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      Every story has two versions—the one people tell, and the one that's true.

      

      Tessa Conway has built her career around other people's mysteries. As co-host of Mysteries Uncorked, the true crime podcast that shot to number one by actually solving the cases they cover, she's heard every version of every story.

      

      She just never expected her own to catch up with her in Chicago.

      

      When a woman steps up to the microphone at a podcasting convention and asks about a dead college girl, the past Tessa spent a decade running from comes rushing back: Her former friend turned rival, a drowning death ruled an accident, and a phone call she never returned.

      

      Now she's forced into investigating her past—the college friends who remember everything, the rivals who never forgot, and the case that was closed too fast. The deeper she digs, the clearer it becomes that someone will do anything to protect their secrets. And she just made herself the next target.

      

      A twisty, page-turning psychological thriller about what happens when the truth becomes the most dangerous thing you can find, from #1 New York Times Bestselling Author Barbara Freethy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        What They’ll Say About Us

      

      

      
        
        © Copyright 2026 Barbara Freethy

        All Rights Reserved

      

        

      
        No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

      

      

      

      
        
        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      

        

      
        For more information: http://www.barbarafreethy.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      "Can you believe this is us?" I asked as the crowd filled every seat in the grand ballroom of the Chicago Merriman Hotel. After our true crime podcast, Mysteries Uncorked, had hit number one on the charts last month, we'd been asked to present the keynote kickoff speech for a two-day podcaster convention.

      The attention we'd received since solving the disappearance of a woman in Stonecross, Maine, had been even more than I'd imagined it would be. And my partners, Cassidy Clarke and Morgan Kent, were even more amazed than I was. We'd started the podcast for fun after all three of us had been laid off from a media company. Looking for jobs had been depressing. But talking about true crime while drinking wine had been a lot more fun.

      When we'd taken our show on the road to go to the scene of an actual crime, we'd found ourselves to be not only podcasters but also investigators. And bringing down a killer had captivated our viewers and quadrupled our audience.

      This was the kind of success I'd envisioned when I'd convinced Cassidy and Morgan to take the podcast to Stonecross Maine, but even I had been stunned by the level of our success.

      "There are so many people here, Tessa. I'm about to have a panic attack," Cassidy said.

      I turned to the pretty brunette with the somewhat terrified expression on her face and said, "You'll be fine. You faced down a serial killer three months ago. This is a cakewalk."

      "Completely different, Tessa," Cassidy retorted.

      I smiled, then turned to look at the woman on the other side of me. Morgan Kent had dark-red hair and green eyes and was staring intensely at her note cards. "You know what you're going to say, Morgan. You've been practicing for days. Relax."

      "I can't. I don't like public speaking," Morgan said. "I wish I had half your confidence, Tessa. You were born for the stage."

      Morgan's words were unexpectedly painful. I'd thought I'd been born for the stage, too. But that was a dream that had vanished years ago. At that dark thought, I was thrilled when the moderator, Laurel Ramon, stepped onto the platform with a polished smile. She was a former newscaster who had recently gotten into podcasting. She'd volunteered to moderate our speech, because she said she was a huge fan.

      "Good morning, ladies," Laurel said. "I'll introduce each of you, and then you're going to take the microphone first, Tessa, is that correct?"

      "Yes. I'll tell our origin story and hand off to Cassidy for her personal take on the Stonecross case. Morgan will finish up by discussing some of our other cases, and then we'll take questions."

      "Any idea on your next big case?" Laurel asked with a hopeful smile. "I'm sure that will be the first question."

      "We have some thoughts." I wasn't trying to be secretive, but we'd been arguing for days on where our next on-the-road podcast investigation should go and what case we should take, and we hadn't landed on the right case. It had to be dramatic and podcast-worthy, and a victim our audience could relate to. So far, we hadn't been able to agree on anything.

      "Well, I can't wait to hear your talk, so let's get started."

      As Laurel stepped up to the microphone, I put out a hand to each of my friends below the cover of the tablecloth, and we squeezed each other's fingers together in solidarity. Then it was time to begin.

      Laurel's intro was short and fun, saying our journey to becoming podcasters had gone through the unemployment line. That made our success seem attainable to everyone else in the audience.

      "And now, I'd like to turn things over to Tessa Conway," Laurel said, stepping back.

      I rose from my seat and moved to the podium. The lights were blinding, every seat filled, with some overflow people standing in the back. Even for me, it was a little daunting, and I couldn't imagine how Cassidy and Morgan were going to feel when it was their turn, but for the moment, it was all about me, and I had to kick this off in a big way, set the tone, draw the audience in. And I did that with a story…the way our podcast always began.

