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For the readers—this one’s for you.

Okay, they’re all for you, but this one especially. 




You can’t break a murder down into its constituent elements—it’s not chemistry; it’s alchemy. There’s always a bit of the fantastical built in, that leap from rational thought to irrational solution. It’s a kind of dark magic. But all magic leaves traces. You just have to know where to look.

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

That was what murder was—as easy as that! But afterwards, you went on remembering.

—AGATHA CHRISTIE, AND THEN THERE WERE NONE




PROLOGUE

Are All Prologues Just the First Chapter?

My name is Eleanor Dash, and there are three things you should know about me:


1. I’m the bestselling author of the Vacation Mysteries series. It doesn’t matter what that is right now. You just need to know that I plot murders for a living and I’m pretty good at it.

You might think I’m being immodest, but I’ve learned enough about myself in the past thirty-five years to make an accurate list of what I’m good at and what I’m not. The good-at-it list is short: death plots. The bad-at-it list is longer: relationships, stopping at two glasses of wine, being self-sufficient, getting rid of toxic people in my life.

I could use my one skill to take care of the last one. But if I did, I probably wouldn’t get away with it—murders in real life aren’t like murders in books—and I’m 100 percent sure I’d be terrible at prison. So, no murders then.

2. I like asking rhetorical questions, i.e., questions I know the answers to. Because I know how this is going to end, even if it won’t seem like it sometimes. You’ll have to trust me on that.1 I also ask a lot of questions I don’t know the answer to. It’s a writing technique that helps with the whole plotting murder thing. Like, I might ask myself, what else does the reader need to know right now? And I’ll give myself an answer and write it down.

Which is how I decided to tell you the third thing about me:

3. I’ve been involved in two real-life murder plots. Involved, meaning I was the target or I was there when it was unfolding. Not as in I was the murderer, as I’m sure you’ll be relieved to know, and as should be obvious if you’re following along because I just told you I wasn’t going to murder anyone.

But I should also confess that I have killed someone. And even though it wasn’t on purpose but in self-defense, that changes a person. Being the reason someone’s light goes out forever—you’re never the same after that. You’ll have to trust me on that, too. Not that you should trust me. I’m a professional liar, after all. Because that’s what murder mystery writers are. We’re like actors on a page. Which means I’m good at hiding things until I choose to reveal them. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.



So now that I’ve introduced myself, why are we meeting, exactly?

Oh, right. The dead body I’ve just discovered on the floor of my hotel room at an all-inclusive resort in the Bahamas.

Wait, what?

Yep.

Oh, want to know more before you decide to read on?2

That wasn’t enough to pique your interest?

Fine. It’s ten in the morning, and I arrived in the Bahamas about an hour ago. It’s my first time in Nassau. I already love the light tan color of the beach, the turquoise water, and the lush greenery, all of which I could see from our early flight from Miami as we landed. The airport was typical hot-destination decor—white stucco and ads for Bahamian rum and sea turtle excursions on the hallway walls.

We didn’t spend much time in the building after we went through a customs line filled with sweating tourists because I’d insisted that my sister/assistant, Harper, and my boyfriend/co-writer, Oliver, each pack only a carry-on so we didn’t have to wait for our luggage and could get to the resort as soon as possible.

We’re only here for a weekend. I want us to get the most out of it.

But the universe doesn’t work that way. Not my universe, anyway. So we didn’t get to go to the resort immediately. Instead, we had to wait for Connor Smith, the protagonist of my novels and antagonist of my life, who packed two large suitcases, because of course he did, and Elizabeth Ben, the grande dame of detective fiction, who’s one of the keynote speakers at the conference we’re here for.

Elizabeth is in her late seventies, thinning out and frailer than the last time I saw her, and walks with a cane. But her dark brown eyes still shine with intelligence from her round, lined face. She’s written fifty bestselling murder mysteries, and I’ve never figured out the ending of any of them. If you’re imagining a slightly less fluffy Miss Marple, you wouldn’t be far off.

I met Elizabeth shortly after my debut, When in Rome, was published ten years ago, at the first writers’ conference I ever attended. I wouldn’t quite call her a mentor, but she did take the time to sit with me and give me some career advice.3

Connor is another creature entirely. I’ve described him before as Captain America with a smirk, and I stand by that description. Dark blond hair, piercing blue eyes, a strong jaw. He favors linen suits and fedoras and once worked as a private detective/consulting criminal. I met him ten years ago in Rome, where he swept me off my feet, got me involved in a real-life murder mystery, and then revealed he was married. But not before I wrote and sold a book where I made him the hero. Until recently, he’s lived on his cut of my book royalties4 and specialized in bedding up-and-coming authors. So yeah, he’s hot. But also, there are many reasons besides the whole married to someone else thing why he’s my ex.

Anyway, once Connor appeared with his light pink suitcases in tow (!), we all piled into the cornflower blue Footprints van, and I tried not to cringe while Connor attempted to get Elizabeth to read his recently released rom-com (long story), even though she rarely blurbs anyone and never blurbs books that don’t have murders in them.5

The muscles in Oliver’s jaw were working overtime. He hates Connor, and if we ever break up, it’s going to be because whatever charms I have don’t outweigh the annoyance of having Connor Smith in his life. But Oliver’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me, so I’m really hoping we don’t break up. Again.

