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Chapter One – Lily
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Lily Cross gazed out the window, her mind a whirlwind of emotions. The doctor's words echoed in her head, a cruel refrain that refused to fade. "You're not ovulating properly, and your fallopian tubes are blocked." The weight of those words pressed down on her chest, a constant reminder of her body's betrayal. She sat on the edge of the bed, her fingers absently tracing the patterns on the duvet, lost in a sea of thoughts.

Paul Hathaway entered the bedroom, his steps tentative as he approached his wife. The lines of worry etched on his face were a mirror of her own. He sat beside her, their shoulders barely touching. "Hey," he whispered, his voice a mixture of concern and longing.

She turned to him, her eyes brimming with unshed tears. "Paul, what if I can never give you a child?" Her voice quivered with vulnerability, laying bare her deepest fear.

His hand cupped her cheek, his thumb brushing away a tear. "Lily, you are not defined by that. We're in this together, no matter what. Our love is more than just having children."

As he leaned closer, his lips met hers in a tender kiss that held promises of unwavering support. Their connection had always been about more than physical attraction; it was a fusion of souls that transcended the hardships they faced.

***
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Lily curled into the corner of the softly worn beige couch, her legs tucked beneath her as if she could fold herself away from reality. The silence in the house pressed against her temples, a relentless reminder of the emptiness that pervaded their home—a space once teeming with laughter and wild plans of parenting, now subdued to a hollow shell echoing with unspoken words. 

The walls of the living room, once vibrant with shades of teal and sunshine yellow, seemed to have lost their luster under the weight of routine. Dust mites danced lazily in the shafts of light filtering through the half-closed blinds, indifferent to the stillness they inhabited. Pictures that lined the shelves—snapshots of Lily and Paul scaling one of the many mountains they had climbed, paddling through the rivers and lakes—seemed like relics from another life, one filled with adventure and hope.

"Should I just get rid of these?" Lily mused aloud, her gaze drifting towards the adventure gear that was stacked meticulously in the corner. "It's not like we're planning another escapade anytime soon."

Her heart clenched as she recalled their shared dreams, their conversations about teaching their future child to love the wilderness as much as they did, to be brave and curious. Lily had often fantasized about exploring the world as a family, of having new experiences together. These dreams seemed cruel now, taunting her with their impossibility.

"Paul would say to keep them. For next time,” she muttered, mocking the optimism they had once both shared. "But when is the next time? When does this end?" she asked the silent room.

She stood up abruptly, pacing the length of the room. Her petite frame seemed to move mechanically, the action less about destination and more about the need to feel something other than despair. She glanced at the empty spaces where baby furniture was supposed to fill the room, the nursery that never came to be.

"Would you still love me if it was just us, forever?" she asked the silence, imagining Paul's response. His voice, once so clear in her mind, had become a distant hum, overshadowed by the cacophony of her own thoughts.

Sighing, she turned her attention to the laptop perched precariously on the arm of the couch, her latest article on a cold case displayed on the screen. "Work it is, then," she sighed, settling herself back onto the couch with her legs crossed, her fingers hovering over the keys. "At least I can help solve these mysteries."

She was a journalist, a career path that had given her the ability to travel and enjoy many exploits with her husband. Both of them had a sense of adventure that rivaled the other’s, which drove them to survivalist training, volunteering in other countries, and helping build homes and gardens. All of that hands-on learning enriched their everyday life, and on their property, they had a beautiful greenhouse that she lovingly tended to and a climbing wall in the back that could rival many. It kept their days lively and fun. 

When Lily learned that she could not conceive a child, all of that other stuff came grinding to a halt. All of the adventures overseas, the exploring...all of it. The rock wall was untouched, at least by her own hands, and the only thing she regularly cared for was her greenhouse. It had taken much labor and love to put it together, and she refused to let it suffer. While she could not bring herself to enjoy other activities she once loved, Lily dove into her journalist career and, when she still had spare time on her hands, created a true crime blog and podcast that she relentlessly researched for. It kept her very busy for the most part, so that her mind would not wander.

As she now began to type, the click-clack of the keyboard punctuated the stillness, each stroke an echo in a silent room. The stories of others' losses, their unresolved grief, became her sanctuary—an escape from the personal torment of her own. It was dark, she knew, but it helped.

"Maybe this is my destiny," she whispered, her journalistic fervor a stark contrast to the life she had once enjoyed. "To tell their stories, since I can't create my own."

And so, nestled amongst the remnants of a life once lived fully, Lily Cross channeled her yearning into the only children she believed she'd ever nurture—her stories, her words, her relentless pursuit of the truth in a world that had denied her the one truth she'd desperately wanted - motherhood.

