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By Jilly Gagnon


#famous


The Murder Weekend


Scenes of the Crime









Rave reviews for Jilly Gagnon


‘Classic Agatha Christie goes meta in this wish-we’d-thought-of-it premise: a real whodunnit set against the backdrop of a 1920s-themed murder mystery weekend. Think Knives Out all dolled up as The Great Gatsby. This is a super-fun pastiche with a wicked smart plot peppered with clever clues and compelling characters’


Ellery Lloyd


‘When a couple attend a 1920s themed murder mystery weekend to save their marriage, they find themselves in a real-life whodunnit after one of the actors disappears. Jilly Gagnon’s well-crafted maze of clues and shifting realities is the perfect read for fans of Lucy Foley . . . mind-bending fun!’


Wendy Walker


‘Gagnon invites readers inside one seriously wicked little game with this utterly satisfying mystery. I didn’t stop second-guessing myself until the very last page’


Kieran Scott


‘With a deliciously creepy setting and juicy interpersonal intrigue, deftly weaves the search for a missing woman with a nuanced exploration of a marriage on the brink’


Sarah Zachrich Jeng


‘Clue meets Shari Lapena’s An Unwanted Guest . . . I felt as if I was in the middle of a murder-mystery game and playing along with the characters. Such a fun read!’


Georgina Cross


‘A clever mystery . . . Becca’s sardonic first-person narration sparkles. Lovers of both golden age and contemporary whodunits will have fun’


Publishers Weekly
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A remote winery. A missing friend. And a bunch of sour grapes.


It should have been the perfect spring break. Five girlfriends. A remote winery on the Oregon coast. An infinite supply of delicious wine at their manicured fingertips. But then their centre-beautiful, magnetic Vanessa Morales-vanished without a trace.


Emily Fischer was perhaps the last person to see her alive. But now, years later, Emily spots Vanessa’s doppelganger at a local café. At the end of her rope working a lucrative yet mind-numbing gig on a network sitcom, Emily is inspired to finally tell the story that’s been percolating inside her for so long: Vanessa’s story. But first, she needs to know what really happened on that fateful night. So she puts a brilliant scheme into motion.


She gets the girls together for a reunion weekend at the scene of the crime under the guise of reconnecting. There’s Brittany, Vanessa’s cousin and the inheritor of the winery; Paige, a former athlete, bullish yet easily manipulated; and Lydia, the wallflower of the group.


One of them knows the truth. But what have they each been hiding? And how much can Emily trust anything she learns from them . . . or even her own memories of Vanessa’s last days?









To all the women who have taught me about friendship:
both what it can be, and what it shouldn’t.
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I’D MADE IT ABOUT THIRTY PERCENT OF THE way through the most glaringly inane round of script notes known to man when a ghost walked into the coffee shop.


Actually, let’s back up about five minutes. As a screenwriter, I should know to set the scene at least slightly.


I closed my eyes, breathing deeply in through my nose, out slowly through my mouth, trying to let the white noise of the coffee shop fall away, let my mind go blank, keep my focus on the breath moving through my body, all the way down to my fingertips, weaving through my leg muscles on its way to the soles of my feet, slithering along my vertebrae and pooling in my tailbone, whispering up into the tips of my eyelashes. Calm. Lower your vibrations and be calm.


It would be weird anywhere but LA.


But eventually I had to open my eyes again, and that same idiotic script note was still staring back at me, maddening in its Feedback 101 simplicity.


Motivation? Why is she still here? Let’s dig deeper.


She’s still here because this is an episode of Back of House, the broadest of network comedies, a slurry of gender stereotypes, cheap sight gags, and plotlines so dull they couldn’t even cut the mental mashed potatoes we’ve been serving up for five seasons now, Mike. She’s here because the loving but slightly exasperated wife character—literally, in early versions of the pilot her name was Wife—exists exclusively as an eye-rolling sounding board to her husband’s constant string of wacky mishaps in the restaurant they run together.


And not for nothing, you don’t need motivation to stay when the A story for the episode is “Hector accidentally locks himself and Maria into the staff bathroom before an all-important VIP dinner. But Maria’s new get-fit focus on hydration means soon she’s gonna have to go . . . when neither of them can go anywhere!”


I could feel a thin layer of my molars sanding away as I tried to cling to those “breathe deep” vibes. Useless. Say goodbye to your enamel, Emily.


I reached for my brownie, breaking off a large corner and stuffing it into my mouth as I sank into the too-deep armchair I’d set up in for the day, letting the chocolatey goodness do what meditative exercises alone couldn’t manage. I looked out over the coffee shop, my favorite in LA not only because it was walking distance from my Los Feliz condo, but because the dim, windowless, sagging-velvet-upholstered-furniture ambiance seemed to scare off some of the would-be actors perpetually posing for the candid shots no one was taking of them. Instead, it attracted my people: the huddled screenwriters actually eating the indulgent baked goods, the blue-light glow of their screens only highlighting the vampiric pallor, unkempt hair, and smudged eyeglasses that formed their personal rebuttals to the famous promise of carefree SoCal sunshine. I always came to Grandeur in Exile when it was my week to write the script. It was impossible not to get work done surrounded by so much hushed intensity.