      "Imagine being in your house," I said. "The place where you feel safe, but it's after midnight, and every tick of the clock seems exceptionally loud. The wind picks up. You hear sounds that could have a simple explanation: the branches of the tree next to your window blowing in the breeze, the old house settling, the dog barking next door because he sees a raccoon." I let my voice drop, feeling the hush of the crowd as they became captivated with my story. "But the sounds you're hearing aren't due to any of those innocent things, and that night might be your last. Would you call someone? What would you say? What would you do?" I let the questions hang in the air, loving when I could feel like I was holding the audience in the palm of my hand.

      And then I said, "That case will be featured next month on our podcast. I can't tell you the answers now, because the trial is about to begin. I can assure you that there will be plenty of twists to the story." I paused once more. "While you'll have to wait for that case, Cassidy is going to take you through our journey to Stonecross, which was the first time we'd taken the show on the road to the actual scene of a crime."

      As I stepped down, Cassidy got up, taking my place at the microphone. She cleared her throat, her voice a little shaky as she began, but then she got into the story, talking about how shocking it was to have a true crime case actually become integrated with her personal life, her family, with secrets she'd never expected. She spoke about how terrifying it had been to go from podcaster to investigator to almost a murder victim. But the fact that they'd been able to find the truth about a missing woman had made everything worth it.

      Morgan took over from there, and, unfortunately, she didn't have the same drama to share, and I could feel the audience's interest beginning to dim as Morgan talked about how our individual strengths made us a great team, and how we worked together, dividing up research, interviews, and outreach to investigators. Thankfully, her part of the speech was short. Then it was time for questions.

      As Morgan sat down, we faced the audience from the table as people lined up at the microphone in the middle of the aisle. Each person was more enthusiastic and complimentary than the last. It felt like we'd nailed the talk. We'd created energy and enthusiasm for the experience of podcasting and for our podcast. We passed the microphone back and forth, depending on the question, but I was the one holding it when a young man stepped up to ask the question that had been hounding us for weeks.

      "Are you planning to take the podcast to the scene of another crime?" he asked. "You haven't been on the road since Stonecross. Was that just a one-off? Are you afraid to get that close to a crime again?"

      "We're definitely going back on the road, but we want it to be the right case, one we feel will connect with our audience and where we can make a difference," I said.

      A young woman behind him stepped up next, almost pushing him out of the way. As the lights captured her face, I felt an odd tug of recognition, but she was too far away for me to see her clearly.

      "I have a question for you, Tessa," she said. "If you're looking for the right case, one that's relatable to your audience, one where you can make a difference, what about the murder of a twenty-one-year-old girl at Northwestern nine years ago? A murder that has never been solved? A woman you knew personally? I'm sure you remember her name. Paige MacIntyre."

      My chest tightened as a rush of emotions swept over me. I could feel Cassidy and Morgan looking at me, but I couldn't turn my head, couldn't do anything but squint at the blurry figure at the microphone. Who the hell was she? "What did you say your name was?" I asked.

      "I didn't say," the woman replied. "And you didn't answer my question, Tessa."

      I licked my lips, feeling like I was losing control of the audience, who were whispering to each other, sensing the drama of the moment. Finally, I said, "The death of Paige MacIntyre was ruled an accident. It's not an unsolved case. There's nothing to investigate." I looked to Laurel, who quickly stepped back up to the podium, reading my plea with a professional smile.

      "That's all the time we have for questions," Laurel said. "The next sessions begin in ten minutes. Please enjoy your day."

      The lights came on, and the crowd began to disperse, but the woman at the microphone was walking straight toward us.

      "What is she talking about?" Cassidy asked.

      "Do we need to call security?" Morgan followed up.

      "No, it's fine." I grabbed my bag and then headed toward the stairs leading off the platform.

      "That was wonderful," Laurel said. "Nice job."

      "Thanks," I replied shortly.

      As Cassidy and Morgan stopped to speak to Laurel, I made my way down the steps where the woman was now waiting. She appeared to be in her mid-twenties, wearing a crop top over high-waisted, wide-legged cream-colored linen pants. She had light-brown hair and brown eyes and as I drew closer, I realized who she was, and that didn't make me feel any better.

      "You're Alina, aren't you? Paige's sister?"

      "So, you did recognize me."

      "Not until now. I think you were about fifteen when I last saw you."

      "Sixteen, actually. I'm twenty-five now."

      I barely heard her response. Her face, her eyes, made me feel like I was looking at a ghost. She wasn't an exact replica of her sister, but she was close, and Paige and I'd had a complicated relationship. I had no idea what Alina knew about that. Clearly, she had an opinion. She was also angry, and I tensed, quite sure I was not going to like what was coming.

      "My sister's death was not an accident," Alina said hotly. "You know that, Tessa."

      "I know that was the result of the investigation."

      Alina shook her head in frustration. "You call yourself an investigator, a champion of people and families who need justice, but you're unwilling to help me, to help Paige, someone who was once your friend."

      I searched for the right thing to say. I'd had doubts about Paige's death, but to think or suggest it was anything but an accident wasn't a road I wanted to go down. My past was where it should be—behind me, and I didn't need to go back there.

