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Murder, like life, is about choices. It’s never an accident. It’s right there in the definition—an intentional act. Because you have to want it, for it to happen. You have to be ambitious. And sometimes, stopping yourself from doing it takes more effort. But it’s not inevitable. It never is.

—ELEANOR DASH, WHEN IN ROME 
(THE VACATION MYSTERIES #1)

Every murderer is probably somebody’s old friend.

—AGATHA CHRISTIE, THE MYSTERIOUS AFFAIR AT STYLES




PROLOGUE

If a Body Drops in a Broom Closet,
 Does It Make a Sound?

My name is Eleanor Dash, and I’m the bestselling author of the Vacation Mysteries series.

That’s not immediately relevant to my current situation, but it feels like something you should know about me from the jump.

I write murder mysteries for a living. I think up ways to kill people and then I do it. On the page, that is. I haven’t actually killed anyone.

Not yet.

Oh, wait, that’s not true. Not technically.

But that was a story for another book. So.

Moving on.

Despite the fact that I wing most things, you should also know that I always figure out the who, what, when, where, and why of the murder(s) before I start writing. I enjoy doing this. It’s a fun puzzle to me. To figure people out—their motivations, hurts, and resentments. Why are they striking out? What was the last straw? How are they going to do it?

It’s fascinating.

I mean, have you ever thought about it? What might push you to the brink so you’d see the most terrible act as a solution to your problems?

You don’t have to answer that, but it’s not a rhetorical question.

Not entirely, anyway.

So, why am I telling you all of this before we even get to the first chapter?

There’s a method to my confession, I assure you.

Let me, as they say, set the scene.

I’m at Emma Wood’s wedding to Fred Winter, her co-star in a movie called When in Rome. Emma’s been my best friend since childhood, and this movie is based on a book I wrote ten years ago that’s been (finally, and oh my God, I can hardly believe it!) adapted into a film. They wrapped filming two days ago in Santa Monica, and then the entire cast and crew came to Catalina Island for the wedding.

Because Hollywood.

It’s been a balmy October day on this lush island one nautical hour off the coast of Los Angeles in the Channel Islands. But though you can’t tell from the lingering sunset bathing the Descanso Beach Club in a warm orange glow, there’s a hurricane heading our way, because of course there is.

You didn’t think we were going to be at a wedding on an island without a storm, did you?

Okay, good. Because this is that kind of book.

Everything that can go wrong will.

Don’t say I didn’t warn you.

Anyway, a lot of shit has happened since we got here yesterday, but the most important thing is that, just now, when I was trying to find the bathroom during the wedding reception, I ended up finding a dead body in the broom closet instead.

I know, right?

No one’s supposed to die at a wedding.

But the person lying next to a stack of boxed toilet paper with a cake-cutting knife sticking out of their back is dead.

I’ve had some drinks, but not so many that this fact escapes me.

The large pool of very red blood forming a halo around their body is one clue.

Their open-eyed gaze into the middle distance is another.

There’s no doubt about it: I’m staring at a freshly dead person in an eight-by-ten room. And the smell of their death—the iron tang of their blood, the fluids the body releases at that pivotal moment, the anger that drove the knife that deep into their back, right up to the hilt—is almost overwhelming.

I put a hand out to steady myself, then stop before it touches the wooden doorframe.

Fingerprints. I don’t want to leave any, my murder-writer brain tells me even in this moment of panic.

I take a couple of shallow breaths and try to clear my thoughts. I need to tell someone about this, someone in authority, so they can call the cops and start up all of the things that come with a body.

Police. Suspicion. Fear. Questions.

So, first of all, fuck.

And second of all, again?

And most of all, though it’s not strictly my job, I’m probably going to have to solve this thing.

I mean, I’m right here on the spot. I told you I like puzzles and planning murders. Untangling the knot isn’t the same as tying it, but they’re related activities. And, as the “again” above suggests, this isn’t my first non-literary homicide. Three months ago, I was involved in a whole thing in Italy when I was on a tenth-anniversary book tour for When in Rome. I almost died and three people actually did.

I figured out who the murderer was just in time.

To save my skin, that is. Too late for the other victims, unfortunately.

Bygones.

I have some expertise in this department, is all I’m saying.

Some of the other guests do, too.

Plus, on closer inspection, I know the victim, so . . . I’ve got to do it. I have to at least try to figure out the who, what, where, when, and why.

I get that you might have some questions, potentially about my choice to rhyme in a situation like this.

I do, too.

But I promise that everything important will be explained in due course.

And hey, we can solve this together, right? You’ll help me out?

Great.