And occasionally, like now, someone so unexpected would appear that it revived that tiny flame deep inside me—perilously close to snuffing out after five years in the Back of House writers’ room—that flickered with What’s that abouts? and Wait, reallys? and in this particular case, a What’s she doing in here? The tiny moment of not-quite-rightness that feels pregnant with an untold story.


The woman at the counter had the elongated proportions of a designer’s sketch, all willowy limbs and swanlike neck, its slim length accentuated by the sharp line of her near-black bob. Even I could tell that her outfit—trendy black booties and a long-sleeved raw silk sheath, the demure hemline seemingly contradicted by the way it clung to her slim figure, highlighting every curve—was expensive, in a Beverly Hills way you rarely saw in this part of town. And she was carrying a fricking Birkin. What was someone like that doing in this dungeon—albeit a dungeon with plush amenities and excellent wifi—for creatives?


And then she turned to glance toward the heavily curtained windows and I almost choked to death on gooey chocolate.


It was Vanessa. But it couldn’t be.


Vanessa had been gone for fifteen years. I should know. I was one of the last people to see her alive.


And it was possible I was the one who had killed her.




EXT. PRECIPICE WINERY—NIGHT (15 YEARS AGO)


OPEN ON the rear of a large lodge-style home, its details reduced by the heavy mantle of night to the suggestion of a roof, shimmers of plate glass reflecting the strong moonlight, and a flagstone patio dotted with furniture, all ghostly gray. A darker shadow moves around the edge of the house and one of the motion sensor lights flickers on. The shadow—now just barely identifiable as a slim young woman—stops short, waiting for the light to flick off before moving out of its range to continue skirting the perimeter of the building’s luminescent defenses.


The camera follows the girl away from the building, until she’s a few yards shy of a jagged cliff’s edge, where a spindly staircase is set into the rock face. She holds a wine bottle by the neck with one hand. Glancing back over her shoulder, she pulls out her phone with the other. The glow carves out her beautiful, slightly sharp features, accentuated by her choppy short dyed-blond hair. This is VANESSA MORALES. She nibbles the edge of her lip as she stares at the screen, then takes a large swig of wine.




VANESSA


(whispering)


Are you really doing this, Vee?





She stares at the phone a few beats longer, then, seeming to make a decision, types out a quick text. In CLOSE-UP we see her finger hovering over the send button.




EMILY (O.S.)


Vanessa?





Vanessa startles visibly, glancing over her shoulder as the other girl approaches, and clicks the phone dark, slipping it into a pocket. It’s EMILY FISCHER, Vanessa’s close friend. She’s shorter, and curvy, with more of a girl-next-door look, especially when contrasted with Vanessa’s angular beauty.




VANESSA


Jesus, Em, you scared me.


EMILY


Sorry. Where have you been? I haven’t seen you since Paige and I went into town. Brittany didn’t know where you’d gone either.


VANESSA


Around. I . . . needed some alone time.





Vanessa runs a hand through the hair at the back of her head, wincing slightly, but Emily doesn’t notice in the dark. She offers the bottle and Emily takes a sip, then passes it back. Vanessa takes another large swig, clearly working herself up to something.




VANESSA (CONT’D)


Can you . . . not tell anyone that you saw me?


EMILY


(dubious)


I mean, sure . . . but why?


VANESSA


It doesn’t matter, just don’t tell the others about this, please. Or anyone else after. You have to promise me.


EMILY


You’re being weird, Vee.





Vanessa grips the other girl’s arm, eyes intent.




VANESSA


Promise me, Emily. Promise you won’t say anything to anyone. No matter what happens. The last time you saw me was this morning, you understand?


EMILY


Okay, geez, I won’t say anything. But Vee . . . what do you mean “no matter what happens”?





Vanessa gazes out over the cliff’s edge, considering, then sucks in a deep breath, seeming to have made another decision.




VANESSA


I can’t go into it right now, I just need you to do this for me. Promise me? You’re the only one I really trust, Em.


EMILY


I already said I wouldn’t tell.





Emily’s clearly unsettled by Vanessa’s intensity. Vanessa is never unsure of herself, but now she seems . . . almost scared.




EMILY (CONT’D)


Vanessa, what’s going on?


VANESSA


Nothing.


EMILY


C’mon, it’s me. Just . . . tell me.





Vanessa swallows hard, tears springing to her eyes.




VANESSA


It’ll all be okay soon. I know how to fix this. I have a plan.





She rubs her eyes roughly with the back of her hand.




VANESSA (CONT’D)


But Emily . . . if anything happens to me . . .


EMILY


(shocked)


If anything . . . What are you talking about, Vanessa?


VANESSA


Nothing. Sorry, I’m just being dramatic.





She shakes her head, takes another swig of wine. Emily leans in, clearly concerned.




EMILY


Do you need me to call someone? Your grandparents, or . . .


VANESSA


(sharp)


No.


(takes a breath, collects herself)


No, I’m okay, really. I’d never do anything like that, I swear. Just . . . don’t tell anyone you saw me. I need to work through some stuff on my own. You promise?


EMILY


I promise . . . if you promise you’ll tell me what the hell is going on once we’re back at school.





Vanessa smiles grimly.




VANESSA


Deal.