To ensure we didn’t break up on the van ride, I ran my hand through his chocolate curls, then leaned my head against his shoulder as he undid the top button of his madras shirt, saying something about it being too hot for ten in the morning.

Harper watched the candy-colored houses roll by as we drove through light traffic. If you’re wondering, she’s a better-looking version of me—long, dark brown hair that never seems to frizz, sky-blue eyes that shift with her mood, and small teeth that never needed straightening. She’s also had a lot of disappointment in her life, only some of which I’m the cause of.

The past three months have been particularly rough on her, and I don’t know what to say to make it better.

That’s right, this author is tongue-tied when it comes to fixing her sister’s broken heart and broken dreams.

I only said I was good at plotting murder, not life.

I do have a plan to try to fix things, though.

If I’m brave enough to go through with it.

But more on that later.

For now, you should retain that we were all in our own little dramas in that van, as is so often the case. We didn’t know we were driving over a bumpy road into something bigger than us.

Or maybe someone did. That remains to be seen.

I can’t tell you everything up front.

What I can say is that by the time we got to the resort, I was counting down the seconds till my first gin and tonic.

Cue getting our room assignment and then following our luggage through the white stuccoed resort. It’s not as lush as it looked in the brochure—the buildings need a new coat of paint, and the shrubbery hasn’t been trimmed recently and is crowding into the cracked concrete paths. But I didn’t pay to be here, so I can’t be too picky.6

The porter ushered Harper, Oliver, and me past a large saltwater pool with a blue tile swim-up bar surrounded by (faded) teak deck chairs and sunburned people reading paperbacks,7 then around one of the many à la carte restaurants, and finally to our private, two-room villa.

We’re in suite 120, only the 2 is missing a screw at the bottom and hangs upside down on the battered doorframe.

I’m not sure why my brain was cataloguing flaws, and it certainly didn’t prepare me for what was about to happen. Because then the porter opened the door, and the body was there on the floor like someone wanted it to be the first thing we’d see.

So, mission accomplished, I guess.

Have I told you enough to keep you around?

I mean, I wouldn’t stop reading if someone was about to be thrust into a real-life murder mystery where they were supposed to—wait for it—teach a seminar on how to write a murder.

But you do you.

Still here?

Good. You probably have some questions. Go ahead, ask me anything.

Wait. Ha! They haven’t invented live books yet. Thank God. If you knew how many times I stopped to check the internet already, that would be embarrassing. Plus, you don’t need to know how bad my spelling and grammar are before I use spell-check and professionals.8

Or should that be “how bad my spelling and grammar is”? Whatever. That’ll get fixed in copyedits.

How about this? I’ll answer the top three questions I’d be asking right now.


1. Is the fact that I keep speaking in threes important? Why, yes, it is. Remember that.

2. When I mentioned the Vacation Mysteries earlier, was that relevant? And on the back cover, it says this is the third book in the series. Do you need to read the others before you read this one?

Nope, I’ll provide enough backstory for you to understand this story on its own.9 But it would be a richer experience for you (and for me—hello, royalties) if you did. You can do it after, though. Don’t stop reading now.

3. What was that whole thing with the steps for writing a murder back there? Were you supposed to be paying attention to that?

Yes, you were. But sorry, not to be all Canadian about it, I’m not going to tell you why right now. How come? Because I can’t give away all my secrets. And also, it’s only the prologue. I need to build tension and keep enough facts hidden so you keep turning the pages. All I will tell you is that if you always wanted to write a murder mystery, you can use the structure to help you plot one when you’re done. Cool, right?



So, where was I?

Oh, right. The dead body on my villa floor.

He’s lying on his back, his right hand arched toward his head like he’s making one of those obnoxious finger guns Connor’s always doing. The real gun—a black revolver—is lying a few feet away, just outside the edge of the pool of blood that’s congealed around him like some macabre halo.

He’s got dark brown hair and olive skin, and to be honest, the weirdest thing about him is that he’s wearing the staff uniform—khaki shorts and a dark blue polo shirt with the Footprints logo on it. There’s a name tag above the logo that reads BRIAN.

If you’re taking notes—and you should be—this is a clue.

As we all process what we’re looking at, Harper makes a sound like a cat dying and collapses onto a chair. She puts her head in her hands like she’s hyperventilating, which she very well might be because dead body. But also, a few months ago, the woman she was dating turned out to be working with a murderer and ended up dying in Harper’s arms.

Right? I’d be hyperventilating, too.

Oliver isn’t having trouble breathing, but he is shaking his head in a way I can read a little too easily. He has a lot of great qualities, but he’s also the kind of person who sometimes says, “I told you so,” which is what he’s saying to me right now because I twisted his arm to come on this trip.

I’d done that even though he’d reminded me that, lately, every time I go on vacation, someone dies.