Let’s begin.1



1 Hello again. Eleanor here. Welcome to the footnotes. Yep, this book has them. Why? Because they’re awesome. But they’re also optional. If you want to skip them, do. I promise not to drop too many clues in here.
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CALL SHEET FOR WHEN IN ROME—DAY 50

PERSONALIZED FOR ELEANOR DASH

YOUR CALL TIME: 7:30 A.M.

This is our last day of filming!

Base camp will be in the alley behind Shutters.

Reach Shawna directly for any additional questions.

OCTOBER 23

83 DEGREES

SUNRISE 7:05 A.M./SUNSET 6:09 P.M.

LOCATION: SHUTTERS ON THE BEACH

1 PICO BLVD., SANTA MONICA, CA 90405


	Producer	Director	Assistant to the Director

	Tyler Houston 
555-610-8220	Simone Banerjee 
555-789-0643	Shawna Kassel
 555-834-1212



SHOOT CALL—8:00 A.M.

SCHEDULE:

Scene 102—Cecilia and Connor EXT Shutters

Scene 103—Cecilia and Connor INT Shutters

 

 CAST:

1. Fred West (Connor Smith), scenes 102 & 103

2. Emma Wood (Cecilia Crane), scenes 102 & 103

3. John Parsons (Waiter #1), scene 103

4. Ken Simon (Connor Smith stand-in)

5. Naomi Smith (Allison Smith), scene 103

6. Eleanor Dash (Extra), scene 103

7. Harper Dash (Extra), scene 103




CHAPTER 1

Can You Forget That You’re Wearing a Mic?

“What should we toast to?” Emma says to Fred as she leans across an intimate table at Shutters on the Beach that’s nestled into the tall palm fronds that surround the greenhouse section of its restaurant, Coast.

It’s midday, brunch things on the crisp white tablecloth, a bottle of Dom Pérignon sweating in a silver bucket, the sun dappled through the cream sailcloth providing some shade above.

“To you,” Fred says, raising his fluted Champagne glass, the bubbles sliding up the inside of it, and clinking it against Emma’s as his periwinkle eyes twinkle with mischief. “To us.”

“To Rome,” Emma says. Her chestnut mane tumbles in beachy waves to her bare, thin shoulders. She looks young, innocent, and happy. “To the Giuseppes for bringing us together.”

“In death?”

“In life.”

Fred raises his glass and starts to take a drink—

“That’s not what happens in the book,” I say to my younger sister, Harper, under my breath. “And this dialogue is cringe.”

“And CUT!” Simone Banerjee pulls her headphones from her ears and glares at me across Video Village. She’s wearing a pair of dark blue coveralls with her name embroidered over her left breast where her heart should be. “Did someone explain to The Writer that there’s no talking while we’re rolling?”

Shawna Kassel, Simone’s early-twenty-something assistant, shuffles nervously from foot to foot. She’s wearing an expression I associate with new mothers trying to keep their toddlers from having a tantrum in public. “I did tell her, Simone. I’ll tell her again.”

“Excuse me,” I say, putting up my hand. “Are you talking about me?”

“Is The Writer talking again?”

“No, Simone. I’m taking care of it. Reset, everyone! We go in five.”

There’s a collective sigh from the cast and crew as Shawna beetles her way toward the table where Harper and I are sitting.

It’s the last day of filming on When in Rome, the movie, and when they asked us if we wanted to be extras, I jumped at the chance. Who wouldn’t want to be an extra in a movie based on a novel you wrote? The whole experience has been exciting and surreal, terrible dialogue notwithstanding, and the first day I walked on set and saw the world I’d created in my imagination made real, I cried.

I know, right? That’s not like me.

But anyway, I watched as many of the shoots as I could over the last forty-nine days, and now here Harper and I are, dressed as ladies-who-lunch in enough makeup that it feels like a Halloween mask.

“You’re in trou-ble,” Harper says. They’ve swept her dark hair back into a low chignon and given her features more definition. She looks older than thirty-three, and more severe than usual.

“I don’t ca-re,” I sing back, but that’s probably not true. No one likes being called out on a film set. Especially not one where Simone is in charge.

I shift my focus to her as she picks up her clipboard and writes something down. Probably a demerit point for me that I’ll hear about later.

She’s hated me since high school—LA is a very small town—and I knew there’d be problems between us when I learned she was going to direct When in Rome.

“Um, Eleanor?”

I look up into Shawna’s scared face. She’s got unruly strawberry blond hair and pale green eyes. I met her on day one of filming, and I swear she’s aged ten years in that time. Working for Simone will do that to you.

“What’s up, Shawna?”

“Sorry, but it’s about the talking. You can’t talk during a scene.”

“I muttered under my breath.”

