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The beginning is rarely the beginning. It’s the middle, or it’s near the end, or it’s on its way to being that way. Death might be the inciting incident, but death doesn’t just happen. There’s a beginning, middle, and end to that, too.
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CHAPTER 1



I’m Going to Kill Him


Rome


Bless me, Father, for I have sinned.


I want to commit a homicide.


Why, you ask? Bear with me for a second, and I’ll explain.


I write books for a living. But the thing is, I never meant to write a book in the first place. I know that sounds nuts—who writes an entire novel by accident?—but that’s what happened. Ten years ago, after a life-changing trip to Italy during a crisp January, I wrote a book.


And okay, I know what you’re thinking. Didn’t Elizabeth Gilbert do that already? Was it some kind of Eat, Pray, Love knockoff?


I want to say no, but the truth is—kind of?


I mean, there were thefts, detective work, and even a murder. But there was also lots of travel, a love story, and pasta.


I’ll get to all of that.


What you need to know right now is that when I got home after a whirlwind month of adventure, I had an overwhelming urge to write down what had happened, and it spilled out of me in a feverish rush. How I met Connor Smith, how we got embroiled in solving a series of robberies that ended in a murder, how we fell in love—I sifted through everything we’d experienced and out came When in Rome.


And the things that happened in the months after that—getting an agent, selling the book at auction, being flown to New York to meet my publishing team—felt like a continuation of a dream I couldn’t seem to wake up from.


My wake-up call came six weeks before the book was scheduled to launch that November.


Because I’d forgotten one tiny detail.


I never told Connor I was writing about him. I just invited him to meet me in New York and didn’t tell him why.


If I’m being honest—and that’s what this is about, right? Confession—I thought that when I told him, he’d pick me up and twirl me around like in a scene from a movie.


That’s not what happened.


Instead, I got, well, not blackmailed exactly, but something blackmail adjacent.


Because once Connor understood that he was soon to be the star of a true-crime novel—that I’d changed everyone else’s names, including my own, to protect the guilty, but not his—he wanted 10 percent of my advance. It was that or—he told the publisher with an élan I had to admire—he’d see us in court.


Even though he didn’t have a legal leg to stand on,1 my publisher didn’t want to take the chance.2 And there was a clause in my contract that said if we went to court, I’d be on the hook for the legal fees.3


I didn’t remember even seeing that clause.


I mean, does anyone read twenty-page single-spaced contracts?


I was going to from now on, obviously. But in the meantime, what if I gave him the cut of my advance he wanted, my publisher asked. That would make it so much simpler for everyone.


So I paid.


One book, I thought. One book, and then I’d be rid of him.


Everyone who’s ever been blackmailed in the history of blackmail probably thinks that. I’ll pay once, and that’ll be enough. Spoiler alert: It’s never enough.


Not for Connor.


Because When in Rome sold beyond everyone’s wildest expectations, and Connor was there for all of it. Slipping his arm around my waist in countless photos. Showing up everywhere. Basking in the fucking glow. And then my publisher offered me an enormous amount of money to write a sequel. Maybe I could write something else someday, but for now, more Connor, please! And could you be a darling and get it done in six months so you publish a book a year? Of course you can.


Anyway, when Connor got wind of the offer, he insisted I take it. I wouldn’t want certain information about me to go public, would I? No, he didn’t think so.


He took 20 percent of my advance that time.4 And when Murder in Nice was almost as successful as the first book, my publisher wanted another. And another. And another.


I tried pitching something else, but all they wanted was Connor. With his blue eyes and charming smile—“like Captain America with a smirk,” I’d written, because I was twenty-five and an idiot.


And now it’s ten years later, and I feel like I’m stuck with him forever, like Agatha Christie was with Poirot or Sir Arthur Conan Doyle was with Sherlock. They eventually killed off their main characters, and that’s what I’m going to do.


I’m going to kill him.


I just need to find a way to get away with it.


“. . . Ma’am? This is all very interesting, but I can’t absolve you of a crime you haven’t committed.”


Oh, shit. Did I say all of that out loud? To an actual priest? Looks like it.