But this isn’t a vacation, it’s work, and I thought this would somehow protect me, which was stupid because, hello, dead body.

Did I mention the porter promptly fainted dead away the minute the death smell hit him?

I can’t blame him for that.

If you’ve never smelled a dead body—and I’m going to assume you haven’t because the opposite is a lot to assume about a person—it’s overwhelming. Plus, the visuals. The blood is so much redder than you think it will be. I keep forgetting that, though I should know better by now.

Oliver’s looking a little green around the gills, too, even though he’s been to the morgue multiple times for book research, and he’s been present for all the real dead bodies I have.10

But more importantly, it looks like someone attending this conference got the memo that you’re supposed to drop the body in the first chapter.11

So, mission accomplished, I guess.

But also:


1. I’m feeling a bit faint, too;

2. No, I’m not pregnant; there’s a dead body in front of me; and

3. I can’t believe this is happening again.



That’s enough to be getting on with for now.

Oh, wait, one more thing. And yes, I know it’s a fourth thing, but it’s important if you’re going to be solving this with me.

A murder mystery is never entirely self-contained in a book. There are the things that came before and the things that come after. Murder comes from somewhere, and murder leaves a trace.

You just have to know where to look.

Ready? Let’s begin.




   
HAVE YOU EVER WANTED TO PLAN A MURDER?


IT’S EASIER THAN YOU THINK!

JOIN US FOR A SUN-SOAKED WEEKEND IN THE BAHAMAS, AND YOU’LL COME AWAY WITH THE TOOLS YOU’LL NEED TO PLAN THE PERFECT MURDER . . . AND WRITE IT.

WE’VE HANDPICKED OUR FACULTY SO YOU’LL BE EMBEDDED WITH THE BEST SCHEMERS AND PLOTTERS IN THE BUSINESS.

FEATURING

ELEANOR DASH

OLIVER FORREST

CONNOR SMITH

RAVI BOTHA

AND THE LEGENDARY ELIZABETH BEN

ALONG WITH VICKI MORGAN (EDITOR) FROM SATYR PRESS,

AND A REAL MEMBER OF THE POLICE FORCE!

JOIN US AND YOU’LL BE DROPPING YOUR FIRST BODY IN NO TIME!

SPACE IS LIMITED!

ACT NOW TO GET OUR EARLY CONFERENCE PRICING.

VISIT WWW.MURDERCONFERENCE.COM 

FOR MORE DETAILS





1 Here’s a bonus thing about me: I love footnotes. So they’re going to be in this. If you don’t like them, that’s fine. Skip right over them. But then you’ll always wonder: What did I miss?

2 I’m a mind reader.

3 Maybe this doesn’t seem like much, but authors get asked for advice all the time. If you say yes to every request, you’ll never get any writing done. So if you ask me for advice and I say no, I’m not being an asshole; I’m just busy.

4 The result of a bit of blackmail.

5 No, she’s never blurbed me. It’s FINE.

6 But I’m going to be.

7 On first glance, none of my books. Yes, I checked. You would, too.

8 But not AI! I’m a writer. And, yep, I’ve used the — (em dash) forever. You can check.

9 I’ll probably be doing that in the footnotes, though, so you’ve been warned.

10 Is that a coincidence? Pro tip: There are no coincidences in murder mysteries.

11 Yeah, yeah, I know I dropped this body in the prologue. I like doing things quicker than you’d expect.





Day One

Friday





Act 1

THE FIRST SEQUENCE

Central Question: Who’s going to be sacrificed to become our inciting incident? (Killing someone no one likes is a good first step.)


• Act 1 will cover approximately 25 percent of your novel and will contain two sequences.

• The first sequence is where the audience meets the main characters and gets introduced to their current life, i.e., the status quo. Use this sequence to build up empathy for your protagonist.

• It’s also where we typically meet the first murder victim and get an inkling of the tensions that will lead to their dying.

• The first sequence should also contain foreshadowing of the strains and conflicts to come.

• The sequence usually ends with the “inciting incident,” i.e., the moment when everything changes and our protagonist is spun in a new direction, otherwise known as a “body drop.”

• Pro tip: Do NOT write the first sequence (or even the prologue) from the perspective of the person who is going to die.








CHAPTER 1

Wait, Is This Already the Inciting Incident?

“What do you mean, it’s a suicide?” I ask, my voice rising to a pitch I hope conveys precisely how incredulous I am.

“That is our preliminary determination, madam,” says the officer from the Royal Bahamas Police Force. He’s in his early forties, with a stern face and a black police cap with a red rim. He introduced himself as Officer Rolle, which I will learn later is the last name of more than thirteen thousand people in the Bahamas!12

“Why would someone kill themselves in our villa? And how can you know so quickly that it’s a suicide?”

Officer Rolle exchanges a glance with the hotel’s manager, a man in his mid-twenties who looks too young to be managing a hotel. He’s got a thick thatch of strawberry blond hair and what looks to be a permanent sunburn across his nose. His last name is Knowles, which is the fourth most popular last name in the Bahamas, for those who are counting.

Me, I mean. I’m counting.

You should be, too.