EMILY


I’m gonna try to squeeze in a power nap before dinner, last night totally destroyed me. You coming?


VANESSA


In a little. But remember, you—


EMILY


Never saw you. Don’t worry, Vee, I remember.





Emily squeezes her friend’s shoulder and turns back to the house, quickly disappearing from view. Once she’s gone, Vanessa turns back to her phone, clicking it on again. This time we can see the message, though not who it’s intended for: I can’t keep your secret anymore. I have to tell the truth.


PAN OUT as Vanessa clicks send, then responds to the messages that quickly come in as she makes her way toward the cliff’s edge. Glancing one last time at the house, she walks onto the staircase and descends . . .


FADE OUT


INT. PRECIPICE WINERY BEDROOM—THE FOLLOWING MORNING


Emily winces as the light hits her eyes, reaching up to rub at her temples. She blinks owlishly, worry seeping in as she tries to piece together the night before.


CUT TO


INT. PRECIPICE WINERY DINING ROOM—LAST NIGHT


The light is hazy over the table, and there’s a distorted quality to the image Emily recalls: herself at the head, laughing as she raises a glass of wine to her lips, drinking deeply. We see the suggestion of other women around the table but their faces are obscured, it’s only Emily in the frame, eyes too bright, laughing too loudly.


CUT TO


INT. PRECIPICE WINERY HALLWAY—LAST NIGHT


Emily stumbles down the hall, leaning heavily on the wall for support. Her phone buzzes in her pocket and she pulls it out, swaying slightly as she looks at the message. She looks around, checking that she’s alone, before slipping through a door to her left. It seems to lead to the front of the house.


CUT TO


EXT. PRECIPICE WINERY LAWN—LAST NIGHT


Emily sways on the same patch of grass where she encountered Vanessa some hours before. She squints at her phone again, then looks around the dark landscape. She has the glassy-eyed look of the extremely drunk. She looks over her shoulder, then—


CUT TO BLACK (hold for several seconds)


CUT TO


INT. PRECIPICE WINERY BEDROOM—THIS MORNING


Emily swallows hard as she tries to piece together her fragments of memory. She can’t seem to form a picture out of them. She fumbles for her phone on the nightstand and clicks into her text messages. The most recent chain is with Vanessa. Emily frowns as she reads it.




VANESSA: Meet me on the beach


VANESSA: It’s urgent


EMILY: Whats going in????


VANESSA: We need to talk abt what happened with Alden


VANESSA: I’m not okay with what we did to him I can’t keep your secret anymore


EMILY: My secret??


VANESSA: don’t play dumb emily we both know what you did


VANESSA: he is threatening to go public and if he does I’m not going to protect you


EMILY: Okat on myway


VANESSA: Are you close?


EMILY: Where are you?


VANESSA: In the cave on the beach


VANESSA: You have to hurry the tide is coming in


VANESSA: NM I see you outside





Emily blinks at the phone, anxiety cutting deep creases into her forehead. She looks around the room for clues, but her last-night clothes slung over the back of a chair, her bag spewing out shoes and crumpled outfits in the corner, don’t reveal anything. She scrolls through the late-night texts again, and it’s clear she has no memory of them . . . or of any visit to the beach. Licking her lips, she clicks the phone off and climbs out of bed, unsure what to do.


CUT TO


INT. PRECIPICE WINERY KITCHEN—DAY


Emily stands at the coffee maker, squinting at the buttons on the front, nibbling at her lower lip and glancing at her phone on the counter every few seconds, like it’s a bomb about to go off. She presses a button just as rapid footsteps approach. It’s LYDIA KEHOE, her dark hair mussed by sleep, oversized T-shirt and pajama pants only accentuating her Dickensian urchin slightness and pallor. Her large eyes are wide with disbelief.




LYDIA


I can’t believe you’re up. You seemed like you were getting after it last night.


EMILY


Oh, well . . . spring break, right?


LYDIA


I guess. Personally I was still too destroyed from the night before.





Emily shrugs, attempting a weak smile.




LYDIA (CONT’D)


What were you doing on the beach, by the way?


EMILY


(tense)


What?


LYDIA


I saw you heading to the stairs down to the beach last night. I almost followed you, I mean . . . you were pretty out of it. But you’d made it all the way across the lawn by the time I spotted you, and I was already in bed. And obviously you made it back in one piece.


EMILY


Oh. Right. I, uhh . . . just wanted to dip my toes in the water.


LYDIA


Seriously? The water’s freezing.


EMILY


What can I say? Drunk logic.





Emily grimaces and Lydia laughs. After a few moments the coffee maker beeps. Lydia gestures for Emily to go first. Emily pours herself a mug and moves to the table as Lydia pours two.




LYDIA


I’ll be back in a minute. With Tylenol.


EMILY


You hero.





Emily sips at the coffee tentatively, the shaky clamminess starting to wear off slightly. She’s gazing out the window at the ocean, frowning as she tries to dredge up any memory of going down to it the night before, when Lydia reappears, both mugs still in her hands. She sets them down on the breakfast bar, frowning.




LYDIA


Have you seen Vee?





Emily pauses for just a moment before she shakes her head.




EMILY


Not since yesterday at lunch. Didn’t she say she had stuff to do?


