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      To August 19th, 2008:

      You don’t haunt me anymore.
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      “Since when do insurance companies pump out their own newsletters? With so much information, too,” scoffed Kylie Bell, more so to herself than anyone else around her.

      Rupert, her comrade in arms when it came to the newsroom, was diligently working on pretending to look busy; leads had been slow since Darby’s incarceration. His salt-and-pepper head was bent low over his notebook, open to a blank page.

      “What are you looking at insurance companies for? We have insurance. Good insurance, too,” he said in that rumbling yet gentle tone he always spoke in, looking over his shoulder at her.

      They shared a cubicle space, their two desks linked together to make one long surface like a squared C. There had to have been at least a hundred cubicles like theirs—single and double cubicles—throughout the tenth-floor newsroom at The New York Star. The gray industrial carpet wasn’t exactly the thickest or cushiest flooring, mostly due to years of feet walking over it. Even beneath her office chair, there was a dark circle where she wheeled from laptop to notebook to Rupert’s side and back. The desktops themselves were laminated in a light oak-colored pattern.

      She loved everything about the newsroom. The rapid clicking of fingers on keyboards, ringing phones, and hundreds of voices, all mixed together. The smell of stale coffee, of half-dead potted plants. Which reminded Kylie, now that she thought about it—she needed to water her orchid. Casting it a glance, she noted it was drooping sadly.

      Rupert had been a father figure in her life since she had started a year ago. Since her… incident, as she called it, Rupert hadn’t asked a single question about what happened with the former detective, Ezra Darby, and his partner, Todd Fisher.

      She didn’t want to remember Darby. To remember Darby and Fisher and everything they had done together, what they had forced her father to do… Well, it was painful to think of.

      “It’s our insurance company’s newsletter, the stupid thing they send out every week,” she said, her eyes still on her laptop screen as her fingers scrolled through the information.

      “And you actually look at it?”

      “I need to find out if I can get my mother-in-law covered under my insurance.”

      “Right, the one with schizoaffective,” Rupert said in a hushed voice.

      She scowled over her shoulder. “You don’t have to say it like that. She’s not dying.” Her fingers continued to scroll through the endless newsletter. Then, giving it up as a bad job, she opened a new browser and went directly to the insurance agency’s website. “Now that we’re married, Adam’s dropping his insurance to go on mine, but I need to see if I can add Ella as a dependent too.”

      The website was functional and well-designed, but not so easy to find the information she was looking for.

      More articles, she groaned to herself. Just as she was about to click on the chat box for help, a link caught her eye.

      
        
        HealthViz CEO Mark Turner to Offer Total Coverage for Mental Healthcare…

      

      

      Her brows knitted together as she clicked on the link.

      
        
        In a revolutionary move, HealthViz CEO Mark Turner made the announcement at a press conference this past Monday that the company has decided to offer full coverage for all mental healthcare needs for HealthViz customers. This surprising move comes weeks after losing his sister to what he calls “her battle with severe mental illness.”

        As of Thursday, no other healthcare company in the United States offers full coverage for mental healthcare. Statistics show that over 60% of HealthViz customers are currently being treated for mental health needs, with depression and anxiety being the two most commonly coded diagnoses under the mental healthcare classification. A recent survey shows that the rate of suicide in New York has jumped to 31.2 per 100,000 people, putting the state at one of the top rankings for suicides…

      

      

      “Interesting,” she muttered to herself.

      Her own diagnosis was complex. Not only had she once been diagnosed with depression, but she had also been diagnosed in the last year with… No, she didn’t want to think about it. She didn’t want to remember. The memories were too painful, but they were forcing their way to the front of her brain despite her efforts to punch them down, kick them down, and sweep them from under their feet. They crept and clawed their way up, trickling into her consciousness. Her breathing grew heavy as she touched her stomach. Her scars there were smooth beneath the fabric of her blouse, inch-long raised flesh that complemented the long scar that stretched from beneath her diaphragm down to just above her pelvic bone, a vestige to the surgeons who had sliced her open.

      Just the thought of everything that had happened in the last twelve months had her hyperventilating. The flash of a second passed, and she was in that dank alley, garbage and wet snow soaking into her shirt, Fisher and Darby bending over her as her life faded with the blood gushing from her wounds.

      Beneath her checkered trousers were still-healing cuts spelling TEASE, with dotted scars from the black stitches that had been stark against the natural golden tone of her skin. As if in reflex, her hand touched the inside of her thigh, pressing against the almost healed cuts that still hurt when she touched them, yet somehow, she reveled in the pain. She pressed against the puckered flesh there, forcing the hurt and, somehow, wishing there was blood.

      A hand touched her back. She jumped, realizing she had curled into herself, bent low over her thighs as strangled sobs were escaping her lips. She gasped and turned to see Rupert standing over her.

      “You okay?”

      “I’m fine,” she breathed, still gasping for breath and wiping her sweaty hands on her pants.

      Several heads had popped over their cubicle partitions, and Rupert glared at them until they sank back down, disappearing but—probably—still listening.

      “Another flashback? Panic attack?” he murmured.

      “Flashback…” She wiped a hand over her face, not caring that she messed up what little makeup she was wearing. Eyeing the black mascara on her fingers, she quickly wiped them on her pants. Rupert grasped her shoulder in a comforting touch and returned to his chair.

      An hour passed as she browsed the HealthViz website to distract herself, looking for any information on making her mother-in-law a dependent on her healthcare policy, yet in the back of her mind, she was still reeling from her flashback—and knew that she needed help like Adam’s insistence that she go back to her old therapist, Robin.

      An idea came to her. If the CEO had only announced this recently…

      She quickly scrolled through the website to find a phone number, searching for the corporate office in New York. Finding it, she snatched up her phone and quickly dialed.

