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For Ann Marie DePaulis, the one who puts the “B,” the “F,” and the “F” in BFF. Here’s to 44 more years.




PROLOGUE


Thursday Night


Kristin Bailey should’ve been a nervous wreck the night before the awards ceremony. Instead, she calmly sipped a glass of Merlot and chatted up the other nominees for the Thriller of the Year award. She clinked glasses with Kevin Candela, Marco Crimmins, and Larry Kuo, not a care in the world. The only one missing was Vicky Overton, whose flight was delayed from Florida.


“Are you nervous about tomorrow?” Kevin asked. 


Kristin adjusted her signature headband and gave a slow shake of her head. “For the ceremony? Nope. But I’m Panel Master at seven-thirty tomorrow morning for Trauma, Drama, or Revenge.” She groans at the time. “So early.” 


Kevin smiled. “I know. I’m attending that one. I’m speaking at three tomorrow for Big Screen or Small Screen.” 


“I’m planning on going to all the panels I can muster. It’s great that so many authors are attending this year. I can’t wait to meet everyone in person.”


Kristin had made the move to New York City from Iowa years before, and now her new hometown would be hosting every New York Times and USA Today bestseller for the next few days at Murderpalooza, the premiere thriller conference. 


Larry, eyes glued to his phone, spoke next. “People on Twitter are saying they think Kevin is a shoo-in to win the M-TOTY.” This is what everyone in the industry called the award. 


“I think so too. I loved your book, Kevin,” Kristin said. “Yours too,” she added, looking at both Larry and Marco. “And Vicky’s. It’s just an honor to be nominated.” 


It was the requisite phrase that authors used whenever they were up for an award. Kristin won the Agatha two years prior. It was an honor to be nominated. She never felt more at home than when she was among her peers. 


“Let’s get a picture of us for Twitter. All the nominees,” Larry said. 


“We should wait for Vicky,” Kristin said. 


“Right. Well, whatever, she’s late. We can get another one tomorrow.” 


Kristin didn’t feel right about that, for so many reasons. They shared the same agent, and she liked Vicky, despite recent actions that said otherwise. But that was a secret, for now.  


The four of them huddled together for a selfie. Larry uploaded the picture, tagged all of them, and put it out onto Book Twitter, where everyone attending the conference would stalk the Murderpalooza hashtag for the next two days. 


Kristin scanned the bar and caught eyes with Mike Brooks. He was one of her best friends in the business, but few people knew that. Tonight, they had to avoid each other. They didn’t want people talking. He gave her a quick nod and snapped his head back to his company: Davis Walton. Kristin knew Davis from a writing group in the Midwest. They also shared an agent. Now, she only spoke to him when she had to. Davis was a completely different person since he got a publishing contract, one that she despised. She knew the real him. 


A half hour later, Kristin got the text she was waiting for and knew she had to go back to her room and wait. Just as she was about to call it a night, Vicky Overton walked in with her boyfriend, a developmental editor named Jim Russell. They both looked beat—glassy eyed with slumped shoulders. Kristin assumed it was from the long day of delays and travel, but it could’ve been something else. She knew Jim well enough to know his expressions. 


Vicky already had a tote full of books, and she seemed to be seeking out authors to have them signed because yes, authors fangirled over each other. Jim’s eyes met Kristin’s, then he immediately put his head down, trained to the floor. She was sure Jim didn’t want Vicky to see them chummy. They said hello to a few people, and Vicky waved at Kristin and smiled, which made her stomach turn. 


The guilt. 


As Vicky and Jim left the bar, she stopped to talk to someone familiar. Vicky even pointed the girl toward Kristin, and when they locked eyes, Kristin lost her breath. 


Oh no. Forget panels, awards, and presentations. Her stalker was there. That made her nervous.
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VICKY OVERTON


Friday, 11:30 A.M.


It’s a Friday afternoon when I decide I hate my agent. Having flown to New York City from Florida to attend this conference, I assumed she’d be waiting with open arms. But no. Penelope Jacques is late, as usual. This is the second time I’ve met her in person and the second she’s been late. Should’ve been a red flag, but I was a newbie writer and saw her as my savior. After years of rejection, I took the first offer I got. Not that she’s a bad agent in general, she just is for me.


Meanwhile, I’ve already downed a nice cold glass of wine, waiting at the restaurant on Park Avenue for our working lunch. Working, meaning I’m determined to ask her why she isn’t. My debut novel was a moderate success. It’s up for the highly coveted Murderpalooza Thriller of the Year award, though I’m sure it won’t win (“but it’s such an honor to be nominated!”). It’s why Penelope said I should attend the conference in person. The flight is a write-off, and the conference comps two hotel nights for nominees. Mini vacation for me and the boyfriend—he insisted on coming. He’s in the industry too, but he doesn’t have to be at this conference.