“But you’re mic’d up? Remember, before you came on set, they put a microphone on you?”

“I remember.” The mic pack is resting against the small of my back, and the wire to it that’s hidden in my bra is itching under my costume in the worst way. But I’d agreed to speak a line in this scene and so it had to be done.

Besides, maybe I didn’t care if everyone heard what I thought of the dialogue in this scene. Because it’s dreadful.

People always tell me that my books would “make a great movie.” And I always answer, “Or a terrible one.” It was my stupid joke and now I’m paying for it.

Don’t put things into the universe that you don’t want coming back.

Anyway, filming’s almost over, and I don’t have script approval,2 so it’s too late to do anything about it. But for the record, the original dialogue was much better than the lines Emma and Fred were delivering at the beginning of this chapter.3

“Well,” Shawna says, “anything you say on mic goes into our headsets. So we can hear everything.”

“We could all hear it, headsets or no,” Emma says with a laugh. She’s holding an empty Champagne glass in her left hand. Normally, the Champagne in a scene is colored water, but knowing Emma, she’s figured out a way to sneak real Champagne on set.

It’s the sort of thing we would’ve planned together until recently. Now she goes to Fred first, which is as it should be, but I already miss the intimacy we had.

Emma is that Emma, by the way. Emma Wood, who commands $5 million a picture.

We grew up next to each other in Venice Beach, and Emma’s the reason I got a publishing deal. And, more relevant to this particular story, she’s playing me in the movie. I mean, not actually me, but Cecilia Crane, my alter ego.4

“I spoke the truth,” I say to Emma as I pull a face she’s more than familiar with. “Sue me.”

“I like to avoid litigation wherever possible,” Emma says sweetly as she rises and walks to my table with grace. “But I’m sure David will be very happy to hear your thoughts about the script.”

She means David Liu, the screenwriter of this shit show.

I mean the movie I’m very happy is being made.

“Surprisingly, he’s proven unreceptive to my notes.”5, 6

“You don’t say?” She smiles at me again as she reaches down and grabs my hand, pressing a folded piece of paper into it like we used to do in school, passing notes in the hallway with our special handshake.

She taps my palm three times in rapid succession, our code for keep this to yourself, and I slip the paper under my place setting. I give Emma a questioning look, but she’s already turned away and gone back to her seat.

“Anyway, the thing is,” Shawna says, doing that thing again where she hops from foot to foot, “we need to wrap in time for the party? And Simone would like to bring this in on time and on budget?”

That’s been Simone’s refrain since day one of filming: “We’re bringing this plane in on time and on budget.” And while it’s annoying to hear over and over, I don’t blame her for this.

She’s a female director. She only gets one shot.

So maybe I should cut her some slack? The sisterhood and all that.

Ha ha. No.

And okay, before you judge me, I was prepared to flip the page and start over, but Simone started calling me “The Writer” on day one and that was that.

“She won’t do it again,” Harper says to Shawna. “I promise.”

“I can speak for myself.”

“I know. That’s the problem.”

“Aren’t you supposed to be on my side?”

“You’d think a girl whose book is being made into a major Hollywood film would be happy.”

She’s right. Because Harper’s the one who always calls me on my shit.

And I was happy. I am.

When my film agent, Rich, called a few days after we’d returned from Italy to tell me the When in Rome film was finally happening, I’d been over the moon. After the book was optioned7 ten years ago, it had lingered in development8 for years, and I’d given up hope of it ever seeing the screen.

But all of the publicity surrounding my almost-murder in Italy had revived interest in the project. They already had a script and they wanted to rush it into production.

I’d whooped in delight and spun Harper around the kitchen, and then Emma had called, brimming with excitement. They’d offered her the part of Cecilia Crane! We were going to have so much fun!9

It seemed like a dream, especially when it was confirmed that Connor was going to be played by Fred Winter.

The Fred Winter! One-time Oscar-winner, big-time movie star.

Emma’s had a crush on Fred since high school, when he burst onto the scene in a schlocky surf movie that showed off his, well, assets. Ever since she disclosed that in an interview at the beginning of her career, people have been fan-casting them in movies.

And then there was the location. I’d been worried we were going back to Italy, which seemed like a bad idea with one of the people who tried to kill me still on the loose. But they’d decided to film in California. I could visit the set as often as I wanted, and Instagram about it to Harper’s content.

It all seemed too good to be true.10

“I’ll keep quiet,” I say to Harper, and I feel bad for embarrassing her. This was supposed to be an amusing day for us, being extras in one of the last scenes, which calls for Emma and me to share a moment of eye contact, like she is looking at her future self—and, of course, she is!11 “I didn’t mean to ruin the day.”

