. “Was my mother from Fort Worth?”

“No, she was from a little town near Austin called Agarita Springs.”

“Spanish,” she said.

“Yes, agarita is a native shrub common to the area.”

“Do you think my sister might live there?”

“Anything is possible, although I did try to locate her a year or so after your mother died, just to have the information for you when you were old enough to know the truth. But I never could find out what happened to her. I was informed the Edna Gladney Home allows the birth parent to choose the type of postplacement relationship between the birth parent and child. Your mother chose ‘no contact.’ I was informed that the family who adopted your sister—your birth father and his wife—requested the same thing.”

“I was only three when Mother died. You could have married again. Why didn’t you? Why did you keep me?”

“I kept you because you were my daughter, and the thought of anything else never entered my mind.” He glanced at the Bible sitting on the table beside him. “Hand that to me, will you?”

She gave the Bible to him and watched silently as he opened it and removed an envelope from the Book of Genesis. He held it out to her. “I intended for you to find this after I was gone, but perhaps it’s better for you to read it now.”

She opened the envelope and began to read.


Dear Ellery,

I have decided never to tell you I was not your father only because I know in my heart that I am your real father, if not your biological one. I adopted you when Claudia and I married and you were the daughter of my heart.

Understanding you as I do, and knowing how you have a nose for investigating, I believe you won’t waste any time trying to locate Mary Ellen yourself. Although you were probably too young to remember, it was always apparent that you had some inkling that you were a twin, or at least separated from a sibling. I don’t know how you could have known about your twin sister, and to think you did leaves me with an eerie feeling. When you were quite small, you would often ask me where your sister went. For years, whenever you drew a picture of our family, or yourself, there were always two of you. Later, when you stopped drawing two, you would say, “There used to be two of me, but now there is only one.”

Claudia never got over the burden of separating you and your sister. Her grief and the guilt she felt are what eventually destroyed her. She always said you knew, and I think that added to her grief. From the very beginning, she would wake up at night and say she could hear another baby crying. Gradually she began to believe there were two of you here with us instead of one.

I know you will follow your heart, and if it is to be, you will find your sister. I hope, as well, that you can find it in that same heart to forgive me for waiting so long to tell you.

Your loving father,

Sam



With her hands shaking, Ellery continued to stare down at the words in her father’s shaky scrawl. She folded the note and placed it back in the envelope. Tears rose from deep within her and fell, one after the other.

“There used to be two of me, but now there is only one”…

When she looked at her father she saw the apprehension on his face. She thought of the man who had raised her and the life he could have had with someone else—a life he abandoned to fulfill his promise to her mother. She leaned over and gave him a kiss. “I could not love you more if you were my birth father.”

Later that evening when she was back home, she thought about everything that had happened that day. She had a twin. She was illegitimate. Her biological father had never wanted to know her. Her own mother had betrayed her. The man she loved and adored as her real father had betrayed her as well.

She was overwhelmed by it all. Dear Lord, she thought, I’ll need hip waders to make my way through all of this.

There was something tragic about human sacrifice no matter what the form. She knew it was time to release all the pent-up emotion she had been holding back because she didn’t want to upset her father. When she cried, there were so many things that kept coming into her mind. She cried for herself and the mother she never really knew, and the tragic way she had died; for the father who selfishly split his twin daughters apart, denying them the right to know each other. She cried for the twin sister who had not existed for her until a few hours ago. She cried for the loss of that special human relationship they’d come into the world sharing—the unexplainable bond of closeness between those who are twinborn. Lastly, she cried for her father and the hurt Sam had inadvertently caused her by keeping her identity a secret, and the burden he must have carried all these years because of it.

By the time she was all cried out, she felt better. She also had several more questions she wanted to ask him. She picked up the phone to call him, but when she glanced at her watch it was later than she thought. Ten-thirty, and past the time her father went to sleep. Tomorrow would be soon enough for answers.

Ellery never got the answers to her questions because that night Sam O’Brien died in his sleep.







Four



A MONTH AFTER SAM’S FUNERAL, Ellery sat on the front steps of a big clapboard house that stood on a shady, tree-lined street in Chevy Chase, Maryland—the home where all of her memories of childhood resided, her yellow Lab, Bertha, stretched out at her feet. Was she really going to sell the house? A quick glance at the SOLD sign in the yard made her realize that another part of her life would soon be gone.

Since learning she had a twin sister, decision-making had been difficult for her. Inside, she felt an aching dullness in a place that did not exist, just as an amputee feels pain where a limb used to be. Something was missing, yet a part of it still lingered. The only way to deal with it was to find her sister. It sounded simple enough, but in truth, Ellery didn’t know where to begin. So many questions remained unanswered. If only Sam were still alive to fill in the gaping holes.

All her life she was as sure of Sam as she was of the North Star. His was the shadow that followed her through life, reminding her of all that she was and everything she had been taught. When he died, the stars seemed to shine a little less brightly.

It was hard to lose such a father. The fact that he wasn’t her birth father made him all the more remarkable. That one fact made his life and his devotion to her shine with greater significance. It was the first time she really looked at him in adult terms. By keeping her mother’s secret, he had done what he thought best. In a bittersweet moment, she remembered how he always said, “All my mistakes are well thought out.”

Later that evening, after she arrived back at her house in the District, she was thinking about her decision to go to Texas. She knew life was a chain of events where each present moment was connected to some future one. When she’d made up her mind to go to Texas, she’d known it was nothing more than a beginning, a place to start. She might learn what she wanted to know, or the trip could be a total waste. For now it was full of possibility; just as every raindrop was a potential puddle. Only time would tell at which point hope and reality would meet.

She would find her sister. Then she would learn the truth about her mother’s past. She was not daunted in the least. She had faced tougher assignments than this her first year as a reporter, when she’d managed to ferret her way into numerous stories.

She’d asked for a leave of absence from her job and allowed Bill Gaither, her executive producer, to persuade her to do a documentary about her search for her sister. She thought about the house she’d rented from a photo—or rather a photo and a few encouraging words from a zealous real estate agent in Agarita Springs.

“Rental property in Agarita Springs is as scarce as hen’s teeth, and a house of this magnitude…well, I am sure I don’t need to tell you that they don’t come available too often.”

“Could you send me a few photos of the house, inside and out?”

“I’ll send them, but I can’t guarantee the house will still be available by the time they get there.”

Ellery ended up faxing the agent a FedEx airbill so she could send the house pictures overnight. When they arrived the next morning, she took one look at the white clapboard house with its wraparound porch and was enchanted.
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