      "You said you wanted a relatable case," Alina said, pushing against my silence. "What's more relatable than a young woman on the verge of graduating from college, losing her life with no explanation, no real answers? And you're already here. You don't have to travel. The personal connection will make your listeners even more interested. Plus, you'll have the added advantage of knowing many of the suspects."

      My stomach churned at the gleam of hatred in Alina's eyes. "I had nothing to do with Paige's death."

      "I didn't say you were one of the suspects, but interesting you went there yourself."

      I immediately regretted my words.

      Alina took a card out of her pocket and forced it into my hand. "You have to do this, Tessa. You owe Paige that much. Call me when you're ready to talk. Make it soon." She drew a breath. "It's been nine years, and my mother still can't stop asking why."

      "No reason will bring Paige back," I said desperately.

      "You can't bring her back, but you can get her justice. You can make the police and the public pay attention to her story. That's what you do, and according to your speech, you're very good at it. I'll be expecting your call."

      As Alina walked away, Cassidy and Morgan moved in.

      "We need to talk," Morgan said quietly. "The next speaker is setting up. Let's go to our suite."

      I followed them out of the room and to the elevators, so distracted by my thoughts that I barely heard the people calling out hello or offering congratulations on our number one status.

      Cassidy and Morgan kept me between them as if they were my bodyguards, and I appreciated the support. I felt completely off-balance. I'd gone from feeling confident and successful to uncertain and even a little afraid.

      It was a relief to enter our luxury three-bedroom suite on the thirtieth floor, with a view of the city and the river, a perk that had come with our keynote address.

      As the heavy door closed behind us, I walked over to the windows, knowing that my friends had questions—questions I didn't particularly want to answer. As I looked out over the city, my mind flashed back to the past, to the first time I'd come to Chicago to see my aunt and tour Northwestern. I'd been so excited to get into their theater program. It had felt like the entire world was opening up to me. I was going to get my chance to be someone, to do something…even if I didn't know exactly what that something was.

      Morgan came up beside me and handed me a cold bottle of water from the fridge.

      "Drink," she ordered.

      I unscrewed the cap and took a long swig, happy with the cool liquid sliding down my parched and tense throat. "Thanks."

      "Are you ready to talk?" Cassidy asked, coming up on my other side.

      "I'm not sure if I'm ready, but I'll talk." I walked away from the windows, taking a seat on one of the two couches that faced each other across a beautiful mahogany coffee table that held a basket filled with cookies and other treats, another perk of our recent success. I hated that I couldn't just enjoy all this, couldn't have gone from the keynote to the next workshop on my list, couldn't be diving into the conference with enthusiasm and energy. I was suddenly filled with anger and resentment. I had left my past behind. I didn't want it to be back now.

      "Tessa," Cassidy said gently but purposefully as she and Morgan sat down across from me. "What was that woman talking about?"

      "I was friends with a woman named Paige MacIntyre when I was a student at Northwestern. We were in theater together. A couple of months before graduation, she drowned in Lake Michigan. It was deemed an accident. She'd gotten drunk and was walking along the lake where there were slippery, treacherous rocks. The police believed that she stumbled and fell into the water, hitting her head in the process."

      "But her sister doesn't believe that's what happened," Morgan said.

      "Apparently not. Alina was in high school at the time. Her brother, Ray, was a sophomore at Northwestern where Paige was a senior."

      "Why would Alina think it wasn't an accident?" Cassidy asked.

      "No one could say where Paige was in the hours before her death. I think the last time anyone saw her or admitted to seeing her was around five o'clock Friday night. And she died sometime after midnight. The area where it was believed she went into the lake was off campus and fairly deserted. There were no witnesses, no cameras. Nothing. Her body was discovered on Sunday morning."

      "What did you think about it?" Cassidy pressed, curiosity in her gaze.

      "I didn't know what to think. Paige and I weren't particularly close at that time."

      "What about motive?" Morgan queried. "Did Paige have a boyfriend? Did she have any enemies? Do you think she was involved in anything dangerous?"

      "She was all about the theater. She had the leading role in the spring production, and she spent long hours at rehearsal. She had a boyfriend, but as I recall, he had an alibi. He was out of town that weekend."

      As I finished talking, I saw Cassidy and Morgan exchange a look, and I frowned. "What? What are you thinking?"

      "That you're talking as if you read about this in the newspaper, but you were in the theater with her, you knew her, how did you feel? What did you really think?" Cassidy challenged. "You're being distant and remote. You're not being you right now."

      "I'm just telling you what happened. It was a long time ago."

      "I agree with Cassidy. You're not telling us the whole story," Morgan said. "And you don't have to tell us, but let's not pretend you are."