“One minute to slate!”

“It’s fine,” Harper says. “They always do several takes. Simone will get over it.”

“Right,” I say, but somehow I doubt it.12

I try to make eye contact with Simone to calm the waters, but she’s deep in her clipboard. Plus, trying to speak to her would involve everyone hearing what I had to say, which I’m sure neither of us would appreciate.

She’s probably heard this entire conversation, anyway. Of course she has. I never turned my mic off. Amateur mistake.

Oh, well. Maybe I’ll find time to talk to her at the wrap party. Though I don’t know what the wrap party’s going to change. But I can always hope for the best.

Hope for the best and expect the worst, my mother used to say. And then she got hit by a drunk driver and died way too young, so I guess she knew what she was talking about.

Sorry about that. That got dark for a minute.

We are at the beginning of a murder mystery, though.

You should know it’s going to get dark.

“Places!”

I snap away from my memories and glance over at Emma’s table. A makeup artist is touching her up while the continuity girl refills her glass to the level it was at the beginning of the scene.

Emma seems so serene and calm, and then Fred13 reaches across the table and touches her hand briefly. An intimate gesture that makes her beam.

They began dating right after they met in pre-production. They kept their relationship under wraps for the first month, but then it burst out of them after they filmed a particularly dramatic scene, and the cat, as they say, was out of the bag.14

And I’m happy for her. I am.

I mean—Fred Winter!

Everyone says they’re perfect for each other, and I think so, too. I’ve even been taking credit for their match because, hello, if I never wrote the book, they never would’ve met.

So that’s all of us.

Am I forgetting anything?

Oh! Emma’s note.

I slip it out from under the place setting and unfold it in my lap.

“Quiet on set!”

I glance down at the note. Instead of Emma’s handwriting, it’s written in letters cut out of some publication like a newspaper or a book.

SomEonE Is GoiNg To Die
 At The WedDinG.

Ah, hell.

“And . . . action!”



2 My film agent assures me that no book writer gets script approval, but I should’ve asked for it anyway. Don’t ask, don’t get.

3 The mystery was better, too, though I knew it would be changed to fit into a movie format.

4 Quick primer: Cecilia Crane is the protagonist of When in Rome. She meets a private investigator named Connor Smith on vacation in Italy and ends up working with him to solve a series of robberies and, eventually, a murder while they conduct a whirlwind romance. The book was loosely based on my own trip to Rome ten years ago where I met the real Connor Smith and we solved some major crimes.

5 “Notes” is the Hollywood term for, well, notes on screenplays. In Hollywood, everyone has an opinion on your writing, and the screenwriter is expected to incorporate all of them.

6 Not my notes, though. David didn’t even acknowledge the multiple emails I sent him.

7 Hollywood doesn’t buy the rights to your book until they’re making the project. Instead, they “option” it, paying the writer a fraction of the eventual purchase price to hold on to the possibility of making it.

8 Hollywood speak for “Don’t call us, we’ll call you.”

9 For the record, Emma speaks in exclamation marks, not me.

10 Which, of course, it was! Okay, yes, I do use exclamation marks sometimes. Sparingly.

11 Did you notice how my best friend who’s my exact same age is playing me ten years younger?

12 News flash: Simone does not get over it.

13 Imagine Captain America with a smirk. Dark blond hair, steely blue eyes, a strong jaw, and a hint of something underneath.

14 This is an unfortunate expression to use for reasons that will become clear later.




SYNOPSIS OF WHEN IN ROME—THE MOVIE

Written by David Liu

We open on CECILIA CRANE (25) arriving in Rome for a month-long holiday. Cecilia’s parents died suddenly when she was eighteen, leaving her in charge of her younger sister and forcing her to put her dreams on hold. But her sister is launched now, and it’s Cecilia’s time to explore.

Enter CONNOR SMITH (35), the handsome, devil-may-care private investigator she meets on her first day. He’s been hired by an insurance company to investigate a series of bank robberies. Cecilia loves mysteries—and finds Connor irresistible—so she ends up tagging along in his investigation. It’s thrilling and fun, and soon Connor and Cecilia tumble into bed together.

Connor also introduces her to the glitterati of Rome, including NAOMI ROGERS (35), a model/actress who’s filming a B movie in town. Cecilia feels uneasy around her, but that’s probably her insecurities showing. Connor assures her that there’s nothing between them and shows her how invested he is in her in the bedroom. This is the life!

But then another robbery occurs, and this time the police find a dead body in the tunnel that was dug to gain access to the bank. The dead? GIANNI GIUSEPPE (30), the son of a local Mafia capo. The police quickly establish that this was cold-blooded murder, and the stakes have officially been raised.

