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      For my parents.

      Without your love, support, encouragement, nudging, and occasional shaming, I never would have started writing this chapter. I’m endlessly grateful and hope you know that all my “chapters” have begun because of the two of you.
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      Kenny started her day just before sunrise like most other mornings, mentally pumping herself up for the hours to come atop the saddle of her Peloton, powering through a forty-five-minute hill climb that was sprinkled with motivational pep talks. Rushes of adrenaline from the Snoop Dogg playlist and the high five emojis that lit up the scoreboard on the upper right corner of KennyNYC’s screen had a way of physically waking up her still sleepy body.

      For inspirational and aesthetic purposes, the stationary bike occupied one of the front-facing bay windows of Kenny’s spacious three-bedroom apartment on the fifteenth floor of the high-rise, doorman building on Riverside Boulevard.

      There was no energy like waking up on the Upper West Side of Manhattan. On the days Kenny couldn’t muster the enthusiasm to sign into a vigorous instructor-led class, she’d at least sit on the bike and peddle at a leisurely pace while preparing for the day. Those mornings she’d allow herself to get lost in the sight of activity along the Hudson River.

      Flashing lights cruising up and down the West Side Highway would make her wonder. Was there an accident, a fire? Or was the president or Taylor Swift in town? The congestion on the George Washington Bridge. Were these commuters who transplanted out of the city to make their Jersey housewives happy? Or was a Yankees game bringing traffic to a screeching halt?

      The barges that moved at glacial paces through the current. What were they carrying? The occasional paddle boarder or kayaker. Were they wearing wet suits? Who would risk falling into that murky water? The Circle Line cruise ships that glided by several times a day. Were they filled with awestruck tourists or native New Yorkers falling in love with their city all over again?

      The endless air traffic shuttling airbuses of passengers to and from JFK and LaGuardia. Who were on those planes and where were they going? Would one of those aircraft hit a flock of birds and descend on the congested river? Captain Sully and his crew made that miraculous landing in this exact location.

      Kenny was endlessly curious. As a journalist, she was trained to be keenly aware of what was going on around her. Born a news producer, she was inherently interested in people’s stories.

      Today Kenny didn’t have time to let her mind wander. She pulled her feet out of her cycle shoes, hopped off the bike and flung her sweaty tank top over her head and into the hamper. She glanced in the full-length mirror, assessing if she could ever be one of those girls who was confident enough to workout in just a sports bra.

      She slid into her slippers and shuffled through the kitchen to plug in the percolator. Kenny always filled the pot with water and coffee grinds the night before. Accustomed to working and living on deadlines, she valued every minute of her day, especially the mornings; and the three minutes it took to prepare the coffee pot were best allotted to the nighttime routine.

      She grabbed the remote and turned on the living room television which she could see through the open window of her galley kitchen. She turned to Channel 7 and tuned in just in time to catch Joe Gold’s last local forecast before the network morning shows started.

      “Well, folks, it looks like it’s going to be a beautiful summer day in New York! The tropical storm that was making its way up the coast all week has changed course and is spinning back out into the Atlantic. We have a perfect ten on our hands. A balmy seventy-eight degrees with ample sunshine. Get out and enjoy this Wednesday!” exclaimed the jovial weather man.

      Kenny smiled, pulled out the seasonal coconut crème Coffee mate from the refrigerator, and whispered, “Thanks, Joe.”

      James had been on the West Coast for business trips for the past two weeks, and Kenny and the twins couldn’t wait for him to get home. His flight was due to land at LaGuardia Airport later that evening and the couple planned to surprise Jimmy and Rosie with a weekend trip to Long Beach Island to close out the summer before school started. Every New Yorker knew that even a black cloud hovering over the borough of Queens would wreak havoc on air traffic, and Kenny hoped any weather-related flight delays wouldn’t dampen the get-away. The clear, dry forecast was a welcome prediction.

      While most Manhattanites would jet out to the Hamptons for a quick escape, she had always preferred to head to the Jersey Shore to find peace and relaxation away from the hustle and bustle of the city. An easy trip down the Garden State Parkway took city-dwellers to some of the oldest and most storied beaches in the country in less than two hours.

      August was the favored summer month among beachgoers on LBI, how locals and longtime vacationers referred to their beloved eighteen-mile island off the coast of New Jersey. It was considered late in the season, and most tourists had evacuated for the fall months and back-to-school routines. August was when the bay and the ocean waters reached their warmest temperatures of the year. Sidewalks and running paths were sparse of pedestrian traffic, making for lackadaisical bike rides and unhurried walks. The notoriously long lines for ice cream at The Skipper Dipper and Ship Bottom Ice Cream Co. were minimal. Seafood markets were amply stocked with the freshest selections of the daily catch, but you didn’t have to pick up the scallops or crab legs you planned to boil for dinner, before lunchtime. Farias and other surf shops hosted their year-end tent sales offering discounted rash guards, sunscreen, and OluKai sandals. It was the last hurrah for the once-again sleepy beach town before it went into hibernation.

      The clock turned 7:15 a.m., and Kenny braced herself. It was the last day of summer camp for Jimmy and Rosie, and she was chaperoning their field trip to the Central Park Zoo followed by a picnic lunch in Sheep Meadow. At any minute, the twins would burst through their bedroom doors with more enthusiasm than the sea lions in the Polar Circle at feeding time.

      She was excited to spend the afternoon with her two six-year-olds and their playmates, but an important work dinner at Tavern on the Green that evening lingered over her head. She was meeting with Luke and Lonnie Locke, two hot-shot attorneys from Connecticut. They were brothers from a lengthy line of legal minds and the duo was a force to be reckoned with both inside and outside the courtroom. They represented a defendant in a high-profile, salacious, and scandalous murder story that gripped the nation’s attention.

