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BOOK ONE


Doctor of Medicine: What is truth?


Doctor of Law: Whatever can be proved by two witnesses.


August Strindberg, A Dream Play
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Bennie Rosato shuddered when she caught sight of the place. The building stretched three blocks long and stood eight stories tall. It lacked conventional windows; instead, slits of bulletproof glass scored its brick faade. Spiked guard towers anchored its corners and a double row of cyclone fencing topped with razor wire encircled its perimeter, attesting to its maximum security status. Exiled to the industrial outskirts of the city, Philadelphias Central Corrections housed murderers, sociopaths, and rapists. At least when they werent on parole.

Bennie pulled into a parking space in the half-empty visitors lot, climbed out of her Ford Expedition, and walked down the sidewalk in Junes humidity, wrestling with her reluctance. Shed stopped practicing criminal law and had promised herself shed never see the prison again until the telephone call from a woman inmate who was awaiting trial. The woman had been charged with the shooting murder of her boyfriend, a detective with the Philadelphia police, but claimed a group of uniforms had framed her. Bennie specialized in prosecuting police misconduct, so shed slid a fresh legal pad into her briefcase and had driven up to interview the inmate.

THE OPPORTUNITY TO CHANGE read a metal plaque over the door, and Bennie managed not to laugh. The prison had been designed with the belief that vocational training would convert heroin dealers to keypunch operators and since nobody had any better ideas, still operated on the assumption. Bennie opened the heavy gray door, an inexplicably large dent buckling its middle, and went inside. She was immediately assaulted by stifling air, thick with sweat, disinfectant, and a cacophony of rapid-fire Spanish, street English, and languages Bennie didnt recognize. Whenever she entered the prison, Bennie felt as if she were walking into another world, and the sight evoked in her a familiar dismay.





The waiting room, packed with inmates families, looked more like day care than prison. Infants in arms rattled plastic keys in primary colors, babies crawled from lap to lap, and a toddler practiced his first steps in the aisle, grabbing a plastic sandal for support as he staggered past. Bennie knew the statistics: nationwide, seventy-five percent of women inmates are mothers. The average prison term for a woman lasts a childhood. No matter whether Bennies clients had been brought here by circumstance or corruption, she could never forget that their children were the ultimate victims, ignored at our peril. She couldnt fix it no matter how hard shed tried and she couldnt stop trying, so she had finally turned away.

Bennie suppressed the thought and threaded her way to the front desk while the crowd socialized. Two older women, one white and one black, exchanged recipes written on index cards. Hispanic and white teenagers huddled together, a bouquet of backward baseball caps laughing over photos of a trip to Hershey Park. Two Vietnamese boys shared the sports section with a white kid across the aisle. Unless prison procedures had changed, these families would be the Monday group, visiting inmates with last names A through F, and over time theyd become friends. Bennie used to think their friendliness a form of denial until she realized it was profoundly human, like the camaraderie shed experienced in hospital waiting rooms, in the worst circumstances.





The guards at the front desk, a woman and a man, were on the telephone. Female and male guards worked at the prison because both sexes were incarcerated here, in separate wings. Behind the desk was a panel of smoked glass that looked opaque but concealed the prisons large, modern control center. Security monitors glowed faintly through the glass, their chalky gray screens ever-changing. A profile moved in front of a lighted screen like a storm cloud in front of the moon.

Bennie waited patiently for a guard, which cut against her grain. She questioned authority for a living, but she had learned not to challenge prison guards. They performed daily under conditions at least as threatening as those facing cops, but were acutely aware they earned less and werent the subject of any cool TV shows. No kid grew up wanting to be a prison guard.

While Bennie waited, a little boy with bells on his shoelaces toddled over and stared up at her. She was used to the reaction even though she wasnt conventionally pretty; Bennie stood six feet tall, strong and sturdy. Her broad shoulders were emphasized by the padding of her yellow linen suit, and wavy hair the color of pale honey spilled loose to her back. Her features were more honest than beautiful, but big blondes caught the eye, approving or no. Bennie smiled at the child to show she wasnt a banana.

You an attorney? asked the female guard, hanging up the phone. She was an African-American woman in a jet-black uniform and pinned to her heavy breast had been a badge of gold electroplate. The guards hair had been combed back into a tiny bun from which stiff hairs sprung like a pinwheel, and her short sleeves were rolled up, macho style.





Yeah, Im a lawyer, Bennie answered. I used to have an ID card but Ill be damned if I can find it.

Ill look it up. Gimme your drivers license. Fill out the request slip. Sign the OV book for official visitors, the guard said on autopilot, and pushed a yellow clip ID across the counter.

Bennie produced her license, scribbled a request slip, and signed the log book. Im here to see Alice Connolly. Unit D, Cell 53.

Whats in the briefcase?

Legal papers.

Put your purse in the lockers. No cell phones, cameras, or recording devices. Take a seat. Well call you when they bring her down to the interview room.

Thanks. Bennie hunted for a chair and spotted one in front of the closed window for the cashier and clothing exchange. The families had left the seat vacant because it was the equivalent of a table by the front door in a busy restaurant; when it opened, the exchange would be mobbed with families dropping off personal items, such as plastic rosaries the inmates liked to wear and do-rags necessary for gang identification. And the inmates always welcomed extra cash; for what, Bennie didnt want to speculate. She wedged into the seat next to a stocky grandmother, who smiled when she spotted Bennies briefcase. A prison waiting room is the only place where a lawyer is a welcome sight.

