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      Darby escaped."

      The words hit her like a freight train or perhaps a bolt of lightning, crashing through every muscle, every nerve ending, reverberating in every inch of brain matter. The air thickened, heavy, and it refused to fill her lungs.

      The world outside the bedroom window mocked her. Sunshine poured in, golden and warm, painting the room in light. Trees were bursting with life and greenery, and somewhere in the distance birds were singing and chirping merrily. It was a beautiful day in mid spring, but it was all wrong. The world had no right to look so happy, so bright, so alive when she was dying inside.

      "He… escaped?"

      The words felt slow and dumb on her tongue. Foreign, even, her mouth dry and heavy like it had been stuffed with cotton.

      "Sometime last night," Detective Rachel Thatcher confirmed, her voice steady, emotionless—still gravelly and rough with her harsh accent. "We believe he’s trying to meet up with his former cellmate, Emilio Cortez."

      Reality crashed over her head, forcing her back into her body with strength that sent her stumbling.

      "Cortez? Isn’t he the one who escaped in November?"

      Detective Thatcher cleared her throat. "Yes, but he’s still off the grid. Ex-military. Knows how to vanish without a trace. We think he taught Darby a few tricks while they were locked up together."

      The soft hum of the television drifted in from the living room. Down the hallway, the faint strains of Chopin played on the old record player, a gentle, haunting melody that was on the verge of mocking her.

      How could this happen? How could two inmates, both high-profile, escape within six months of each other from Rikers? Her mind spun, searching for answers that didn’t exist, grasping at the frayed edges of her sanity.

      None of it made sense. Every question that rattled her was more desperate than the last, and it wasn’t how Darby escaped.

      Thatcher’s voice cut through her spiraling thoughts, low and serious. "I’m telling you this because you need to be on your guard. Darby’s not stupid, and he’s got nothing to lose. He’s out, and he might come after you. I can assign a detail if we get wind of him heading your way."

      Her throat tightened, a sharp sting burning behind her eyes. A feral scream was tearing its way up her throat, and she wanted to break something and to curl into herself and disappear.

      But she didn’t. She fought back against her inherent rage and stilled.

      Thatcher continued, her voice hardening. "I want you to be prepared. Get a taser, a knife. Change your locks. Install a security system. Whatever it takes. Every precinct is on this case, but I want you to stay safe."

      The world outside continued on, blissfully ignorant as if everything were perfectly fine. But for Kylie, the world inside the four walls of their bedroom was collapsing around her, and it wouldn’t be put back together until Darby was found. Not until she was safe.

      If safety existed anymore.
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      The sheets clung to their bodies, sticky with sweat and the remnants of their night. The heavy July heat was like a blanket over the room, seeping through the cracked window and dampening the air. The rotating ceiling fan did little to cut through the humidity, its weak breeze ruffling the tangled mess of Kylie’s sandy-colored hair as she lay sprawled across the mattress.

      She loved nights like this. Hot, sticky, electric. She adored the tickle of Adam’s breath ghosting along her neck, his lips tracing the curve of her shoulder, his fingers digging into her hips, rough and calloused as his fingertips were. There was something primal about it, something that made her feel alive when everything around them was falling apart.

      The extra weight clung to her in the same way the humidity did, heavy and unrelenting, a constant reminder of their lost future. She was self conscious of the curves and scars that hadn’t been there before. Adam, however, didn’t mind one bit. If anything, his hands lingered longer, his grip firmer, his kisses deeper.

      Despite everything she locked up inside, she was grateful not to have the sharp, shooting pains of scar tissue growing into her reproductive organs.

      The rickety ceiling fan gave another lazy whirr, but it did little to alleviate the stifling heat. Their bodies were slick with perspiration, and hair clung to her temples as Kylie shifted against Adam. There were no words, only the mingling of their soft breaths and the occasional low moan as they moved together.

      Without warning, Adam tensed beneath her, his dark eyes widening with realization. He reached blindly for the nightstand drawer, his fingers fumbling for a moment as he tugged it open.

      Another wave of reality dawned on him as his hand slowed to a halt.

      "Oh," he breathed. "Right."

      Kylie flattened her palms against his bare chest, her thin fingers splayed across his slick skin.

      "Yeah," she said with a forced smile. "Can’t get pregnant anymore."

      Sadness flashed across his eyes before he strained a smile.