Cecilia’s scared, but she’s also fairly certain she’s figured out a pattern to the robberies. They’ve all taken place on important Roman holidays and within a four-block radius of the epicenter of the celebrations. The next event is happening in a few days, and she and Connor need to make sure that the thieves/murderers are caught.

She convinces Connor to go to one of his police contacts—INSPECTOR TUCCI (60). They bring him their evidence, but Inspector Tucci is dismissive. He doesn’t have time for amateurs looking to cash in on the finder’s fee offered by the banks.

Crestfallen, Cecilia persuades Connor that they can find the thieves themselves. The lure of the finder’s fee is real, and Connor agrees. They stake out the most likely bank on the night of the festival of San Marco and catch the culprits in the act! The police establish that the capo killed his son because he was about to betray him, and he’s going to jail for life.

Connor collects his finder’s fee, and it’s time for Cecilia to return home. They share a tearful goodbye at the airport and Connor leaves. He’ll join her in LA in a few weeks.

But then Cecilia makes an impulsive decision: She returns to the hotel to find Connor and Naomi together! Naomi Rogers is actually Naomi Smith! This was all a long con—they identified Cecilia as an heiress and had a plan to defraud her of her inheritance.

More than that—they were behind the robberies in the first place! But now Eleanor is an accessory to their crimes, whether she knew it or not, and she can’t go to the police. She can, however, pay blackmail to Connor and Naomi for the foreseeable future.

The moral of the story: Don’t fall for con men when you’re on vacation.




CHAPTER 2

Does Being #1 on the Call Sheet Mean You’re Famous?

They do seven more takes of the scene I interrupted before Simone’s satisfied, and I keep my mouth shut through each of them except for when I’m required to deliver my line.

I can’t help it if my thoughts are visible on my face.

I’m not an actress, just a writer.

Besides, I’m fixating on the note Emma slipped me, a sick feeling in my stomach. Is it serious or just a joke? People in the public domain get crazy messages all the time, even writers. Emma’s had plenty of stalkers over the years, and I have one, too. Crazy Cathy is more silly than scary, but that doesn’t mean I don’t take her threats seriously.

But this note is from someone who knows there’s about to be a wedding.

And that’s been a closely kept secret.

I try to find a way to speak to Emma about it, but every time I get close to her between takes, Shawna beetles me away with an apology. Harper tells me to behave, so I tuck the note into my pocket and resolve to talk to Emma when we wrap for the day.

But that’s not how it works out.

Instead, when the scene is done, they shoot another scene Harper and I aren’t in, and then the crew breaks the set down while everyone’s taken to their trailers to get changed for the wrap party.

Since we don’t rate trailers, I resign myself to catching up with Emma later, and Harper and I walk down the boardwalk to our house in Venice Beach. Then I go for a quick swim in the brisk, choppy ocean.

I spend a minute treading water, looking into the horizon. The sky is that perfect, clear blue washed in sunlight I associate with coastal California. It always calms me, making my brain more logical and less prone to overreacting.

The note is probably nothing. Despite what I do for a living, danger doesn’t lurk around every corner. And the threat wasn’t specific to Emma—it said someone was going to die at the wedding. If she was a target, they’d name her.

I release a long, slow breath and tell myself to relax. The film is done, and all there’s left to do is celebrate.

I think the official term for this moment is “the calm before the storm.”

I swim back to shore, dry off, and change into a sage-green silk dress with Harper hurrying me along like she always does, though no one will notice if we’re late or even if we don’t make it to the party.

But Harper hurrying me is kind of our thing, even though I’ve been her surrogate parent since our parents died when I was eighteen. I had to grow up overnight and become in loco parentis, but you can’t stand in for your parents.

I’m not sure exactly when we switched roles. It was probably not long after I crushed her dreams by publishing a novel she didn’t know I was writing, making it patently obvious I was no longer putting her first.

Harper was supposed to be the writer in the family. And while me publishing a book didn’t make it impossible for her to do so, it didn’t not make it impossible either. Then she took a job as my assistant, which I offered her because I thought it would give her enough time to write and make money, but it didn’t work out that way. Instead, she took five years to write a book no one wanted to buy and she’s given up writing. She says she’s over it, and I hope, rather than believe, that’s true.

All this to say, she finally gets me out the door, and when we’re halfway there, we run into Oliver Forrest, my on-again boyfriend. We had four good years until I fucked it up, but we reconciled this summer in Italy. Which I’ve just realized probably wouldn’t have happened but for the fact that someone organized an entire book tour to kill me.

I should thank them, I guess?