      "I don't want to go back to that time of my life," I admitted. "It was hard. It was painful. Her tragic death made everything worse. It was a sad and scary time. We didn't know what was going on. Everyone was looking at each other with suspicion. Did someone know something and wasn't telling? Had someone killed her? It changed everything for all of us. We lived in a world of make-believe in the theater, and even in college, it was a life of fun and classes but very insular. We didn't feel part of the bigger world or even the bigger city. But Paige's death changed that. It was a reality we couldn't avoid."

      "That makes sense," Cassidy said. "And now you sound more like you."

      "I hate that Alina showed up here," I said with annoyance. "We had such a great keynote address. I didn't want it to end like that."

      "It ended with drama, which isn't all bad," Morgan said. "Let's be real, Tessa, if this had happened to me or Cassidy, you would be jumping all over it. That woman gave us our next case. All those people in the audience will want to know what she was talking about. We'll have a built-in audience from day one."

      "I don't want to do it. And we don't have time. We're only here until Wednesday."

      "We could make time," Morgan said. "We're already here, and our travel costs were paid for by the convention."

      "Morgan is right," Cassidy interjected. "People are going to be talking about what happened, and if we don't do it, someone else might. There are other true crime podcasters here. We don't want to lose our edge, and we have the advantage because you have a personal connection to the victim."

      "Since when did you two become so marketing focused?" I grumbled.

      A smile flashed through Cassidy's eyes. "We learned from the best, Tessa."

      "I don't want to get entangled in my past." I drew in a deep breath and let it out, knowing they needed more from me. "Paige and I were not friends when she died. We were rivals, maybe even enemies. We had competed for the same role in the play. She got it. I didn't. We had some words about that. A lot of people heard that argument. Paige thought I was being jealous and petty. I thought she was acting full of herself. It was stupid college girl drama, but after she died, I felt horrible. I wished I could have taken it all back."

      "Did you get the part after she died?" Morgan asked.

      "Yes. And that made it worse. I tried to turn it down, but we were opening in two weeks, and I was the only one who knew the part. Everyone told me that I needed to step up. I had to do it. So, I did. But I didn't feel good about it. And I know some of Paige's friends thought I was cold and heartless for taking her part, especially since I'd told her she didn't deserve it."

      "Someone was going to take it," Cassidy put in.

      "Because of our drama, there were murmurings that suggested I'd killed her to get the part."

      "I'm sure no one actually believed that," Morgan said.

      "Maybe. Maybe not. But I don't want to go back there."

      "That's fair," Cassidy said. "I understand your reservations now."

      Despite Cassidy's words, I knew I was letting them down, and it wasn't only them I was disappointing; it was also myself. Why was I letting my past dictate my future?

      Morgan pulled out her phone, reading her screen with a slowly increasing frown.

      "What?" I asked. "What's the problem now?"

      "I set alerts for comments on our keynote," Morgan replied, looking up with concern in her gaze. "As I suspected, people are talking about the next case, about whether we're going to look into the death of the woman you went to school with."

      "I knew this was going to happen. As soon as Alina opened her mouth, I knew it."

      "It's up to you," Morgan said. "If we do this, we do it together. This won't be all on you, Tessa."

      "It will be on me because I have the personal connections. I'm the one who will have to take the lead. I'm just afraid…"

      "Afraid of what exactly?" Morgan asked.

      "I'm afraid that Alina believes her sister's killer is me, and that her challenge is to put me on the hot seat."

      "If that's true," Cassidy said, "then we have to do this. We have to find out if this was murder, and if it was, who did it? We need to control the narrative that Alina started. If we don't, who knows where it will go? Who knows if someone else will try to implicate you?"

      "You're right, but I feel like I'm about to step onto a runaway train."

      "Does that mean we're doing it?" Morgan asked.

      I slowly nodded. "I guess we are. This case is perfect for the podcast, and I'm the right person to take the audience into the story."

      "Should we start by calling Alina?" Morgan suggested.

      "Not yet," I replied. "She started this, but I need to review what happened before I talk to her, because I don't trust her motives. And while she's been thinking about this for nine years, I haven't thought about Paige MacIntyre since the day I left school. This is the first time I've been back to Chicago since graduation. I've avoided every invitation to weddings or baby showers of friends who still live here. I've even turned down my aunt's invitations to come for a holiday when my dad passed through town. I never wanted to come back, but this convention, our headlining keynote was too good to pass up." I drew in a breath. "Let's go downstairs. There are some workshops we need to attend. We'll regroup later. I need a minute before I press rewind on my life."

      Cassidy smiled. "Sounds good. But you know you're going to run into questions downstairs."

      "That's fine. We'll tell people that our announcement is coming tonight, generate some interest before we actually commit. That should increase the traffic to our socials."

      "That's the Tessa we know and love," Morgan said with a laugh. "Always thinking about how to make things bigger and better."