      "You finish first, then." His hands found hers, his fingers entwining with hers.

      The moment had already passed, lost to the emptiness clawing at her from the inside. She already knew she wouldn’t orgasm. But her ability to feel whole was missing, something she couldn’t get back—her new inability to bear children stole her ability to feel complete, no matter how many times she reminded herself that she was still whole.

      She had other pursuits, after all.

      She faked it, like she had been doing since the surgery, making all the right sounds at the right moments, letting her body move in sync with Adam’s until he shuddered beneath her. He smiled, satisfied, his dark eyes molten, filled with adoration. And she smiled back, pretending her heart wasn’t breaking again.

      Pretending it didn't break her.

      Soon after, she stood in front of the bathroom mirror, tying the belt of her robe around her waist. The soft satin fabric grazed her scarred abdomen, and her light hair was a tangled, wild mess, her cheeks still flushed. Staring at the azure eyes of her reflection, she forced herself to breathe, to focus, to keep herself from falling apart.

      It was another night. Another lie.

      Adam was already half-dressed when she emerged, pulling a white T-shirt over his head and mussing his brown hair. The fabric stretched across his shoulders, and he smoothed it down his front. Running a hand through his hair again, he offered a warm smile.

      It was shortly after ten. Early for an evening, considering how late they’d been staying up.

      She pressed a kiss to his cheek, her lips lingering along his sandpaper skin for several heartbeats, before she turned and slipped out of the room, her bare feet padding down the creaking floorboards of their tiny apartment.

      It was a stark contrast to the Upper West Side loft they used to live in, at least until a couple of months ago. The ancient refrigerator’s blast of semi-cold air was a welcome relief against her pink, flushed face as she dug through the shelves. She poured herself a cup of orange juice and leaned against the counter. Even the rundown kitchen was small.

      Everything about this shitty little apartment was small. At least they had a roof over their heads, she thought.

      She took another long sip of juice. The window unit above the sink chugged to life, sending her hair fluttering around her face as she leaned against the linoleum counter. Her robe shifted, the fabric brushing against the scars on her abdomen, and she pressed her index finger into each one, turning the pink flesh momentarily white.

      One-inch scars dotted the golden skin on either side of her surgical scars. She’d been gutted like a fish more times than she cared to admit to the people whose eyes lingered on her. They remembered her, of course, from the television coverage of Darby’s trial and the entire ordeal with The Manhattan Butcher, but they usually failed to place a name to her face.

      Despite the full rotation and more of the planet around the sun since Darby and his partner had attacked her, the memories were fresh behind her eyelids.

      The blood dripping between her fingers as she lifted her hand to her face, the entire world around her distorted as ketamine surged through her system, how she knew death was at her doorstep but felt no fear or panic.

      Still standing there, her plastic cup at her lip, she found herself lost in thought when the bedroom floor creaked. Adam appeared from around the corner, his hair in total disarray, his eyes searching.

      "You okay? You disappeared kind of fast," he said.

      Kylie plastered on a smile. "Yeah, I’m fine."

      The lie rolled off her tongue, easy and practiced. But he eyed her, his gaze too perceptive.

      "You’re worried about Darby." He dug through the refrigerator for several moments before emerging with two beer cans. The liquid fizzed as he popped one open and held it out to her, but she waved it away. Shrugging to himself, he tipped the can back and drank half of it in one long sip.

      "Of course not," she scoffed and forced a laugh, feigning nonchalance. "The NYPD and the FBI are all over it. He won’t get anywhere near me."

      Studying her a moment longer, his eyes softened. He leaned against the edge of the counter, one arm crossed over his stomach as he took a slower sip.

      "Why don’t we go to the beach tomorrow?"

      She hesitated, her grip tightening around her cup. "I was planning on food shopping tomorrow."

      Adam’s lips twitched with a ghost of a smile as he reached into the cabinet beneath the sink and dumped the can into the trash bin. "I can do that Sunday. C’mon, we need a break. You need a break from all those damn press releases you go to all over the city. I need a break from, well… a break from everything."

      He was right, she knew. They needed an escape, if only for a few hours. They hadn’t had a proper date in months, and her mind happily drifted to the ocean, the salty breeze, the crashing waves. Maybe she needed it more than she realized. Maybe it was time to stop pretending life was perfect and forget about how much it all had turned to shit.