Oliver is standing under a tall palm tree that’s perfectly framed by the setting sun with the Santa Monica pier behind him, the Ferris wheel’s blinking colored lights visible against the fading sky. He’s wearing a light beige suit and a white shirt with the collar open, and with his curly brown hair and tanned face, he looks like Jonathan Bailey with a literary bent.

“Why does Oliver always look like the hero in a romance novel?” I say to Harper.

She shrugs but smiles. She likes Oliver almost as much as I do.

“I heard that,” Oliver says, taking my hand in his. I’m still at the stage when I feel giddy around him, and his touch feels like an invitation to do something we can’t in front of Harper.

“You were meant to,” I say, and give him a wink.

He winks back. “Ladies, you both look lovely.”

“This old thing?” I say, nodding to my very new dress. It has a high neck and a low back. Harper’s wearing something similar in ballet pink, and we’ve both got our hair in a high ponytail.

We look like, well, sisters.

“Thanks, Oliver,” Harper says. “You look nice, too.”

Oliver’s phone beeps in his pocket.

“Do you need to check that?” I ask. “It might be a publishing emergency.”

Oliver smiles. He’s an author, too, and it’s a joke between us that there are no emergencies in publishing, only predictable disappointments.

“It’s just a weather alert.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I set a special chime for those.”

I start to laugh. “That’s . . . adorable. And a bit odd.”

“Why odd?”

“Because the weather’s always the same. Warm and sunny. It’s why people live here.”

“Tell that to the hurricane.”

“Hurricane?”

Oliver gives me a rueful smile. “Hurricane Isabella. Scheduled to make landfall in Southern California in the next forty-eight to seventy-two hours.”

“Hurricane Isabella?”

Isabella is one of the people who tried to kill me. She’s in jail pending her trial, but you don’t just stop being afraid of someone because of a little thing like prison bars.

“It’ll probably be a tropical storm by the time it makes landfall,” Harper says. “It’s been all over the news.”

“You know I don’t read or watch the news when I’m writing.”

“Have you been writing?”

I look away. There’s a surfer in a black wetsuit trying to mount a wave. He almost makes it up, then tumbles off his board.

I wrote Book Ten of the Vacation Mysteries series15 in a fever dream after we got back from Italy. But I’ve got another book to write, and so far, I haven’t been able to produce anything. My agent, Stephanie, checks in weekly, and I’m hoping that I’ll be able to focus now that filming is over.

“I will be next week. But in the meantime, is there really a hurricane named after my attempted murderer heading toward us?”

“It’s not named after her,” Harper says. “It was just the next name in line from a preassigned list.”

“Uh-huh.”

“First sign of a narcissist . . . thinking everything’s about you . . .”

“That’s a bit harsh, isn’t it?” Oliver says.

“Wait until you hear what she did on set today.”

“What? Again?”

“Hush, you two, we’re going to be late.”

I link arms with both of them, and we walk to Shutters. It’s a white-and-gray shingled building with shutter-clad windows located next to the boardwalk. There are restaurants on the first two floors and a five-star hotel above. A clutch of palm trees with white lights strung around their trunks light the path to the main entrance. There’s a red carpet, and a small line of people dressed in finery waiting to get in.

We give our names to the large man in a tight black T-shirt who’s manning the list.16 We’re on it, though I have a moment of panic that we won’t be because imposter syndrome, and then we’re whisked into the party.

It’s on the second floor in the formal dining room. Two sets of French doors give out onto a balcony, which is a great place for a cocktail and a view of the sunset. Easy jazz is playing—why is it always Kenny G at events like these?—and there are soft pink tablecloths with gorgeous flower arrangements made up of slightly darker peonies. There’s a copy of When in Rome on every table and strings of fairy lights hanging from the ceiling.

The air smells great, too, pungent with the hors d’oeuvres being passed around by young, hot waiters in blue aprons—things wrapped in phyllo, glistening olives, avocado, and salmon roe. The drink of the evening is an Aperol spritz.17

It looks like the whole cast and crew are here—over two hundred people—and there’s a hierarchy to the party just like there is on set.

#1 and #2 on the call sheet18—Fred and Emma—are at the apex on the balcony. A group of people is swirling around them, coming in for air-kisses and declarations of fabulousness. Emma’s wearing a white off-the-shoulder number that shows her fantastic collarbones—you’d, well, die for them—and Fred’s in a blue chambray linen shirt with black slacks. He’s got just enough buttons open to show off his toned chest and . . . no. I’m not going there.

Anyway, they’re at the center of it all, and they deserve to be because they’re the stars of the show, but also, it’s their engagement party.

You got that from the Prologue, right? That the wedding where someone is going to die is Emma and Fred’s?