      Clinton White, branded by the media as Dr. Love, was a Harvard-educated, uber wealthy, world-renowned cardiologist with movie-star looks. He stood accused of murdering his runway model turned immigration power-attorney wife. The pending trial had taken the true crime world by storm and the courtroom drama would be covered gavel to gavel by television stations across the country, if not the world. It was poised to reach the same level of infamy as OJ Simpson, Casey Anthony, and Alex Murdaugh.

      In news speak, Kenny “owned” the story. She had built a strong working relationship with the Locke brothers, who trusted her with extremely sensitive and confidential details and documents about the case. The knowledge they shared enabled her and her network, WBS, to be the first to break and report news on all things Dr. Love. The story was a rating’s dream. The access and exclusives she’d secured had viewers tuning into WBS in droves. It was only a matter of time before the Locke brothers allowed their client to speak directly to the media; and when Clinton White finally granted an interview, it would be to Kenny and WBS.

      Luke, Lonnie, and Kenny met over breakfast meetings, lunch meetings, and held meetings in the parking lot of Dunkin Donuts down the street from the Hartford courthouse in the wee hours of the night if news warranted. They took boxing classes together at a studio in Midtown and she went to Marc Jacobs and Canada Goose sample sales with their wives. They even had a meeting with Clinton White in his home, in the kitchen where the murder allegedly happened. What eventually was deemed by the authorities to be the murder weapon hung on the wall over the kitchen island.

      She and the attorney brothers had gotten to know one another well but her nerves still set in before big meetings with them. Landing the interview with Clinton White would catapult her to senior producer status and make her a household name across the news industry. Between the field trip, Jimmy’s soccer practice in Riverside Park and Rosie’s piano lesson at Lincoln Center, there would be no time to stop at home or at the office to change or freshen up before the meeting. If there was a minute to spare, the frazzled news producer would make a stop at Sephora to boost her hair with dry shampoo and spritz a sample perfume to mask the inevitable stench that would linger from the Penguin House inside the Central Park Zoo.

      There was a lot at stake today that required her to remain laser focused, but she couldn’t help looking ahead to tomorrow when her happy, little family would be reunited. No extracurricular activities, no work commitments, no cross-country plane rides. Just James, Kenny, Jimmy, Rosie, and the Jersey Shore.
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      Ring.

      Startled, Kenny sprung up from her bed, fumbling to find her phone on the nightstand. In a half-asleep state, she knocked over a glass of water and pulled the charger from the wall, but managed to turn off the ear-piercing alarm. She flopped her head back on the pillow, held her phone overhead, thumbed the clock icon, and turned off the subsequent three alarms she had set. She couldn’t remember a time she overslept and rarely hit the snooze button, but she set four morning alarms for every five minutes out of an abundance of caution.

      “I cannot believe this! Again? Really? Come on!” She lamented as she lay flat on her back, staring at the high white ceiling.

      She had the same dream—or cruel nightmare, as she perceived it—repeatedly. As soon as she fell asleep, a vivid, picture-perfect glimpse of what her life was supposed to look like emerged. It was a beautiful life. A life others envied. She loved that life. Living that version of her life for five hours every night was the best part of her day.

      Then she would wake up. And it wasn’t her life. She knew people who had that picture-perfect life, and she didn’t like to think of herself as a jealous person, but she’d be lying if she didn’t admit she harbored a few resentments.

      This was the type of self-reflection Kenny vowed to work on with the help of Marilyn, the therapist she had been seeing since breaking off her engagement to George three years ago. Recently, Marilyn directed Kenny to engage in a new “rise and shine” ritual. She was to complete three simple tasks before stepping a foot out of the bed. With her eyes closed, she would describe an emotion she felt, choose a color she identified with, and read aloud a passage from Meditations from the Mat, a daily reflection book the therapist had given Kenny when she learned of the journalist’s yoga practice.

      Kenny leaned over the side of the bed, pulled the book out, and flipped to Day 298.

      “Today I am feeling frustrated, and I’m seeing black,” she defiantly mumbled to herself. “Who wouldn’t be miserable and seeing darkness with these recurring night visions, Marilyn?” she complained to the therapist who wasn’t there. “This whole rise-and-shine ritual is a bunch of bullshit, by the way.”

      She blinked open her eyes, sighed, and redirected her attention back to the meditation book.

      “Day 298: ‘Thoughts are energy, and you can make your world or break your world by your thinking’ by Susan Taylor.”

      Despite the bitterness Kenny woke up with, these words made her smile. First, she was a huge fan of Susan Taylor. Every female in the media industry knew her. Taylor was a renowned, respected, and groundbreaking journalist. She was also a fellow Fordham alum. Kenny had a soft spot for all Rams, especially those who helped pave the way in the cutthroat business they shared a passion for.

      She knew she needed to change her attitude.

      Grinning and shaking her head, she said, “Okay fine, Marilyn, you win. Today I will see yellow. Like an orangish-yellow over the ocean at sunrise. Not that obnoxious smiley-face emoji yellow. And I will try to be optimistic.”

      She rolled out of her red down-feather duvet cover, slid into her slippers, and glided across the parquet floors of her two-hundred-square-foot apartment to plug in the percolator, reflecting on how strange dreams could be. So much of the life she had just woken up from did hold true. The coffee was made before she went to bed, Joe Gold was delivering a forecast for a perfect August day, and she was one murder trial away from delivering an exclusive interview with Clinton White, which would clinch WBS the top spot in the Nielsen ratings.