The muffled sound of a key turning in the lock announced Paul Hathaway’s arrival before he even crossed the threshold. Lily tore her gaze from the laptop, the half-formed sentences dissipating like mist as her attention shifted. His shoes clicked against the tiles, pausing at the hallway table to presumably drop off his keys. Lily could feel her back stiffen in response to him, and she took a deep breath to settle her nerves. 

He stepped into the living room, his presence filling the space with an energy that once electrified her. Today, it felt more like a static charge—uncomfortable and crackling with unspoken words.

He looked good, as he always did. His custom-tailored suit hugged his body in a flattering way, his sandy hair slightly mussed, as if he had been running his hands through it, a habit of his. "Hey," he greeted, the corners of his mouth lifting into a practiced smile that didn't quite chase the shadows from the depths of his green eyes. His athletic frame moved with a grace that belied the tension Lily sensed in him.

"Hi," she responded, her voice soft, betraying none of the turmoil that churned inside her. She was calm and collected, as she had been of late. Paul's nod was a silent exchange, a currency of acknowledgment that had become far too common. He didn't pause for conversation, nor did he lean down to kiss her cheek as he once would have done without thought. Instead, he continued into their home, the distance between them measured in more than just steps.

Lily watched him, her heart drumming a heavy beat in her chest. She wanted to speak, to break the silence that had become their unwelcome companion, but the words lodged in her throat, stubborn and unmoving.

"Work was... it was fine," Paul said eventually, the statement hanging awkwardly in the air, a poor substitute for genuine conversation. He stood in the living room, only feet from her.

"Good," she replied, a ghost of a smile flickering across her lips. "Glad it was... fine."

He nodded again, a brief tilt of his head that required no response. Lily turned back to the glare of her screen, her article a welcome distraction from the gaping chasm that yawned ever wider between them.

"Going to be late tonight?" Paul asked, his back to her as he headed into the kitchen and poured himself a glass of water from the kitchen sink. The question felt perfunctory, yet it was a lifeline thrown across the void.

"Probably," she answered, feeling the familiar tug of guilt for the relief that came with immersing herself in work. "There's a few sources I need to follow up on."

"Right." The single word held layers of meaning, none of them comforting.

Lily bit her lower lip, tasting the bitterness of regret. Once, they had shared everything—dreams, fears, exhilarating adventures. Now, they shared a house, a history, and a silence that was as palpable as the walls around them.

Paul drank his water, each swallow an audible reminder of the mundane routine their lives had settled into. She heard him set the glass down, saw him glance at her once more with a look that hovered between concern and resignation. Then he disappeared into the bedroom, closing the door with a soft click that seemed to echo the closing of so many doors within their hearts.

"Maybe tomorrow will be different," Lily whispered to the empty room.

Lily's fingers danced over the keyboard, each tap a beat in the quiet of the room that once resonated with laughter and shared secrets. The glow from her computer screen painted her face in shades of blue and white, casting deep shadows that seemed to mirror the dark stories she now chased with relentless fervor. On the screen, an array of cold case files lay scattered as if they were pieces of a puzzle only she could solve.

"Are you ever going to come to bed?" Paul's voice cut through her focus, his tone laced with a weary resignation that had become all too familiar. She could see him out of her peripheral, standing in the doorway of their bedroom with his arms crossed over his chest. “Or are you going to spend the night with the ghosts you write about?”

It was late, she knew it, but she couldn’t bring herself to join Paul in bed. They didn’t cuddle or make love anymore, and the bed felt so empty and cold that she just spent most nights on the couch.

"Someone has to remember them," Lily replied without looking up, her eyes scanning an old police report. "These stories... they deserve to be told."

"Right." Paul leaned against the doorframe, slowly tapping one of his feet. The tap of his foot was the only other noise in the house besides the sound of the keyboard. "And what about our story? Does it deserve an ending, or are we just another unsolved mystery?"

Lily felt the sting of his words like a slap, but she didn't flinch. Instead, she highlighted a line in the report, a detail that she wanted to revisit later. "We're not a mystery, Paul. We're just... stuck." That seemed like the appropriate word to describe what they were going through.

"Stuck," he echoed, the word hanging between them like an accusation. She bit her lip. Maybe that wasn’t the most accurate word after all.

"Look at this," she said, pivoting her screen toward him and gesturing. "This woman vanished twenty years ago. No one's looked at her file in a decade. She was someone's daughter, someone's mother."

Paul's gaze lingered on the image of the woman, then shifted back to Lily. "And you think solving her case will fix us?"

"Us?" Her laugh was hollow. "I don't know if there's anything to fix between us, Paul." There was, there definitely was, but she couldn’t verbally acknowledge it - not now. 

"Then what do


















d2d_images/cover.jpg
IN THE TROPIGS
VIGTORIA MIGHAELS





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