      “Thank you for calling the HealthViz corporate office. How may I direct your call?”

      “Hi, yes, I was looking to set up an interview with Mark Turner regarding his recent announcement about mental healthcare coverage. My name is Kylie Lew…” She caught herself, her maiden name still lingering on her tongue. “…Bell, and I’m with The New York Star.”

      Yes, she technically was a crime journalist, and this technically wasn’t a crime case, but what did she have to lose? Leads had been few and far between—good leads, at least.

      After setting up a meeting for tomorrow morning with Turner’s secretary, she dialed the Midtown Precinct and asked for Detective Rachel Thatcher, a young woman who was quickly rising through the ranks and currently served as a new partner to Detective Darren Michaels.

      “Kylie, hey!” Rachel answered. She had a deep, throaty voice that always sounded like she needed a cough drop, yet somehow it complemented her thick Brooklyn accent. “How’s it going?”

      “Oh, you know, just living the dream,” Kylie said.

      “You should be, with that ring on your finger—you know what the papes are saying?” She laughed. “Anyway, I’m assuming this is a business call. Whatcha got for me?”

      “I was wondering if you had heard anything about the increase in the suicide rate in New York. I heard it made a big jump or something. Have there been a lot of suicide cases lately?”

      A pause, the only sound coming through being the smacking of Rachel’s gum as she popped bubbles. Kylie pictured her now—even though they had only met a little over a week ago—her chestnut ponytail dancing back and forth, a pendulum swinging in time with her incessant fidgeting and moving. Rachel claimed she had restless leg, that she thought better on the phone when she could walk around, but Kylie figured she was just an animated person.

      “We got our first suicide for the week down in the morgue. Came in this morning, hot off the ambulance.”

      Kylie cringed at Rachel’s flippant expression but ignored it otherwise. “Will you let me know if you hear anything else? If anything seems… out of place?”

      “Yeah, of course,” Rachel said. “Anyway, Michaels is giving me the death glare. I’ll talk to you soon. We should get lunch sometime, by the way.”

      “Yeah, definitely.” Kylie nodded to herself and hung up.

      “Lewis! I mean… damn it, I mean Bell!” bellowed Malcolm, harried and huffing as he marched down the aisle toward her.

      Sharing a grimace with Rupert, she spun to see a blotchy-faced Malcolm, his usual neat, black curls in total disarray.

      “I just got off the phone with that source you were supposed to interview this morning…” He glared, waiting for her to finish his thought.

      She stared back at him, unblinking and unrelenting. “He deserved every word I said. He openly admitted that he treats his female employees like shit, that he plays grab-ass with them and pays them less than his male employees.”

      Malcolm cupped his forehead and closed his eyes. He sighed as if steeling or calming himself—she couldn’t tell which. “He was supposed to be an inside source about the role of organized crime inside the banks. You weren’t supposed to put him on trial for his shitty ways of running his business. Just because of what Darby did to you⁠—”

      “Don’t,” Kylie interrupted, dangerously quiet. “Please… just don’t.”

      She closed her eyes, willing the images flashing behind her eyelids to go away. A small knife, covered in her blood. The sharp pain as he carved into her leg. The taste of stale beer and cigarettes on his mouth as he forced himself on her. The still fading marks on her wrists… Her fingers automatically encircled them.

      Breathe… just breathe. You can get through this. You’re stronger than this. You don’t need therapy to get through this. Just breathe.

      “You know what? Just go home; you’re obviously not okay. Come back when you’ve pulled yourself together. Maybe see a shrink or something.”

      You’re obviously not okay. Maybe she was, maybe she wasn’t. The line between surviving and completely falling apart had been blurry lately, and she wasn’t sure where one ended and the other began. Looking up with wide eyes, she blinked a few times, the images fading from behind her lids.

      “What?”

      Malcolm shook his head and rolled his eyes. “You heard me. Go home for the rest of the day. Get your head straight and come back tomorrow.”

      With an annoyed huff, she listened to Malcolm’s retreating steps as she hastily shoved her things into her bag.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I mean, he didn’t even give me a chance to tell my side of the story! It was completely unfair,” she said, furiously scrubbing her plate in the sink. “We really need to call the plumber about the dishwasher. I’m tired of washing dishes by hand. It’s been three days now.”

      She loved their little loft, even if the dishwasher wasn’t currently working. It was big by Manhattan standards, and she had taken the time to paint every room with bright colors. Happy colors, she called them.

      Now the walls just mocked her.

      Adam took the clean plate from her and began drying it off with a dishrag. The sleeves of his gray sweatshirt were pushed up, and the lettering of College of Charleston had nearly faded after years of use. “I called the plumber today. He’ll be here tomorrow.”

      They continued to wash and dry in a regular rhythm. Yet, something was off about Adam. He was usually so chatty about his day, no matter if he stayed home or went to the studio. It was almost incessant, his chatter. Not that Kylie minded; she loved it when Adam was excited about the smallest things about his day, whether it was simply meeting someone interesting or having a nice conversation with his barber. (Although it probably wasn’t his barber; he was already in desperate need of a haircut, his brown hair sticking up even more than usual.) He especially appreciated fans of his band, ones who recognized him in the streets. “They’re the reason I get to do what I do,” he’d explain to her every time someone approached him for an autograph, and she’d hold back a smile as she watched his joy in meeting people. Then, once they left, he’d lean closer to her, wink, and whisper, “And the reason we can do it on that huge ass bed we have.”

      After drying her hands on a clean rag and dumping it on the counter, Kylie reached into the cupboard for their stash of liquors. Adam had already flopped onto the sofa, propped his sock-covered feet on the table, and claimed the remote to turn on the evening news.