“I can’t answer that now, madam,” Officer Rolle says. He has a traditional Bahamian accent—half British, half island lilt. “But I assure you it’s nothing to worry about.”

“Nothing to worry about? Seriously?”

“He means that it has nothing to do with you,” Mr. Knowles says in a flat accent that almost sounds American, though I feel odd calling someone younger than me “mister.”

He looks like a “Mark.”

I’ll be calling him that from now on until I learn differently.

“How can a dead body in my room have nothing to do with me?” I ask, though I know the answer. It’s the difference between causation and correlation. The body might be connected to me by proximity, but that doesn’t mean I’m the cause of it being here.

But who are we kidding?

This is the beginning of a murder mystery. This body’s connected to me somehow.

“Is this part of the conference?” Harper asks. She’s pulled herself together and is a bit less pale than she was a few minutes ago, but her voice is still shaky. “Like to get us in the mood?”

“The mood?” Officer Rolle asks.

“For murder,” I say. “Like an interactive thing, maybe?”

We’re both grasping at straws. Because even though we—unfortunately—have experience with this type of thing, it’s not something either of us wants to repeat. So maybe, just maybe, this body isn’t a real body and this is all part of some elaborate introduction to the conference and—

“This is not a game.”

“Right, of course not, only . . .”

“Yes?”

“Nothing.” I glance at Oliver, who’s been shaking his head for the past five minutes.

Maybe I mentioned it before, but he didn’t want to come to this conference. He believes in learning from experience, which is not something I’m good at. But I told him I was going, knowing he’d follow along once he understood I was determined to attend.

Better to have me in his sights than to be worrying about me back in California.

Ditto for Harper. Only I’m her employer, so she had less choice in the matter.

So here we are.

Me, Oliver, Harper, and the body.

And I can’t help but wonder—is this going to be a three-body problem? Because bad things come in threes, right, like celebrity deaths? Plus, that’s what happened last time.13 And the time before that, too.14 Three bodies had to drop before I figured out what was going on.

And that’s definitely one of the threes I was talking about in the prologue.

“Well, if you’re sure this isn’t connected to the conference—to us—then I guess that’s that,” I say, not believing a word of it, but there’s this thing about speaking things into existence?

Like how Travis Kelce said he wanted to give Taylor his phone number on a friendship bracelet, and now they’re together?

Does that work on dead bodies? Doubt it.

Anyway.

“We will remove the body shortly,” Officer Rolle says. “We’re waiting for the technicians to arrive to do our in situ assessment.”

“Could we get another room in the meantime?” I ask Mark.

He turns toward me slowly. He has one of those blank stares I associate with deep trauma, but I’m not meeting him in the best of circumstances, and neither are you. “I’m sorry, but the entire resort is booked solid for the conference.”

“So we have to stay here?” Harper says, gesturing vaguely to the room.

“We’ll clean everything thoroughly.”

“The room cannot be cleaned until all of the evidence has been collected and our investigation has been concluded,” Officer Rolle contradicts.

“Is there any way to speed the process up?” Mark makes a rolling motion with his index finger like he’s trying to move a meeting along.

“The investigation will take as long as it takes.”

“Right, yes, but given that it’s a suicide, as you just said, perhaps it could be expedited?”

Officer Rolle stares at Mark, blinking slowly, as I watch this exchange like a tennis match.

It has the same tension as a long exchange of baseline shots. You know someone will make a mistake eventually. Just not when. I don’t have the patience to do that, though. When I play tennis, I rush the net, trying to end the point as soon as possible.

Are you surprised? You shouldn’t be.

“I assume the answer to that question is no,” I say. “There must be somewhere you can put us. We can pay, if it requires an upgrade.”

Mark turns away from Officer Rolle and looks at me like he forgot I’m here. Or maybe that’s just his hotel-training face. I’m 100 percent sure hotel managers have to hide what they feel about their guests to keep their jobs.

“Let me see,” he says after a beat. “There may be another suite . . .”

“We’ll take anything,” Harper says.

He gives us a polite smile. “I understand. In the meantime, you could wait in the lounge? Or I believe your welcome lunch is starting soon? We’ll take care of moving your luggage.”

“Yes, yes.” Officer Rolle doesn’t care about these details. “I’ll need you to provide us with all of the camera footage, Knowles.”

“Of course. Our head of security will be here soon. He’s in charge of all of that.”

“Where’s the lunch taking place?” I ask.

“You can eat now?” Harper says.

“I’m supposed to be sitting at the head table. And I should talk to the organizers and let them know what happened so they can decide if they want to tell everyone.”

“No,” Officer Rolle says. “You will not be informing the other guests about this.”

“Aren’t they going to see when you take the body out?”

“We’ll use the back entrance, through the staff quarters. That’s how we arrived.”

Um, guys?

Why do they seem to have a protocol for removing dead bodies from this resort? That’s weird, right? Like it might’ve happened before. Or maybe I’m reading too much into it.

Ha ha. No.

“Have you had to remove a dead body from this resort before?” I ask just to make sure.

Officer Rolle and Mark exchange a glance, which is all I need to know.