LYDIA


Yeah . . . but I haven’t seen her since then either. And she’s not in her room.


EMILY


Have you tried calling her?


LYDIA


It goes straight to voicemail. And her bed hasn’t been slept in.


EMILY


So her phone died, then. Probably she went into town to find some guy to fool around with. You know Vee.


LYDIA


(worried)


I don’t think so. The cars are both here. Besides, since when does Vee let her phone die?





Emily takes a deep breath. Her hands grip the edge of the counter.




EMILY


What are you saying, Lydia?


LYDIA


I’m saying . . . I think something might have happened to Vanessa. Something bad.
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I TRIED TO GO BACK TO MY WORK—I COULD feel myself staring too intently, if the woman at the counter turned she’d probably be creeped out, besides I owed everyone a revision by tomorrow—but I couldn’t help myself. The details were different—wrong hair color, cheekbones higher and broader, outfit far too polished and prim for the seductive, sharp-edged girl I remembered—but the resemblance was strong enough to knock the wind out of me.


There was a time when she was the most important person in my life—not that I would have admitted it to myself then, how much I wanted her approval, how much we all did, really. The pain when she disappeared had actually turned physical, a sharp rock at the pit of my stomach that weighed me down all day, little shards of guilt breaking off any time some well-meaning classmate or professor would ask after her. Vanessa had been the girl who drew every eye in the room, the friend that you felt absurdly lucky to have found, her glamour so palpable it rubbed off on the select few of us she’d chosen for her inner circle. Before we met I’d had friends, obviously, but I’d never experienced the sense of connection she could give you, the intense intimacy I felt when we were together, like we’d cracked some secret code no one else even knew existed.


For months after she disappeared, I vacillated between complete conviction that I could never have done anything to hurt her—this person who made me feel more alive, brighter, more authentic, as though she’d pulled back a veil over the real me I hadn’t even realized was there—and a fuzzy, pervasive fear of the part of me that had always been a little jealous of Vanessa. Not just of her effect on the world around her, but of the times she turned her light away from me and onto someone else, a more frequent occurrence than I liked to admit to myself back then. Could that jealous goblin version of me, buried deep most days, have bubbled up on a groundswell of wine the night that, try for the life of me, I’d never been able to piece together? I didn’t think so. I’d never been a violent person, and when I got drunk I tended to get either too friendly or nonspecifically weepy. But I couldn’t be sure, and that nagged at me, the voice growing dimmer as the years passed, but never totally fading away.


The woman turned back to the counter, the resemblance fading slightly as she paid for her drink, then strode out of the shop, eyes slipping over me with zero recognition, her long, confident strides both familiar and foreign. Had Vanessa walked like that? In my memory, she’d been more sinuous, the atmosphere in a room seeming to caress her as she moved through it.


But how would I know? It had been almost fifteen years since she’d gone missing. If Vanessa was out there somewhere—and even I, the Midwestern Pollyanna of our little college cohort, wasn’t naïve enough to believe that—how could I possibly begin to guess the ways that she’d changed?


I forced my eyes back to my laptop again, but I couldn’t focus, my thoughts drifting every few sentences to the ghost the woman had so sharply evoked. I hadn’t paid attention in years to the high-water line of long-receded fear that still marked my insides, but it was always there, a reminder that it was possible that even if I couldn’t remember the night she’d gone missing, I’d somehow played a part in it.


I’d been turning Vanessa over in my mind ever since that weekend, worn the edges down on that eerily prescient conversation we’d had the evening before she’d disappeared, until I could barely be sure the shape of the thing was the same as how it actually happened. I’d dredged the muck of Friday night more times than I could count, trying to recall meeting Vanessa—trying to remember even a single one of the texts she’d sent and I’d apparently responded to—but there was nothing. I was desperate to uncover the tiny detail, previously unnoticed, that would unlock the puzzle box of what had happened to her, what I might have done to save her.


What I might have done to her.


But those hours remained a blank, a thick velvet curtain drawn over one of the most important nights in my entire life. I’d never even managed to peek beneath a corner.


Lately, with the fifteenth anniversary approaching, I found myself thinking of her more often than I had in a long time. A song would come on the radio, one I’d heard thousands of times before, but for some reason this time it would evoke a visceral memory of the five of us dancing around Brittany’s apartment, drunk on cheap wine and our own youth, Vanessa always somehow at the center of things, even when she was standing to one side, sipping her drink with a knowing smirk as she watched the rest of us scream out the lyrics. Or I’d be waiting for a table at a favorite restaurant and someone’s slightly woodsy perfume would waft over me and suddenly I was back in the bathroom of Vanessa’s freshman dorm, watching her tap balsam oil on all her pressure points, eyelids lowering as she gazed at me through the mirror, We can play around with my essential oils set until we find something that works on you, Emily.


Or I’d spot a woman in the coffee shop—my coffee shop—who looked so much like Vanessa it literally took my breath away.


Maybe it was because Vanessa’s story—our story too, the ones who were left behind—was the one I’d always wanted to tell. It was a fundamental turning point in my life, the one inarguably dramatic thing that had happened, if not to me, then in my vicinity. How could I not keep returning to it, trying to sort the threads into a tapestry that made some sort of sense? I’d tried to put the story on paper more than once, even made it to the end of the first act a few times, but inevitably I’d run up against the same wall: I had no idea what had actually happened. No one did, not really.