Youre up, Rosato, called the guard.

Bennie rose and went through the metal detector to the other side of the front desk. She set her briefcase down on the gritty tile floor and raised her arms while the female guard ran a professionally intrusive hand down her arms and sides. Tell me Im the only one, Bennie said, and the guard half smiled.





Go on up, girl.

Fine, but next time I expect dinner. Bennie picked up her briefcase as a male guard unlocked another gray metal door, double-thick. Attorneys signed a no-hostage waiver to get an initial ID; a misnomer, it meant that their release would not be negotiated if they were taken hostage. Once she passed through the door, Bennie would be locked in with a general population of violent inmates packing knives, straight-edge razors, garrotes, shanks, forks twisted into spikes, and possibly a blowtorch or two. Bennies only weapons were a canvas briefcase and a Bic ballpoint. Anybody who believes the pen is mightier than the sword hasnt been inside a maximum security prison.

Bennie crossed the threshold with a nonchalance that fooled no one and walked down a narrow gray corridor, as stifling as the waiting room but mercifully quiet. The only sounds were echoes of faraway shouting and the clatter of her pumps down the hall. She hit a battered button and rode the empty cab to the third floor. On the landing was a smoked glass window that obscured the guard sitting behind, who accepted the request slip Bennie passed through a slot. Room 34, said the guards muffled voice, and the door to Bennies right unlocked with a mechanical ca-thunk and opened a crack.

She walked through the door to another gray corridor, this one with a set of doors on the left, each leading to a gray cubicle. Inmates entered the cubicles from doors off a secured hallway on the other side, and all the doors locked automatically when they closed. Each cubicle, about four feet by six, contained two chairs facing each other and a beige wall phone for calling the guard. Only a Formica counter divided felon from lawyer. Though it had never bothered Bennie before, it felt oddly inadequate today. She walked to the end of the corridor, opened the door to Room 34, and did a double take when she saw the inmate.





Are you Alice Connolly? Bennie asked.

Yes, the inmate answered with a cocky smile. Surprised?

Bennie eyed the prisoner up and down, her gaze ending its bewildered journey at Connollys face. The inmate looked like a prettier, albeit streetwise, version of Bennie herself, though her hair was a brassy, fraudulent red and had been scissored into crude layers. She had Bennies broad cheekbones and full lips, but wore enough makeup to enhance those features. She looked as tall as Bennie, but was model-thin, so her orange jumpsuit seemed almost fashionably baggy. Her eyesround, blue, and wide-setmatched Bennies exactly, rendering the lawyer momentarily speechless.

Connolly extended a hand over the counter. Pleased to meet you. Im your twin, she said.
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Bennie stared at the inmate in disbelief. Her twin? My twin? Is this a joke?

No, not at all, Connolly said. She let her hand fall unshaken to her side and spread her palms. Look at me. Were identical twins.

Bennie shook her head slowly. It wasnt possible. Despite the similarity in their features, there was a chill to the inmates affect that Bennie had never seen in a mirror. It made the comparison between them that of a cadaver to a living person. We may look alike, but were not twins.

Youre just surprised. I know, I was, too. But its true.

It cant be. Bennie couldnt wrap her mind around it. She kept shaking her head. Her own eyes looked back at her from the prisoners face. You didnt say anything about this when you called, Connolly. You said you needed a new lawyer.

I didnt want to tell you over the phone, you wouldnt have come. Youd have thought I was nuts.

You are.

You didnt know about me, huh? I didnt know about you either, until the other day. Connolly sat down on the other side of the counter and gestured to the chair opposite her. Better sit, you look kind of pale. Its strange, finding out you have a twin. I know, I just went through it.




This is crazy. I dont have a twin. Bennie sank into the plastic seat on her side of the counter, slowly regaining her emotional footing. At almost forty, Benedetta Bennie Rosato was the only child of an ailing mother and a father shed never met. She didnt have a twin, she had a law firm. Plus a young boyfriend and a golden retriever. I dont have a twin, Bennie repeated, with confidence.

Yes, you do. Give it time. Itll sink in. Look, were built the same. Im six feet tall, and I can see you are, too. I weigh a hundred and forty-five pounds. Youre heavier, but not by that much, right?

Im heavier. Leave it alone.

Youre kind of muscular. Do you work out?

I row.

Row boats? Connolly appraised Bennie with a critical eye. Its built up your shoulders too much. You know, you should lose some weight, do something with yourself. You have a pretty face but you dont wear enough makeup. Your hair needs a cut and some color. I got a friend on the outside could shape it up for you. Make you look hot. You want my color?

No, thanks, Bennie said, taken aback.

Look, its weird for me, too, seeing you. Trippy. Somebody who looks like me, without makeup. Youre another me.

Im not another you, Bennie shot back reflexively. The very thought. An inmate, maybe a murderer. Were not twins just because we look a little alike. Lots of people look alike. People tell me all the time, I know someone who looks exactly like you. 

This isnt that. Look at my face. Dont you believe your own eyes?

Not necessarily. Im a trial lawyer, the last thing I believe in is appearances. Besides, I know who I am.




You only know half the story. Im the other half. Listen. I even sound like you. My voice. Connolly spoke quickly and her tone was direct, a vague echo of the lawyers tone and cadence.

You could be doing that on purpose.

You mean, fake it? Why would I do that?

To get me to take your case.

You think Im lying to you? Pain creased Connollys brow, and because it looked so much like Bennies own, it made the lawyer regret her words, if not her thoughts.