      Then there was the significance of the twins. Kenny’s bloated belly that looked like a 3D dart board from the dozens of hormone-filled needles served as a reminder that she didn’t have them. Someday she would have children but, for now, they sat in a freezer in a storage unit in the basement of a warehouse in Bayonne.

      At her gynecologist’s urging, Kenny recently completed a cycle of IVF so she could retrieve and preserve eggs that disappeared with each birthday she celebrated. It was all the rage among women in their thirties, living the single life, and focusing on their careers rather than motherhood. She was grateful for science and being able to swing the costly procedure but was still bitter. The weeks of daily invasive ultrasounds, blood work, and multiple injections made her fat and crazy.

      On her last visit before the retrieval procedure, as Dr. Lee struggled to count the number of follicles and measure the lining of her uterine wall with the transducer, the fertility specialist said, “Kenny, you need to relax and let go. Open up, girl! You just completely closed your vagina.”

      “Tell me something I didn’t know, Doc! Maybe if I relaxed, let go, and opened up, I wouldn’t be here with you with my legs in stirrups for the fifteenth day in a row!” Kenny barked back.

      She took this directive as an insult to her thirty-two-year-old, lonely, single, self-loathing self. Was Dr. Lee saying that Kenny’s vagina was like her heart and soul? Closed-up, hopeless, resistant to anyone trying to get in? How offensive. And could vaginas really close? she wondered.

      But today was not a day to relive the poking and prodding of the last few weeks, figuratively or literally. She was going to see yellow, think optimistically, and discuss her encounter with Dr. Lee at her next therapy session with Marilyn. Although, after Dr. Lee successfully harvested a dozen eggs and gave Kenny the clearance to start working out again, her disgust toward “The Baby Whisperer,” as the woman of The View famously called her during an interview, began to wane.

      Since her five-foot-three-inch frame was carrying around twelve extra pounds, Kenny’s physique wasn’t anywhere close to the svelte body in her dreams. She pulled out her “fat” pair of stretchy black leggings and dug around the back of her activewear drawer for the loosest fitting tank top she could find.

      She dressed, washed her face, brushed her teeth, pulled her hair back in her favorite silk blue scrunchie, and scrolled through the sixty emails that came in overnight as she sipped her coffee and filled her Swell bottle for yoga.

      
        
        Subject: Record temperatures sweeping the country

        Subject: Tom Brady returning to the NFL-again?

        Subject: Clinton White in court tomorrow-did we know this?

        Subject: POTUS to Middle East to broker peace talks

        Subject: Air travel at record high since COVID

      

      

      Sandwiched between the president and Brady was the inevitable Clinton White message.

      “Does no one read their emails?” Kenny balked. “For the hundredth time, yes! We know that Clinton White will be in court tomorrow,” she shouted, banging her head against the wooden block of furniture that served as a dining room table, writing desk, and ironing board.

      She pulled out her laptop and crafted another email to the entire news division about the status of Clinton White, the case of the prominent cardiologist and head of the FDA during George W’s presidency who stood accused of murdering his former model, and now legal immigration lawyer-wife, Ada White.

      Kenny had been covering the case since the previous September when Ada White, the beautiful and equally successful wife of Clinton, didn’t show up at her parents’ Yom Kippur gathering in New Canaan. Clinton was a Southern Baptist from Georgia, but Ada was a devout Jew and would never miss the high holy holiday without explanation. Her body was never found, but Clinton White was arrested and charged a few months later after police said they had mounting evidence against the disgraced doctor.

      Kenny didn’t mind being the point person on the story. She was getting exposure and gaining credibility among the higher ups and executives at WBS. Her reporting had been spot-on, and she was the first to break every detail when news emerged. She was positioned to land the exclusive interview with Clinton White when his lawyers gave him the clearance to speak to the media, but the day-to-day was getting old and taking a toll on her patience and sanity.

      She spent more time working out of the Stamford Courthouse lobby than her own cube at the office. The servers at Dunkin Donuts on West Broad Street had her large iced coffee, two Splenda, and cream prepared before she placed the order, and she logged countless hours halted in traffic on the Cross Bronx Expressway commuting up north. A small silver lining was racking up an abundance of Emerald Club points at National Car Rentals where she achieved Executive Status and had a new plastic green card in her wallet to prove it.

      She needed to hold on a bit longer. Her career had steadily escalated since she started at the network as an intern twelve years ago, but this “get” would be monumental. Landing the Clinton White interview would mean huge things for her professional life. She would be able to write her ticket to any position within WBS or at any of the network’s competitors.

      
        
        From: Kennedy Sloane

        To: WBS News

        CC: WBS Executives

        Subject: Clinton White Coverage

      

      

      Hi Team,

      Reminder that Dr. Clinton White (aka Dr. Love) will be in court in Stamford tomorrow. He will appear in Judge O’Toole’s courtroom (Courtroom 1) at 9:00 a.m. Local news station Channel 4 will be pool camera. WBS will plug in, and feed footage live back to the studio. White will be permitted to dress in civilian clothes for this appearance but will be shackled at the hands and feet. We expect that White will be taken in the back entrance of the courthouse, so we’ll have a crew staking-out that door to try and catch video of him coming and going.

      This is a status hearing and won’t last long—ten minutes tops. The biggest news we are hoping for is that a trial date will be set.

      I’ll be in the courtroom and plan to overnight in CT. Please reach out to me with any editorial questions and DO NOT reach out directly to anyone in the White family. They are tired of the media, and we do not want to burn any bridges.

      Side note: O’Toole is a real character on the stand. Made for TV, a sound bite machine.