The disappearance had caused a stir at the time—girls as beautiful and “promising” as Vanessa don’t go missing all that often, especially in the more remote regions of coastal Oregon. The local police had quickly been overwhelmed and called in the big guns to help with the search, and all of us had been grilled about the spring break trip, Vanessa’s character, and our movements over the previous few days, a blur of questions that covered so much ground that I came away from them half-convinced they legitimately suspected me. Eventually the investigators landed on “tragic accident.” There was no physical evidence to speak of, no body, and no indication that anyone else had had access to the remote winery. There were, however, the gigantic cliffs just yards from the house, the insatiable ocean nipping at their feet, and Vanessa’s known predilection for risk taking, especially when drunk. The assumption was that she’d gone over the edge somehow, been pulled out to sea before any of us even realized she was missing. Even Topper and Mitzi’s wildly expensive private investigators couldn’t come up with a likelier scenario. And just like that, the world moved on, the silence in the wake of all that buzz deafening, and absolute.


The thing that had always bothered me most was that no one could explain why Vanessa would have been traipsing along the cliffs at night, what might have prompted her to leave the safety of her bed, of her friends, and risk her life in the pitch dark. As careless as she was when it came to self-preservation—sometimes her attitude of invincibility, pronounced even among her fellow college students, almost felt like a provocation—I had never been able to answer that question at the center of it all. And of course I held one vital clue—the texts asking me to join her, implying that maybe I had?—but that just confirmed the presumed what of her vanishing without any meaningful trace, leaving the more fundamental why flickering overhead like a faulty neon sign. It was one of the dozens of questions I still had about that weekend—had I really gone down to her, or had she seen someone else? (Please, please let it have been someone else . . .) I’d checked all my shoes inside and out that morning and couldn’t find any traces of sand or damp, had peered at every inch of my body for unexplained scrapes or bruises, some sign that I’d stumbled down to the beach, and there was nothing . . . but what did that absence really prove?


And why had she asked to meet on the beach in the first place? There were plenty of private spots around the winery. Hell, why had she wanted a conversation with me, full stop? Vanessa knew, and I knew, that the secret I’d been keeping was as much hers as mine, maybe more so. Why would she risk it coming out?


Until I had answers for all those questions—real answers, not just the cobbled-together clichés and jump scares any hack could employ to tie off a mystery plot—I didn’t feel I could finish the story. Until then, it wouldn’t do her justice. Or help me sleep at night.


It didn’t help that lately Back of House seemed to have shifted from simply stultifying into something I actively dreaded. I’d worked my way up the credits ladder from staff writer to script supervisor to producer, my paychecks and residuals steadily growing larger each time the show was renewed. We’d even hit syndication after the last season, which was probably why my agent, Lucy, was very keen on my reviewing the new contract the studio had sent over, promising another extremely gilded year of indentured servitude. Yes, I could sign the contract. Hell, I could probably negotiate even better terms—as one of the few writers who’d been there since the beginning, I was the living repository of “No, we’ve already done that episode.” I could probably keep writing on the show for another few years, keep inflating the ostrich-sized nest egg the show had helped me build, but just the idea of it almost made me want to cry. I didn’t need another fancy vacation, or a bigger house, or a better car—I didn’t even care about cars (I know, a sin against LA itself). The idea of diving back into that morass of tired plotlines and cardboard cutout characters now, when the story I’d been turning over in my mind for so long had just appeared in front of me as if by magic, made my skin crawl.


With a determined sniff, I stuffed the rest of the brownie into my mouth, slid my computer into my large, expensive (but not Birkin expensive) tote, and headed out, blinking in the midafternoon sunshine. One thing was very clear: These script notes were not happening. Not in the course of this afternoon, at least.


By the evening I’d managed to edit half of a single scene . . . and turn over half a dozen possible openings to a feature that told the story of Vanessa’s disappearance. The story had been percolating in me for so long—fifteen years now—but something about seeing the doppelganger had flipped some vital switch inside me, turned the dial up from simmer to overwhelming, boiling need. I’d been executing Chip’s vision of spectacular mediocrity for years now, wasn’t it past time I create a vision of my own? Hell, it might be just as mediocre in the end, but at least it would be my mediocre.


But I’d been here before. I had an entire graveyard of previous attempts—the draft dates carved into the file names their epitaphs—to prove it. If I wanted to do this right, find the answers that would satisfy not only the demands of a screenplay, but me—the person who had never really gotten over the loss of the woman I’d once thought of as my best friend—I knew what I had to do. Frankly, I’d been psyching myself up to it all afternoon. I pulled out my phone, scrolling through the contacts until I found the number I needed.


“Hey, Brittany?”


“Ohmygod, Emily Fischer? Talk about a blast from the past. How are you, babe?” A metallic clatter in the background. “Mason,” she hissed, “Mommy is on the phone. Can you deal with him, Rosaline?” Some shuffling and piercing whines, then eventually a door slam and silence. “Sorry, it’s like kids have some sort of radar that makes them turn into little monsters only when you’re busy with something else. Thank god for au pairs, right?”