It has happened before.

What. The. Fuck?

Who planned this conference? Because I want to speak to the manager.

Not the hotel manager—he seems useless—but the dark force that seems to be managing my life right now.

As Taylor would say: Who do I have to speak to? Because this prophecy sucks.15, 16

I thought I took all the precautions I could before I came here. I even read the itinerary, which, if you know me, is something I hate doing. I thought I knew what was coming. But now it looks like I missed the boat. Because this conference was scheduled at a place where someone’s died.

And I’m here. Which is relevant because I tend to be the common denominator in bodies dropping. That’s a fact. I’m not a narcissist or anything.

Not more than some people, anyway.

“So the answer to my question is yes?” I say.

“There has been another death on the premises,” Mark says. “But it was many months ago, an older gentleman who died in his sleep. Nothing to worry about.”

“Nothing to worry about, yet you took his body out the back way?”

“So as not to upset the guests.”

“Right, sure. And this man, do you recognize him?”

Another exchange of glances. These two need to up their game.

“He used to work here,” Mark says.

“Used to? He’s still wearing the uniform.”

“He was let go yesterday.”

“Yesterday?”

“That’s right.”

“So you’re saying this is some kind of postal situation?”

“Pardon me?”

“You know, when someone comes into work after they’ve been fired and shoots the place up? It’s called going postal.”

“Whyever?”

“Because it happened at several post offices . . .”

“El,” Oliver warns.

“Sorry, but it’s—”

Mark holds up a hand to stop me. “Brian did not ‘shoot up the place,’ as you say. He was distraught, but I had no idea this was how he’d react. I’m very sorry for the inconvenience, and as I said, we will do our best to find you another room. In the meantime, let me accompany you to the lounge, where I’ll have a bottle of our finest Champagne brought out. And then, of course, as I already mentioned, there is the welcome lunch.”

I know a bribe when I hear one, and while Mark seems young and green, he’s done his homework, because a bottle of Champagne is exactly what I need right now.

But what are the others going to drink?

“All right. We’ll take you up on your offer.”

He smiles in relief. I’m already a pain in his ass, which is never my intention but often the result of my personality.

I’ve tried to work on that, but it’s hard to change who you are.

“Where’s the lounge?”

“I’ll take you there. Will you excuse me for a minute, Officer Rolle?”

“You should check on your head of security while you’re at it,” Officer Rolle says.

“I’m sure he’ll be here any—”

“Someone asked for me?” a man says as he comes through the door. He’s tall, has a thick neck, and he’s wearing a black T-shirt that’s straining against his muscles, and oh, shit—

“What the fuck are you doing here?” Oliver says.

You might not know this about him yet, but Oliver rarely swears. So when he does, it’s something of significance.

Like the head of security being Guy Charles. As in Connor Smith’s former business partner, who I immortalized in my books as Charles Guy.17

So, what the fuck is he doing here, indeed?

That’s a question for the next chapter.




CONFERENCE SCHEDULE

FRIDAY

—Welcome Lunch—12:00–1:00 PM

—Craft Classes in Small Groups—1:30–3:30 PM

—Water Polo—4:30–5:30 PM

—Opening Cocktail—6:30–7:30 PM

—Dinner/Talk by Elizabeth Ben—Using Local Legends to Enrich Your Murders—7:30–10:00 PM

—Beach Party—10:00 PM–dawn

SATURDAY

—Sunrise Yoga on the Beach—7:00–8:00 AM

—Breakfast—8:00–9:00 AM

—Craft Classes in Small Groups—9:30–11:30 AM

—Lunch—12:00–1:00 PM

—Excursions—1:30–3:30 PM

—Individual Sessions—4:00–5:30 PM

—Cocktail Hour—6:00–7:00 PM

—Dinner/Talk by Connor Smith—Can Romance Bloom While Murder Is Afoot?—8:00–10:00 PM

SUNDAY

—Beach Walk—7:00–8:00 AM

—Breakfast—8:00–9:00 AM

—Editor’s Talk—9:30–11:00 AM

—Farewell Lunch—12:00–1:00 PM

—Transport to Airport—2:00 PM





12 Almost certainly because of Denys Rolle, who came to Exuma from Britain and was at the forefront of the slave trade in the Bahamas.

13 No One Was Supposed to Die at This Wedding.

14 Every Time I Go on Vacation, Someone Dies.

15 Okay, that’s two Taylor references in one chapter. But don’t worry, you don’t need to like Taylor or her music to solve this case.

16 It’s great, though. If you’ve only ever heard her radio hits, start with “You’re Losing Me,” then “So Long, London,” then “Peter.”

17 Not my best work. But it was enough to keep him from taking even more of my royalties than Connor did.




CHAPTER 2

Is Champagne Before Lunch Ever a Good Idea?18

“I think we should go home,” Harper says once we’ve been deposited in the lounge, a once sumptuous room that overlooks the pool, with off-white marble on the floor and dark green velvet couches that have been matted down. The wallpaper is like something out of Bridgerton—heavy gold-leaf fleurs-de-lis on a thick teal background—and there’s an ornate gold chandelier hanging slightly askew from the ceiling.