      I smiled back at them, but I wasn't thinking about the podcast right now. I was thinking about who I used to be, and how that girl had made a lot of mistakes that might be about to go public.
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      Going downstairs felt like a mistake, too. As soon as I entered the convention area, I was stopped by multiple people asking about the unsolved murder mentioned in the Q&A. My response became a short, repeated phrase. "We'll be posting about that tonight. Stay tuned!"

      By noon, I was feeling more than a little stressed, and I skipped out on the banquet lunch to take a walk outside.

      As soon as my feet hit the sidewalk, I felt better. I walked quickly at first, eager to get away from the convention, but once the initial anxious rush had passed, I slowed my steps, taking my first real look around at the city.

      We'd flown into Chicago last night, and this was the first chance I'd gotten outside since we'd arrived. It was a Monday afternoon in the middle of August, and it was hot outside. I slipped off the lightweight sweater I'd worn over my dress while in the air-conditioned hotel and slung it over one arm as I walked, my heels clicking on the pavement, my blonde hair blowing in the warm breeze.

      As a stairway came up from the river, I headed down the cement steps, ending up in a garden patio next to a coffee and juice bar, which had shaded umbrellas over the patio tables. Grabbing a large, iced coffee and a banana from the café, I took a seat at one of the tables and let out a breath. Watching the water flow by was relaxing and gave me a chance to think about everything that had happened.

      While I'd stayed away from Chicago since graduation, it hadn't been solely because of Paige's death, or the confusing investigation and rumors that followed. It hadn't even been about Liam, who'd been my boyfriend for most of that year. I had also stayed away because my father tended to show up in Chicago for holidays with my aunt, which was a whole other story.

      But the real reason I hadn't come back was about me, about not wanting to be that girl anymore. After graduation, I'd headed to New York City, where no one knew me, and I'd closed the book on my past. That book was open now, and I was still shocked by Alina's appearance at the keynote address. She'd never reached out before, and it wasn't like she couldn't have done so through social media or our podcast. No, she'd waited for me to show up in person. We'd only decided to come to Chicago a few weeks earlier, but she'd been ready for me. She'd jumped on the opportunity to confront me in public, to make it impossible for me to say no.

      Now, I had no choice. I had to look into what had happened to Paige, and that was going to get complicated fast as I wasn't an impartial observer. How could I investigate Paige's death without talking about myself, without revealing too much of my own life, my own relationships? Maybe just by focusing on the actual details of her death and not spending too much time on her. There was only one way out of this for me: I had to find Paige's killer. I had to prove it was murder and get justice for her family. Then I'd become the heroine of the story, the one who stood up for Paige, even if it was nine years too late.

      My phone buzzed with a text from Cassidy, asking if I was all right.

      Taking a walk, I texted back. I'm going to skip the afternoon sessions and start looking into Paige's death.

      Morgan and I will check out the two o'clock session and then we'll meet you in the room.

      I gave her text a thumbs-up and then got to my feet, feeling as if I'd found the direction I needed to go. I didn't know where that road would take me, but I was getting on it, and I hoped I'd be able to find the answers I needed. I also hoped that those answers weren't going to implicate someone I'd known, someone I'd trusted or cared about.

      When I returned to the hotel, it was after two, and as I moved toward the elevator bank, I heard my name called. Forcing a smile on my face, I turned around to see a woman approaching. Her brown hair was pulled back from her face, and she wore a navy-blue blazer with the hotel insignia over her navy-blue skirt.

      "Tessa Conway," she said again, drawing closer.

      "Rachel Bentley," I said with surprise. "Do you work here?"

      "I'm one of the concierges," Rachel replied. "I saw your photo on the convention poster, and I couldn't believe you were back in town."

      Rachel had lived down the hall from me in the dorm our sophomore year. We'd spent a lot of time together then, but we'd both moved into apartments for our last two years and hadn't spent as much time together after that.

      "It sounds like you're super successful, which I knew you would be. You were always a girl who was going places," Rachel said with a smile.

      Her warmth felt good coming after the cold sting of Alina's gaze. "It sounds like you also have a fun job."

      "I like hospitality," Rachel said. "And as you know, I love to talk. Anyway, when I heard you were coming, I listened to your podcast. It was entertaining and also a little terrifying. It's one thing to talk about crime, but you and your friends actually went to the scene and found a murderer. And you got hurt, didn't you?"

      "I did, but I'm recovered now. It felt good to get justice for the missing women."

      "You were very heroic. How long are you in town?"

      "Until Wednesday."

      "If there is anything I can do to make your stay special, please let me know. I can get you into the best restaurant in town. Just say the word."

      "Thanks. I feel like we're pretty booked up, but I appreciate the offer."

      "No problem. I don't suppose you have any time for a drink."

      "I wish I did. The schedule is pretty packed. Maybe I can see," I added, noting the disappointed gleam in her eyes.

      "It would be fun to get Kerry and Ella to meet up with us, too."