So far, Penelope hasn’t done squat with my second manuscript, and she takes forever to respond to my emails. It’s frustrating because I’ve been such a great client—I stick to deadlines she gives me, and I don’t complain. I finished my third manuscript, and she hasn’t had time to read it yet. She didn’t even answer my pitch for my fourth book. I started writing it anyway because that’s what writers do. We can’t sit on our hands; we prefer them tapping at a keyboard. I hope she likes it and has time to read it once it’s complete.


I check my watch. Fifteen minutes late. Almost twenty. My boyfriend Jim wants to do touristy things this afternoon, and now we’re going to have a time crunch. All I know is that I have to be back at the hotel bar by five o’clock. That’s where all the authors gather for some liquid relief after days filled with meetings and panels, before editor and agent dinners. Jim said he would spend the time beta reading my third manuscript, even though I already told him about every plot twist that happens in it. I can never be trusted to keep my mouth shut when it comes to plots and secrets. I get too excited.


Finally, Penelope blows in. She’s around forty by my estimation, taller than average, and wearing black pants and a light pink silky tank top, which already has sweat marks poking through. She’s holding her long dark hair off her neck. It’s almost eighty-five degrees out, but once you’ve spent thirty Junes in Florida, it’s hard to notice the heat. As she approaches the table, I see a pound of makeup sliding down her freckled face, forming different colored lines down her cheeks.


“My Vicky!” she exclaims with flourish, arms spread out after she drops her hair. When I stand, she air-kisses me on each cheek (she’s French, after all) and then hangs her obscenely huge designer leather bag on the back of her chair. “So sorry I’m late. My call with Davis Walton’s film agent ran over.”


She grabs a paper cocktail napkin and blots her face as I seethe about being last year’s news. My debut novel got lots of attention on Instagram, but I didn’t get a TV or film deal. This year, it’s all about Davis Walton, from his spread in the New York Times to his starred reviews in the trades and his inking of a blockbuster movie deal. All three months before his book even comes out. Penelope has been laser-focused on everything Davis, and it’s likely why I’ve been getting zero attention. She has her favorites.


“Your hair is different,” she says.


It’s no longer mousy brown—one of those color-depositing conditioners has made it a bit darker with a purple hue, almost violet. I love it. The creative part of me likes to stretch boundaries. Brunette, blonde, and redhead seem so boring now.


“How’s Davis doing?” I ask because I have nothing against him. We follow each other on social media platforms and banter on occasion. Authors are great like that, always cross-promoting each other. I look forward to meeting him in person tonight; we got in too late last night to socialize. Our flight was delayed for hours because of lightning storms in Tampa, and later, Jim acted weird and claimed to be tired from the travel. We passed through the bar where everyone gathered, said hello to a few people, and I got some books signed, but that was the extent of it. A half hour, tops. Davis was there with Mike Brooks and a few other authors, but they were surrounded by adoring fans so I didn’t interrupt. 


Anyway, it’s not Davis’s fault Penelope isn’t doing her job. I’m happy for him.


“Oh, Davis is busy, always promoting something,” Penelope says. “Bee has put the entire marketing team behind him.”


Bee Henry. Everyone calls her Bee, because no joke, the woman’s name is Banana Henry. She’s the editor in chief of the Biggest of the Big publishers. She was so enamored with Davis’s novel in acquisitions that she overspent on his advance at auction. Really, what debut gets a two-book, seven-figure deal? I’m aiming for five figures on my next contract. Now Bee has to make that money back, so it’s all systems go for Davis.


“Speaking of Bee—have you thought about sending her my second novel?” I ask, hopeful. 


Penelope placed my debut at a boutique publishing house, and they only wanted one book—I was considered risky as a debut. They call it “boutique” instead of saying they have no marketing and publicity department, and I’m pretty much on my own. Jim lent me some money, even though we were only dating a few months at that point, and I took some of my savings and hired a publicist to get the word out there. She was good at her job, and now I’m up for the holy grail award, even though my sales haven’t gone through the roof. I’m hoping the continuing award buzz around my book will make me an attractive option to someone like Bee Henry and her plus-sized marketing department.


Having only met her once before, I can’t read Penelope’s face, but she’s tapping her fingers on the table and then waves over a busboy and asks for water. Her bronzer has oxidized on one side of her face from the heat, and the blotting makes her look like she has a rash.


“I already sent your second manuscript to Bee’s team, and they passed on it,” she says.


That’s news to me. How could Penelope not tell me that the biggest publisher out there isn’t interested? What is her actual plan for me? I hate that I think that: actual plan. I’m a writer—it’s a crutch word and should be deleted, but really, what is her actual plan? Also, what did I expect from someone named Banana? My empty wine glass mocks me, and suddenly, I’m parched.