As promised, Mark instructed a waiter to bring us a bottle of Champagne. It’s a brand I don’t recognize, which makes me momentarily nervous. But then the cork is popped, and that sound always makes me happy, like a party beginning, and the first sip assures me that it’s drinkable.

But who are we kidding? I’m not that picky where alcohol is concerned.

And yes, that first glass did go down quickly.

I’ll drink this one more slowly, I promise.

“I don’t think we can just leave,” I say.

“Why not?” Oliver asks.

“Because I agreed to teach at the conference, and so did you, Oli.”

Oliver’s dark brown eyes are troubled, and his matching hair has curled in the heat, which just makes him hotter in my estimation. I actively try not to do this, but we ended up wearing matching pale green linen shirts and white shorts. Harper made a retching face when she saw us this morning in Miami, where we’d stopped overnight on the way here from LA.

“They should be canceling the conference given what happened,” Harper says.

“That would be a logistical nightmare and probably bankrupt them.”

“So, we’ll just wait around for someone else to die, shall we?”

Wow, Oli’s feeling salty today. I shouldn’t be surprised, though. He’s always on edge whenever he’s about to spend some time in forced proximity to Connor.

“No, we’ll be on our guard, obviously.”

Oliver pushes back into the couch he’s sitting on. I want to go and crawl onto his lap, but that’s not before-lunch behavior.

“That sounds like it will work perfectly,” Harper says.

“If you want to leave, you can.”

“You know I won’t leave if you don’t.”

I wish I could correct her. But Harper’s right. I do know this. She’s my sister and my assistant, and I know everything about her, just like she knows everything about me.

Well, almost everything. We can still surprise one another every so often.

The point is, it’s not right that she feels obliged to stay in danger when she doesn’t want to. It’s one of the many reasons I’m going to be firing her at the end of this trip.

Did that take you by surprise? Me too.

“Why do you want to stay, El?” Oliver says. “The truth.”

“What’s all this talk of leaving?” my editor, Vicki, says as she walks into the room. She’s wearing a colorful pool cover-up, a lemon-printed scarf over her dark blond hair, and large sunglasses, like a ’50s movie star who doesn’t want to be recognized.19 “The conference hasn’t even started yet.”

Sidebar. Vicki’s been my editor since my first novel. She’s also Oliver’s editor and, more recently, Connor’s.

News I didn’t take well. Oliver either.

“Vicki,” Oliver says, “what are you doing here?”

“Didn’t you read the conference materials?” I say with a glint in my eye.

Okay, I’m gloating.

“I helped organize it,” Vicki says, ignoring our sparring. “With so many of my authors here, I couldn’t resist attending.”

I watch Oliver work through that Vicki is probably here for Connor—she’s never come to any event like this for us—and then something weird happens. Instead of scowling or gnashing his teeth or any of the other gestures he’s made since we got back together whenever Connor’s mentioned, he looks . . . fine with it?

But no, that can’t be.

Oliver loathes Connor more than I do.

“Plus, you’re on the editor panel,” I say, looking at Oliver with questions in my eyes.

“That’s right.” Vicki picks up the bottle of Champagne and pours herself a generous glass.

It was one of the things we’d bonded over when several editors were vying over the rights to When in Rome what feels like a million years ago. She got the book, she got me, and we’d polished off a bottle of something expensive over lunch.

I’m not saying I made a life-changing decision because of a good bottle of Champagne, but I’m not not saying that either.

“You’re brave to come here,” I say, and Oliver shoots me a look, then makes a slashing motion at his throat. “All those desperate people who’ll be trying to slip you their manuscript in inappropriate places.”

“I’m used to it,” Vicki says. “I let people down gently.”

Harper reaches for the bottle and pours herself another glass, and it’s then that I remember. Harper’s one of the people Vicki turned down. Not because she gave Vicki her manuscript at an inappropriate time, but because Vicki didn’t think it was good enough to publish. Which is a massive disappointment in Harper’s life that she says she’s over, but do people ever get over that kind of thing?

I wouldn’t know.

Which sounds horrible to say, I know.

It’s not because terrible things haven’t happened to me. Our parents died in a drunk driving accident when I was eighteen. I delayed college to look after Harper and gave up on my dream of going to drama school. But then, when I was twenty-five and finally free, I accidentally fell into a writing career that’s been going strong ever since.

I’ve been lucky and I’ve worked hard, and not everything has worked out the way I wanted. But I know that’s not the same as realizing you aren’t going to get your lifelong dream.

And that reality lives between Harper and me, whether we like to admit it or not.

Which is 100 percent one of the reasons I’m firing her at the end of this trip.

Right after she helps me get through this conference alive.

“What was all the fuss when you were checking in?” Vicki asks. “There was chatter around the pool.”

I can feel Oliver’s eyes on me. “The room wasn’t ready. They’re moving us to another one.”

She frowns, her Spidey sense tingling, I’m sure. “And the Champagne?”

“We’re on vacation!”

“You owe me a copyedit.”