      FOR GUIDANCE ONLY: I am meeting with White’s attorneys (Luke and Lonnie Locke) tomorrow evening. WBS is in position to get White’s one and only sit-down (fingers crossed!!). Remember, the judge has issued a gag order so the interview will happen post-verdict. If White’s convicted, the interview will happen in a room at the courthouse before he is hauled back to prison (no cameras are allowed in Connecticut prisons). If he’s acquitted, the interview will take place at his home.

      
        
        Thanks!

        Kenny

      

      

      She hit Send and pulled out her daily planner and pad of neon pink Post-it notes to begin her ever-growing daily to-do list. She realized she was behind the times by not relying on one of her many electronic devices to keep life on track, but she was old school that way. She liked to physically write things on paper, read things from a hard copy book or newspaper, and felt immense satisfaction when crossing tasks off her lists.

      Every Black Friday, Kenny ordered the following year’s case-bound daily planner from Papyrus. This year’s version was black with pink flowers and the words Wildest Dreams scrawled across the front in gold. Each day of the year a half page was allotted in the journal, and that’s where she would stick her daily Post-it note.

      
        
        To-Do Wednesday, August 30

      

      

      
        
          	
        Book travel for CT trip—rental car and hotel (National @ Columbus Circle + Courtyard Marriott on Summer St.)
      

      	
        Make a reservation for dinner with White’s attorneys (Bartaco Tapas or Capital Grille)
      

      	
        Raid supply closet at the office (Post-its, pens, notebooks, highlighters)
      

      	
        Connect with crew to discuss meet-up plans for courthouse (Jim, camera operator + Sam, audio)
      

      	
        Journal today’s tasks for therapist
      

      	
        Research illustrators for Armchair Detective
      

      

      

      Kenny ripped the square pink paper off the pad and stuck it over the box labeled with the corresponding date, grabbed her gym bag and yoga mat, and bounced out the door, down the steps of her prewar brownstone.
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      Kenny tried to be present during the walk down Amsterdam Avenue to her Vinyasa class. Her head was usually buried in a phone or notebook. She made it exactly two blocks before getting distracted by September’s Feature Author poster in the window of Amsterdam Books, the quaint family-owned bookstore that had been a staple of the neighborhood for decades. The small shop was known around the city for their popular book clubs, story times, and author signing events. Being selected as a month’s feature author was a one-way ticket to the top of The New York Times Best Sellers List.

      Kenny desperately wanted to see her name and the cover of her book on the poster in the display window. That desire becoming reality was so close, she could envision it if she shut her eyes. She had recently submitted the manuscript of her first novel, Armchair Detective, to a publishing house for consideration. The novel was a compilation of unsolved criminal investigations that had gone cold and was narrated by the prosecutors, detectives, as well as local, state, and federal law enforcement officials who resurrected the cases and pulled out all the stops trying to crack them. The story offered firsthand accounts from victims’ families and highlighted the work of genealogists, hypnotists, psychics, therapists, and bounty hunters who threw their hats in the ring using their respective areas of unconventional expertise to solve the crimes that baffled more traditional investigation techniques.

      With the world’s obsession around true crime and real-life murder mysteries, everyone in Kenny’s sphere told her Armchair Detective was going to be an instant hit. She agreed. At the very least, it would be talked about on the countless crime podcasts that spread like wildfire after Serial tapped into the untouched market in 2014. There was an excellent chance it would be picked up by the Friday night newsmagazines 20/20 and Dateline, and maybe it would even catch the eye of filmmaker Joe Berlinger. He was so riveted by a Ted Bundy novel that he directed a multi-part series for Netflix and a major motion picture starring Zac Efron and Lilly Collins. The possibilities were endless.

      After peering into the window of the bookstore for too long, Kenny reeled in her wandering mind. She wasn’t scheduled to hear back from the publishing house about the edit and publication process until next week, and she still needed to find an illustrator to design a catchy cover.

      Kenny noticed the city was happy this morning, people were smiling. The workers rotating the bouquets of flowers in the tubs outside of the corner bodega; the bussers spraying down the sidewalks and facades of restaurants, bars, and cafés; the dog walkers herding gaggles of canines; the public works crew emptying the always-overflowing garbage cans in front of Grey’s Papaya. Even the commuters who rushed to catch the downtown 2 train that rumbled below ground somewhere between Seventy-Second and Seventy-Third Streets seemed to be less aggressive than usual.

      Maybe Kenny wasn’t the only one seeing yellow. Or maybe these people were always this pleasant and she was too distracted, every day the last ten years of her life, to notice or pay them any attention.

      Steam Hot Yoga Studio was on the third floor of a dingy building in the middle of Seventy-Second Street, sandwiched between bustling Broadway and a more peaceful Columbus Avenue. A walk across the lengthy Seventy-Second Street was like a journey from one world to another. Broadway was commercial and chaotic with Duane Reed, Trader Joes, and four major banks in a one block radius. Columbus was comfortable and familiar, lined with coffee shops, wine bars, boutiques, and family-owned pizza joints that served up slices for generations.

      Kenny pushed through the revolving door of the nondescript building and instantly sensed the serenity. The first floor was occupied by a physical therapy practice and the second floor was a photography studio, but the scent of sandalwood and eucalyptus that emanated from Steam Hot Yoga wafted through the entire building. She climbed the six flights of steep, narrow, brown steps that desperately needed to be swept and mopped, readjusting her unfolding mat at each landing. The ungraceful ascent was a reminder she needed to invest in one of those fancy bags that keeps the unruly six-foot cut of textured rubber securely in place.