“Actually,” she continues. Actually. “I’ve sent it out to a bunch of places, and no one wants it. Why don’t we shelve it? Just write a new manuscript.”


My heart sinks, and I want to tell her that this relationship might not be working, but I freeze. She obviously forgot that I recently completed one, and she forgot about my pitch for Book Four. That’s how little I mean to her. What do I do with the twenty thousand words I’ve already written? I will not cry in front of her, even though I want to.


Instead, I say, “I really wish you would’ve communicated this to me earlier.” I really wish. Another crutch word. Delete. “I could’ve done a rewrite before we wore out the available options. Has there been any editorial feedback I can work with?” 


Her eyes narrow. “I think we should go in a different direction.”


We, because we’re partners again, after she’s been ignoring me for months. Thank God her cell phone rings and stops the absolute rage I’m about to expel out of my wine hole.


She winks and says, “I have to take this, you understand?”


It’s probably Davis. Golden boy.


As she answers her phone, I tap my brain for my backlist of ideas in case Penelope the Dream Crusher decides to squash my Book Four idea. Do I write about the best friend with a secret? The wedding that never happened? The husband who murdered his coworker? By the look on Penelope’s face, you’d think she was informed that her husband just murdered a coworker.


“I’ll be right there,” she says quietly and hangs up. Her tear-filled eyes turn in my direction. Her mouth opens to talk, but nothing comes out. She blinks several times in disbelief and finally says, “Kristin Bailey was found dead in her hotel room by housekeeping. Stabbed.”


“What?” It’s the only reaction I can muster.


Kristin Bailey is the female counterpart to Davis Walton, and I say that even though Davis got more money, more accolades, and more attention than someone who was far more talented than he was. Kristin’s novel is also up for the M-TOTY, and I got an advance reader’s copy of Davis’s book due out in the fall. There’s no comparison in the writing—Kristin is better—but Davis is a man. Here’s your cookie with a bag of money, MISTER awesome.


Still. Murdered? It’s hard to wrap my head around it. Who would want to kill her? I mean, besides me. Bad joke. Friendly competition and all that. Crap. Us thriller writers call that motive, don’t we?


Penelope holds the cloth napkin to her face and sobs; Kristin was her client too. I don’t know what to say. I inch my full glass of water toward Penelope, and she grabs it and takes a gulp, then dips the corner of the napkin in and dabs it under her eyes. The heavy cloth against the tears and the makeup makes it look worse, but I don’t tell her that.


“The hotel is trying to keep it quiet right now. They don’t want chaos at the conference. I have to go. We can pick this up another time, right?” Penelope says. “Let me call Davis really quick.”


Another time? She’s actually dialing Davis’s number right in front of me. Actually again—delete. I flew here for this meeting and for the show tonight. The rest of the afternoon is going to be nothing but madness now. Kristin was murdered in her room. Am I going to be able to enter the hotel? It’s a crime scene.


My text message beeps as Penelope gathers her bag. My cell is face down on the table, and I turn it over, expecting Jim, but it’s from an unknown number.


Did you know Kristin was sleeping with your boyfriend Jim? Check his texts. Maybe you’re next.
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DAVIS WALTON


Friday, 11:30 A.M.


What the hell is that noise? A vacuum?


I turn over, and the clock reads eleven-thirty. A.M. or P.M.? The blackout shades are drawn. Wait. It’s the morning. I see a shimmer of light.


Fuck, I slept until almost noon. Again. Missed the morning panels. Housekeeping must be vacuuming the hallway. I better have put up that Do Not Disturb on the door because I’m stark naked. Of course I did. Not my first rodeo.


Beside me, the bed is empty but was slept in. I brought that girl up here last night, right? What a mistake that was, but she—Janie?—threw herself at me. It was at the bar, after the introductory panels. After dinner with my literary agent Penelope, my film agent Susan, my publisher Gary, my publicist Billy. Everyone came out to celebrate me over hundred-dollar steaks. Why not? I’m worth it. I’m Davis Walton.


Once I got back to the hotel, to get a good night’s sleep, I stopped for a nightcap. What’s going to make me pass out better than more alcohol? I wanted to catch up with some other writers too, ones I hadn’t yet met in person. Mike Brooks was holding court at the bar, I remember that. We got along great, like I knew we would. I tried not to brag, while he lamented about his failures. The guy was supposed to be the next Lee Child. He was—a decade ago, anyway. Four massive New York Times bestsellers, back after the turn of the century. His fifth was panned. Books six through eight chased his early fandom, never living up to the hype of his name. Supposedly, he’s got something new with a co-author, all a big secret right now. Something that’s supposed to take the industry by storm.


He should brace himself for more failure. Maybe he hasn’t read the industry press releases, but I am the storm.