      For a little while, at least.

      "Fine," she agreed, setting her empty cup down. "Beach it is."

      His eyes brightened, his smile genuine. "Good. You deserve it, what with all those blog pieces you’ve been writing."

      Kylie looked away, her fingers brushing along her stomach once more. He might have been right, but she wasn’t sure she believed it.

      Not anymore.
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        * * *

      

      The scent of coffee and warm bagels drifted from down the narrow living space, curling through the doorway and filling the bedroom. It was a gentle alarm enticing her out of a dream-filled sleep.

      She had been dreaming of good things, things she longed for, things that only existed when she closed her eyes since their lives had fallen apart, since their savings went to hospital bills and to an attempt to maintain their former life on the Upper West Side.

      As much as she loved being her own boss, working the hours she wanted and choosing her own stories to write about, she wasn’t sure how much longer she could keep pretending.

      Buttery sunlight streamed through the pale curtains, casting the room in a soft hue as it lit up the dust motes floating through the air. Kylie stirred, sat up, and stretched her arms over her head as she let out a long yawn. The sheets fell to her lap, warm from her own body heat.

      Adam must have gone to the corner bagel shop. It wasn’t an everyday occurrence, but when he did, there was usually an ulterior motive—new music equipment that he swore would scoop him up from the self-prescribed obscurity of his career.

      The smell of onion bagels was too good to resist, and it lured her out of bed as she tossed the covers aside. She threw on a pair of shorts and an oversized shirt before padding barefoot out of the bedroom.

      In the tiny, tired kitchen, the sunshine was as bright, illuminating the rickety table with its two chairs. A brown paper bag, creased and covered in grease stains, sat in the middle, flanked by two plates each bearing a bagel slathered with cream cheese and slices of lox.

      Adam sat in his usual chair, already halfway through his own breakfast and already dressed in board shorts and a plain T-shirt. He glanced up, a smear of cream cheese across his mouth.

      "What did I do to deserve this?" Kylie teased, dumping herself into the chair opposite him.

      "Can’t a guy buy his wife a bagel just because?" he shot back, his deep-set eyes sparkling with mischief.

      Her gaze narrowed.

      "What is it you want?" The words were muffled around a mouthful of bagel. Between the salty lox and the rich cream cheese, she couldn’t help but savor the bite and think that maybe today would be a good day after all.

      "You know how sexy I think you are when you talk with a full mouth." His tone deadpanned as he lifted his mug of coffee in mock salute.

      Grinning wickedly, she flashed a deliberately grotesque smile.

      He snorted in return and lifted his mug again. "Like I said, most attractive woman in the world."

      A comfortable silence settled over the tiny kitchen as they finished their breakfast. Kylie read the latest news on her phone, while Adam moved around the room, his movements more fluid and familiar in the small space than when they moved in. He put away clean dishes and wiped down the faded linoleum counters and the stainless steel sink gleaming under the bright sunlight streaming through the small window above it.

      After allowing Kylie’s empty mug to sit for several minutes, he fixed her a second cup from the half-full coffee pot and set it back on the table with a quiet smile.

      Once again, her eyes narrowed as she watched him clear her empty plate.

      "Okay, seriously. What is this about?" she asked.

      Rigidity washed over Adam, his spine straightening and his fingers tightening around the rim of his own coffee mug.

      "I wanted to ask how you’ve been doing with… Well, with the whole Darby thing. Him being on the run and all. And I don’t want a political answer." He hesitated, a muscle feathering in his jaw as he clenched his teeth. "It seems like you’ve been avoiding the topic. You change the channel whenever his face pops up on the news, and you shut down every time me or Cat try to ask you about it."

      "Adam."

      His tone softened as his words slowed. "I don’t want you to hide from me, Kylie."

      Everything inside her tensed. The ceramic was warm against her palms as they gripped the mug of coffee. She swallowed hard, the bitterness of her coffee lingering on her tongue as she forced herself to breathe evenly.

      In. Out. In. Out.

      Her therapist, Robin, knew all about the nightmares she’d been having almost every night, about the panic attacks that commandeered all her faculties whenever she saw Ezra Darby in print. But she had yet to admit any of this to Adam. Not after everything he’d been through in Houston.

      He claimed to be healing, to finally finding peace through his trauma support group Detective Rachel Thatcher had recommended.