What else can I think? Bennie said, defensive. I mean, somethings wrong here. I dont have a twin. Theres just me, there always has been, my whole life. Thats it.

Connolly cocked her head. My birthday is July 7, 1962, same as yours. How could I fake that?

My birthday? You could find that out anywhere. Its listed in my alumni directory, Martindale-Hubbell, Whos Who of American Lawyers, a hundred places.

We were born in Pennsylvania Hospital.

Most of Philadelphia was born at Pennsylvania Hospital.

Connollys blue eyes narrowed. You were born first, at nine in the morning. I was born fifteen minutes later. You weighed ten pounds at birth. How would I know that, huh?

Bennie paused. It was true. She was born at 9:00 A.M. She used to think, just in time for work. Had she mentioned that ever, in an interview? You could find that out. Im sure birth records are public.

Not the time of your birth, what you weighed. Thats not public.

Its the information age, everythings public. Or maybe it was a lucky guess. Christ, you can look at me and guess I weighed ten pounds at birth. Im an Amazon.





Okay, how about this? Connolly leaned forward on slim but sturdy arms. Our mother is Carmella Rosato and our father is William Winslow.

Bennies mouth went dry. It was her mother and father. Her fathers name hadnt been published anywhere. How did you know that?

Its the truth. Our father took off before we were born. Carmella gave up her second-born twin. Me. Bitterness puckered Connollys lovely cheeks, but Bennie noted she was avoiding the question.

I asked you, how do you know my fathers name?

Bill and I are friends. Good friends.

Bill? Youre good friends with my father?

Yes. Hes a very nice man. A caretaker. You didnt know that, did you? Bill told me he never met you and that Carmella was too sick to visit. Whats the matter with her, with our mother? Bill wont talk about it, like its a secret.

Our mother? Bennie shook her head in confusion. She couldnt understand how Connolly knew about her father. Her mother had hated the man who hadnt stayed long enough to marry her, and as Bennie had grown to adulthood, her father had simply become irrelevant, a footnote to a busy life. None of this makes sense.

Hear me out, Connolly said, holding up a hand. You need some background. I was the sick twin, you know, from before we were born. We had something called twin transfusion syndrome. That means the twins share one placenta and the blood meant for one twin goes to nourish the other. When we were on the inside, my blood went to nourish you. I weighed four pounds at birth. Most of those babies died, especially in those days. Bill said they cant even find my birth certificate.




Oh, come on, Bennie said, suddenly annoyed. I took your blood? What a bunch of crap.

Its the truth, all of it, every word. Bill told me when he visited.

Are you saying that my father visits you? In prison?

Sure. Comes in his flannel shirt, no matter how hot it is, and his little tweed coat. Said he was looking out for me. That was when he told me you were my twin. He told me to call you. He said youre the only lawyer who could win my case, that nobody knows more about the Philly cops than you.

Gotcha there, Connolly. My father has no idea what I do. He doesnt know me at all.

Oh no? He follows your career. He has your clippings.

Bennie paused. Clippings, you mean from the newspaper?

You know, I couldnt wait to meet you when I found out about us. I have so many questions. Do you remember anything, like, from the inside? Connolly edged forward on the counter, but Bennie leaned away.

Inside?

I do. I have memories of you, like a ghost. A phantom, but close to me. They have to be from the inside, its the only time we were together. When I was little, I always felt lonely. Like a piece of me was missing. I always hated being alone. Still do. Then Bill told me about you and it all made sense. Now, tell me about our mother. Whats the matter with her? Why doesnt anybody want to talk about her?

I have to go, Bennie said, rising finally. The inmate was a con artist or delusional. The police conspiracy was paranoia. Some clients werent worth the trouble, no matter how intriguing the case. She reached for her briefcase. Im sorry, I wish you the best.





No, wait, I need your help. Connolly scrambled to her feet like a shadow left behind. Youre my last chance. I didnt kill Anthony, I swear. The cops killed him. Theyre covering for each other, they set me up. Theres a group of them.

You already have a lawyer, let him handle it. Bennie snatched the wall phone off its hook. It would ring automatically at the security desk.

But my lawyer cant do shit. Hes court-appointed. Hes seen me maybe twice all year. The most hes done is keep me here. Hes part of the conspiracy, too.

Im sorry, I cant help you. Bennie hung up the phone and edged to the window in the door. Where was the guard? The cinderblock corridor was empty. There were three locked doors between her and the outside. A panic Bennie couldnt explain flickered in her chest.

I was hoping youd believe me, but I guess not. Read this before you decide. Our mother hasnt told you everything. Itll prove what Im saying is true. Connolly pushed a manila envelope across the counter, but Bennie left it there.

I dont have time to read it. I have to go, Im running late. Guard!

Take it. Connolly thrust the envelope over the counter. If you dont, Ill mail it to you.

No, thanks. I have to get back to work. Bennie jiggled the doorknob and pressed against the window in the door. A heavyset guard hustled down the hall, her pant legs flapping, her expression more annoyed than alarmed.

Take the envelope, Connolly called, but Bennie ignored her and twisted the doorknob futilely. Come on. The guard finally reached the cell, jammed a key into the lock, and swung the door open so wide Bennie almost stumbled into the hall.





Guard! Connolly shouted. My lawyer forgot her file. She stretched over the counter with the envelope in her hand, but in a swift movement, the prison guard drew a black baton from her belt and brandished it.

Thats far enough, you! she shouted. Sit down! You want a write-up?