“Oh. Totally . . .” Brittany’s socials made her two-kids-under-five, wealthy-husband, sprawling-Greenwich-house, stay-at-home life look like something out of a catalog, but I had a feeling most of it was more like the tiny glimpse I’d just caught.


“So? Why are you calling?”


“Can’t I just call an old friend?” I tucked my auburn hair tightly behind my ear, grimacing. I’d forgotten how blunt Brittany could be.


“You can. But we haven’t talked on the phone in, like . . . five years? So, you know. Why?”


“I thought I saw Vanessa.” I exhaled sharply, anxiety pooling in the pit of my stomach as I waited to hear what she’d say.


“No, you didn’t,” Brittany said, voice sharp. The response was so automatic it startled me a little. Sure, we all assumed Vanessa was dead, but still . . .


“I did. Trust me, if you’d seen this woman . . .”


“Okay, I have to ask this, sweetie . . . have you been drinking?” Brittany’s sharpness disappeared, replaced by gentle, padded pity.


“Brittany, it’s barely five o’clock here.”


“Everyone has bad days sometimes. You can tell me, you know I don’t judge on that stuff at all.”


“I’m not drinking, Brittany.”


“Okaaay.” She dragged out the word carefully. “I know you know this Emily, but . . . Vanessa’s gone.”


“I know that. Obviously I know that. But you should have seen this woman, Brittany, they could have been sisters.” They could have been one person, I almost added.


“I’m sure that was weird,” Brittany said slowly, “but I still don’t get why you’re calling me about it.” It had been years since we’d been in the same room, but I could almost see her eyes narrowing under the blunt bangs she’d worn since before college, her narrow chin tucking back in a way that blurred her already soft jawline.


Here goes.


“I’m calling because . . . I want us to go back there. All of us.”


“Are you serious? Why?” Her voice had taken on that glassy edge I remembered so well. Of all of us, Brittany had always been most used to getting her own way. And least good about dealing with the times that she didn’t. I had a feeling the actual answer—So I can finally write the screenplay that has been trying to get out of me for almost fifteen years now, and also no big deal but it’s possible I had something to do with what happened to her?—wasn’t the tack to take.


“Because I need answers.” Almost the truth. “I think we all need them.”


“What answers, Emily?” Brittany sniffed. “Don’t you think if there was any sign of what happened to Vanessa, all those cops would have found it? Or the private detectives my grandparents hired? They spent a fortune trying to track Vanessa down. There was nothing then, and there sure as shit isn’t going to be anything now.”


I’d almost forgotten that Vanessa and Brittany shared a set of grandparents. They’d both always seemed so keen to downplay that information at the time. I pinched my nose, feeling this conversation slipping away from me.


“That was the wrong word, okay? But . . . don’t you feel it too, Brittany? I know how much you feel things.” My voice was a little pleading, and I realized I’d subconsciously fallen into the same peacemaker tones—and predilection for white-lie flattery—that I’d used back in college, when the more . . . volatile members of our circle’s hackles started inching up. The sense of stepping back into some previous version of myself was briefly vertiginous, and I had to glance out my window, registering the traffic skimming down Franklin Street, the Gelson’s, the Scientology Celebrity Center I knew was hulking behind the wall of massive trees that patrolled its perimeter, to ground myself in the moment again.


“It’s like there’s this . . . hole there. This gap in our lives that never got filled in. I’m not saying we’re going to solve this,” Christ on a cracker did I want to be wrong about that, “but I do think we could all get some closure.”


There was silence on the line. If I had any chance of convincing her, now was the moment. So I went straight for the jugular—something I might have felt bad about if I hadn’t been dealing with Brittany Chisholm. The only person I’d ever known who was better at immediately locating someone’s pressure points was Vanessa herself, but Brittany had always been more willing to use that knowledge. Maybe it was a family trait.


“Brittany . . . the fifteen-year anniversary is coming up in a few months. I think Vanessa deserves a proper goodbye.”


“There was the vigil . . .”


“But that was when everyone thought she still might turn up.” It had been a few weeks after Vanessa disappeared, back on campus, and even at the time it felt like we were acting out a montage scene, a show of aesthetically appropriate worry, letting ourselves believe it was just a stop on our way to a happy ending. At least the other students all seemed to feel that way—I’d been working overtime to convince myself that even if I had seen Vanessa that night, I couldn’t have done anything to her.


“We never really gave her a proper sendoff, and it just feels wrong. I mean . . . what would people think if they knew that?” That was the one-two punch. Brittany might not give two fucks about closure, or even about Vanessa, but if I knew anything about her, she cared deeply about being seen as the sort of person who did.


The silence drew out for several long seconds. I could feel my stomach tensing in anticipation.


“I know,” Brittany finally murmured, her voice lower and more solemn than before. “Trust me, Em, I know that better than anyone.”


My breath hitched in my throat.