      "Kerry and Ella Marlin?" I asked with surprise. "They're here?"

      "Yes. Didn't you see them on the program?"

      I hadn't studied the program that closely, leaving it to Morgan to tell me which sessions to go to. "I guess I missed that."

      "They have a podcast about being identical twins."

      "I didn't know. I'll have to check it out."

      "I'm sure you'll run into them."

      As Rachel walked away, I headed straight for the opening doors of an elevator, eager to get inside before I could run into anyone else from my past. I don't know why I hadn't expected that there might be local Chicago people here, but none of these people had been on my radar for the past decade, so I hadn't given it that much thought. That might have been another mistake.
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      When I got back to the suite, I picked up the program and looked through it, seeing Kerry and her sister were leading a workshop tomorrow morning. Family podcasts weren't interesting to me, which was probably why I'd skipped over their names. Now, I was seeing more familiar faces in my head.

      Kerry and Ella Marlin had been pretty girls, with reddish-blonde hair and brown eyes, and a cute girl-next-door kind of look. But they weren't at all like the sweet girls next door. They'd both been wild partiers. I'd known Ella slightly better, because she'd been a drama major, and had had a minor role in the last production I was in.

      The door to the suite suddenly opened and I jerked in surprise, a result of being far more nervous than I should be.

      Cassidy gave me a searching look. "Sorry, Tessa, did we scare you?"

      "I didn't think you'd be back yet."

      "It's after three," Morgan replied, tossing her conference tote bag on the coffee table. "We picked up some of the giveaways for you."

      "Thanks."

      "How was your walk?" Cassidy asked.

      "It felt good to be outside, but when I returned, I ran into the concierge, a woman I went to college with, Rachel Bentley."

      "Really?" Cassidy gave me a thoughtful look as she kicked off her heels and flopped onto the couch. "Did she know Paige MacIntyre?"

      "We didn't talk about her. But yes, she knew Paige. She also told me that two other girls we knew, Kerry and Ella Marlin are here. They have a podcast on identical twins. They're giving a talk tomorrow. I feel like every time I turn around, someone from my past is standing in front of me."

      "Well, you did come back to your college town," Morgan said as she picked up a chocolate from the candy box and unwrapped it.

      I sat down on the couch across from them. "As much as I want to avoid all this, I think we should start digging into the case."

      "I've already begun," Morgan said, with a sparkle in her eyes. "I was bored in the last workshop, so I ran a media search for any local news stories about Paige MacIntyre's death. I didn't find a lot, but I know the name of the lead detective and the basics of the incident." She pulled her laptop out of her bag. "I'm sure you know more than what I read."

      "Maybe not much more."

      "We don't have a lot of time," Cassidy said.

      "I was thinking about that," Morgan said. "We should try to extend our stay, although we might have to move out of this lovely suite."

      "I can't stay past Wednesday," Cassidy put in, an apology in her gaze. "Friday night is the opening of Finn's restaurant, and I don't want to miss it."

      "Of course you can't miss it," I agreed. "We should know by Wednesday if there is anything to investigate or if we've confirmed that it was just an accident. Either way, you should go back to New York."

      "I'm free," Morgan said. "Let's worry about our departure date later. Let's begin with putting Paige in the middle of the circle and each spoke goes out to a different group: her theater friends, her college friends who weren't in the theater, her boyfriend, her family…who else?"

      "She had a roommate, Sloane Winters. She was an artist. She was only tied to the theater because her art class worked on set design."

      Morgan typed as I talked. "Okay, let's expand the theater world, since that's where you and Paige intersect."

      "There were probably eighteen actors in the last production, and a dozen crew members. The head of the department, Professor Robert Hale, directed the fall, winter, and spring productions, which were the highlights of the year. His TA that spring was Jay Loomis. He acted as assistant director. I think he also did some script adaptation. There was also a music director, and we used some of the school orchestra in the productions as well."

      "That's a lot of people," Cassidy commented as Morgan typed. "Maybe we should start filtering the relationships by who liked Paige the most and who liked her the least."

      My stomach twisted. "Many people would put me at the top of the list of people who didn't like her. But I didn't kill her."

      "Of course you didn't," Cassidy said.

      "Agreed," Morgan murmured, giving me a supportive smile.

      "Before we get too deep into lists and fact-finding, I think we should announce we're going to focus on Paige's case for our next at-the-crime-scene investigation. Once we go public, that might generate some leads as well."

      "I was thinking the same thing," Cassidy said. "The whole point of our podcast is to not only get people listening but also talking. Let's do it now. No reason to wait."

      Despite it being my suggestion, I suddenly felt panicked at the thought of committing to this case. But Cassidy was already on her feet, and Morgan was right behind her. I got up more slowly, following them over to the dining room table where we'd already set up our camera and recording equipment for our next podcast. We just hadn't known what it would be about until now.