I lean back in the confession box, resting my back against the worn wooden frame. Though my thick, dark hair is up in a topknot, the tendrils that have escaped are hot against my neck, and this seat is murder on my back.


“So,” I say to the small screen in the wall, “if I ask for forgiveness after the fact, you can give it, but not before?”


“That’s right, ma’am.”


“Shouldn’t it be ‘signorina’?”


“I’m visiting the parish from America, ma’am.”


The one church I visit in Rome, and I get an American priest?


“Oh, yeah? Where from?”


“We’re not supposed to talk about ourselves.”


“It’s Texas, right?”


“. . . I’m from Dallas.”


I smile in satisfaction. I’ve always been good at accents. “I knew it.”


“Ma’am?”


“It’s Eleanor, I told you.”


“Do you want to pray on your thoughts about . . .”


“Connor Smith?”


“I’ve found it helpful to pray on my anger. It soothes the soul.”


Praying isn’t going to help me get rid of Connor, though, which I knew when I came in here. But it was very hot out, and the worn marble church sitting on the corner of the piazza looked so cool and inviting, I couldn’t help myself.


Once I was inside, I gazed around the incense-infused space and the mahogany-paneled walls. I was drawn to the small booth tucked into a corner. The confessional, I realized when I stepped past the blood-red velvet curtain. I’d always wondered what they were like. Turns out: small and stuffy. But before I could leave, there was a cough through the wall and a soothing voice suggested I unburden myself. Seemed like a good idea at the time. Now I don’t know how to get out of this conversation.


“Eleanor? Are you in here?”


Oh, thank God.


Oh, um, I mean, thank you, God.


I pull back the curtain. My younger sister,5 Harper, is scuttling down the aisle with a worried expression on her beautiful face. She’s wearing a white poplin dress that shows off her long, tanned limbs and complements her chestnut hair, which, like so many things, is one shade better than mine.6 She’s wearing it braided and wound around her head, a look that suits her but would make me look like Princess Leia’s less attractive sister.7, 8


“I’m here!” I wave my hand so she sees me.


Her face relaxes. Her eyes are a shade better than mine, too—a perfect cornflower blue framed with heavy, dark lashes. Mine are washed out, and my lashes are almost invisible without mascara.


“What are you doing in here, El?”


I step out of the booth. “Confessing my sins?”


“You haven’t been gone long enough for that.”


“Ha ha.”


She plucks a piece of lint from my navy dress. It’s made of the same material as hers, light as a feather. She found it for me on a shopping trip to New York. Besides being my sister, she’s the best personal assistant anyone could ask for.


I wish she didn’t resent me for it so much, and I’m terrified she’s going to leave me at the end of this trip. She hasn’t said it explicitly, but she’s dropped enough hints about me doing more stuff on my own that it’s clear where she’s headed.


Away from me.


“You don’t need to do that,” I say, catching her hand.


Do I even need to tell you that her manicure is a perfect ballet pink, while I’ve long stopped bothering with getting my nails done? No, right? You’ve got the picture.


“We need to get going,” Harper says.


“What’s next?”


“The Colosseum.”


“Must we?”


“They want us to get some shots there to start hyping Roman Holiday Gone Wrong.”


“I haven’t agreed to that title.”


“Regardless.”


“Okay, fine. But I need ice cream if I’m going to be back out in that heat.”


“It’s called gelato.”


“I’m doing it again, aren’t I? Being the stupid American tourist?”


“Kinda.”


“Sorry, sis.” I rope my arm around her neck and pull her close. She smells like lemons and home to me, a slight variation on my own scent.


“I saw a gelato shop around the corner,” Harper says.


“You’re a lifesaver.”


“You get any insight in there?” She points over my shoulder.


Oh, crap, I left Mr. Texas alone without saying goodbye. “Hold on.”


I step to the confessional and pull the curtain back. “Are you still there?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“I’ve got to go.”


“Go with God.”


“Okay, thanks.” Okay? Okay? Do I go directly to hell now, or do I at least get to plead my case at the pearly gates? “Thank you for listening.”