“I’ve actually been meaning to visit the property,” Brittany said with a heavy exhale. In the background, the squeaky sighs of a body settling into leather furniture. I could picture her in some dark-walled office, plaid accent pillows, chunky knit afghans, and a gigantic faux sheepskin rug giving it a modern horsey-set flair. Had I seen her post a room like that on her socials, or did Brittany’s entire persona just exude that much country club? “They finally sorted out Mitzi’s will, she left the winery to me like she always planned. But there’s a lot to sift through. Markus and I need to decide whether we’re going to try to keep it as passive income or just sell the whole thing, but we’ve just been too busy to get out there.” A pause. I could hear the little flicking sound of Brittany picking the polish off her fingernails with her thumb, her nervous tic since forever. “It would be a good time of year to visit, it’s the off-season, the tasting room wouldn’t even be open unless someone booked it privately. I’d just have to let them know we were coming and we’d have the place to ourselves.”


“It should be we, don’t you think?” Tread lightly, Emily. “I have to believe Paige and Lydia would appreciate a chance to really deal with this too.” And one of them might know something I didn’t, remember a detail that hadn’t seemed important at the time . . .


“Paige could probably write the whole trip off, actually,” Brittany mused. I knew vaguely that our former friend worked in wine and liquor sales, but we hadn’t been in proper touch for years. Without Vanessa exerting her gravitational pull, it had become clear that the rest of us didn’t have all that much in common. Or maybe it was just too painful to go on without her. Whatever the reason, we’d all more or less gone our separate ways the last year of college—Brittany had continued to hold dominion over the boat shoe set she’d always been inclined toward, Paige had spent more time with the rest of the track team, Lydia wound up hitting a delayed rebellious phase and falling in with the club kid scene on campus, and I’d finally gathered up the courage to try out for a staff writer’s spot on the campus soap opera. I kept in sporadic touch with Brittany, and Lydia and I had a brief stint of rekindled . . . friendship was too strong, but occasional-hanging-out, for the few years she lived in LA in our late twenties, but Paige had quickly wound up on the pile of social-media-only friends, and eventually the algorithms agreed we just weren’t that invested in each other. “I have no idea how to reach Lydia, though,” Brittany added with barely disguised distaste. “We’re not exactly close.”


“I can get in touch with Lydia.” I fought to keep the eagerness out of my voice. “I don’t think she’s on social media anymore, but she and I talk every once in a while.”


“I don’t know . . .” Brittany’s tone turned nose-wrinkling. “I’m still not sure how this is going to help anything.”


“It’s at least worth a try, though, right? Vanessa deserves better. And we all need this. Closure.” I put extra weight on the word. Brittany seemed the type to be neck-deep in buzzword psychology these days. “Absolute worst case, we all get a little girls’ weekend at a stunning winery.”


“Lydia and girls’ trip are not ideas that mesh.”


“Trust me, she’s grown into herself since college. And she’s fun when she gets a few glasses of wine in her. When she was living here she took me to a puppet burlesque show.”


“Oh my god, she’s always been so weird.”


“But good weird.” I flung around for something else—Brittany wasn’t a big believer in the existence of good weird. “Besides, she might hex you if she found out we all went back and didn’t invite her.”


“Good point.” Brittany sniffed out a laugh. “I mean . . . a weekend away would be nice. I honestly can’t remember the last time I’ve been able to sleep in after a big night. My kids are absolutely the center of my world, but they have no respect for a hangover.”


“So . . . does that mean you’re on board?”


“Ughhh, fine. Yes. But I do not have time for negative energy. If Lydia’s a giant rain cloud the whole weekend I will throw her over the cliffs.”


“I’d expect no less.”


“I should go. Mason and Missy’s bedtime is soon, it takes forever if I don’t help Rosaline handle it. I’ll talk to Markus when he gets home from work and we can sort out details.”


“Sounds good. And thank you, Brittany. This means more to me than you know.”


She was quiet for a moment.


“It’s fine. I think you’re right. It’s time I went back there.”


And with that, she hung up.


Anticipation started buzzing through me and I paced around my condo, wriggling my fingers as though that could expel the static. Even just the prospect of finding the answers I’d been waiting for the last fifteen years seemed to loosen something inside me.


Admitting defeat on the Back of House revisions—extensions had been granted before—I poured myself a glass of wine, took it into my office, and opened a new file in Final Draft.


The words started flowing, more effortlessly than they ever had in all the other versions of the story I’d tried to tell: the schlocky horror version, the excruciatingly self-serious coming-of-age version, the Important Movie tragedy version, all of them and half a dozen other false starts gathering dust in the Bottom Drawer file on my desktop.


This time I was going to find out how the story ended.




EXT. OREGON COAST—DAY (PRESENT DAY)


A more zoomed-out view of the large glass-fronted stone and timber home perched on the edge of the cliffs, the sheer rocks giving way to a strip of beach ribboning around the base. The rickety set of stairs zigzagging down the cliff face ends in a weathered wooden dock, the curve of the coastline sheltering it slightly from the rougher waves farther out to sea. It’s clear from the water marks on the pilings that the tide is out.


PAN UP AND ZOOM IN to the northern side of the house, where a tall midthirties woman in a sleek button-down and fitted black pants, her office wear at odds with the wildness around her, picks her way along an overgrown flagstone footpath toward the viewer. This is PAIGE CRESSEY. The wind ruffles her light brown pixie cut, her eyes unreadable as she gazes out along the cliffs.




PAIGE (V.O.)