“Oliver’s doing it, right, Oli?” I point to him with my glass.

We wrote a book together that’s a thinly veiled account of the last murder we were involved in, three months ago on Catalina Island. We agreed that we’d each do one of the boring after-draft tasks—the copyedit, the proofread, and the second-pass queries, all things designed to make you hate your book because you’ve read it so many times by then you’re convinced it’s boring and terrible and obvious.

“I’m halfway through,” Oliver says. “It’ll be in your inbox by next Friday.”

“Excellent,” Vicki says. “So, leaving? Why? Give me.”

Vicki tends to speak in abbreviated sentences like she’s dictating texts.

“It wasn’t a serious discussion,” I say. “Just the usual grousing before we realize we’re in paradise and we shouldn’t be complaining about anything.”

“Who’s complaining?” Connor says as he enters. “And I wouldn’t quite call this hotel paradise. It’s seen better days. Not up to my usual standards.”

Maybe Harper’s right and we should leave.

I close my eyes and say a quick Serenity Prayer.

I have to accept the things I cannot change. But why?

“No one’s complaining,” I say. “Connor, did you know Guy’s the head of security here?”

Connor shakes himself like he’s heard an off note. “Guy Charles?”

“Do we know another Guy?”

“He’s the head of security?”

“That’s what I just said.”

He cocks his head to the side. “How do you know this?”

Oops.

“Oh, um, there was a slight issue in our room and he came to resolve it.”

“A slight issue?”

“Nothing serious.”

“Serious enough to call in the head of security, but not that serious? Eleanor, please. You can do better than that.”

“There was a dead body.”

“Harper!”

“You started it.”

“Are we ten?”

“Someone’s dead?” Connor says. “And Guy’s behind it?”

“No,” I say. “We don’t know who’s behind it. The police say it’s a suicide.”

He touches the brim of his fedora. “That’s not very likely, is it?”

I squint at him. Damn, he’s still hot. “Why would you say that?”

“You’re here, for one.”

“That’s enough of that, Connor,” Oliver says lightly, but not with the usual bite of his speaking-to-Connor tone. “You were the one who was in business with Guy, not Eleanor.”

“Right,” I say. “And come to think of it, what are you even doing here? Your book isn’t a mystery, it’s a rom-com.”

“I’m one of the keynote speakers.”

“One of?” Harper says. “Isn’t there usually just one?”

“My invitation clearly stated—”

“But why were you invited?” I say. “That’s the question.”

“You’re just mad it wasn’t you.”

I mean, he’s not wrong. When I saw he was giving a keynote and I wasn’t, I was pissed.

Because this is a murder mystery conference, and there aren’t any murders in his book.

Not that I read it. I just assume.

Okay, okay, I read it.

It was . . . good?

“Fine. FINE. Maybe we should go home.”

“Seems like a good plan when the bodies start dropping,” Harper says. “I’ve always wondered why people didn’t do that in books. Like, if people are dying, why don’t we all just scatter? Why wait around to see who’s next?”

“Boring,” Vicki says. “And not the point of the beginning of a book. At all. Establish the tone and character of the people and environment. Set up a hint of mystery. Don’t give the whole gambit away.”

I smile at her. “Do you want to give a conference lecture?”

“Not a chance.”

“Damn.”

“Is someone going to fill us in on the details?” Connor says.

I give a big sigh and then do my best. Our arrival; the body; how the bellhop fainted, uh, dead away. The police arrival, the hotel manager, and then Guy.

“And he didn’t explain what he was doing here?” Connor says.

“No, but you know Guy. He’s not big on talking.”

“He’s up to something.”

“You don’t say.”

“How did we end up here, Vicki?” Harper asks. “Is the conference here every year?”

“No,” Vicki says. “It changes location. There’s an executive committee that organizes it. Several locations were suggested, I believe. We chose this one.” She finishes her glass of Champagne, then looks at it, like she’s surprised she’s holding it.

“Who’s on the committee?”

“I am, along with a half dozen others.”

“How did we get picked?” I ask.

“The publicity department pitches you for lots of conferences. The committee chooses who attends. You all had an in there.” She winks.

A chill runs down my spine at the words “publicity department” because a woman named Marta, who used to work in the publicity department, was involved in a plot to kill me six months ago.

But there’s zero chance there are two murderers in the same publicity department. Right?

I mean, publishing is broken, but not that broken?

“You’ll see, Connor,” I say. “You get invited to a lot of things like this, it’s not sinister.”

“Yes, thank you, Eleanor. I have been around publishing for ten years. I know all about what happens at book conferences.” He leers at me and I turn away, praying Oliver didn’t see.

I get a flash of the last time I slept with Connor.

It was at—surprise!—a book conference.

Why haven’t they invented a delete button for our brains yet?

“Yes, fine. Well, maybe you’ll have more luck than me getting Guy to tell you what he’s doing here. And in the meantime, I think we have a lunch to get to?”

Harper stands, a bit unsteady on her feet. “Good idea, I’m—”

“My goodness, why are you all, how do you say, gathered in this room?”