Our beers turned into tequila shots, then scotch. You know, gotta look the part. By the time my sport coat came off and my sleeves were rolled up, everyone at the conference wanted a piece of me. Other agents slipped me their cards, just in case. At only thirty-three, I’m the toast of the whole Murderpalooza. 


By the time the girl whose name might be Janie showed up with her friend, I only had one eye open. I remember she was short, barely came up to my shoulder even as I sat on the bar stool. Her hair was long and dark, and she was plain—no distinguishable features that I can recall, though she looked a little familiar. Small industry. My hangover haze is preventing me from remembering mundane details. Mike Brooks had long since scurried home to the ball and chain on the Upper East Side where he lives, and Janie made a move (the fingers, all five, through my mop of dark curls), so I responded. The pit bull friend with the wedding ring, Connie, kept pushing her on me and me on her.


I’m savvy enough to know what Janie wanted. A story to tell her friends. How she fucked the big shot from LA. I get enough tail, but I guess she convinced me. I guess shit happened, even though I don’t remember, because I see a condom wrapper and a stray lipstick on the floor.


Truth is, I don’t remember leaving the bar. I could’ve had both of them last night.


My phone is in my pants pocket on the floor next to the wrapper, so I rise from the bed and retrieve it. After typing in my passcode, it’s a barrage of green banners. I’ll never get used to a hundred texts and missed calls every morning. The move from Illinois to LA last year was a good one, and perfectly timed since Penelope Jacques came knocking on my email less than a month later, wanting to represent my book and promising great things. Her agency is the top book-to-film agency in the country, and they hold the rights. So far, she’s been keeping her end of the bargain. I’m in Book of the Month for September, she got it in Reese’s hands, even though she doesn’t feature men, and there are full-page ads in every trade and entertainment magazine in the country. That’s in addition to being the number one most anticipated release on every website. The book sold to three foreign territories for translation so far. I’m making Penelope rich.


While I listen to voicemails (industry shit, people wanting to see me, have some face time), I open the blackout shades, and my pupils shrink like my dick in the pool. Ouch. I blink a bunch of times and look for my sunglasses, which I find on the desk. I put them on and look out the window, down forty-eight floors to the street. My publisher got me the penthouse suite. God, I’m sunglasses-inside cool.


Still, I have an outside, so I might as well use it. I grab the hotel’s pen and notepad and open the sliding door to my private balcony. It’s really more of a terrace, red and gray brick with planters holding multicolored flowers. Two chaise lounges are at the far end near a mini fridge. There’s a wrought iron table with an umbrella and four chairs, and I scrape one back as I delete, delete, delete the voicemail messages one by one. It’s amazing how this high up, I can still hear the incessant horns from the traffic below. Does no one know how to drive in this city? I’ll take the LA gridlock and smog over this noise any day.


The phone rings again as I’m listening to my messages, and it’s Penelope. I smile before I answer so she can hear it in my voice. We writers have a commonly used phrase that only translates on paper: he smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. No one thinks that or says it out loud. Ever. I make sure my smile reaches my eyes. I’m Mr. Nice Guy, humble according to GQ and everyone I interact with.


“Hey, Penny, what’s up?”


It’s a nickname I gave Penelope the first time we talked, and she was so enamored with me that she lets me—only me—call her that.


There’s a sniffle. “Davis?”


She says it like a question. “Yes, it’s me. Is everything okay?”


“No. It’s Kristin Bailey. She—she was found in her room. Stabbed.”


“What?” I move to the chaise lounge and open the mini fridge. Empty. Fuck. I need a drink to get through this. “Holy shit! Is she okay?”


“She’s dead, Davis.”


A million things go through my mind.


I’m off the hook.


“Oh my God. Where are you?”


“I sat down for an early lunch with Vicky Overton, but I’m leaving. I’m going to the hotel. Can you meet me near the bar in a half hour? Don’t say anything to anyone yet.”


“Absolutely. Do you need me to do anything?”


“No. Just don’t talk to any press if they’re there. Wait for me.”


She hangs up. Don’t talk to press? That’s like telling a politician not to tweet. I’m a natural in front of the camera.


In the bathroom, I attempt to turn the lights on again. When I checked in yesterday, I had no idea what I was doing. Why were lights on an iPad attached to the wall? It’s not like I’m unfamiliar with an iPhone, but I don’t understand the icons in the dark, and when did switches go out of style? When everything is turned on, I jump in the shower to wash off the alcohol and Janie, and all I can think about are the promises Kristin Bailey and I made to each other. Does this mean I don’t have to deliver anymore? Admittedly, her out of the way isn’t the worst thing for me, unless she told someone what she knew.