“You can leave an offering in one of the boxes.”


“Oh, right, sure. Will do.”


But wait. Wasn’t he supposed to give me rosaries to say? A penance? Something that will wash away the sin of wanting Connor Smith dead, even if it’s just on paper?


I search around for the offering box. Harper’s standing with her hands clasped behind her, staring at the huge stained glass window above the altar of Madonna and Child. The sunlight is filtering through it, throwing out a pinwheel of colors. She looks angelic, and I almost don’t want to disturb her. But I also badly want a gelato, and she’s carrying my wallet.


Yeah, yeah, I know. I’m working on being less dependent, I promise.


But the truth is that my life would be a mess without her.


“Harper?”


She brings her head down and turns. She looks disappointed, like I’ve woken her out of a particularly good dream. “Yeah?”


“We’re not Catholic, right?”


“How could you not know that?”


“I remember church at Christmas, and didn’t we go at Easter sometimes? Am I making that up?”


“I’m not your memory palace.”


“Aren’t you?”


“Ha.”


“So?”


“Yeah, we went at Christmas. Mom loved the carols.”


“Right. And Dad loved the Easter egg roll!”


She touches her nose with one finger and points the other at me. “We have a winner.”


“I wish I remembered them more.”


Our parents died when I was eighteen. Which should be more than old enough for me to remember them, but instead, having to immediately become Harper’s parent seems to have erased most of my memories.


The good ones, anyway.


Harper smiles sadly. “Me too.”


“Anyways . . . Should we jet?”


“You wouldn’t happen to know where Connor is, would you?”


“Isn’t it your job to keep tabs on him?”


“I was too busy looking for you.”


“How did you find me, anyway?”


She waves her iPhone. It’s in a cherry red case to distinguish it from mine, which is a deep candied blue.


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“For a person who writes mysteries, you are weak in the ways of stalking.”


“You’re tracking me through your phone? Did I authorize this?”


“I run all of your passwords, social media, banking . . .”


“So, you could defraud me in a hot minute.”


“If you didn’t pay me amazingly.”


“Which I do.”


“Which you do.”


“Harper . . .”


She turns away. “Not now, okay? After.”


“After what?”


“When we get home. Then we’ll talk.”


Shit, shit, shit. I was right. She’s leaving me.


“Why wait?”


“Let’s enjoy the trip.”


“Connor and all?”


She bursts out laughing, then stops herself so quickly I can almost hear the record scratch. “About that . . .”


“What’s he done now?”


She meets my eyes, and there’s a terrible mix of heartbreak and resignation in hers that hurts my heart.


“Harper?”


Her eyes fill. She wipes a tear away with the back of her hand, and my own throat tightens in response. A wave of violence floods through me. And even though I’m in church, even though I was just seeking forgiveness, I have only one thought now.


I’m going to fucking kill him.


“Eleanor?” Connor’s voice shatters my murderous thoughts about, well, him. “Ah, there you are.”


I turn around slowly. Connor’s standing with his hands on his hips, devastatingly handsome in a seersucker suit and a matching fedora. His face is tanned, and his dark blond hair is short on the sides and brushed back from his forehead. His eyes are the most striking thing about him—a deep sea blue, like the Mediterranean on a calm day.9


“Where the hell have you been?” I say with an edge to my voice I can’t seem to bury.


“Oh, ho, ho, she’s angry.” His accent is half British and half the flat accent of a Canadian. He’s never given me a clear answer about where he grew up.


Juvenile detention, I suggested once, and he hadn’t denied it.


“I’ve told you not to talk about me in the third person.”


He leans forward like he’s bowing to the Queen.


Oh, wait. She died, right?


The King, then. Hmmm, that sounds weird.


“Whatever my lady wishes.”


“She wishes you’d disappear,” I mutter.


“What’s that?”


“Nothing. We’re late. You’re late.”


He looks past me at Harper, and I realize she hasn’t said a word.


“Harper,” he says, using his most charming smile.10 “You’re looking well.”