Okay, okay, relax! Connolly said, folding instantly into the chair and raising her arms protectively. She forgot her file. Im trying to help. Its her file!

Bennie backed against the door, her feelings in tumult. She didnt want to take Connollys file, but she didnt want to see her clubbed. The inmate who looked so much like her cowered in the chair, and Bennie felt frightened for her and of her at the same time. She wasnt going to hurt me, she heard herself saying.

The guard turned under the raised club. That your file or not, lawyer?

Uh, yes. She didnt want Connolly beaten, for Gods sake.

Then take it! the guard ordered.

Bennie lunged for the file and stuck it under her arm. Her mouth felt surprisingly dry, her chest tight. She had to get out of the prison. She hurried out the door and for the exit, clutching the unwanted envelope to her breast.
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Four patrolmen crammed into a booth at Little Petes, taking the table farthest from the door by habit. Blue cotton epaulets buckled as they squeezed onto vinyl benches and radios rested silently at their thick leather belts. In the middle of the table, black nightsticks rolled together like an urban logjam. Corded blue caps, each with a heavy chrome badge affixed above a bill of black patent, sat in a row on a nearby ledge. It was early for lunch, as the night tour called every meal they ate, but James Surf Lenihan had another bug up his ass.

Surf got his nickname because he looked the part: sun-bleached white-blond hair and a tan, muscular build from summers spent lifeguarding in South Jersey. Surf had the antsy metabolism of a natural athlete and was always worked up about somethingthe new contract, the reassignments, the court time. He leaned over the table to talk, even though Little Petes was practically empty. Its for real, Surf whispered, but Sean McShea laughed so hard he almost choked on his cheesesteak, and Art Reston called Surf a horses ass.

Why you swallow shit like that? Reston asked, shaking his head. He was tall and strong, with a well-groomed dark mustache that hid a too-thin upper lip and brown eyes that glinted with occupational skepticism. Restons fifteen years on the force had taught him never to believe anything unless ballistics, forensics, or the union president swore to it.





Its true, okay? Surf raked a hand through a thatch of bangs. Rosato is Connollys twin. I heard it from Katies girlfriend, the one who works at the house. She told Katie that Rosato visited today.

The girlfriends puttin you on. Reston dropped his pepper ham hoagie into a red plastic basket shaped unaccountably like a boat. Next to him, Sean McShea, still laughing, wrested a napkin from the steel dispenser. A chubby, cheerful man with a bulbous nose and ruddy cheeks, McShea was a natural for the Santa Claus gig at Childrens Hospital. His large face reddened with mirth as he wiped his mouth, leaving a blot of ketchup on the pebbled napkin.

Shes not puttin me on, Surf said. Why would she?

Fuck if I know. Maybe shes got the hots. Wants you to throw her a boneyours. Reston laughed, but Surfs face remained a mask of alarm.

You dont believe me, we can check the logs. Im tellin you. Rosato was there. Katie said they look alike, too.

Bullshit. McShea finally stopped laughing and wiped his eyes with the other end of the stained napkin. If they looked that much alike, somebody woulda noticed it.

No. Surf shook his head. Connollys hair is dyed red. Rosatos a blonde. Also, Rosatos heavier, remember?

No, I never even saw Rosato. I could give a flying fuck. Reston snorted. Its a con, kid. A hustle. Connolly is the master of shit like that. Look how she scammed us.

So what if its a scam? It doesnt matter. If Connolly gets Rosato on her case, were fucked.

Next to Surf, Joe Citrone listened in his typical stony silence. Joe was near retirement age, tall, with a bony nose that was bracketed by elongated wrinkles around a small mouth and a sharp chin. Joe didnt talk much and always looked sad to Surf because he had those dark circles under his eyes that Italians get. Still, Joe was the smartest cop Surf knew.





Joe, Surf said, turning to him. What do you think? Katies girlfriend says theyre look-alikes. Why would she shit us?

Dont know.

Do you know Katies girlfriend? You know everybody.

Scottys daughter.

Thats her. So, would she bullshit Katie about something like this?

Dont know.

You think theyre twins?

Dont know.

McShea started laughing again. Joe on the witness stand: No. No. No. No. Dont know. 

The Joe Game! The Joe Game! The Joe Game! they shouted, banging on the table, except for Surf. It was the Joe Game and they played it all the time to get a rise out of Citrone. Heres Joe at home, Reston said, starting. The wife says, Honey, you want spaghetti? Dont know. Honey, you havin fun at Disney World? Dont know. Honey, you love me? No. 

McShea slapped the table with a heavy hand. I got one! Joe in bed. His animated features fell into deadpan. No. No. No. Oh. 

Citrone ignored their laughter and finished his cheesesteak, which only made McShea and Reston laugh harder. Surf couldnt stand it. What was the matter with these assholes? Maybe Joe wasnt smart at all. Maybe he just never said enough to sound stupid. I shoulda never got involved, Surf said. I knew it. Goddammit, I knew it.





Shut up with that, youre embarrassing yourself. Reston made a face. Ooh, Im ascared of Rosato.

Surf kept shaking his head. Shes smarter than that turd whos on the case now. And she aint ours.

Big deal, Reston said. She got an all-girl law firm. Hey, you think they get their periods at the same time? He nudged McShea. What a fuckin nightmare. Lawyers on their periods.

McShea stopped laughing when he caught the concern on Surfs face, then reached over and chucked the junior cop on the chin. Dont worry, girlfriend. If Rosato takes the case, which I tell you she wont, she wont have time to get ready. What is it, a week away, and half that time shell be givin interviews. Newspapers, TV, cable. You know how she is. When shes not at the bank, shes in front of the camera.