      Kylie promised herself she couldn’t—wouldn’t—be the one to derail his progress.

      Forcing a smile, she took another long sip of the bitter, lukewarm coffee.

      "That deserved a bagel?" Her voice was a note too light, too forced.

      Adam’s shoulders sagged, his mouth pressing into a thin line.

      "Kylie..." He eased himself into the seat beside her and reached for her hand. She shifted, pulling her hand away by mere inches, but his calloused fingertips brushed against her white knuckles. His dark gaze was steady, unwavering. "If you’re worried about me, don’t be. I’m fine. I promise. You don’t need to protect me."

      A thin film thickened on top of her coffee, clinging to the inside of the ceramic as she tipped the cup this way and that, and in the murky surface she saw dullness and exhaustion in her reflection.

      "Adam—"

      He held up a hand, cutting her off. "I’m serious. I’m okay. I know you’re scared; I can see it. But you don’t have to protect me. We’ve had a lot going on, but we’re partners in this, remember? We tackle everything together, the good and the bad."

      Something inside her chest tautened, and her shoulders curled inward as she whispered, "I’m terrified, Adam. He’d be an idiot to come after me, but I’m still scared. I have panic attacks from reading his name."

      "Aren’t you working on this with Robin?" His brow wrinkled.

      Robin was her therapist.

      The sunshine lighting up the dust motes floating lazily through the air seemed utterly contradictory. It was bright, happy, not a cloud to be seen on the horizon. The admission left her raw, vulnerable, the sour taste lingering on her lips. A thin layer of sweat made her palms slick, and her hand trembled as she set her mug down, half afraid she might shatter it.

      Pain flickered in his eyes. He reached for her, cradling both her hands between his own, and his thumbs brushed over her knuckles. She found his touch warm, almost to the point of being comforting.

      "I know. I’m scared, too." His voice was low, steady, not an ounce of actual fear in it. "But the FBI’s all over this. They’ll find him sooner or later, and he’ll go back to prison, where he belongs."

      Her vision blurred, and her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth as she tried to click it, everything dry and unpleasant.

      "What if they don’t?" The whispered words wavered and cracked.

      His grip tightened almost to the point of pain; Adam’s jaw clenched as he leaned in, and a fire erupted in his eyes.

      "You can’t think like that. You can’t live like that. Darby doesn’t control you. Not your life, not your mind, nothing. They'll catch him. It’s a matter of time, and you have to hold on until then."

      His conviction seemed unshakable, his tone was so firm. Kylie wanted to believe him. She wanted to feel safe again. But the terror still lingered, invading every inch of her, gripping her lungs to the point of hyperventilation, every breath like trying to suck in air through a straw.

      She looked down, and her long, sandy hair fell around her face.

      "I don’t know how to stop being scared."

      He released her hands. Something that looked very much like rage burned in his face, his cheeks flushed, his lips puckered.

      "If you’re this scared, then you need a new therapist. Robin’s obviously not helping. I know you’re not sleeping at night and that you’re having nightmares. And it’s okay to be scared. Just... please, stop shutting me out of how you’re feeling. We can get through this together, but you need to be honest with me."

      "Fine." Something fiercer burned in the azure blue of her irises as she looked up, meeting his own intense gaze. "Then, you and I are going to catch him ourselves. Maybe if I find out where he’s hiding and publish the entire investigation, Malcolm will give me my old job back. Maybe then our financial situation won’t be so dire."

      Exasperation etched itself into his features as he slumped back in the wooden chair. It tipped back onto its legs, and Adam poked his tongue into his cheek, distorting his profile.

      "Fine. If helping you investigate"—the word distorted with the usual impatience he clung to when it came to her journalism career—"will help you not be so scared, I’m in."

      A small smirk twitched at the corner of her full lips. "Like you said, we’re in this together, for better or for worse."

      "For now, though," he said, shaking his head, "let’s focus on our day at the beach, deal? We can start ‘investigating’ when we get home."

      "Deal."
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      Did we have any idea the beach would be this packed?" Adam groaned, his gaze sweeping over the crowded shoreline and bustling boardwalk. People were everywhere, from families sprawled across oversized beach towels, their children toddling after seagulls and crabs, to couples lounging beneath colored umbrellas. The air buzzed with laughter and brine and the roar of waves crashing against the shore.