I can feel the blush spreading up Harper’s cheeks even though I can’t see it. It’s that way with people you know too well sometimes. Their reactions become yours.


“We should go,” I say.


“I need to speak to you, El,” Connor says.


“What about?”


He steps closer as Harper takes a step back, trying to fade into the background like I wish I could.


No such luck.


“I need your help,” Connor says.


“Why?”


He lets out a long, slow breath. “Someone’s trying to kill me.”


Wait, what?







1 I’ve always wanted to use footnotes in a manuscript, but my editor would never let me. Anyway, if you care about the legalities, you can use another person’s real name, likeness, etc., in a book so long as they’re presented in a neutral or positive way. Since Connor was the hero of When in Rome, it wasn’t defamation.







2 I should note that I’m not a lawyer, and you shouldn’t construe anything I write in here as legal advice.







3 You can skip these, by the way. But if you’re interested, it’s called an indemnification clause. Google it.







4 No, I’m not going to tell you how much they paid me. Talking about money is gross.







5 She’s a little over two years younger than me, which makes me thirty-five. Joy.







6 Think Evangeline Lilly in her Lost days, not with that terrible haircut she had in the first Ant-Man or Quantumania.







7 Or Evangeline Lilly’s less attractive sister—ha!







8 Okay, okay, I shouldn’t be so hard on myself. Sometimes people say I look like Rachel Brosnahan when she’s a brunette, but her Mrs. Maisel wardrobe is much more fabulous than anything I could pull off.







9 He’s a dead ringer for Chris Evans, but without that Midwestern wholesomeness. If anything, that edge of danger makes him more appealing. I know, right? Connor knows that, too.







10 And it’s extra fucking charming, let me tell you.


			          












WHEN IN ROME



[Jacket Flap Copy]


TO CATCH A THIEF . . . 


When Cecilia Crane goes to Rome for a one-month holiday before she starts her first job after college, she isn’t looking for anything other than good wine, pasta, and someone to teach her Italian. But then she meets the dashing Connor Smith, an American expat with an air of mystery who’s all too happy to show her around Rome and teach her everything he knows about his favorite city.


They fall quickly into a whirlwind romance, but there’s more to Rome, and Connor, than meets the eye. The city is gripped by a series of daring, unsolved bank robberies, and Connor’s been tasked by an insurance company to investigate them. Cecilia and Connor join forces to solve the case, but the more they dig, the deeper the secrets they start to uncover.


And then a body turns up at one of the robberies . . . Will Cecilia and Connor crack the case before it’s too late? Or will this Roman holiday be her last?










CHAPTER 2



Justifiable Homicide


“Someone’s trying to kill me,” Connor repeats when I don’t say anything for longer than is normal for me.


“Are you joking?”


“I most definitely am not joking.”


My brain is whirring. I was just thinking about killing him and someone’s beaten me to the punch? Is this God answering my prayers? No, no. I’m going to hell for even thinking that. And Connor’s still here, alive. So my prayers haven’t been answered.


Not yet.


“Why would someone want to kill you?”


“I would’ve thought that would be obvious,” Harper says under her breath, but, you know, not that quietly.


Connor ignores her, intent on me. “I don’t know why.”


“So why do you think someone’s trying to kill you, then?”


“It started a couple of weeks ago. At first, I thought it was an isolated incident, but now . . .”


“What isolated incident?”


“The brakes on my car gave out when I was driving in the Hills.”


He means the Hollywood Hills. He has a house up there paid for by yours truly.11 It’s nicer than my house, even though I’d never want to live that far away from the beach. He claims it was mostly paid for with his finder’s fee money,12 but he blew most of that at the baccarat tables in Monaco soon after he got it, so . . . 


“The Citroën?”


And yes, he drives a baby blue Citroën from the 1960s because of course he does.


“Yes.” He takes off his fedora and runs his hand through his hair. Usually, he does that to draw attention to its thickness (his hair is pretty awesome), but today it comes across as a genuine nervous tic. “Thankfully, I realized the brakes were out when I was going uphill, so nothing bad happened. I was able to turn into a driveway and call Triple-A. The car’s old; I chalked it up to bad maintenance.”