With a towel wrapped around my wet lower half, I wipe the steam from the mirror, grab my phone again, and start to clear my text messages. The ones that come from strange numbers always start with “Hi, this is so-and-so, we met at so-and-so.” When I see a text from an unknown number that doesn’t start that way, I’m curious.


All it says is, I know about your deal with Kristin. Maybe you’re next.
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MIKE BROOKS


Friday, 12:00 P.M.


“What time are you coming back?” my wife Nicole asks me.


I pull on my sports jacket despite the heat I know is outside because Nicole shut the windows. She’s lived in New York City her whole life—born and raised—and she enjoys fresh air and car horns. When Nicole closes all the windows, she’s trying to trap the cool air inside, which means the heat outside is unbearable. We have AC units in every room in our Upper East Side prewar classic six. Nicole has been begging to move to a splashy new building with central air, but I like old things. I think this with a cringe as I see the sides of my dark hair turning rapidly grayer than they used to be. My pants are a little tighter every day. Pushing fifty is no joke.


“It’s just lunch with Vita,” I say.


“Mmm,” she says. Then adds, “I’m surprised she hasn’t dropped you yet.” She says it under her breath but loud enough for me to hear. I don’t blame her for nitpicking on me for the better part of five years.


Sure, she married me at the height of my fame a decade ago. I was thirty-seven and on my fourth New York Times bestseller, one of which became a movie.


Four more books and ten years later, and I haven’t had a hit since then. That being said, my latest project will be my way back in. I’m trying a very avant-garde approach, with a co-author that I’m being hush-hush about. I have over fifty thousand fans making all sorts of guesses from my newsletter, but so far, no one knows who it is. Not even my wife. My agent, Vita Gallo, emailed pitches to editors trying to garner interest right after I turned it in to her.


“Vita still believes in me. She’s got meetings scheduled with a number of editors over the next few days to try to sell my new book in person. This conference is a good thing.”


Nicole fluffs up her bleached hair while facing the mirror, then puffs up her surgically enhanced fortieth birthday present under her dress—she had the twins at thirty-five and wanted a “lift” at forty, but somehow that turned into D-cups. Satisfied, she sits at the edge of the bed and buckles a heel, getting ready to meet a friend for lunch.


“Are you going to let Vita know who your secret co-author is?” she asks as she stands, turns her back to me, and lifts her hair off her neck.


“No.” I zip up her red structured blouse. “I told you, that’s done by design. The intrigue and the guessing are getting buzz. The other author doesn’t want anyone to know.”


“Doesn’t want anyone to know or doesn’t want to hitch themselves to the titanic?” She raises a perfectly groomed eyebrow.


Yes, I know, I’m sinking to the bottom of the ocean faster than that billion-carat blue diamond necklace.


“I’m sorry,” she says quickly, putting her hand to her head. “Everything has been such a roller coaster lately, and I’ve been feeling a little neglected. You’ve been working on this for almost a year. Plus, I haven’t been feeling well. I don’t mean to take it out on you.”


When I first met Nicole, I was thirty-three. She was a plus-one at my third book release party and writing for The Atlantic after giving up on her novel. She worked her way to me, and I noticed her immediately. It was her perfect nose. It’s got to be what plastic surgeons have on display as the ultimate “after.” And it’s natural. I thought about how good we’d look in photos.


Of course, that’s something narcissistic authors think. Everything is about us, and the reality, I’ve learned, is that no one cares about us more than we do. Reader reviews online? Everyone else glosses over them while we obsess. Trade reviews? We look for our own—I can’t remember the last time I read a trade magazine to see what they were saying about other writers.


The last five years, I’ve been struggling with my slow-burn detective-crime-drama audience when most bestsellers seem to be splashy commercial beach read thrillers with a million twists. My longtime publisher, after eight books, finally dropped me last year. Vita had told me I should just say who my secret co-author is so she can tell potential editors and the rest of the literary world.


No way. I signed a confidentiality agreement. Even Nicole doesn’t know who I’ve been spending my nights with for the better part of a year.


“I know, honey, and I’m sorry this book has taken up so much of my time. But good things are coming. Vita believes in me,” I say again.


Nicole stands in front of the mirror and applies gloss to her lips, presses them together, and smiles, rubbing her teeth with her index finger like a junkie testing the quality of cocaine. She’s not listening to me. I can’t really blame her. I’ve been so damn boring lately, and I turned into an old man this past year, almost forty-eight, while Nicole just turned forty-one. For me, it’s dinner at six and bed at eight. When I’m home, that is.


“Oh, before I leave, how’d last night go?” she asks, finally interested. I had texted her that I was with Davis Walton, the go-to boy. The one everyone wants to be.


The old me.


“Good,” I say. “Davis was still there when I left. He was fine, surrounded by women.”


Davis is a damn lothario if the gossip websites and whisper networks are to be believed.