I close my eyes and count to three.

Because maybe if I do that, this will all turn out to be an illusion.

But no, when I open them again, there he is. Inspector Tucci. The police officer from Italy who I can’t seem to shake out of my life.

And maybe it’s something I should’ve felt before, what with the dead body and all.

But now I . . . wait for it . . . have a bad feeling about this.




18 Remember when I said I like rhetorical questions?

19 Her closest celebrity reference is Jean Smart in Hacks.




CHAPTER 3

Did I Really Read the Itinerary?

Let me, as they say, set the scene.

We’re in a large open-air restaurant that’s Italian-themed, because of course it is. I can’t escape Italy even when I’m in the Bahamas. The off-white walls are painted in peeling frescoes of Pompeii, and there are dusty fake olive leaves wound around the wood beams in the ceiling. There’s pizza and pasta on the menu, with a large salad bar covered in one of those Mylar sneeze guards they have in American chain restaurants. There are a dozen eight-tops along with a head table, which is where I’m sitting between Harper and Oliver.

It’s just after noon. Some of the buzz from the Champagne has worn off, but I’m sure I can remedy that because there are large pitchers of what seems to be the conference’s signature drink, a rum punch, on the table.20 Even though Connor greeted its arrival by switching to talking in pirate (!), everyone else seemed happy enough to tuck in.

I recognize a few of the hundred or so participants—people I’ve seen at various conferences over the years who like going to exotic locations to learn how to improve their craft. The housewife who’s been working on her debut semi-autobiographical novel for ten years. The retired army guy who’s written five airport thrillers he’s self-published. The eager twenty-five-year-old who’s been writing novels since she was twelve, convinced she’s going to take over the literary world any minute now.

Our little group is sitting to the left of Elizabeth, who’s in the middle of the long head table, looking out over the participants with a small, welcoming smile.

I should learn how to look like that. She’s always gracious, no matter the circumstance. Her now white hair also always looks the same; she has one of those haircuts that doesn’t seem to exist anymore, feathered and chin-length. It’s probably set at a salon once a week, but who has time for that?

As far as I can tell, everyone seems happy and excited to be here.

Except me.

Because something is amiss.

More than one thing.

Number one is Inspector Tucci, who was not on the invitation. It had only said that a “real member of the police force” would be attending, and it never occurred to me that it might be someone I’d know.

I should know by now not to make assumptions like that.

Maybe someday I’ll learn.21

After his grand arrival in the lounge, Harper took Inspector Tucci aside to question him on his presence and so the event didn’t start with a double homicide.

Not that I’m going to kill him.

If Inspector Tucci dies, Connor’s the prime suspect.

Remember I said that.

Anyway, according to him, the officer who was scheduled to attend got assigned to an important case and had to prioritize justice over teaching a bunch of amateurs how to write a perfect murder.

Why that led to Inspector Tucci being here is still beyond me, but I’m sure it will be made clear to me in time. But having a police officer who once accused me of murder on the scene isn’t enough from the universe. Nope. There are more surprises in store for me.

And you too, of course.

Though you’re probably happy about the surprises.

I don’t blame you. I would be, too, if it weren’t for who it was.

“What’s she doing here?” I ask Harper as I point at the culprit with my eyes.

“Which she are you referring to?”

“Her,” I say, lifting my finger and pointing to a woman who’s sitting at one of the other tables with some of the participants. Just shy of forty, she’s of Haitian origin.22 She grew up in Montreal but has lived in California for the past twenty years. She’s an author, too, and I know this and a lot more about her because she used to be my author BFF, but now she hates me for reasons she’s never explained.

I have my theories, though.

“Sandrine?” Harper says with a neutral tone. Harper has never said, but I always suspected she was jealous of Sandrine. For example, when I told her Sandrine and I weren’t talking anymore, she’d shrugged and changed topics.

“Yes. She’s not supposed to be here.”

“She writes murder mysteries.”

“I know.”

“And this is a murder mystery conference.”

“I know that, too. But you know we’re not talking.”

“I did know that, yes,” Harper says and takes a deep sip of her drink. I’m not counting drinks, but she’s had quite a lot for her small frame.

I shouldn’t judge.23

“So why would she come to this conference, knowing I’m here?”

“She was invited?” Harper says.

“She wasn’t on the itinerary.”

Harper shrugs. “Plans change.”

“You don’t think it’s weird?”

“We found a dead body in our room five minutes after getting here. It’s all been weird.”

“I meant what I said before, Harp. You can go. I’ve got Oli—right, Oli?”

He raises an eyebrow. “I’m not booking your travel.”

“That’s not what I meant, and you know it.”

“It’s fine,” Harper says. “Let’s just stop talking about it, okay?”

I agree, but my mind doesn’t work like that. It keeps talking about it as I watch Sandrine being charming with her tablemates. She’s deliberately not looking in my direction, but we can’t avoid each other the whole time we’re here.

And she knows that.

So why has she come?

The last time I saw her was two years ago. We were out for brunch at a spot on the Santa Monica to Venice boardwalk we loved to go to. I knew something was up from the
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