Cha-ching! Reston said, but Surf only glowered.

Ill do something about this, if you wont.

Citrone rubbed his fingertips together, brushing off invisible crumbs. Dont, kid, he said quietly.

Dont what? Deal with it?

Citrones expression didnt change. Just, dont.

I can deal with it. I know what to do. I cant sit around with my thumb up my ass.

Ill take care of it, Citrone said, and everybody accepted it as the last word.

Everybody, that is, except Surf.
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Alice Connolly lay on the thin bed in her cell. No inmate stayed in her cell during unrestricted time unless she was doing something she didnt want the guards to see or was doing something with the guards she didnt want anyone else to see, but Alice spent all her time alone in her cell. She had laid down the law with her white-trash cellie, Diane. Stay the fuck out. Diane had gone along. She was only twenty-three, but looked fifty because of the crack. Pipers looked like they were born at fifty.

Alice squirmed to get comfortable in the bed. The cell, of gray cinderblock, contained a stainless steel sink and over it a plastic mirror the size of a tabloid. A skinny Formica ledge built into the wall was supposed to be a desk, with a beat-up stool bolted to the floor next to the stainless toilet bowl. The bowl had no lid and the cell stank all the time. Alice didnt turn away from the toilet; it wouldnt do any good. She lay in the uncomfortable bed and stared at the blank wall opposite her.

Alice kept no personal articles in her cell, unlike most inmates. No pictures of boyfriends with beer cans in their hands or school photos of kids in front of a fake blue sky. The latest fad in the house was magazine pages folded into an accordion fan. The women set them in pencil holders like goddamn flowers, trying to make the shithole a home. Christ. Alice didnt see the point. Ever since the day they handed her her blues and showed her the cell, she had spent every minute of every day thinking of a way out. Shed be convicted for sure. She wasnt about to go to trial and let Pennsylvania plug her full of joy juice.





So from day one, Alice became the model inmate. Scrubbed the kitchen floor, scraped scum off the shower stalls, taught computer. Tried to find anywhere she could slip out, any way. Connected with the gang leaders, the do-rags and the spics, trying to learn what she could. Even tapped her little wetback mule, Valencia, for information. But in a year Alice had gotten nowhere. Her trial was around the corner.

And then it had fallen into her lap. The only bit of luck in her life. It happened the day the guard knocked on her cell door and told her somebody named William Winslow had come for a visit.

I dont know any Winslow, Alice had said, but she was curious. Shed changed into the ugly orange jumpsuit after the pat-down, gotten the plastic bracelet with the bar code on it, and gone down to the visiting room. It was a large room, with steel chairs facing each other in groups of four, and the seats were full. Families yapped and boyfriends copped feels under the NO KISSING sign. Sitting by himself was an old man who looked like a scarecrow. He was tall and thin and his head dipped forward like his neck was stuffed with hay. He wore a tweed sportjacket with a flannel shirt and a brown felt hat that he tugged off when he spotted Alice.

This old coot was her visitor? Alice had almost laughed out loud. She went over and sat down opposite him. The man kept clearing his throat, but he couldnt seem to get a word out. Up close his face was thick with tan and wrinkles. Alice asked him who he was and why was he here. Then hed told her she was his little girl. He said hed given her up for adoption.





What the fuck are you talking about? shed said. She wasnt adopted, not that she knew, but her parents were too dead to ask. Not that theyd been the greatest parents anyway, even when they were alive.

This is you, as a baby, the scarecrow had said. Holding a black-and-white photo in a shaking hand.

Fine. Whatever. He was a geezer, maybe he was senile. She took the photo, of a fat baby with round eyes. It looked like every baby in the world. Alice handed him back his picture and told him to get fucked. Hed been in the cornfield way too long. But from then on, Bill kept coming back to visit, once a month for about six months. The guards kidded her that she had a groupie, it happened all the time. Crazy johns who liked bad girls, bringing them shit. Some of the shit they made, like the young Jamaican who brought Diane little boxes with pictures pasted on them. Others brought money.

Winslow never offered Alice money, but she took his visit most months, figuring he could be used down the line. Everybody could be used somehow, even a wacko. He always asked about her defense, frowning every time Alice said her lawyer sucked. She noticed his reaction and worked it, playing him to get her a new lawyer. Then, the other day, the old man dropped the bombshell: Youre a twin, Alice. Your twin sister is the best lawyer in the city. She knows all about the police. Its time for you to call her. Show her this.

Fuckin Bill. Hed held out an envelope. Alice took one look at the stuff inside and felt like she won the lottery. She didnt care if it was true or if the coot was just plain crazy. Alice could spin this straw into gold. It was her ticket out. Only one thing she didnt understand: Why the fuck didnt you tell me before? I been rotting in the shithole for a year. I coulda called Rosato a long time ago!





The scarecrow was startled at her sudden anger, clenching and unclenching the brim of the hat hanging in his hands. I thought youd be okay, Alice. I thought you had a good lawyer. Now I know you need Bennie.

Alice shifted her weight in the sagging bed. What a joke. Bennie Rosato, famed hotshit lawyer, was her twin? So what? She didnt know if Rosato was her twin and she didnt give a fuck, just so she got off. But Alice had to convince Rosato they were twins, so she got busy. Read the newspapers and memorized the articles about Rosato and her cases. Cruised the Internet to see if Rosatos firm had a website, and when she found it, saw how the lawyer looked and dressed. Started eating to pack on the pounds and decided to grow her hair in like Rosatos. Even watched the TV news and COURT-TV, so she could imitate Rosatos voice.