No one has hit on me for half a decade. That comes with being a has-been.


There was that one time . . .


“I bet they were all over him. Must be nice to be that young.” She smirks.


Burn.


“I’ve got to go and meet Donna,” Nicole says. “The kids get dropped off from camp at five-thirty, and Janina will be here to greet them if I run late. I assume you’ll be late again tonight?”


What would we do without our part-time nanny, Janina? I nod. “Lunch with Vita, then I’m going to check out the panels and meet up with some of the others at the bar and grab a quick bite before the ceremony. I’ve been chatting with Suzanne Shih and Dustin Feeney. They’re both clients of Vita’s, so we made plans.”


Her eyes squint. “I’ve heard of Dustin. Who’s Suzanne Shih?”


I don’t meet her gaze. “New. Young. Vita signed her about five months ago, and I only met her once. I think they’re done with edits, and Vita is about to shop her book. I read the unedited manuscript. It’s good.”


It is good. It’s going to sell this week at the conference. Everyone likes the splishy-splashy friend-with-a-past-secret-wrecking-everyone’s-life novel. Hopefully, there’s an editor out there who likes old white male smokers in trench coats and fedoras trying to solve mafia crimes.


Nah. That’s my old stuff. My new project is the shiny new thing everyone is looking for.


My phone rings. Vita.


I hold up an index finger to Nicole like I’m an important person who needs a moment of quiet for a super important call. “Hey, Vita, I’m walking out the door,” I say.


Her Italian accent booms through my cell. “No, no. Don’t come!”


Holy shit. She’s dropping me. My career is over. My face must show my panic because Nicole silently mouths What? I’m sure she saw the color drop from my forehead to my neck. I certainly felt it fall.


“There’s been a murder,” Vita continues. “Kristin Bailey. E morta. She’s dead. They found her in the room. Stabbed.”


A high-pitched piercing sound runs through my head, like microphone feedback, and I feel my brain split in two. Kristin Bailey is dead. She was my friend. “I’ve got to go. I’ll meet you at the hotel anyway. Holy shit.”


“Don’t tell anyone. The hotel is trying to keep it quiet, but it already made Twitter.”


Twitter. The bane of every author’s existence. “I’ll see you soon.”


I disconnect and slide the phone into my jacket. Disbelief washes over me, and I picture her face. Smiling. Concentrating. Working. Two computers open, a stack of notebooks with handwritten notes, printed pages so she could sort her plot. She had a frantic calm about her, which radiated to those she knew. She was Black on her mother’s side, Brazilian on her father’s, and a real beauty. She always wore her relaxed curls pushed back in a headband and little white collared shirts tucked into trousers. Loafers. A preppy. I don’t know one person who didn’t like her.


But someone killed her. Kristin Bailey is dead.


I keep repeating it in my head. Kristin Bailey is dead. It can’t be true.


I loved her, but not in a romantic way. She was a great person and a terrific writer. She was my friend, and now she’s gone. I swear I think all of that first. Then the selfish part creeps in: am I going to be able to sell this book, as mine only, now that my secret co-author was just murdered?


My text beeps as I head to the door, and I retrieve my phone from my left breast pocket. It’s from an unknown number, and I know I go pale again.


I know you wrote the book together. How convenient for you. Maybe you’re next.
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SUZANNE SHIH


Friday, 12:00 P.M.


Wipe the smile off my face. Just try.


Shuffling to the door with the other writers, I can’t believe I’m here. I can’t believe I had breakfast with my agent Vita this morning. Thank God we went off site because I heard the eggs at the buffet are cold and rubbery and usually gone by eight A.M. anyway. I can’t believe I’m at Murderpalooza and my agent is going to talk to real live New York City editors about my book! I’m going to be famous. I am. It’s all I’ve ever wanted.


My friends in suburban New Jersey couldn’t believe it last night when I sent them pictures of who I was hanging out with at the bar. Okay, I wasn’t really hanging out with them, but they were there. Oh-Em-Gee, Davis Walton! Mike Brooks! My favorite, Kristin Bailey, was also there, but I couldn’t introduce myself to her. Vicky Overton passed through with some guy I assumed was her boyfriend. I almost fainted when she spoke to me and even said she’d meet me for drinks today when everyone is back here later tonight. Better believe that’s going to be plastered on my social media. Most of my friends are still in grad school or working entry-level jobs, but I’m going to be an actual published author soon, hobnobbing with the entire mystery/suspense/thriller section of Barnes & Noble. All before I turn twenty-four next month!


I’m just leaving the Showing vs. Telling panel that the conference is hosting. That was another one where I bounced around on my seat, trying to contain my excitement about the authors that were speaking and the people who were sitting around me. In the flesh. When I say I’ve idolized these writers, it’s an understatement.