      The three of us sat down on one side of the table with me in the middle, as we always did. Cassidy and Morgan ran the technical parts while I usually did most of the talking. As they were getting organized, I thought about what I wanted to say. This was going to be a short teaser video, so I didn't need that much content. I just needed to grab their attention and give them something to think about, something to want to come back to in order to find out what happened.

      "Ready," Morgan said. We always streamed live in order to capture who was online at the time and because it gave us better algorithm results on the platform. The video could then be replayed on several different sites, including our own.

      I gave a nod at her questioning glance. And then I looked into the camera and said, "Imagine this…a dark night in Evanston, Illinois, a deserted area along Lake Michigan, a female college student walking alone. She is two months away from graduation. She's about to star in a play. She seems to be living the dream. Her name is Paige MacIntyre." I paused. "And that night she didn't come home. She allegedly fell into the lake and drowned. Her death was ruled an accident a few short weeks later. But many people, including Paige's family, disagree with that conclusion. Since we're in Chicago, we've decided to take a look at her case."

      I took another moment, then added, "To be honest, Paige isn't just a name to me. I knew her. We were in school together. We were in the same theater group. We saw each other every day, and I have never forgotten her tragic death. Hopefully, I can help her family get the answers they deserve. If anyone has any information on her death, please drop us a note online. We'll be back tomorrow with more details on this case. Stay tuned…"

      As the camera and audio cut off, I let out a breath.

      "That was perfect," Morgan said with approval. "You're a great storyteller, Tessa."

      I could tell a story, but could I tell the whole truth? I wasn't completely sure, because I'd never really addressed the events of that night, and the truth might not be anything anyone wanted to accept, including me.
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      After we finished recording, we headed downstairs for a cocktail party and then on to dinner with one of our sponsors. It was amazing how many people had already seen our short video. Clearly, the case was already generating interest, which should make me happy, because I had always been the most ambitious member of the group, the one most focused on marketing, growing our audience, and increasing our sponsorships.

      But this case was different, and I couldn't seem to generate my normal confident banter. I was a little afraid of what I'd committed to do. I didn't want to fail. Not now, not when our success was beginning to grow, when there were huge possibilities in front of us. But I also thought proving Paige's death wasn't an accident could be complicated and messy. It would force me to talk to people who hadn't liked me back then and probably didn't like me now. I might have to confront facts I didn't want to see. But I couldn't think about all the ways this could go wrong. I had to focus on the investigation and the end goal of finding out what had happened to Paige that night.

      After dinner, Morgan, Cassidy, and I walked back to our hotel. On the way, I got a text from Alina saying she'd seen the video and wanted to meet tomorrow morning at eight. I replied with a yes, knowing that I needed to hear her side of the story, not only for research purposes but also to get a better idea of why she'd reached out to me in the first place.

      When we entered the hotel lobby, it was quiet, without the crush of people who had been milling around when we left. I didn't see Rachel at the concierge desk, and we didn't run into anyone we knew on the way up to our suite. It was almost ten when we stepped inside, and as Cassidy and Morgan headed to their respective rooms to change clothes and get more comfortable, I walked to the fridge to get a drink. But a large vase of flowers sitting on the counter gave me pause. The flowers hadn't been there when we'd left. Someone had been in the suite. I told myself to relax. It was probably housekeeping. They'd probably delivered the flowers that the convention director had sent as a thank-you.

      I forced myself to move closer. The floral bouquet was filled with pink and white carnations, which was also disturbing.

      "What's that?" Cassidy asked, coming out of her room in leggings and a long T-shirt.

      "Flowers," I muttered. "Carnations. They were Paige's favorite."

      Cassidy's expression grew wary. "Where did they come from?"

      "I don't know."

      "What's going on?" Morgan asked, joining us at the counter.

      "We got flowers," I said.

      "Carnations were Paige's favorite," Cassidy added.

      "Oh," Morgan said. "Do you think…?"

      "I think I should read the card," I said, telling myself to get a grip. Opening the envelope, I pulled out a white card with one sentence, and the words turned my stomach once more.

      "Who's it from?" Cassidy asked.

      "I don't know." I handed Cassidy the card, unable to read the words aloud.

      "If you want everyone to tell their secrets, you're going to have to start with your own," Cassidy said. She raised her gaze to mine. "Do you have secrets, Tessa?"

      "Apparently, someone thinks I do."

      "That's not an answer," Morgan said seriously. "You have our support, Tessa, but you have to be honest with us. What don't we know?"

      "You don't know that Paige called me a few hours before she died. I didn't pick up the call. I didn't speak to her. But when they found her phone, my number was one of the last ones she had called. The police asked me what it was about. I said I assumed it was about the play we were in. But we hadn't connected."

      "Was that really what you thought?" Cassidy challenged.