      The living room always seemed disjointed from the kitchen despite the open archway connecting them; where the kitchen bore clean designs and monochromatic colors, the living room was bursting with color and life—a Mexican blanket in bright hues, a cherry coffee table that didn’t match the television stand, the sofa covered in gray crushed velvet complemented by the verdant armchair.

      “Can you get me a beer? I think I have one more from that six-pack in the fridge,” Adam called.

      “Yeah, just a second.”

      She poured herself a double vodka, popped the top off the bottle of beer, and carried them into the living room.

      “Thanks,” he said, taking the bottle from her and tipping back a long swig.

      “What’s on your mind? You seem… off.” Sitting down and curling up next to him, she patted his thigh.

      His response seemed to linger on his tongue, refusing to come out. Instead, he took a few more drinks from his beer.

      “Did you find out about adding Mom to our health insurance?” he asked.

      “Yeah, I talked to someone. I just have to submit a request for a ‘life event’ to the insurance with an explanation of the circumstances.”

      “Right.” He nodded and leaned forward to set his bottle down. “Rupert texted me and said you had another flashback at work.”

      Her face paled, and she shifted herself away from him, taking a careful sip of her vodka. What could she say? It wasn’t like she could deny it. And Rupert—he had violated her trust by texting Adam. Say he was looking out for her all he wanted, it was still going behind her back.

      “Kylie,” he went on, “you have trauma from everything that happened. You need to talk to someone other than me.”

      “I talk to Rupert and Cat.” Although she was doubting if she’d share anything with her coworker from now on.

      “They’re not professionals. Look, I talked to Cat the other day, and even she agrees you need to see someone. You’re not coping. You’re withdrawing, and you’re constantly having panic attacks and stuff. Please. For me.”

      She sighed, propping her feet up against the edge of the coffee table, and stared down into her still-full glass. “Fine. I’ll make an appointment with Robin for whenever I can get in.”

      “Good.” He grabbed his beer and took a small drink, his dark eyes on the television.

      They sat there for a while; Adam watched television, and Kylie played on her tablet. But the way he sat quite stiffly, his palm on her knee slightly clammy, drew her curiosity, and she knew he was about to say something he was reluctant to talk about—and it was usually something much less intense than he anticipated.

      “I know you want to say something,” she teased, taking a larger sip of her drink and reveling in the way the vodka burned her throat.

      He flushed. “Well—I… I mean, I was just thinking lately…” His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed and took another drink. “I was thinking maybe we should buy a house somewhere. Maybe in Queens or even Long Island. I wouldn’t mind living by the beach again, and we could find somewhere out by Montauk or Jones Beach. You could take the LIRR right into Penn Station and walk to work instead of having to take the subway.”

      His cheeks were a light shade of pink, contrasting the shadows of his unshaven face. His dark brown eyes stared straight ahead, unblinking at the television and refusing to meet her gaze. Why was he so nervous to discuss this? She wondered. It was merely about buying a house, and what was the big deal? They had enough money to buy a house outright, cash down. Two houses, even.

      She shrugged. “Sure. I don’t see why not. We were bound to outgrow this place anyway—it is kind of small for us.”

      He smiled now and wrapped an arm around her shoulders, yet there was still some kind of reluctance about him. Draining her drink, she set the tumbler aside. The panic attack she had earlier today, the flashback… it all seemed like a distant dream now. She was fine, wasn’t she? Of course, she was. She didn’t need a therapist, and Adam didn’t need to know. Not at the moment, anyway.

      An hour later, she and Adam were both three drinks in, both lounging along the sofa. Kylie was sprawled out with her legs across Adam’s lap, and Adam was slouched against the cushion with his feet propped up on the table.

      Feeling frisky, she took his half-empty beer from his hand, set it on the table, and swiftly—and a little tipsily—straddled his lap in one sweeping motion. Before he could even smile at her, her lips were on his, and her fingers were groping his chest.

      His surprise was present in the reluctance of his kiss, in the trepidation of his hands as they slipped under her t-shirt. But as his kiss grew more willing, more forceful, more needing, his hesitation quickly faded. His fingers locked into the tight flesh of her ass, and he heaved himself to his feet, her legs wrapping around him. She squealed with delight, laughing and clinging to his neck as he carried her down the hall and into the bedroom. For once, she didn’t care that her scars burned as her flesh tugged at them. She didn’t care that Adam would see the word carved into her skin.

      Or so she thought.

      They flopped onto the bed, the force of their fall knocking the breath out of Kylie as she landed on her back. She laughed, a little winded, but was quickly quieted as Adam’s kiss found her neck. But as his lips explored her body lower and lower, all she could think of was Darby forcing himself on her. All she could feel was the burning in her inner thigh. Adam’s hands moved faster, exploring every inch of her that he could reach without breaking their kiss. The images flashed in rapid succession: Darby touching her with a knife, scraping it against her; Darby forcing his mouth on hers, the taste of alcohol and cigarettes on it; Darby’s fingers gripping her flesh.

      “Wait, wait, wait!” she burst forth in tears, wriggling her way from under him. “I can’t do this,” she cried.

      With a mixture of disappointment and sadness on his face, he quickly scrambled to sit up, his breathing heavy. He was still taut against his jeans.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, his hands hovering, unsure if he should touch her.

      “I can’t… I just… It’s too soon.”

      Adam hesitated just before he put an arm around her shoulders. “This is why you need therapy,” he whispered against her hair.
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      The sun was warm on her head, saturating into her hair as she pressed the phone harder against her ear to block out the noise. The cab pulled away behind her after she tossed cash at him, and she stepped up to the HealthViz building. The line on the other end rang briefly before a pleasant voice answered.

      “Whispering Pines Mental Health Facility, how may I direct your call?”