Yep, that’s right. Soon after their relationship went public, Fred popped the question.

I thought it was fast.

Emma said it was romantic.

I pointed out that he had a reputation as a player.

She told me he’d sown his wild oats and was ready to settle down.

I showed her a calendar and said that getting engaged that fast was how half of Hollywood ended up with second and third marriages.

Then she said I couldn’t take credit for their relationship if I didn’t want them to get married, and also, did I want to be her maid of honor or what?

I shut my mouth after that because she was right. I mean, I was right, it was too fast, but I’ve noticed that people don’t listen to that kind of advice. And, okay, I did want the credit. And to be her maid of honor. We’d planned that out since we were little girls. There was no way I was letting that job go to whoever her second choice was.

So, I arranged a quick bachelorette for her in Napa and even invited Simone—though she barely talked to me all weekend—and thanked my lucky stars that my maid of honor dress was from Vera Wang rather than the hideous monstrosity she threatened me with as punishment for not being 100 percent pro her getting engaged in less time than it takes to make a movie.

“Earth to Eleanor,” Oliver says, waving a hand in front of my face. “You in there?”

“Present.”

“You going to tell me who everyone is?”

I lean on him gently. “Who don’t you know? Emma you’ve met. And Fred.”

“I have,” he says.

He likes Emma, and we all spent time together when he and I dated the first time.

He was a little starstruck when he met Fred. Or maybe his reaction was because Fred looks an awful lot like Connor Smith. More than once on set I’d gotten the two of them confused, especially from behind. They have the same broad shoulders, blue eyes, and a smirk that’s made scores of women tumble into bed even though they knew it was a bad idea.

“Who else do you want to know?”

“Who’s that?” Oliver points to Simone. She’s wearing something other than her coveralls, for once, though it is in the jumpsuit family. The burnt orange color was made for her, and her dark brown hair is down and curled. She’s wearing a delicate gold necklace that pops against her clavicles, and her skin is a couple of shades darker than when we started filming from being out in the sun all day. As much as I hate to admit it, she’s stunning.

“That’s the director.”

“Does she have a name?”

“She can’t seem to remember mine.”

“So, that’s Simone. Hmmm. You probably intimidate her.”

I touch his arm, pushing him away playfully. “Please.”

“You can be very intimidating.”

“She’s hated me since high school.”

“Did you steal her boyfriend or something?”

I look down at my shoes. Was that it? Was all this animosity because of some dude whose name I don’t even remember?

Okay, okay, I do remember who he was.

Whatever. Bygones.

“I haven’t done anything to her this year. Or even this decade.”

“Why don’t you try to talk to her about it?”

“Honestly? She scares me.”

He tips his head back and laughs, catching Simone’s attention. She turns toward us and scowls.

An actual scowl! Like a cartoon villain.

“Did you see that?”

“Maybe that’s just her face.”

“Uh-uh.”

Oliver taps my arm. “Bygones, remember.”

“How did you know I’d said that in my head?”

His eyes dance. “I almost always know what you’re thinking.”

“That’s scary.”

“Or kismet. Who’s Harper talking to?”

My eyes swivel through the crowd. Harper’s standing next to a man about her height who’s wearing a seersucker suit and a woman in a variation of Simone’s pantsuit.

“The woman is Shawna, Simone’s assistant. And he’s David Liu.”

“Ah! The Writer.”

“The Screenwriter.”

Oliver taps me gently on the nose. “We hate him, too?”

“He massacred my book.”

“Massacred?”

“He changed all of the dialogue,” I say. “And the ending is stupid.”

“It’s a screenplay, not a book. There were bound to be differences.”

“He could’ve left some of it. You know dialogue is my thing.”

Oliver smiles down at me. “Is there anything he could’ve done that would’ve pleased you other than transcribe your book word for word into Final Draft?”19

“I’m being a brat.”

“Little bit.”

“Fine. But we’ll see who’s right when the reviews come out.”

He shakes his head, then nods into the crowd. “Here’s someone you do like.”

Allison Smith is walking toward us, Connor’s ex-wife.20 She’s wearing a yoke-collared red dress that accentuates her slim frame. Her natural hair borders her face, and her brown eyes are surrounded by the perfect smoky eye.

She’s gorgeous, and everyone in the room watches her as she walks to David and plants a kiss on his lips.

“Whoa,” Oliver says. “I did not see that coming.”

“Don’t you remember that he was at the funeral?”21

“That was him?”

“I thought you were good at details?”

“I had my mind on other things.”

“Such as?”

“The dead.” He raises an eyebrow at me.

“Oh, right. I was thinking about him, too, of course.”

And I was. I just wasn’t so distracted that I didn’t notice Allison had brought a date to a funeral.