My shoulder hurts from the tote bag of books I’ve been lugging around since this morning. Did I put twelve hardback new releases on my parents’ credit card? Yes, I did. One day, someone will be just as excited to be carrying mine around. When I’m famous.


“Great streaks,” a young woman says to me as we amble out of the conference room, then smiles and sticks out her hand. “Hi, I’m Tara Kretz. First time here?”


“Hi, thank you! Yes, first time. Suzanne Shih.”


“Nice to meet you.”


I shake her hand, then absentmindedly touch the pink streaks I recently got in my long, sleek, black hair. My mother wanted to kill me when I got home from the salon. My parents are too “traditional.” But I’m an artist. Writing is art. I get a lot of inspiration from my sorta-boyfriend Constantine too. We’ve only been together a few months. He dropped out of school and he’s in a band—my parents will drop dead on the spot when they meet him, with his bleached hair and piercings and tattoo sleeves.


Plus, half the people here have rainbows in their hair. My people. I did decide to dress more conservatively than my usual punk rock style. Though I’d normally be in torn jeans, leather, and lace, I had on a short sleeved black dress—with pockets. The female holy grail.


“How did you like the panel? Exciting stuff, right? Do you have rep?” Tara asks.


Rep. So cool. So, so cool. “Yes, I recently signed with Vita Gallo. She’s putting my manuscript on sub soon. She’s got a lot of meetings set up today. It’s nerve-wracking.”


Tara nods. Her strawberry blonde, non-rainbow-altered waves are the perfect accent to her peaches and cream complexion. She’s probably only a few years older than me. Definitely under thirty. She’s wearing a black skirt, a tank, and a blazer, which I wish I had with me because it’s freezing in this place. I peg her as quiet and sweet. “Nice. I’m with Jeff O’Malley. We just sold to Bee Henry’s team last week. Angela Rivera is going to be editing.”


I’ve seen Angela’s name in the acknowledgements of at least half a dozen books I’ve read. “You’ll be in great hands.” God, I think I would just about die if Bee Henry bought my book.


Tara glances at her watch. “Hungry? I hear they have good tapas plates at the bar upstairs.”


Despite being a moody rocker, Constantine always describes me as “bubble gum happy” and said I’d be truer to my personality if I wore frilly pink stuff, whatever that means. Wouldn’t that be the way, me looking like a stick of Bazooka Joe. I’ll admit, my cheeks hurt from the smile that’s been on my face all morning already, and now, a friend to lunch with.


Wipe the smile off my face. Try.


“That sounds great!” I have to stop speaking like everything I say has an exclamation point at the end. But again, I can’t help it. Bubble gum happy. “Do you think I have time to run upstairs and drop this bag off in my room? I’ve been dragging it for over three hours.”


Tara reaches into her purse and yanks out two books. “From last week’s New York Times list. These aren’t getting any lighter either.” She laughs.


Only two books? She doesn’t have what it takes to be famous.


The mood changes as soon as we get to the makeshift lobby area. People stand around, their own tote bags packed to the brim with books. Some even have small wheelie bags full of them. Now, where obscure chitter-chatter used to be in the background, people are hushing. And shushing. And there’s an authoritative voice commanding everyone not to loiter but to go to the left, up the stairs, and to the main lobby. Which is fine, that’s where we were going anyway. As the people part, I see lots of men in police uniforms.


Uh oh. I push the feeling down that they’re looking for me and clutch my huge studded leather tote closer to my body.


“What’s going on?” Tara whispers, a line forming between her brows. Maybe she is over thirty?


I shrug. Please don’t let this be about me and what happened this morning.


The chatter slowly gets loud again, a mix of surprise and panic. Some people are holding their hands over their open mouths while staring at their phones; others have their palms over their hearts. Voices get louder. Someone screams Oh my God!


“What happened?” I ask a man beside me. Wait, that’s not just a man, that’s Kevin Candela. I’ve read two of his books, and he’s up for the M-TOTY award tonight. However, it seems like an inappropriate time to fangirl because something serious is definitely going on.


He turns to face me, sweat on his forehead. “I can’t believe this is true, but on Twitter, they’re saying Kristin Bailey is dead.” It doesn’t register at first because omigod Kevin Candela is speaking to me, and then . . . what?


“Dead?!” Tara shouts. “Holy fucking shitballs!”


So much for quiet and sweet.


At least I know what the commotion is about now. It’s not about me. But it will be. Crap.


Then the worst, the most oh-no-it-didn’t thing happens. The elevator doors open and surrounded by four uniformed men and someone wearing a jacket that says Coroner is a stretcher. The gasps are audible as someone points and shouts. There’s not a person attached to oxygen being wheeled out to an ambulance. It’s a fully zipped body bag being wheeled out to a waiting van.