      “The, um, forensics unit, please. Unit five, I mean,” Kylie said, glancing around to see if anyone passing by had heard her.

      “One moment.”

      Pleasant, generic music played.

      “Unit Five, this is Jasmine,” answered a harried voice.

      “This is Kylie Bell. I just wanted to come see my father later today. Patient number is 004128.”

      “Oh, you’re Daniel’s daughter, right?”

      “Yes, that’s me,” she said, nodding to herself. Realizing she had been idly wandering while she waited, she glanced around for anyone’s notice before ducking into the shadow of a nearby awning outside a bodega.

      “He has group until four, but you can visit him any time after that,” said Jasmine, sounding rushed and frustrated again.

      “Okay, thank you.”

      “Yeah, I’ll let him know you plan on stopping by today. That might cheer him up a bit.”

      She fiddled with the flap of her belt, suddenly feeling guilty. “How is he doing? I know I haven’t been to see him since we hospitalized him there, but…”

      “He’s been under the weather, really withdrawn. He doesn’t sit with anyone at meals, and he mostly shuts himself up in his room. Um, hold on. Let me pull up his chart…  Looks like Dr. Grayson was going to call you; she would actually like to see you when you come, if you could be here by four.”

      “Oh, sure. I can be there by then,” Kylie said.

      She said goodbye and ended the call. With a sigh to herself, she shoved her phone into her pocket and headed back down the sidewalk. It had been three weeks since she saw her father last. She had yet to have the heart to visit him, knowing the things he’d done during his partnership with Darby and Fisher. Pulling out her phone again as she stood outside the flow of traffic, she texted Adam that she would be late coming home without explaining why.

      Right now, though, she had work to focus on—interviewing Mark Turner. Looking around, she realized she had paced during her phone call, carrying herself farther and farther away from HealthViz’s corporate building.

      “Excuse me,” offered a thin woman as she approached Kylie. “You’re Kylie Bell, aren’t you? The journalist?”

      Kylie blinked her bewilderment. “Um, yeah.”

      “Oh my gosh! I follow your column, and I listen to your podcast. I am seriously a true crime junkie. Have you seen that movie about Ted Bundy that’s streaming? It is so good,” gushed the woman.

      She had to have been no older than thirty-five, but the excitement on her face made her look that much younger. Her soft brown hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail, and she was sporting a thick jacket to combat the chilly day.

      “Is there any way I could get a picture with you? My friend won’t believe I actually met you!”

      Forcing a smile, Kylie agreed with a nod, and the young woman slithered an arm around Kylie’s shoulders (standing several inches taller, too) and snapped a photograph with her phone.

      “Thank you so much!” She squealed as she pocketed her phone and took off down the street.

      Slightly perturbed, Kylie shook her head.

      The steely building, with its shiny glass windows all reflecting the crisp, early November sky, stared back at her. It wasn’t in an unfriendly way, and she felt no fear or trepidation about going in. It reminded her a bit of the Star’s building, and she recalled her very first day with a smile. She had been so nervous then, yet also so excited to finally start her career as a crime journalist. And she had done so much since starting her career, thanks to Rupert’s help. Their tag-team true crime podcast had taken off in the last few months, especially in the last couple of weeks. Her story against Darby had made national news: Journalist Kylie Bell Brings Heartbreaking Testimony to Corruption in the Police Force and Former Charleston Detective Daniel Lewis Admits Involvement in the Darby-Fisher Murders.

      Enough of that, she scolded herself. Thinking of that only made her think of last night, how she had let Adam down. Maybe I am a tease. No, of course not. She mustn’t think like that. She wasn’t a tease; she was merely going through a rough patch in their marriage caused by her trauma. And Adam hadn’t said a word against her the entire time.

      With a deep breath, she hitched her purse higher on her shoulder and stepped through the rotating doors.

      The interior of the HealthViz building was just as magnificent as the exterior. Pale marble floors were complemented by a wide, white desk with chrome touches. Turnstiles flanked each end of the desk, and just beyond them was a wall with several elevators. Even a small, bubbling fountain stood in the center of the entryway. All of it, all the decor, all the people here in their neat dress, screamed success. As it should, considering HealthViz was one of the top health insurance providers in the country.

      Digging through her purse, she pulled out her notebook to find the woman’s name she was supposed to give and approached the desk.

      “Welcome to HealthViz. How can I help you?”

      “Er, hi, yes—I have a meeting with Susan Wilson. My name is Kylie Bell.”

      “She’ll be on the seventeenth floor. What is your purpose here?”

      She blinked. “My—what? Oh, I’m from The New York Star. I’m here to talk about HealthViz’s recent announcement regarding healthcare coverage for mental health.”

      The secretary nodded knowingly and handed her a lanyard, the badge bearing the word PRESS on it. Did it have to be so vibrant and eye-catching? Kylie scowled briefly at it before slinging it around her neck.

      “You can take the elevators to your left. Please return the pass when you’re finished.”

      With a wan smile, she pushed her way through the turnstile and headed toward the elevator.

      The seventeenth floor was even more luxurious than the blatant display of success the lobby had offered. As soon as she stepped out of the elevator, her flats clicked on the floor that seemed to be made from dark, natural stone—slate, perhaps. A large area in the center of the floor was masked by a fluffy, cream-colored rug that ate her shoes. A grand, modern-style desk with gold accents gave home to a middle-aged woman who was typing rapidly on a keyboard.

      Susan looked up, her fingers pausing from whatever they were typing, and three emotions flashed across her features: confusion, recognition, excitement.

      “You must be Miss Bell,” she said, chirpy and birdlike. Everything about her was birdlike, in fact: her large, beaklike nose, the fluttery way she flapped her arms as she rose from her chair and made her way around the oversized desk to hold out a hand.