Alice became a twin expert, too. Crammed like her life depended on it, since it did. Logged onto the Net, researching books and webpages about twins, so she could pick up a few details to sell Rosato the story. Studied the medical angle and picked up the memories from the womb, for fucks sake. Alice hadnt had much time and learned what she could in a few days. She almost became convinced of it herself. Maybe she was adopted. Maybe she really was a twin. It would explain some things, like how she didnt like being alone. And how she never thought she looked like her parents. They were so different from her. Boring. Stupid. Losers.

Alice got herself psyched to meet Rosato. She knew she was ready the night the lawyer came on the news. Just one quick shot of Rosato and a do-rag watching TV had called out, She look like you, Alice.





She sure do, Alice had thought to herself. Shed called Rosato the next morning and the lawyer had come running. Their meeting hadnt gone that well, but Rosato would come back. The lawyer was confused, but shed get past that. Shed be curious about Alice. About herself.

Alices thoughts were interrupted by a chubby figure in blues scuffling down the hall. Valencia Mendoza arrived at the door and stuck her head inside the cell. Long, thick curls framed features smoothed by excess fat and thick makeup. Alice sat up in bed with a loud sigh. What do you want? she asked, as Valencias cheap perfume filled the cell. It overpowered the stench of the toilet, but Alice wasnt sure she preferred it.

I dont want nothin, Valencia answered, in her baby voice.

Then why are you here?

I worryin.

I dont have time for your worrying. What a pain in the ass this spic was. They made good workers, used to taking orders, but they could be such a goddamn pain. You have nothing to worry about.

I no hear my Santo for a week, Valencia said, anxious. My mother, she call every week says how he is. She put him on the phone. She no call this week. Somethins wrong.

Santo is fine. Your mother got her money yesterday. Alice paused, double-checking in her mind. It was hard to keep track of the payments without the laptop, but nobody was giving out Powerbooks to prison inmates. It was cruel and unusual. Santo is fine.

She got de money yesterday? Why she didnt call?




I dont know, Valencia. I dont know your mother. Maybe she met somebody.

Valencias black-lined eyelids fluttered briefly. Santo, he had nother ear fection, las time I talk to her. Doctor say he get one more ear fection, he need tubes. Thas spensive.

You shakin me down, Valencia? Alices eyes narrowed, and Valencias crimson nails flew to the blue plastic rosary she wore around her neck.

No, no, Alice. No. Not me.

Its not like you. I thought you were a good girl, Alice said, eyeing her employee. Valencia was the girlfriend of one of the bantamweights, and Alice had recruited her right away. Valencia was smarter than most of them, timely on the pickups, and always did what she was told. Then she got pregnant and it ruined her. Shed stuck powder in Santos diaper and got busted. Oldest trick in the book.

I am good, Valencia said. I no shake you down. Never. Not me.

Your mother gets her money every week, if you stay quiet. Thats the deal. You know the deal, even though youre not so good with de English?

Right.

Right, what?

Jes, I know the deal. Valencia nodded. I swear.

Aint nothing else in the deal. No tubes, nothin. Alice stood up, put a hand on Valencias soft shoulder, and squeezed. As soon as you stop being a good girl, I stop the money. What happens to Santo then? Huh, Valencia?

I don say nothin. Valencias eyebrows sloped downward. They were so heavily penciled it looked like a kid scribbled outside of the lines. Same with her lipstick, the color of cherry Jell-O, crayoned on puffy lips.




You love Santo, dont you? Alice dug strong fingers into Valencias shoulder.

O course I love my Santo. He my baby. I don say nothin.

Miguels not gonna take care of Santo, is he? Not on the fights he gets. Hell, he wont even marry you. Now will he? Valencias brown eyes welled up, and Alice felt disgusted. Will he, Valencia?

No, she answered, almost a whisper.

Who takes care of Santo, Valencia?

You do.

Thats right. I do. Remember that. Alice released her grip. Quit crying. If the baby needs tubes, hell get tubes. From me. You hear?

Jes. Valencias lower lip trembled and a tear rolled down her cheek.

What you gotta do, Valencia? Do you know?

I know.

You gotta shut up. You gotta shut the fuck up.

I shut the fuck up, Valencia repeated, bursting into tears, and Alice smiled grimly. Valencia was definitely a loose end. And Alice couldnt afford a loose end anymore.
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Please hold my calls, Bennie said, and hurried by the startled receptionist with a stride that warded off associates and secretaries. She hustled down the corridor of her firm, past pine console tables and a print by Thomas Eakins of a rower sculling on the Schuylkill River. An elite rower herself, Bennie sculled daily on the same river, gliding under the stone arches the artist so faithfully detailed. She usually glanced at the prints as she walked by, but not this afternoon. A twin? Could it be? No way.

Bennie hadnt opened the envelope in the truck. It had ridden beside her on the passenger seat, intrusive as a hitchhiker. Itll prove everything I say is true, Connolly had said. Her voice sounded a lot like Bennies and her laugh was almost an echo. But it was a trick, it had to be. Prison was packed with hustlers, all wanting free legal help. Bennie got letters from inmates almost every day, and the mail spiked every time she was on TV. Connolly just had a more original approach.