      Kylie leaned against the sun-warmed railing, her eyes following the surfers who rode the waves, their boards cutting through the salty water. The tide was rolling in, white foam licking at the damp sand before retreating, only to surge forward again. Farther down the beach, kids skimmed boards across shallow puddles, their joy rising above the hum of the crowds.

      Yes, it was crowded. But the rhythmic sounds of the waves, the warm sand beneath her toes, the perfectly blue sky—it all pulled forward a sense of home. A pang of nostalgia tightened inside her.

      She missed the days at Folly Beach with her father.

      Shaking the thought away, her mouth twitched into a small smile.

      "This is Jones Beach—of course it’s packed. And who cares, anyway? There’s still plenty of room for us to set up," she said playfully as she rummaged through their oversized bag. She pulled out a sunhat, tucking it over her hair tied into a long ponytail, and adjusted the brim to shield her face from the blazing sunshine. Her black one-piece peeked through the lace of her cover-up, and with subtle, conscious movements, she loosened the knot at her waist.

      They found a spot a good distance from the incoming tide, and without hesitation, Kylie shed her cover-up and tossed it into her bag. She sank into her chair with a contented sigh. A slight burn was already turning her shoulders red, but she reveled in the heat, that familiar sting forming, her skin tingling. She leaned back and allowed the warmth to settle into her bones.

      Adam hesitated beside her, his hands lingering at the hem of his white shirt. His broad shoulders stiffened, his posture tensing. His scars from his time in jail were still raw, still pink and jagged, an angry reminder of the attack that had nearly cost him his life. He had yet to say it aloud, but Kylie sensed his self-consciousness. His eyes flicked around, checking to see who was watching before he yanked his shirt over his head and shoved it into their bag.

      Empathy squeezed her, a rush of protectiveness surging, and she reached out to brush the side of his leg with her fingertips.

      "No one’s going to care," she murmured.

      He met her gaze, but doubt shadowed his eyes. His jaw tightened, and he nodded as his shoulders relaxed before giving a half-hearted shrug.

      "Yeah, I know." His tone was strained but steady as he settled into his chair, pulled out his current read, and flipped it open to lose himself in it.

      Her sunglasses slipped down the bridge of her nose as she leaned back and stared out at the waves. She basked in the hot sun, savoring its intensity, having slathered sunscreen all over.

      They sunbathed for a while, chattering in between watching other beachgoers. Kids played in the waves, their parents admonishing them for going too far, and seagulls cawed overhead.

      Despite the noise, Kylie found it serene.

      Fishing out her notebook, she propped it on one knee and thumbed through her notes on recent cases she’d been looking into. She tried to avoid using the term investigation too much around Adam, but still needed to find potential stores for her crime column. Freelancing had been tougher than she’d anticipated; leads were harder to come by without the backing of the Star’s reputation, and the pressure to remain relevant had been exhausting. Her former editor, Malcolm, was always prepared with the juiciest stories, his connections murky but usually reliable.

      She was on her own now, chasing ghosts of whispers and half-truths and the vague dealings she heard over the police scanner she’d invested in.

      An hour passed before the scalding sun was too much, and she convinced Adam to abandon their chairs for the cool water. The salt stung her eyes as she laughed at Adam’s attempts to bodysurf, and she felt lighter and more carefree than she had in weeks.

      Better to enjoy it now while it lasted, she thought.

      As they staggered back to their chairs, dripping and exhausted but cheerful as they fished out their beach towels, a strange hush fell over the crowds. Confused murmurs and urgent whispers rippled through the groups of beachgoers, and a heavy tension gripped the entirety of the area around them.

      A woman stumbled across the dry sand. Her clothes were filthy, tattered, stained with dark splotches of blood. Angry and raw, red marks circled her wrists, the bruising deep and layered. Her jaw-length dark hair was knotted and unwashed, and her hazel eyes were wild and unfocused as she fumbled her way through the crowds.

      "Oh, God, is she okay?"

      "Is that blood?"

      "Honey, don’t look. Go play in the water with your sister."

      Kylie’s heart dropped into her stomach with a whoosh, and her body tensed as she watched the woman weave her way through the bystanders. Her movements were jerky, panicked, only eliciting fear and concern from the people she begged for help.

      "Please… Someone’s after me and my daughter! I don’t know where she is! Please, where’s Emma?" The woman’s voice was a broken whisper, her eyes darting wildly around as if she expected someone to jump out and snatch her. "I can’t… I can’t remember! Someone’s after me! He’s going to kill me!"