      “Missus, actually,” Kylie said with a smile, shaking the woman’s hand.

      “I’ve been listening to your podcast since we spoke yesterday. You and Rupert Collins are just wonderful together. You’ve worked on some very interesting cases. But why are you so interested in talking to Mr. Turner?”

      “Oh, um, my mother-in-law has a mental health diagnosis, and my father has… his own issues.” Her throat constricted at the last few words as if fighting down what she wanted to say. “He’s actually in a long-term facility now, and I was really surprised to find out that your CEO is offering total coverage for mental healthcare needs.” She pretended to wipe sweat from her forehead and screwed up her face, laughing. “You have no idea how expensive it is for psychiatric hospitals.”

      She cleared her throat, internally cringing at herself for saying too much, and her knuckles turned white from gripping the strap of her bag too tightly.

      “You’re a HealthViz customer, then?” asked Susan with genuine curiosity.

      Kylie nodded. Her eyes traveled over Susan’s shoulder beyond the desk and chair with its lumbar support and to the glass double doors—spotless, of course—on the other side of the room. Inside was a rich desk, black with gold accents, adorned by another fluffy area rug. The man sitting at the desk was facing away from the doors, instead looking out the wide windows as he spoke animatedly into his phone.

      Following Kylie’s gaze, Susan stepped into her line of vision and reached up to pat her arm. She stood at least several inches shorter, and with one hand, she guided Kylie to a set of sleek, black chairs against a side wall.

      “Why don’t you have a seat while you wait? I’m sure Mr. Turner will be done with his call shortly. Would you like a coffee? Tea? Water?”

      Shaking her head and waving away the birdlike woman, Kylie was innately curious about the price tag on the chair as she eased herself into it. It was cushy and supportive and just as comfortable as she could have hoped for. She made a mental note to find out where the chair came from for future furniture shopping reference. Slipping out her phone, she sent a quick text to Rupert: At HealthViz for a source. Let Malcolm know if he asks where I am.

      The minutes passed. She crossed her ankles and uncrossed them. She crossed her legs, her foot bouncing in time to no particular beat. She fidgeted as she waited, folding her arms, interlocking her fingers, leaning forward, leaning back. Finally, the clean glass door opened and out stepped a man about Adam’s age of thirty-three. He was a tall, handsome man with a sharply manicured beard. His hair, which was the exact shade of cinnamon, was carefully slicked back with the perfect amount of gel—not too much, not too little.

      “Miss Kylie, I’m guessing,” he said as his eyes landed on her. Even his voice was like liquid chocolate, smooth and sweet as he smiled. At her dumbfounded look as she stumbled to her feet, he added, “I take it I’m not what you expected a healthcare insurance company’s CEO to be.”

      “No, it’s not that.” Her purse slipped from her shoulder, one strap falling, and she scrambled to hike it back up. “I just expected someone much older.”

      He laughed, and it, too, had a buttery quality to it. “Come into my office. Susan, could you take a message for any calls for the next hour? I don’t want to be disturbed. Make up an excuse if you need to.”

      With a sly wink, he patted Susan’s shoulder, and she gave a smile that was laden with sexual desire. Kylie wondered vaguely if he had had sex with her or if she merely fantasized about him, then flushed with embarrassment at the thought.

      They entered Mark Turner’s office. It was designed with the same decor as the reception room. A Rembrandt painting hung boldly on the wall, obviously the centerpiece of his collection. A young man stood in a tunic and hat, his fists propped on his hips. Kylie was in no way an art connoisseur, but she took a moment to admire the painting.

      “You seem to do well for yourself, Mr. Turner,” she said, her eyes on the painting. Sitting down, Kylie dug out her digital recorder and set it on his desk. “You don’t mind if I record this, do you?”

      “Not at all.” He eased himself into his chair, perfectly comfortable as the seat swiveled back and forth ever so slightly. His fingertips pressed together, forming a triangle. “So, where would you like to begin?”

      “Let’s talk about your decision to offer free mental healthcare. This is probably one of the most revolutionary moves in the insurance industry in a very long time. What prompted the sudden change?”

      “Of course, we have to start with the difficult stuff,” he said with a low laugh. He sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose, and suddenly he had aged ten years. He no longer looked like the vibrant young man of five minutes ago; now, he looked like he was almost fifty, carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders.

      Kylie sat straight in the plush chair, her notebook on her knee, her pen poised on the page. Despite the use of her digital recording device, there was something about writing notes during an interview, the way her hand flew across the page, that stroked the fibers of her memory.

      Mark shook his head. “It was my sister. She died by suicide a few weeks ago. She had severe bipolar disorder, had symptoms from the time she was young. We all knew something was wrong with her, that she needed help, but my parents didn’t believe in psychiatry. So, they just let her run wild during her manic episodes and let her slice up her arm during depressive episodes. She had delusions, too, that my mother would just brush off as overthinking and paranoia. Right after I started HealthViz, just when she turned twenty-three and I was twenty-seven, I was able to care for her. I got myself on my own insurance and had her added as my dependent. I was working three jobs to try and get my company going while funding a life for me and my sister.”

      “Were your parents upset?” Kylie asked, genuinely curious.

      “Mom hasn’t spoken to me since, and that was ten years ago. Dad’s still under her thumb, so he doesn’t speak to me either. They didn’t even come to her funeral.”

      Her heart sank. “That’s awful.”

      “That’s one of the reasons I started HealthViz. Even before, our policy has always included additional coverage for mental health services. But now, we’re finally big enough, with enough revenue, that we can completely cover those services, including brain stimulation services like ECT and vagus nerve stimulators. We’re funding research for better mental healthcare that goes beyond regular medications and talk therapy. We’re looking for cures. I’m not sure if you pay attention to suicide rates, but it’s risen by a lot in the last three months. It may not sound like much, but in the scheme of things in New York, that’s a lot.”