Afraid I’m going to be sick, I cover my mouth. Not Kristin. Please, no.


I’m sure I look awkward the way I slither my arm into my tote. I brought three of Kristin Bailey’s softcovers from my own collection at home, and I wanted her to sign them. My idol is . . . dead . . . in a bag. This can’t be happening. She died thinking I’m crazy. I’m not. I never got to fix it, and now she’ll never sign my books.


The chatter turns into gasps, and some people are visibly crying. I didn’t know Kristin personally, no matter how much I wanted to or how many email interactions we’ve had. I assumed I’d meet her in a friendly tete-a-tete with some other authors tonight when she’d see how normal I really am, but that’s not going to happen now, is it?


Worse, I just know I’m going to get questioned for this. That’s not how I pictured myself becoming famous. My phone dings from my purse, sobering me. I try to open it inconspicuously as to not reveal my Kristin fan club inside. I look at my phone in my hand. It’s a text from an unknown number, and when I swipe it, my heart stops.


I know you were stalking Kristin. Does anyone else know? Maybe you’re next.
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VICKY OVERTON


Friday, 12:00 P.M.


While Penelope was still here, in front of me, downing water and crying, I texted back ??? from under the table to the unknown number telling me that not only is Jim cheating on me with a dead person, but also that I might be next. I didn’t want Penelope to see my shaking hands. I hope my reaction was appropriate, doing the stuff I make my characters do when they find out shocking news. The hand over the mouth, the wide eyes, the omigod. She’s a literary agent, not a psychologist. She’d never be able to tell I faked it, but mixed feelings is an understatement if the text I just got is true. Kristin and Jim? I can’t accuse him until I find out what’s going on.


My phone lights up, and the text I sent to that number has come back as undeliverable. Who the hell sent it?


Penelope was late, then took off before we got into the meat of what I need to discuss with her. But instead of lunch with me, she called Davis right in front of me and asked him to meet her at the bar. She even stuck me with the bill—even—delete—for my lone glass of wine. Well, okay, I’ll be honest, I just ordered another one and closed out the tab. As she would say, C’est la vie!


Once I pay the bill, I text Jim. I have to wrap my head around this, and I need to get a look at his phone. My texts let him know there was an emergency, that Penelope took off, and I’m free for the rest of the day. I won’t give him details until he’s in front of me, because his reaction will give me fodder for my books for years to come: I knew he was faking it because the guilt registered over his face; the short gulp of breath, the slow blinking . . . He writes back immediately and tells me to stay where I am and he’ll meet me for lunch instead since he has nothing else to do.


I bet. His mistress is dead.


He asks me where the place is, and I tell him the corner and cross street. The clientele around me looks like the power lunch crowd with button downs and slacks and “let’s put a pin in this” and “circle back” talk. I find myself eavesdropping on some conversations, wondering if anyone from the conference is here. Kristin’s name is never mentioned, so I assume they’re all bankers and lawyers and advertising execs. When I finally flag down the waiter, I apologize for closing the tab so quickly and ask him to restart another just as Jim walks in. He’s easily recognizable, especially in the city. It’s probably because of how he dresses. He screams I’m from Florida! with his Adidas flip-flops and stupid hat. I shrink in my chair a smidge.


Jim is always super tan—super—delete. His black hair below his cap ripples in waves, likely from the humidity, because this is what it’s like most of the time at home in Florida. Against his bronzed skin and shocking blue eyes, he’s a vision. Always has been.


Jim spots me and waves like he’s nine years old and just spotted Mickey next to Donald Duck and heads toward me. As he gets closer, I see the hat logo and notice it’s Tampa Bay Lightning. Is he trying to get us killed in New York Rangers country? My knuckles are white with rage, gripping to the wine glass, and I have to restrain myself from throwing it at him even though I want to cry at the thought of him cheating on me. Get the facts first. It could just be a bad prank.


“Hey, babe.” He pecks me on the cheek and sits down across from me, in the seat my agent occupied twenty minutes earlier. Before she left to go deal with the omigod not Kristin Bailey! situation. “What happened? Why did Penelope leave?”


Jim is simple, and that’s one of the things I love—loved—about him. I don’t even know how to feel, and I push the tears down. He’s swears he didn’t come to the conference to network, only to support me. He’s secretive about who he works with, anyway. All he’s ever told me is that five New York Times bestsellers are clients. Who? No idea. I have to keep my clients’ privacy. No one wants to admit they need help in this industry.


Now I know why he’s here. Secret lover time.


We met at a small writing conference in St. Petersburg about four years ago, and I hired him to edit my book before I searched for an agent. He worked absolute magic on it, but we didn’t get together until about a year and a half ago. I ran into him at a restaurant where his friend was bartending. We remembered each other, made a date to “hang out,” and the rest is history. He always says how happy he is.
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