Bennie reached her office, shut the door, then yanked the envelope out of her briefcase and opened the wrinkled yellow flap. Inside were three photographs, one eight-by-ten and two smaller ones, snapshot size. The large photo drew her eye. It was in black-and-white, of twelve pilots in front of a grainy airplane. The shadow of a propeller fell on its riveted skin and the airmen faced the camera in two rows, like a jury. The back row was a lineup of men in bomber jackets, grayish ties, and caps with badges on the front. In the bottom row of the photo knelt another line of pilots, in envelope caps of grainy wool. The pilot on the far right, poised uncertainly on one knee, had light eyes that Bennie recognized. Her own.





She swallowed hard. The soldiers eyes were round and large as hers, though he was squinting against the sun. His nose was longer than Bennies and his lips less full, but his hair was a sandy blond, like hers. Bennie felt a jarring in her chest and turned the photo over. Formal crew photo, it said on the back, in a neat, careful pencil. Lt. Boyds Crew, 235th Bomb Squadron, 106th Bomb Group, 2nd Division, 8th Air Force. The names of the airmen on the top row were written in the same handwriting and they were all lieutenants. Bennies eyes raced to the end of the second line. A list of sergeants, then the last sergeants name. S. Sgt. William S. Winslow. Bill Winslow.

Dad.

Dad? Bennie checked her watch. There was still a chance she could find out today. She grabbed the group photo and snatched up the little photos with only a glance. Shed look at them on the way. She had to get there before visiting hours were over.



The last rays of the sun streamed dark gold through the Palladian windows, burning long, glowing arches into the Oriental rug. The sitting room was spacious, with worn antique chairs and couches grouped around mahogany coffee tables. Oil landscapes hung on the plaster walls, and a portrait of a somber physician in three-piece suit and watchchain was illuminated by a dim brass fixture. The setting was a model of old-money elegance. Nobody would have guessed it was a mental hospital.





Her mothers wheelchair had been positioned against one of the windows, apparently to view the front lawn, newly shorn. The wheelchair cast a distorted shadow, its handles elongated and its wheels elliptical. Her mothers head made a rumpled silhouette above the plastic sling of the wheelchair. Bennie felt a pang as she crossed the empty room toward the chair. Her mothers condition was expected to remain stable with medication. It was both the good and bad news.

Bennie pulled up an ottoman needlepointed with fox-hunters. Hey, good lookin, she said, sitting down. Her mothers head didnt turn from the window. Ma. How are you?

The sunlight streamed onto her mothers face, but she didnt blink. A tiny woman, her chin and cheekbones were delicate, framed by dense, wavy, gray hair. Pale, papery skin covered her soft jowls, and deep frown lines furrowed her forehead. Her eyes drooped a listless brown, her lids hooded with age. Her only strong feature was a hawkish nose that had always seemed feisty to Bennie until recently.

Ma, you gonna say hi to me?

Nothing, not even the blink of an eye. Her mother had been this way for two weeks now. The doctors were tinkering with her dosages, but she wasnt coming around.

Ma, the sun bothering you? You want me to move you?

Her mother suddenly slipped down in the wheelchair. A blue cotton blanket rode up her legs, exposing knobby ankles under the hem of a chenille bathrobe. Her spongy slippers fit poorly, curling up at the toe. Dark, spidery veins looked sketched in india ink against the translucent whiteness of her shin.





Ma, here. Let me help you. Bennie tilted the chair out of the sunlight, then grasped her mother by her thin shoulders and hoisted her higher. The old woman offered neither resistance nor help; her body was light as an old paper lantern. A scent clung to her, not the Tea Rose perfume she favored, but a bitter and medicinal smell. Bennie pulled the blanket down over her mothers feet. Better?

No response, but her mother slipped down again, her knees flopping wide open. If she had been sentient she would have been mortified, and Bennie shuddered for her as she pressed her knees together and tucked the blanket tight around them.

Ma, sit up straight. You gotta sit up. Can you sit up? Bennie leaned over, eased her up again, and held her there a minute. Isnt that better? Do you feel that? Im gonna let go now. When I let go, see if you can stay up. Ready? One, two, three. Bennie released her grip, but her mother slid down into a deep sea of blue cotton, her chin barely above water. Bennie permitted herself a sigh and rearranged the blanket over her mothers legs and ankles. Youre not at dinner tonight, Ma. Did you eat in your room?

Her mothers expression remained unchanged.

Was Hattie here to visit today? She told me she was. She said you had lunch together. You had some soup, right? Chicken noodle. Bennie grasped the green-padded armrests of the wheelchair and pulled her mother closer. Youre not gonna talk? What, do I have to take your deposition?

But even that didnt get a reaction. Her mothers eyes rested on Bennie without seeing her. If Bennie hadnt lived it, she wouldnt have believed it was physically possible. As long as she could remember, Carmella Rosato had been ill, and the daughter had grown up taking care of the mother instead of the more conventional arrangement. Theyd made a breakthrough with electroconvulsive therapy, but the old womans heart had grown weaker. Bennie called a halt to the procedures because shed rather have her mother depressed than dead. At times like this, she doubted her decision. Ma? she said. Mom?





Her mother blinked, then blinked again, and Bennie realized she was falling asleep. Then Bennie remembered. The envelope. The photos in her briefcase. She wasnt sure what to do. As much as she wanted to know, Bennie felt torn about raising the subject. Her mother was already so fragile. What if the questions sent her into a deeper catatonia? Gave her a heart attack?