      His passion was evident in the rush of his words. Kylie had frozen, even her hand, as she sat there, watching Mark. He leaned forward and folded his hands on his desk, on top of a calendar. There was an intensity in his eyes, a particular fire being stoked by their conversation.

      “My sister,” he went on, “was bullied terribly for reasons beyond me. Maybe it was because she had such a hard time taking care of herself in high school that she always looked… Unkempt is putting it nicely, I suppose.”

      “My mother-in-law has a mental illness,” Kylie said, sounding sad. “Just in the time I’ve known her, I’ve seen her go through so much with her illness. I know how hard it can be.”

      Mark narrowed his eyes at her. The air in the room had suddenly changed, and she was immediately uncomfortable as she looked into his light brown gaze. There was something burning in them, something she couldn’t quite pinpoint.

      “You have your own demons, though, don’t you? I can see it in those baby blues. Haunted by the shadows of your past, you do your best to hide it. Tell me, Miss Bell, what haunts you?”

      “Just look in recent papers. Newspapers, gossip magazines. You’ll find my demons everywhere,” she said coolly.

      A smirk lifted one corner of his mouth as he leaned back in his chair. “Oh, I know everything about you, Miss Bell. I was simply curious if you were willing to share.”

      Hot bile rose in her throat, but she choked it down, willing herself to continue with the interview. “How did you find out the increase in the rate of completed suicides in New York?”

      Looking rather disappointed at her lack of candor, Mark leaned back in his seat again. Muffled by the door, the sounds of Susan’s phone ringing permeated the air between them, interrupting whatever thoughts he was having.

      “It’s in our data whenever someone is reported to have died by suicide. Their policy has to be canceled and removed from our system upon certificate of death, which goes for any dependents, as well.”

      “I see.” Her hand was beginning to cramp, the aching tightness in her fingers continuing to grow the more she wrote. “What sort of repercussions will this new mental health policy have? Surely, there are some monetary or budgeting needs that must be met.”

      “Oh, we’ll shift some of the budget around and adjust co-pays on other services and fields to compensate for the loss in revenue. In the end, it all works out.” He spoke as if such matters were far above her own level of comprehension, and she fought back the scowl fighting to make itself known on her features.

      “How exactly does HealthViz plan on giving full coverage for mental healthcare? As a customer myself, I know there are certain out-of-pocket deductibles that need to be met. Patients will still have to pay for those, won’t they? I know my own out-of-pocket is five thousand.”

      “If the bill is ticketed under any mental health category, the deductible won’t apply,” he said, sounding rather pleased.

      “What if someone goes to their regular practitioner to ask about mental healthcare? Will that be covered?”

      “It won’t be flagged as psychiatric or mental healthcare, but HealthViz customers can submit a claim for reimbursement.”

      With her lips pursed, she nodded. “Will this new coverage be reflected in the shareholder’s earnings? Will your salary be affected?”

      “Yes, I’m not so selfish that I won’t take a hit while letting my company suffer. I’ve reduced my own yearly income by thirty percent to make up for what HealthViz will lose in earnings. I care about my employees,” he said with enough conviction for Kylie to glance up from her scribbled notes.

      “Thirty percent? That’s impressive,” she said, nodding. “You must bring in quite a salary, then.”

      “You have no idea what you can bring in with stocks and investments.”

      A few moments passed as they studied each other.

      “Give me your husband’s number, and I could teach him a few things, what with his earnings as one of Black Diamond’s highest-grossing musicians. Stocks, investments. I could help him triple what he brings home now, which I’m sure is quite a bit already.” Mark grinned. “Don’t think I haven’t researched you. Or if you want to give me your number, maybe I could show you a few things.”

      Clearing her throat at the straying subject, she refused to meet his eyes as she closed her notebook and clicked her pen. There was more in the inflection of his voice that screamed he meant more than just stocks and investments. “Well, I think that’s all I need today.” She stood and held out a hand. “Thank you for your time.”

      His hand was cool as his fingers gripped hers. His eyes flickered to her left hand, which was holding up her notebook and pen. “It was a pleasure, Miss Bell. Tell that husband of yours he’s a lucky man to be married to such a beautiful woman.”

      “You’re telling me a successful man like you hasn’t settled down yet? You must be, what, in your mid-thirties, at least,” she dared to tease.

      “Thirty-seven in Manhattan is the equivalent of twenty-two in Charleston. That is where you’re from, isn’t it? Like I said, I’ve done my research.” He gave a crooked smile so charming that she cleared her throat.

      Flushing, she quickly let go of his hand and held back the urge to bristle at him. “I’ll see myself out, thank you.”
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      As she took the keys from the rental car agent, her nerves flared. She hadn’t been to visit her father since admitting him to Whispering Pines nearly three weeks ago. Of course, she had spoken to his assigned psychiatrist there, a doctor by the name of Grayson. And she had spoken to her father on the phone every few days. While he told her stories of making friends with other patients, of everything he had learned in groups, how he was so happy to be away from Darby and Fisher, between his words of gratitude were words that worried her.

      Utterances, hints of wanting to hurt other people skulked just beneath the surface.

      And those sentiments scared her.

      Whispering Pines was near Jones Beach, found in a small, slightly secluded area in Nassau County. It was an older institution on Long Island, built sometime in the 1950s, and the building itself showed its age. Overgrown ivy crawled up the faded brick that had once been painted white, perhaps to instill a sigh of fresh life into its weariness. The hydrangeas and pansies, at least, offered a splash of color along the building, but they were nearly suffocated by the boxwood bushes, some of which were half-dried from the lack of rain.