      The door to the studio was propped open, and Kenny quietly entered. She liked to be the first one in the hot room so she could get her favored spot in the back corner and avoid unwanted chit-chat with other yogis. The space was also known to be the hottest, most challenging. The sweatier, the better. Kenny was out of breath after scaling the steep steps for the first time in weeks, twelve extra pounds in tow; she didn’t want anyone to see her huffing and puffing.

      She kicked her flip-flops into the cubbies that lined the wall under the street-facing windows and checked her phone one last time before silencing it for the next hour, hoping that nothing earth shattering happened during her ten-minute walk to the studio that would prevent her from practicing.

      
        
        From: David Greene

        To: Kennedy Sloane

        CC: WBS Executives, WBS News

        Subject: RE: Clinton White Coverage

      

      

      Kenny, thank you for your valiant efforts. Please keep me directly in the loop on the status and logistics of the White interview. It’s the get of the decade. We’ll finally close the gap between us and the competition. We can’t lose this one. Keep doing what you’re doing. You are a rising star here at WBS. DG

      
        
        David Greene

        President and Executive Director, WBS News

      

      

      Beaming with confidence and pride from the accolade, Kenny tossed her phone in her red drawstring sack and grabbed her oversized Swell bottle. She took a deep breath and peered out the window, admiring the rays of sunshine popping between the buildings on the other side of the street. It wasn’t a sunrise over the ocean, but the sun coming up over her city was a close second.
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      “Breathe in, two, three, four. Hold two, three, four. Out two, three, four. Breathe in two, three, four. Hold two, three, four. Out two, three, four,” Yogi Marah hummed as she glided around the candlelit room, incense stick in hand while the class settled into their mats.

      Marah was a pint sized, raspy voiced spiritual guru. She seemed timeless, but Kenny thought she was much older than she presented given her experiences of the universe. Marah traveled to India to master her practice and met the Dali Lama when she was exploring Tibet. While she was in Stanford’s Ph.D. program, she moved to Germany and wrote her thesis on the correlation between yoga and the philosophies of Immanuel Kant. Her Vinyasa style focused on the mind just as much as the body, and she believed that humans had the supernatural power to breathe through any difficult or adverse situation. Classes revolved around breathwork. Kenny hadn’t bought into the faculties of inhaling and exhaling, but she mostly took to heart everything that Marah preached.

      Marah’s deliberate, yet effortless guidance filled the studio with an energy that was palpable from all corners of the room. As the heat and humidity rose so did the audible breaths from the room of yogis who filled and emptied their lungs in rhythmic unison.

      For the first time in a while, Kenny slowly started to feel connected with her body as the community moved through a fast-paced series of Sun A and Sun B Salutations.

      “Top of mat. Rise up. Forward fold. Halfway lift. Forward fold. Hands to mat. Chaturanga. Upward facing dog. Downward facing dog. Breathe in. Breathe out,” Marah hypnotically repeated.

      Although her body was heavy and her swan dive wasn’t as graceful as it was a few weeks ago, Kenny felt her limbs elongate and strengthen with each flow. The sweat poured off her face and body like a faucet that someone forgot to turn off. It was a rapid detox. The movement and positions were invigorating and freeing. Except the forward fold. The position that had her bent in half, face to feet, was a glaring reminder of how badly she needed a pedicure. Her toenails were chipped and misshapen, and she could not remember the last time she had a tootsie tune-up. Memorial Day? Easter?

      “Mental note: Add pedicure to to-do list,” Kenny quietly whispered to herself between breaths. “Throw in brow wax and Brazilian, too.”

      A good brow wax was like an instant face lift, especially when Kenny had a spare fifteen minutes to enjoy the under-eye gel masks her esthetician started adding to the service. She wondered if the treatment was offered to all loyal clients or only to her out of pity because she always looked so stressed and tired.

      The hour-long class approached culmination, and she took pigeon pose on the right side. And then pigeon on the left side before reclining into Savasana.

      “Namaste,” Marah cooed as she firmly placed a chilled lavender towel across Kenny’s shut eyes, her body sinking fully into corpse pose.

      Kenny laid, completely still, in the pool of her own sweat for longer than the traditional two minutes a yogi stays in the final resting posture. She wasn’t ready to give up the quiet and 105-degree temperature of the room or to begin tackling her ever-growing to-do list. She was also self-conscious about standing up, knowing that her soaked, oversized tank would cling to the rolls of her midsection.

      She gingerly pushed herself up to a seated position, rolled up her mat, and made her way out of the hot room. After grabbing a bottle of guava goddess Kombucha from the cooler in the hall, she sat on the cubbies to cool down. She reached under the bench for the red drawstring bag and pulled out her flip-flops, sliding ten grimy toes into them. While she sipped the raw tea drink with one hand, she dug around for her phone with the other, and when the screen lit up, mid-gulp, she almost regurgitated the liquid that was halfway down her throat.

      Fifteen missed calls. Five voicemails. Thirty-seven emails.

      All with the subject line URGENT: Dr. Love. Flagged with the red exclamation point of dread, the symbol that noted exceptionally high priority messages.

      Kenny’s heart rate was still elevated from the workout, but she physically felt the blood-pumping organ drop inside her. It had been exactly sixty-eight minutes since she received the glowing email from David Greene singing her praises. And now this.

      
        
        From: David Greene

        To: Kennedy Sloane

        CC: WBS Executives, WBS News

        Subject: RE: Clinton White Coverage

      

      

      WHERE ARE YOU????????? CALL ME NOW.

      
        
        David Greene

        President and Executive Director, WBS News

      

      

      Oh my God. What could have happened in a little more than an hour?