      Kylie’s breath caught in her throat as her pulse raced. She shot Adam a bewildered look—this was supposed to be a day off for both of them, as much as she promised herself perusing her notebook wasn’t actual work. The day was booked to relax, to forget about Darby and the fear that had been gnawing at her insides. But there was no way she could ignore this woman, no way she could look the other way.

      Steeling herself, Kylie stepped forward with her hands raised, hoping to show she meant no harm.

      "We can take you to a hospital," she murmured. "We’ll call an ambulance for you. We can call the police. Just to get you checked out. You look like you’re hurt pretty bad."

      The woman flinched and stumbled back, and her bloodshot eyes widened with terror.

      "No! No hospitals!" she gasped. "No police. He’ll find me. He’ll find me there." Her hair swung forward, a dark curtain around her face as she looked down, horror twisting her features as she took in her bloody appearance. "I have to go. I have to leave before he comes for me. I’m sorry."

      And then she was gone, tearing across the sand with surprising agility, disappearing up the dunes and into the crowd along the boardwalk before Kylie could react.

      Stunned to the point of silence, her mouth hung open as the woman vanished. A creeping prickling of unease crawled up her arms, and the sun was suddenly too hot, too harsh. The sand burned the soles of her feet, the sharp pain snapping her back to the present moment.

      Adam’s look of shock was almost comical. His dark eyes stared at her, his fingers splayed open but his entire frame frozen.

      "Are we seriously going to let her run away like that? She looked like she needed some serious help," he blurted out, his bewilderment wearing off as his hands flailed.

      With a vigorous shake of her head, she forced herself to focus.

      "I’ll call 911. Maybe they can put out a BOLO or something." She dug through the oversized bag for her phone. "Not really sure what else we can do. We don’t even know who she was. She’s just… gone."

      Her grip tightened around the device, her jaw clenching as she dialed emergency services. The image of the woman’s haunted eyes, fear written across every inch of her face, was burned into her brain matter like a brand.

      As much as she wanted to believe they came to the beach to escape the fear that gripped their marriage, there was no escaping it.

      Not today.
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        * * *

      

      "How’s Azalea?" Kylie asked, tipping her mojito back and forth and watching the liquid slosh around inside the glass. A light flush had already made itself comfortable on her cheeks, and there was a certain haziness that clouded her usually bright eyes.

      They’d been here barely more than forty-five minutes, and she and Cat were both on their third drinks already. Her head buzzed pleasantly as she tipped back what little alcohol was left.

      "I swear she gets bigger every day. I bought her new clothes a couple of weeks ago, or something like that, and I promise you she’s already growing out of them." Cat shook her head. Her pink margarita was almost empty, and she considered it for a moment before sipping it. "Ugh, I needed this. A night away from the hospital. Don’t get me wrong, I love Ollie to death, but that man does not understand the meaning of ‘Mom needs fifteen minutes of quiet time right now.’"

      She scoffed, considered her margarita again, and tipped it back before snapping her fingers to flag the bartender for another round.

      "Some Long Island Iced Teas this round, please," Cat said, waving her index finger over their heads as if the bartender didn’t already know they were together.

      It was particularly crowded and noisy for eight o’clock on a Thursday night, Kylie thought, eyeing the bartender as the young woman mixed their drinks. They’d already been hit on by two different men, both of whom thought he could score a threesome and make it their lucky night.

      "If you don’t leave us the fuck alone," Cat murmured to the second flirt, dropping her voice, "I will insert a sixteen-gauge needle into your antecubital vein, detach the catheter, and let you bleed out slowly and painfully right here in front of me. Don’t fuck with me."

      As harsh as her threat was, the words still slurred in her sloshy buzz. Kylie snorted into her empty glass, not bothering to try to hide her amusement.

      "Fuckin’ bitch," the man muttered before slinking away and losing himself in the crowd.

      The lighting was dim, the music too loud. Had it been that long ago that she and her college roommates were sneaking into bars and clubs with their fake identifications? That they had been chugging drinks to get as drunk as possible?

      It seemed like eons had passed since then.

      The next song began blaring overhead, and her heart skipped a beat. It was one of Adam’s old songs. Her tongue poked at her cheek, distorting her profile into gross relief under the light.