I didn’t know who he was then, or how Allison met him. It wasn’t the time to ask. But then, at the table read,22 there he was. There they both were. Because Allison had been hired to play the character based on her in the movie. He’d even suggested her, she’d told me at the craft services table one day with a giggle.

“Well, they’re dating.”

Oliver cocks his head to the side. “We want Allison to be happy.”

“Of course we do.”

“And she seems it. She looks marvelous.”

“She does.”

“What, then?” Oliver asks.

“Don’t you think it’s suspicious that he suggested they cast her and now they’re dating?”

“You think he’s taking advantage?”

“I think he has an agenda.”

“What?”

I watch as David wraps his arms around Allison to the jealous eyes of half the men in the room. “I haven’t figured it out yet.”

“Let me know when you do.”

“Fine. Let’s go say hi to the happy couple.”

We push our way through the crowd until we get to Emma and Fred. Emma’s face lights up when she sees me.

“Finally!”

“I wasn’t late.”

We give each other a hard hug, even though we just saw each other this afternoon.

“Are you okay?” I whisper into her ear.

“That stupid note,” she says, her voice trembling slightly.

I pull back and Fred must catch something in my expression. “What’s going on?”

Emma shakes her head. “I was just saying I can’t believe there’s a storm coming to ruin our day!”

“Perhaps you should consider moving the wedding to the mainland?” I suggest.

“Absolutely not,” Fred says. “As I told Shawna and the wedding planner, the location is nonnegotiable.”

Oliver’s mouth twists like it does when he’s suppressing a laugh. “We make plans, and God laughs.”

“What’s that? Oh, yes. It will all work out, though. It always does,” Fred says with the certainty of someone who hasn’t had anyone say no to him in twenty years.

“Fred used to go to Catalina as a kid,” Emma says, smiling at him indulgently. “He’s always wanted to get married there.”

Fred’s cheeks tinge pink. Oh my God. Fred Winter is blushing.

“It’s only that the wedding is all planned,” Fred says. “And it’s too late to change it.”

Emma smiles at him again because he’s fucking adorable, but then her eyes cloud with impending trouble.

Before I can ask her what’s wrong, Tyler Houston, the film’s producer, joins us on the balcony. He looks like his job—sandy hair in an expensive haircut, a well-cut dark blue suit with a chambray shirt and a conservative tie, broad shoulders, an air of authority. Straight out of central casting.

He’s been a shadowy presence on set, more felt than seen. But I picked up enough scuttlebutt to know something’s brewing between him and Fred. And by the look on his face, it appears that it’s about to boil over.

How fortunate for us.

Not that I’m looking for drama. Only that’s what you’ve come here for, right? I mean, a body is going to drop in forty-eight hours. Maybe sooner. And you know me well enough by now—even if you’re just getting to know me—to know I’m bringing you to this party for a reason.

Something important is about to happen.

“You must be joking!” Tyler says to Fred in a voice that carries over the din of the party and stops it in its tracks like a record scratch.

“What is it, Tyler?”

“I’ve just discovered this little trip to Catalina this weekend isn’t in the script!”

Fred shrugs. “And?”

“I am not paying for your wedding. Bad enough that . . . I’ve already paid for enough.”

“I don’t know what you’re implying. But I agreed to do this film as a personal favor and—”

“A favor to me? Ha! That’s a joke.”

“What did I ever do to you?”

“Please. You want me to tell everyone here, plus People magazine?”

“I’m sure everyone would be very interested to know whatever it is you think I’ve done. Do tell us. In fact, David, come here. Maybe you could whip up a suitable scene for us on the spot?”

David walks toward the group slowly. He glances at Emma, who looks like she wants to sink through the floor and disappear, then shakes his head. “I’m mixing out.”

“That figures.” Fred looks around and catches Emma’s eye. She’s on the verge of tears. “I’m sorry, honey.”

“Let’s just go.”

“Yes, Fred,” Tyler says, disdain dripping from his tongue, “run along.”

Fred mouths a second apology to Emma, then does a roundhouse maneuver that ends with his fist square in Tyler’s face.

He falls to the ground without a sound.



15 In case you’re interested, the title is Amalfi Made Me Do It.

16 Not to be confused with the New York Times bestseller list, which is probably even harder to get onto.

17 It’s the signature drink of the book.

18 The daily shooting schedule. First position on the call sheet goes to the most important actor on set.

19 Final Draft is a screenwriting software.

20 I found out he was still married to her after we’d been together for a year. It was awesome.

21 The funeral was for one of the people who was murdered in Italy.

22 Where all of the actors sit around a long table and read the script together.
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