      There were no fewer than one million thoughts going through Kenny’s head and breathing certainly wasn’t one of them. In fact, she may have forgotten to breathe altogether. Before she had time to process what was going on she could hear David Greene’s voice coming at her from the other side of the phone. She wasn’t sure if she dialed him, or he called her. But she knew she needed to regain her composure to verbalize something, anything.

      “Clinton White sat down with NBC!” the usually docile executive barked. “He gave them hours for an interview. He gave them access to the homestead—a tour of the house where the murder happened! He gave them old home videos and family photographs. He even gave them his children’s report cards and homemade Father’s Day cards they crafted when they were students at Sidwell Friends School! For Christ’s sake, Kenny, what the hell happened?”

      Alarmed by the delivery, but mildly relieved by the absurdity of it all since Clinton White was incarcerated—and it would have been impossible for even the most stealth reporter to contact him—she confidently asserted, “David, I apologize for any confusion but that’s not possible. White has been sitting in a cell since his arrest last year, no media can get to him. Where did you hear this? The Daily Mail? It’s probably just that tabloid trying to stir drama. You know they’ll conjure up anything they think will drive viewership.”

      “In fact, Kenny, yes, I did read it in The Daily Mail,” David scolded in a stern tone that was unfamiliar—and scary. “And on Page Six. And in the Daily News. And in People. It’s even in the goddamn New York Times!”

      “I . . . I . . . I don’t, I don’t under . . . I don’t kn . . .” she sheepishly stammered, again grasping for words.

      The only thing she knew for certain was that now she was not breathing, and her heart dropped further down her insides like the ball at Times Square on New Year’s Eve. The drop was fast and slow, at the same time. The only thing missing was the ten-second warning.

      “I don’t know what you do or don’t know or understand, Kennedy. But understand this: I want to know how this happened, and I want to know that you will never lose a big interview like this ever again,” David chided with emphasis on the word ever. Click.

      Find out what happened. Okay. Find out what happened? What? How the hell am I supposed to find out what happened?

      None of it made sense. The relationship and trust she built with Luke and Lonnie Locke over the months, was any of it real? Or was it all one of those crazy dreams that she mistook for reality?

      Before calling the Locke Brothers to attempt to piece together the career-killing events that were unfolding in front of her, she scrolled through her emails. The contents were nauseating. Headline after headline and links to articles about the get of the decade. The get that was supposed to be hers.

      
        
        The Daily Mail: “Dr. Love’s NBC Interview Will Leave Viewers Blushing”

        New York Post: “Harvard Hottie Gets Intimate in NBC Exclusive”

        New York Daily News: “NBC Woos the Love Doctor”

        People: “Dr. Love Spills All to NBC”

        The New York Times: “Clinton White Breaks Silence in Primetime Exclusive Interview”

      

      

      Kenny began to get lightheaded. Her stomach turned and head pounded. Her hands were clammy and eyes stung as they welled with tears. She had to get in touch with the Locke Brothers to try and fix this mess. She launched an aggressive communication outreach assault. Both of their cell phones went straight to voicemail and Helen, the office manager, didn’t pick up the landline. Emails were met with out of office replies. Text messages weren’t read.

      Kenny found the “Send Read Receipt” phone feature stalkerish and creepy but liked that Luke and Lonnie always had theirs enabled. Until now, when she knew they weren’t reading her texts. Not only did the Locke brothers promise her an interview and give it away without warning, but now they were blatantly ignoring her.

      WTF.

      She chucked her Kombucha bottle in the trash can; her ability to swallow disappeared with her ability to verbalize a sentence. She collected her belongings and, this time, shuddered when she looked out the window. The glass, fogged up from the heat and humidity still pouring out of the hot room, was like the state of her head. The golden rays of sunshine had given way to swirling, angry gray clouds that blanketed the city. The skies looked like they would open at any moment.

      Mental note: Add “Buy umbrella” to to-do list.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Five

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time Kenny reached Amsterdam Books, the rain was driving down in sheets. Yoga mat under arm and drawstring bag strapped to her back, it took every ounce of focus to not slip out of her flip-flops, breaking an unpolished toe or twisting an ankle. The weather had taken a complete one-eighty in the last ninety minutes, and she seemed to be the only New Yorker who didn’t get the memo. The rest of the city was outfitted in wellies, rain slickers, and heavy-duty umbrellas—not the cheap, disposable ones vendors peddle on street corners. They were dressed for the Whirlpool Jet Boat Tour at Niagara Falls, not a walk on the beach like she was.

      As she rounded the corner onto her block, a yellow cab cruising north on Amsterdam Avenue was nearly swallowed whole by a crater pooled with water, and the liquid that spun around the tires sprayed her like a garden hose nozzle on the soaker setting. Defeated, drenched, and unscathed—except for her ego, reputation, and career—Kenny peeled off her clothes before she even had both feet through the door. Stripped down to nothing, she rummaged through her closet to find a medium-weight plush, microfiber robe that accidentally ended up in her suitcase after a stay at the Four Seasons in Houston a few years ago. She wrapped herself up in the cozy security blanket, grabbed her computer, and plopped down on the couch.

      
        
        From: Luke Locke

        To: Kennedy Sloane

        CC: Lonnie Locke

        Subject: Word travels fast, huh?

      

      

      Hey Dear,

      Saw I missed you. Dr. Love created a real mess for me and Lonnie this time. Before you get yourself all in a tizzy, we didn’t know about the interview until the Daily Mail broke the news this morning. Which means we weren’t present and have no idea what he said. As you know, this could have major implications for our case and trial.

      Clinton’s sickly father took a turn for the worse yesterday and Judge O’Toole called an emergency hearing just before the courthouse closed for the day. He released Clinton from prison with an ankle monitor until his trial so he could spend time with the old man who is on his deathbed.