I never thought I’d come back to this place. It was beautiful, obviously, but so are tigers. And volcanoes. Something can be stunning and still be really fucking dangerous.





Paige makes her way to the edge of the cliff, craning her neck to peer down to the beach below. Eventually she pulls back, folding her arms across her chest and shivering.




PAIGE (V.O.) (CONT’D)


It was Maggie that finally convinced me to say yes. She’s always been good at that. We both pretend I’m the bad influence in our relationship, but really, I just get up to more trouble. Maggie’s the one with all the influence, period.





The camera pulls out, and we glimpse a figure approaching from behind, body silhouetted by the sun. Paige clearly doesn’t sense the dark figure’s presence.




PAIGE (V.O.) (CONT’D)


I’d protested. Obviously. Tried to make her believe I was over what happened that weekend. But Maggie knows me too well to buy my bullshit. And she’s been there for too many of the one-drink-too-many nights where I can’t help but talk about Vanessa.





The figure is nearer now, a hunched woman dressed all in black, a shock of pitch-black hair sweeping across her forehead, obscuring her features.




PAIGE (V.O.) (CONT’D)


She’d insisted I needed to work through this. Let myself feel my feelings. And eventually, I had to give in. Otherwise I’d have had to tell her the real reason I didn’t want to be here.


LYDIA


Paige?





Paige startles, stumbling forward a little, and Lydia grabs her arm from behind, a reflexive gesture of protection. Lydia’s large, slightly bulbous brown eyes stand out against her pale complexion, made paler by her years working as a game developer. Not that Lydia’s the type to tan, regardless.




PAIGE


Holy shit, Lydia. I nearly went over the edge just now.


LYDIA


Sorry. I wasn’t sure it was you until I got closer.


(beat)


I like the hair, by the way.





She gestures to the top of her head. The fact that Paige’s pixie is new to her shows just how long it’s been since the two women have been face to face. Paige, the former athlete, shuffles from foot to foot, the sense of awkwardness apparent in her need for movement. Lydia stays very still.




PAIGE


Thanks. Uh . . . you too. Did you just get here?





Lydia nods, moving to one side to get a better view of the water.




LYDIA


Traffic wasn’t as bad as I expected. What were you looking at?


PAIGE


(sharp)


What?


LYDIA


(surprised)


Down below? Was there something on the beach?


PAIGE


Oh . . . no. Just an impulse, I guess.





Lydia raises an eyebrow but doesn’t pursue the topic any further.




PAIGE (CONT’D)


I’m surprised you came, actually.


LYDIA


Really? What reason could I possibly have not to want to see all of you again?


PAIGE


Seriously?





Paige snorts out a little laugh but quiets when she catches Lydia’s calm, expectant look. She swallows hard, blinking, clearly trying to find a socially acceptable way to put into words what she’d assumed was obvious: because Lydia never really got along with Paige and Brittany. Then the sound of a door slamming draws both women’s attention back toward the house.




BRITTANY (O.S.)


I swear to god, whoever’s in charge of maintenance for this place is getting fired tomorrow. I read through the budget, we pay to repave that road every year.


EMILY (O.S.)


It has been weirdly cold up here the last couple months. Maybe they want to wait until winter’s over before doing it?


BRITTANY (O.S.)


That’s no excuse.





The two women emerge along the side of the house, onto the same footpath Paige walked down. BRITTANY (CHISHOLM) DEWITT’s long light brown hair shines in the late afternoon sun, and her oversized windowpane blazer and leather leggings only accentuate her trim figure. Next to her, Emily, in a slouchy sweater, jeans, and slip-on shoes clearly chosen for comfort during travel, looks rather rumpled. She still has the soft, curvy figure of her youth.




BRITTANY


Ohmygod you made it! I’d come to you, but the lawn will absolutely destroy these shoes.





She gestures at her suede ankle boots, which do sport ludicrously high, narrow heels. Lydia turns to Paige, holding her gaze a moment longer, then starts back to the gigantic house, the windows reflecting her slow progress away from the cliff. Paige lingers at its edge, watching the women.




BRITTANY


They should have already stocked the house. I totally overordered, so you bitches had better be ready to destroy some cheese plates. I know Emily’s down.





Brittany flashes a pert smile as her eyes quickly run over Emily’s curves. Emily forces a smile in return.




EMILY


Always am.


BRITTANY


Hello? Paige? Are you coming or what?





Paige sucks in a deep breath, turns to glance down from the cliff top one last time, then makes her way back across the lawn, her long, athletic strides quickly closing the distance between herself and the other women.




PAIGE


Jeez, Bee, impatient much? I saw you like . . . last week.


BRITTANY


That was in New York. This is here. Anyway, I need you to get my luggage, it’s super awkward.





As they disappear inside, the camera pulls down the stairs along the cliffside to the dock, late-afternoon shadows starting to streak the graying wood.




PAIGE (V.O.)


We could all pretend we were here to celebrate our long-lost friend. That we were searching for . . . what had Brittany called it? Closure. But I knew the truth. The one I couldn’t tell Maggie. We were all really here because of our secrets. And I, for one, needed to make sure mine were truly safe . . .










NOTE: Is Paige the best entry point? Plausible for her to have this sort of relationship with her wife? Revisit setup here . . . —EF
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