      Cat squeezed her arm. She was the only person Kylie told about their financial issues, why they now lived a shitty little apartment downtown, why Kylie was beginning to consider asking for her old job back at the Star.

      No one else knew of their struggles as of late. Not about the medical bills piling up, between her own surgery and time in the hospital for recovery to her father’s long-term stay at Whispering Pines. Getting him into a private psychiatric hospital as opposed to the state-run, court-ordered facility cost them a pretty penny, and not to mention the influence of John Bell’s clout. Perhaps she should have let the courts send him to the state facility when he was convicted.

      Thinking about it all nauseated her.

      The bartender set their highball glasses on the wooden bar with a thud. Kylie wasted no time in sipping from the straw in her own, grimacing at the burn of cheap alcohol.

      "Are you trying to get us wasted?" she sputtered, grimacing. "Remember when we had these for the very first time after my freshman year at college?" Kylie laughed.

      "When we had those fake IDs? Oh, God, that hangover was the worst." She groaned and threw her head back as she cawed a laugh. Despite her grimace, she sucked a long drink through the striped straw before swirling it around the ice. Her entire demeanor shifted, her shoulders curling in. "How are you doing, by the way? With, y’know, money and all. Is your crime blog coming along any? I could get you a job at the hospital as a front desk person or a nurse’s aide or something."

      "Ugh, thanks, but no thanks." Her lip curled as her nose wrinkled. "Too many bad memories of being in hospitals. But thanks, though."

      "Go back to the Star, then." Cat took another long pull of her drink, frowning at it like it had personally offended her. "Your editor offered you triple to go back after you published the whole thing about Mark Turner and HealthViz. See if he’ll still offer you something to return."

      "Yeah… I guess." Her lips pursed to one side, and she dunked the lemon wedge into her half-empty drink. "I don’t know. Going back there feels like I would be giving up and failing at this freelancing thing. I really thought, with the momentum I had from reporting for the Star, that my own blog would do well; turns out… not so much."

      Cat sucked the last of the liquid in her drink and tilted the glass from side to side, letting the half-melted ice cubes clack against each other.

      "Admitting it’s not working out isn’t failing or giving up. Sometimes life makes you pivot. You took a risk, and you gave it everything you had. Sometimes it doesn’t work out the way you planned. That doesn’t equal failure; it means you’re human. Take another road. It’s not failure, I promise. It’s simply a different path." Her light brown eyes looked bright despite the lack of light in the bar. "I swear, Kylie. No one will think any less of you if you go back. Sometimes we have to do what it takes to survive. And if surviving means going back to the newsroom, then, so be it."

      With a small shrug, Kylie heaved a sigh. "I guess so."

      Warmth radiated from Cat’s fingers as she squeezed Kylie’s arm.

      "You’re stronger than you think, Kylie. You always have been. You’ll figure it out. You always do."
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        * * *

      

      "And next week, we discuss the murder of Matthew Kazinsky, a Bronx native who was in the line of duty. It was a heinous crime, and a source claims the body was mutilated beyond reason," Rupert Collins said, his voice smooth and practiced as he leaned into the pop filter mounted to his microphone. His salt-and-pepper hair caught the light of the recording room, the small space he’d designed for sound perfection—and Rupert never missed an opportunity to remind Kylie he built it himself.

      Compact but efficient, every inch of the walls were covered with gray, sound-dampening tiles. A small oak desk hugged one wall, with Rupert’s laptop perched on it, and two stools sat positioned before mounted microphones.

      Kylie’s leg bounced as she leaned toward her mic, her curiosity buzzing. She loved recording podcast episodes with Rupert; she looked forward to their weekly schedule, planning each episode with Rupert through texts. He slipped her the occasional lead through text when brainstorming for each episode, something neither mentioned when together, but she was grateful for nonetheless.

      Hearing the latest in crime news made her nerve endings buzz with excitement.

      "I’m also curious about the circumstances surrounding his murder. It happened in his own home, didn't it?" she added.

      "That will, of course, be the topic of our next episode. Thanks for tuning into Crime Star; we’re your hosts, Rupert Collins and Kylie Bell, and be sure to tune in next time."

      He leaned toward the table, close enough that he remained on his stool, and tapped the space bar to end the recording. The red light on the microphones blinked off, and both slipped their headphones off. Rupert’s
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