      We haven’t spoken to Clinton since we dropped him at home after court yesterday and that’s where things get murky. But this is what we’ve pieced together.

      Clinton went to visit his father last evening and Clinton White Senior’s doctor was there. The doctor has a daughter who is in the page program at NBC and has her sights set on on-air reporting (Blonde hair, blue eyes, big boobs. Sounds more like FOX material, right? LOL.). Anyway, Clinton invited the father-daughter duo over to his house and around 1:00 a.m. neighbors saw camera crews loading into the garage.

      Judge O’Toole is PISSED. He immediately sent a warden to Clinton’s house to pick him up and haul his ass back to prison. He continued tomorrow’s hearing indefinitely, so we won’t be back in court until October at the earliest.

      Sorry if this throws a wrench in your plans.

      Lonnie or I will call you in the next few weeks.

      
        
        —Luke

      

      

      Kenny’s blood boiled.

      “Don’t you dare ‘Dear’ me, Mr. Luke Locke!” Kenny screamed. “I’m a professional and deserve to be addressed as one! And throw a wrench in my plans? This is a hammer—no, a chainsaw. This a chainsaw cutting right through my career and my whole life’s happiness.” She continued her tirade.

      “And don’t even try the media jokes with me! Better suited for FOX, don’t ya think, ha!” She growled, now flailing her arms in the air, and pacing back and forth in her one room rectangle, affectionately called The Dollhouse. “What I do think is that you’re a lousy attorney who lost all control over your wife-killing client because he has the hots for a glorified intern!”

      She collapsed on the couch, exhausted after her second spontaneous one-sided rant of the day. This is another topic I should broach with Marilyn, Kenny thought. Yelling at people who aren’t there can’t be a healthy habit. When she finally closed her mouth and regained awareness of her surroundings, she heard muffled sounds coming from the couch.

      “Kenny! Kenny! Earth to Kenny,” the words whispered, becoming clearer with each pillow and cushion she moved.

      “Oy! I’m coming, Colby! Hold on. You fell somewhere between the arm of the couch and mattress.” Kenny yelled at the floor as she wrestled to find the phone that was lodged in the frame of her pullout sofa.

      Still breathless and exhausted, she squeaked out a weak, “Hey, Colby. Sorry. I must have butt-dialed you when⁠—”

      “During one of your meltdowns?” Colby interjected. “Yeah, I figured. I heard the whole thing. At least now you won’t have to recount the saga for me over Margarita Wednesday tonight.”

      “I don’t think so, not tonight. It’s been a day, and it’s not even noon. You don’t know half of it. And Margarita Wednesday isn’t a ‘thing.’ You’re like freaking Gretchen Wieners trying to make ‘fetch’ happen.”

      Before Kenny had time to rile herself up again, now that she had a captive audience, Colby stopped her dead in her tracks.

      “You’re right, hon, I’m sure I don’t know half of it. And guess what, I really don’t care, love,” Colby purred in his sweet, condescending tone only he could pull off. “I don’t have the mental capacity to ponder network booking wars today. You know this month’s self-care project is freeing up space in my head. As is making Margarita Wednesday a ‘thing.’ My shrink says midweek pick-me-ups are vital for sanity.”

      Colby Jackson and Kenny had been best friends since the pair met on treadmills in the gym at the West Side YMCA on West Sixty-Third Street the summer after they both graduated from college. He was the Stanford Blatch to her Charlotte York. She was the Grace Adler to his Will Truman.

      Kenny worked down the street as a desk assistant at WBS and couldn’t afford membership at one of the fancy, boutique gyms or high-end sports clubs most of her colleagues belonged to, so she took advantage of her parents’ family plan package. They were lifelong members at the Y in her hometown in Pennsylvania.

      Colby moved to New York from the Midwest to accept an entry level gig at Bound Books, a powerhouse publishing company, and was squatting in one of the Y’s dorm-style rooms until he became acclimated to the city and found an apartment and roommates.

      He was a husky, not too tall, not too short build with strawberry blond hair, fair skin, and almond-shaped deep brown eyes. He was born and raised in a small town in South Dakota and went to the University of Madison–Wisconsin for agriculture. His father was furious, nearly disowning him and threatening to pull tuition money, when Colby switched to journalism—a major his father deemed for sissies and liberals.

      “How will you ever find a girlfriend or support a family with those credentials?” Colby’s father demanded.

      Kenny and Colby quickly became thick as thieves. They knew everything about one another. The good, the bad, and the ugly. They always had one another’s backs. She flew to Deadwood over the Fourth of July one summer to offer moral support and function as a buffer when Colby decided to tell his father he was gay. And had fallen madly in love with a Puerto Rican named Paolo who was twenty years his senior.

      Colby planned and executed an intimate, yet lavish, bridal shower for Kenny at a swanky wine bar in the West Village that even caught the eye of a photographer from New York Bride Magazine. The next week, he drove her home to her parents’ house two states away and helped Mrs. Sloane ship back all the gifts after Kenny called off the engagement to George. He also tracked down the editor-in-chief of New York Bride and threatened a lawsuit if there was any mention or visual of the spectacular celebration in upcoming issues. Though deep down, he wanted nothing more than his event planning skills to be flaunted on the glossy pages of a widely read magazine.

      Their relationship knew no bounds. There were no secrets. It was built on brutal honesty and trust. And even though there was never any physical attraction or chemistry between them, it was the most intimate relationship either ever knew.