Still, Bennie had asked nothing of her mother all her life and all she wanted now was an answer. Of course she didnt have a twin and she was entitled to have it confirmed. Anger glowed in her chest, but Bennie ignored it, ashamed. It wasnt that her mother wouldnt help, it was that she couldnt. Still Bennie didnt reach for her briefcase. She froze on the ottoman, as motionless as her mother in the wheelchair.

The sunlight faded to the shade of tarnished brass and the room grew cold. Bennie watched her mothers eyes close and her head nod slowly forward. Her skin looked waxy and pale. Her breathing was shallow. Soon the old woman would be dead. What? Bennie caught herself, in surprise. Not dead, asleep. Soon her mother would be asleep. Bennie ignored the lump in her throat, fished out the envelope, and set it on her lap. Ma, I have something I want to talk about. Its important. Wake up. Wake up, Ma. She patted her mothers knee, but it had no effect. Ma, Im sorry, but theres something I have to ask you. Its crazy, but I want to hear you say that. Ma?





Her mother stirred, lifting her head with an effort that sent a guilty ripple through Bennie.

Great, Ma. Thats great. Now can you see me? Do you see me?

Her mothers eyes were open but unfocused. As far as Bennie could determine, her mother was seeing nothing.

Ma, I met a woman today who says shes my twin sister. She says that I was a twin, that I am a twin. Thats crap, isnt it? Of course it is.

Her mother blinked so deliberately it was almost slow motion.

I know its strange. Shocking, kind of. Bennie smiled, because her mother didnt look shocked. Her mother had no expression whatsoever. Dont look so surprised, she said, with a laugh that faded fast. Ma. Did you hear me? I know you heard me. Will you answer me?

But she didnt.

If you dont answer, Im hauling out the heavy artillery. Dont make me go there. I got pictures. Of my father, she says. You want to see?

No reaction.

You want not to see?

Still no reaction.

Okay, since you asked. Bennie slid the group picture from the folder, the one with the airmen and the airplane. Take a look at this. Bennie held it up in front of her mothers face and noticed fibers of black construction stuck to the four corners of the photos back, as if from a photo album. Then she peeked over the photo and scrutinized her mother. The old womans eyes didnt move toward the picture or even appear to see the pilot, so Bennie moved the picture into what she figured was her mothers line of vision. Still her mothers eyes didnt focus on the photo at all.





Ma, theyre tellin me this is Exhibit A. Is this my old man? Bennie hooked a finger around the side of the photo. This one, with the eyes that look like someone you know? Her mothers eyelids were sinking again, and Bennies hopes with them. Ma? Are you signaling or sleeping?

Her mothers head dropped onto her chest and she slid under the blue blanket, which engulfed her like a riptide. Bennies breath lodged in her throat, then she let her hand and the photo fall to her lap. Why wake her mother up or show her the other photos? There was no point.

Bennie returned the photo to the envelope and slipped it back into her briefcase, but didnt move to go. She stayed still, keeping her mother company, watching her slack chest moving up and down, her breathing too shallow to lend any reassurance. Bennie had no answers and she barely had her mother, but she remained. It felt good just to be around her, in her flesh-and-blood presence. Bennie didnt dwell on how many such times they would have left. In that moment it was the same as it had always been: Bennie and her mother, the two of them, still breathing against all odds.

And now was there another? A third? Bennie couldnt imagine it. The Rosatos werent the ideal nuclear family, but it was her family and she took its structure for granted, like stars fixed in the firmament. A constellation couldnt be changed; there was a Big Dipper and a Little Dipper, and that was it. There couldnt be another Little Dipper, could there?




Bennies gaze strayed through the arched windows to the sky, where the earliest stars were peeking through a transparent canopy of dusk. She remembered that stars werent forever, but died from instability within, spewing glowing heat, light, and color into deep space. Shed seen the photos in the newspaper: stellar deaths like pinwheels, cats eyes, and whorls of light. From their showy deaths came life and new stars were formed, yet to be discovered, named, and recorded. To be sure, they existed before Bennie knew of their existence. Maybe Connolly was like that, an unnamed star.

Bennie reflected on it, her eyes bright. She had to concede it was at least theoretically possible. Her mother, dozing in her wheelchair so soundly, could have borne twins. She was tough as a young woman, defiant of convention, and tight-lipped enough to keep a secret of that magnitude. Maybe the secret had contributed to her illness. Maybe it had even caused it. If new stars could be formed and old ones die, didnt it follow that constellations could be reconfigured? A Big Dipper and two Little Dippers? The thought made Bennie shiver with an admixture of doubt and wonderment, and she sat by the window until night shone with an almost unbearable brilliance.



On the other side of town, a white police cruiser idled at a gum-spattered curb. Its headlights were on but its radio crackled to an empty car. Joe Citrone was on the pay phone at the intersection. It was dark and this was a rugged section of the city, but he had nothing to fear here. He had grown up only a block over, in the house near the corner. There used to be a luncheonette on the corner, Rays and Johnnys, and Angelos Market, the grocery store right across the street. Joe used to like Rays, it made the whole corner smell like the steak sandwiches that sizzled on the flat grill. Now the corner stank like shit.





He in? Joe said into the phone. The receiver was all black and greasy. He hated that. Everything dirty, from the crackheads. He couldnt use his home phone. He didnt want it in his phone records, in case some mamaluke got ahold of it.

Joe never took chances. It wasnt his way. He didnt have to do anything extreme, just prevent Rosato from taking Connollys case. He knew people who could make that happen. You there? he said into the receiver. Now listen up.








End of sample
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