      The drive had taken nearly an hour. The sun was warm on the back of her neck as she stepped onto the sidewalk that lined the length of the building, but a chill breeze tickled the loose hairs at her nape.

      Inside, a small waiting area was crowned by a round desk that took up most of one corner, and a plump woman sat behind it. A few chairs were scattered about the space, and the scarcity of them was a vestige to the fact that visitors were few and far between. The building’s age was evident here, too, in the faded carpet run down by endless footprints over the years and a soda machine in the far corner that was graced by a nearly prehistoric picture on the front and perpetually empty soda options that bore logos from years ago.

      “How can I help you?” the plump woman asked with a warm smile.

      Kylie turned to her. “I’m here to see my father on Unit Five. Patient number is 001428.”

      She reached over the counter to hand her a visitor’s badge while simultaneously dialing on her desk phone, the receiver already pressed to her ear as she spoke in a low voice.

      “Natasha will be here in a moment to get you. Please put your belongings in this bin.” She held out a clear plastic bin, into which Kylie dumped her purse.

      Offering a small smile, she nodded her thanks. Only a few minutes passed before the double doors opened.

      Kylie couldn’t help but peer at the door signs as Natasha, a young aide with a dark, bouncy ponytail, led her down the long hallway. Treatment Suite, Recovery, Dr. Sophia Grayson, Therapy Office, and Recreation Room all flashed by on small placards by each door. Innate curiosity licked at her conscience, and she wondered what lay behind all the doors.

      Just as Natasha came to a halt and reached for her keys to unlock the door to Unit Five, Kylie blurted out, “How has my dad been? Before I see him?”

      A door sign glared at her: ELOPEMENT PRECAUTION.

      The girl—for she barely looked over eighteen—looked at Kylie with a warm but sad expression. “He’s really struggling, and he’s not responding to therapy or anything, but Dr. Grayson will discuss that with you. He’s not really participating in groups and stuff… Well, the doctor will go over everything. But I can tell you he still talks about the ‘pact,’ as he calls it.”

      She nodded, her eyes on the carpet tiles beneath her feet. “Thanks. He hasn’t really sounded any better the times I’ve talked to him on the phone.”

      The lock clicked, and Natasha allowed her through before locking the door behind herself.

      What greeted her eyes first was a small common area filled with vinyl-covered chairs and two-seaters. At the head was a television mounted to the wall, encased in plastic of some sort. Beyond the grouping of furniture was a long desk where two nurses sat. A few patients, dressed in what looked like pajamas and robes (with the ties pulled out) and hospital-issued socks sat in the common area, watching an old episode of a 90s sitcom.

      Her father was not among them.

      Natasha touched her arm, smiled as she drew Kylie’s attention away from the patients, and motioned to the nurses’ station.

      “Wait here. I’ll go get Daniel,” she said a moment before she disappeared down a long hallway.

      “You must be Daniel’s daughter,” said the nurse sitting at a computer. Her glance darted back and forth between the screen and Kylie.

      She caught a glimpse of her badge to see her name was Jasmine.

      “You look just like him. He’s been talking all day about seeing you; he’s been so excited. Dr. Grayson should be here shortly, too, and I know she wanted to talk to you about a few things.”

      “Right.”

      Kylie strained a smile before looking around again. A plastic crate of what appeared to be snacks crinkled as a young woman in purple paper scrubs dug through it, a crease forming between her brows, the tip of her tongue poking out until she pulled out a rice crispy, its blue metallic wrapper wrinkling beneath her fingertips.

      “Remember, you can eat that here or in the common area, Anna,” called Jasmine. “No food in your room, remember?”

      Anna nodded, her lank hair falling about her face like a dark curtain as she shuffled in her moccasin slippers to an empty chair in the common area.

      “Sweet pea!”

      Her parents had called her that for so long, it was only natural for her to respond. Kylie turned on her heel. Her father stood there, dressed in his plaid pajama bottoms and his blue robe. In a few long strides, he closed the distance between them and wrapped his arms around her, and she slipped her arms around his waist. She breathed in the scent of his soap: Irish Spring. It was a familiar, comforting scent, one that brought her back to earlier days when her family was still whole.

      “I missed you,” she breathed into his shirt.

      He kissed the top of her head. “I missed you, too.”

      His breath was warm as it saturated her hair.

      The unit door clicked, and a woman who could only be Dr. Grayson swept through. From what her father had described of her, she was an elegant woman who never dressed like a traditional doctor—or whatever it was that he thought a traditional doctor should dress like—instead preferring more casual attire. Probably not to upset or scare the patients, although despite the casual air, her clothes boasted money. Her fuzzy sweater was a soft periwinkle without a hint of pilling or lint, and her khakis looked perfectly pressed.

      It was a privilege of having money, always appearing outwardly put-together, and Kylie knew that privilege, although she liked to consider herself and Adam more modest in what they had or even flaunted.

      The rustling of turning pages sounded from behind the counter. Dr. Grayson slipped out a few pages, handed them to Jasmine, and looked up at Kylie.

      “How are you, Miss… Bell, right? I believe we’ve only spoken on the phone a few times.”

      “Yes, Bell.” Kylie smiled, and her father squeezed her shoulder. “It’s nice to finally meet you. You use a paper charting system?” Her curiosity had gotten the best of her.

      “We use a mix of a digital charting system and paper charting for current patients. Once a patient is discharged, everything is digitized by our Records staff.”

      The doctor nodded and tucked the green binder under her arm. “Right, Miss Bell, if you’ll follow me. Daniel, could you please wait out here in the common area while I talk to your daughter? We’ll go to the unit office down the hall.”