      “You have such a way with words, Colby Jackson. I don’t have the mental capacity to deal with you today,” Kenny shot back. “I think your shrink probably meant going for a jog around the lower loop of Central Park as an outlet for a midweek pick-me-up, not promoting Wasted Wednesdays. But fine. I’ll meet you for one drink. One. The minute you utter a word about your Labor Day plans for Fire Island or try to talk me into a nightcap at Flaming Saddles, I’m out the door. I’m not kidding.”

      “Calm down, Queen,” Colby hissed.

      She could practically hear his eyes rolling.

      “I’ll have one Jose Cuervo original, on the rocks, no salt with a pink umbrella ready for you upon arrival. I’ll be at our usual high top in the back corner,” Colby said in a satisfied tone.

      Before she could respond, he continued. “Love you, mean it, bi-yee.”

      Kenny shook her head and smiled. In their decade-long friendship, she couldn’t remember a conversation that didn’t end with this affectionate farewell. He even ended texts with LYMIB.

      She knew that neither David Greene nor anyone else in the industry would care about Clinton White’s ankle monitor or dying father; NBC’s young, hot page whom Dr. Love gave the interview; the mess he made for the Locke brothers; or Judge O’Toole’s reaction to any of it, but she forwarded Luke Locke’s email to the network. The only thing worse than being scooped is cobbling together a rationalization for why it happened. She wasn’t sure if sharing this email would be perceived as a feeble attempt to defend herself or elicit some degree of pity, although that’s exactly what she was doing. But she figured the explanation was better coming straight from the horse’s mouth, leaving nothing open to interpretation or lost in translation. Without contemplating the pros and cons of distributing the message to the masses any further, Kenny hit the Send button and felt the tiniest bit of relief.

      She was so focused on reeling from her crisis that it was 1:30 p.m. before she realized she hadn’t eaten a morsel of food all day and was still soaked from the sweat session and subsequent monsoon she waded through. Shivering and soaked, she trudged to the refrigerator. The fridge had the staples of any thirty-two-year-old single female living alone in New York. A carton of eggs, a quart of egg whites, a brick of muenster cheese, a bag of shredded mozzarella cheese, a bottle of Grey Poupon mustard, a half-eaten jar of expired salsa, a can of coffee, a sugar-free coffee creamer, lemons, two bottles of chardonnay and a twenty-five cup Brita dispenser. Everything in The Dollhouse was miniature, except the refrigerator. Ironically, the place she didn’t need space. Even the realtor who showed Kenny the micro studio ten years ago was surprised when he saw the normal size fridge. Groceries never took up more than one shelf; in fact, the Sunday night Zabar’s order could fit on one of the shelves on the inside of the door.

      “Scrambled eggs it is,” Kenny sarcastically exclaimed.

      She cracked two eggs into her one small frying pan that she stored on her one small burner. The oven and kitchen cabinets where most people kept cookware and appliances were stocked with shoes, towels, and offseason clothes. While her life may have resembled the lives of Carrie Bradshaw and Monica Greene from the outside, the reality of her living situation paled in comparison.

      Kenny scarfed down her bland brunch and then turned on the water in the bathroom. The shower was tiny. Anyone over five-foot-six inches had to crouch to get under the shower head and complained that if they moved the wrong way, the curtain would stick to their naked body. But this tiny space was ideal for her. The water temperature was hot, and the pressure was hard. She could stay in the shower for hours.

      She grabbed a plastic cutting board that barely fit between the vanity and the wall where she stored it, and placed the chopping block squarely across the sink, under the faucet. There wasn’t room for hand soap, much less a hairdryer or brush, on the small porcelain bowl, and Kenny’s grandmother had the grand idea during one visit to use the kitchen tool as a makeshift makeup and hair table. The cutting board never got much use in the kitchen. Kenny grabbed a bath towel from the cereal cabinet, lit her favorite white cherry merlot candle, and placed it on the makeup counter. Pandora was turned to the Billy Joel station, and Kenny slipped out of her robe and into the scorching water that shot down at her like a jet stream.

      She pulled out a Tupperware bin from under the bathroom sink that contained a collection of unnecessary and overpriced bath products that she had accumulated over the last few months when Marilyn got on her case about the importance of self-care. Kenny didn’t know the exact meaning of the term “self-care” but somehow interpreted it to the practice of stocking her bathroom with expensive bottles of spa and beauty aids she’d never have time to use. During this shower event, she applied it all. She opened the washes, the scrubs, the masks, the lotions, the hydrators, the oils; and used the loofahs, the sponges, and textured washcloths. After all the potions she had lathered into her hair and over every inch of her body, a different person would emerge from the shower. Either a refreshed, rejuvenated, recharged version of herself or a pruned, lobster-red creature that looked like it boiled in scalding water too long.

      She turned off the water, stepped out of the tub, wrapped her hair in a cotton towel turban, and patted herself dry. She unapologetically sang aloud to “Vienna,” her recently self-proclaimed theme song, like she was on stage at Madison Square Garden, while she smothered her limbs and torso with globs of raw coconut oil. Until one line jilted her back to reality and the events that erupted that morning. The lyrics were a reminder to slow down and breathe when life gets too loud. But Kenny was never good at that.

      The notion of not being completely reachable at all hours of the day and night was a foreign concept. She hadn’t been on a vacation where she totally disconnected since Spring Break her junior year at Fordham, when she and her roommates did an all-inclusive deal in Cancun with a bunch of guys from Columbia who they had met at Brother Jimmy’s BBQ in Midtown on a random Thursday night.

      Kenny blew out the candle, turned off the music, and got ready for the rest of her day. By now it was 3:00 p.m., but she still had a good two and a half hours to tend to her to-do list before meeting Colby for that one margarita.
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