      "I honestly didn't know. Paige and I hadn't been talking outside of rehearsal the last few weeks. It burned me to see her in the starring role. But it wasn't only that." I paused. "My boyfriend, Liam, worked at McGee's, which was a popular off-campus bar. We all spent a lot of time there, and one night, I saw Paige in the bar talking to Liam. But it felt different than conversations they'd had in the past. They were standing very close, and I had this feeling that something was going on between them, that she was trying to steal him from me, the way she'd stolen my part."

      "Did you ask your boyfriend what was going on?" Morgan queried.

      "No. We weren't getting along that well, either. I was stressed about everything, and I didn't want to get in another fight, so I didn't say anything. I pretended I hadn't seen her flirting with him. But that's partly why I didn't want to pick up her call. I thought she was going to tell me something about her and Liam. I've felt guilty about that decision ever since."

      "You didn't know what was coming," Cassidy said. "No one knew."

      "Except maybe the person who killed her," Morgan put in.

      "If anyone did," I added. "It might have been an accident."

      "Do you believe that?" Morgan asked. "Or do you just want to believe it?"

      "I want to believe it. It would make me feel less guilty about not picking up her call. But the accident conclusion also came about because there was no sign of a struggle, an assault, or a robbery."

      "So, why does her sister think it was murder?" Cassidy asked. "Is it just desperation to find someone to blame?"

      "Maybe. But the circumstances of Paige's death were very mysterious. No one saw her that entire night. If she was drunk, where was she drinking? She wasn't seen at any bars. And why would she walk that path alone after midnight? It wasn't near her apartment. Nothing added up. But there was no evidence to take the investigation in a different direction. The other issue people had was how quickly the case was closed. I don't think it took more than two to three weeks, and everyone wondered about that."

      "So, who do you think sent these flowers? And is that unanswered phone the secret they're referring to?" Morgan asked.

      "I have no idea," I muttered.

      "The note suggests that the sender knew you when you were in college," Morgan added.

      I thought about Rachel working at the concierge desk. I thought about the twins who were also at the convention. Had they been in the keynote? Had they heard Alina's question? Had any of them seen the video and decided to poke at me? "I suppose it could be Rachel or one of the twins. I'm not sure why they'd do it, though. Rachel was a friend of mine, but she wasn't tied that closely to the theater, and I barely saw her because I was tied up in rehearsal. Ella was in the production, and Kerry was around because the two of them were always together. Maybe one of them thought they were being cute or provocative."

      "Or it could have been any number of people who heard our podcast earlier," Cassidy said.

      "That's true."

      "I'm going to call the front desk," Morgan said. "See who delivered these flowers."

      I nodded, then walked over to the couch and sat down.

      Cassidy took the seat next to me. "We don't have to do this, Tessa. You look stressed, and I know you're having second thoughts. I understand your reluctance better now that I know about the unanswered phone call. You didn't just know Paige, you were part of the last day of her life."

      "It's too late to back out."

      "Then we do a cursory investigation, come to the same conclusion as the police and go back to New York."

      "That wouldn't do much for our ratings."

      "Who cares? This is your life, Tessa. And if you don't want to do this, we don't do it. We can find a way to get out of it."

      "Part of me wants to do that, but another part thinks maybe this is the way I can get rid of my guilt. And if I can find out what happened to Paige, I can bring her family closure."

      "If you're sure."

      "You're being too nice to me," I told Cassidy. "You had to face your past when we went to Stonecross, and I was pretty callous about your concerns."

      She smiled. "That's true. You were very pushy about all that. But in the long run, it was worth it. Maybe this challenge will be worth it for you, too."

      Morgan sat down across from us. "I spoke to Justin at the bell desk. He took the floral delivery and handed it off to housekeeping, who said they would drop it off in the suite when they did turndowns. He didn't see who dropped the flowers off. He said it's not unusual for deliveries to end up on the desk. Sorry, Tessa. But whoever sent that message made a point of staying out of sight."

      "I should be happy it was just flowers and nothing more dangerous."

      "We should put a Do-Not-Disturb sign on our suite until the end of our stay. We don't need anyone else coming in here." Morgan gave me a questioning look. "Are we still doing this?"

      "We're still doing it. I'm going to meet with Alina at eight tomorrow morning. Who wants to come with me?"

      "I can't," Cassidy said. "I promised to do a guest spot on the Get Out Alive podcast tomorrow morning at eight. They're broadcasting from the convention center."

      "You should definitely do that. We share the same audience, and we might get some crossover."

      "I'll come with you, Tessa," Morgan said. "I don't think you should meet with Alina alone."

      "Great. I would prefer to have you there."

      "I would like to know more about Alina and the rest of Paige's family before we go."

      "Can we talk in the morning? I'm exhausted. I just want to go to bed."

      "No problem. I'll do some research on my own, and you can fill in the blanks tomorrow."

      I nodded, then got to my feet and headed into my room. With the door closed behind me and the curtains open, I was drawn
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