      He nodded, looking forlorn. She led Kylie down a hall covered in vinyl planks, past the common area where the sitcom was still playing, and to a stained wood door that bore a difficult and stubborn lock. The doctor jiggled the key in the lock before it allowed her entry.

      The room could be called nothing but tiny. There was barely enough space for the desk and spare chair, both of which looked more worn and tired than Kylie felt. The cushioned seat was covered in what was once a floral fabric. Kylie imagined so many people had sat in this chair over so many years, there was no telling how old it was or how long it had been since the roses and vines had faded.

      Dr. Grayson seated herself at the desk and quickly typed her login information into the computer. She was quiet for several moments as she clicked through a few screens, mumbling under her breath as she did so.

      “So,” Kylie prompted, “how has my father been doing?”

      With a few last strokes of the keyboard, Dr. Grayson opened whatever file she had been looking for. “Not good, it seems. He’s admitted that he’s suicidal. Just the other day, he said to Mary—one of the nurses—that he wanted to hurt himself until ‘the sunshine left his eyes,’ as he put it. He’s been through terrible things, your father. With what little progress we’ve made in therapy, we’ve learned that his two partners were torturing him with hallucinogenics and forcing him to perform the deeds that he did.”

      Her lips popped open. “He was being drugged? He never told me that.”

      “Daniel said it was usually a mid-range dose of ketamine. But that’s beside the point. The point is that he’s been talking about hurting himself in gross detail. We’ve tried a couple of SSRIs, but I think we need to really tackle this head-on. We’ll try moving on to an MAOI or even an SNRI, but I really think your father would benefit from an acute series of ECT.”

      Tempered silence hung in the air between them as Kylie stared at the doctor. ECT. She knew that term, didn’t she? From Adam. It was a long-term memory, and she struggled to pull it forward. She was sure it had something to do with his schizoaffective mother, but when the memory finally came forward, her jaw fell open even more. Then she realized her interview with Mark Turner. He had brought up covering brain stimulation treatments such as ECT.

      “You’re talking about shock treatments?” she gasped.

      “Yes.” Dr. Grayson’s calm never faltered. “And we prefer to call it by its proper name: electroconvulsive therapy.”

      “No. Absolutely not.”

      “I have some pamphlets and information about ECT if you’d like to go over them before making a snap decision. Your father needs serious help—beyond what medication can do. When I say we need to tackle this head-on, I truly believe an acute series is the best course of action. He needs help, serious help before he ends up trying to kill himself.”

      The pamphlets were mostly plain, with a splash of green and brown across the front. WHISPERING PINES was printed in the bottom corner. ECT: Electroconvulsive Therapy and Its Benefits. Hesitating halfway as she reached out, Kylie carefully took them from her and flipped through their pages, ignoring the way Dr. Grayson watched her.

      With a timid voice, she refused to look up as she said, “He’s really been talking about killing himself?”

      Adam had once been faced with this very choice for his mother. He had refused, and Kylie recalled thinking to herself, shouldn’t he have listened to the doctors? She listened to doctors for everything else. Why should she question anything a psychiatrist told her? They were experts in their field, and she was not.

      Still flipping through the top pamphlet, she asked, “What are the side effects of ECT? How is it done?”

      She had never really researched ECT, so she wasn’t completely aware of what all it involved.

      “The patient is given an IV. When it’s time for the treatment, a bite guard will be placed in his mouth, and he’ll get an oxygen mask. A cuff will be placed on his lower leg, near his ankle, to prevent the muscle relaxer from going into that part of his body. He’ll have a cardiac monitor as well as an electroencephalogram—an EEG. Along with the muscle relaxer, he’ll get a fast-acting anesthesia that will put him to sleep for approximately fifteen to twenty minutes. Electrodes will be applied to the top of his head and to his right temple. A low current of electricity will pass through the right side of the brain to induce a seizure, which usually lasts up to ninety seconds. Once the seizure is complete, he’ll be moved to our recovery room, where he is allowed to wake up on his own. We usually give him something to drink of his choice, and once he is fully recovered, he’ll be brought back to the unit.”

      Kylie swallowed down her fear as she waited for the doctor to continue.

      “Side effects are usually headache and muscle aches the day of the treatment. With the implementation of right unilateral treatments, we have also seen a great decrease in the amount of memory loss. It’s usually not as severe as bilateral; instead, it’s more so short-term memory loss. We have had a few patients report minor instances of long-term memory loss, but that has been rare in recent years.”

      Her pulse was deafening in her ears as she thought of Adam. He had been so adamantly against these treatments; what would he say when he found out?

      “I want you to go through with them. The ECT treatments, I mean. Do whatever you have to do to get him better,” she said, her voice breaking.

      What would she say to Adam?
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      The door to the loft creaked behind her as she closed it. The smell of Old Bay seasoning and that particularly fishy scent of shrimp attacked her before she could even kick off both her shoes, and her purse fell to the floor with a great thud. She hopped around the corner, one shoe still on, to see their biggest aluminum pot on the stove.

      “You’re making shrimp boil,” she said.

      For just a moment, the darkness that had clouded her visit to Whispering Pines, and the decisions she had made today… they didn’t matter. All that mattered in just this moment was Adam and their marriage and everything they shared together. There was no way she could keep from him what she had done today, what choices she had made. And even if he got angry at her, they would work through it.

      He smiled brightly as he poked the contents of the pot with a wooden spoon.

      “Well, they’re cheat-style shrimp boil. I’m making them in the oven, just boiling the corn and potatoes. Found the recipe today,” he said, setting aside the spoon to kiss her cheek.

      She narrowed her eyes. “What’s this all about? Did something happen that I need to know about?”

      With a shake of his head, he turned back to his tray covered in pieces of tin foil. “I just felt bad for how I acted last night. You’ll go to therapy when you’re ready, and
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