“That sounds scary,” Harper says.


“It was.”


His voice is steady, but I recognize the tone—genuine fear.


Goddamn it.


“What did the garage say?” I ask.


“The brake-fluid hose clamp failed, which they said was likely due to the age of the car.”


I sigh slowly. “Is that it?”


“No. Yesterday, after the tour of the Vatican, someone pushed me into traffic. If it hadn’t been for a passerby who yanked me back at the last moment, I would’ve ended up under the wheels of one of those hop-on, hop-off buses full of bleeding tourists.”


I know it’s wrong, but I can’t help but smother a laugh. The image of impeccably dressed Connor being flattened under the wheels of a bus full of sightseers in fanny packs using selfie sticks, well . . . it’s not quite a cartoon, but it is cartoon adjacent.


“Where did this happen?”


“That main road into Vatican City.”


Harper and I had been on that road yesterday, too. The Via della Conciliazione is a beautiful cobblestoned boulevard lined with sandstone buildings that connects Vatican City with Rome. But it was also so thick with tourists that it was hard to breathe. I’d been jostled more times than I could count.


“Hmmm.” I click my tongue against the roof of my mouth. “Harper, let’s go.”


“Wait, I—”


But I don’t wait for him to say anything more. Instead, I grab Harper and haul her outside. Connor has some good qualities—even I can admit that—but his tendency to think everything is about him isn’t one of them.


I mean, who thinks being elbowed in a crowd equates to attempted murder? Connor Smith, that’s who.


And yes, I agree with Harper that if he were murdered, there’d be a long list of suspects. But just because someone’s a master at creating antipathy doesn’t mean that every almost-accident is a cover for something nefarious.


All this to say, I doubt very highly anyone’s trying to assassinate him.


Except for me, that is.


And that’s our little secret.


We step out of the church, and I immediately feel like I’m drowning in heat. Whoever thought it was a good idea to book a tour in Italy in July is a lunatic.13 But I’d said yes to it, hadn’t I? So maybe I’m the lunatic.


I mean, obviously.


“Can we get gelato now?” I ask Harper, clinging to the shadow cast by the church as I cover my eyes with a pair of oversized sunglasses.


“Don’t you want to find out what’s going on with Connor?”


I glance over my shoulder as he exits the church. He’s put his fedora back on, but his shoulders are still slumped like he has a slow leak.


“Do you?”


Harper shakes her head. “I vote for ice cream.”


“This is why I love you.”


“Also genetics.”


“True.”


She links her arm through mine and we march away from Connor. I don’t care if he follows us. I need to shake off the cognitive dissonance of the last five minutes.


Because what if someone did kill Connor?


That would be amazingly convenient.


Which is why it can’t be happening. Or maybe I’m magic. I’ve sometimes suspected as much. I know it sounds crazy, but sometimes I think something and then it happens. Okay, well, once.14 But still . . . 15


Sigh. This is all just magical thinking—the idea that I can make what I know needs to happen come true with my thoughts. It’s going to take more than that. A whole book, in fact. Can I do it? Incur the wrath of my “public” and my agent and my publisher and let him die in the next book?


If I did do it, I could kill him off in the first third, and then use the rest of the novel to introduce my new hero. No, heroine.


Yes. Good. My new main character will be a competent, trained woman. A police officer, maybe. The police officer brought in to solve Connor’s murder—


“El?” Harper says, tugging on my arm.


“Yeah?”


“You okay?”


“Hot, but why do you ask?”


“Because you were talking to yourself. It sounded like you said, ‘One quick blow to the head.’”


“Oh, sorry. Plotting.”


“I’ll never understand how you do that.”


“What?”


“Figure out plots when you can’t even pay your electric bill on time.”


I pull her closer. “Don’t be silly. You could do it if you wanted to.”


She stiffens. Shit. That wasn’t the right thing to say.


Harper was supposed to be the writer in the family, something she’d been planning since she was eight. Instead, I got a book deal, and she agreed to be my assistant for a six-month stint that never ended. Now her life is too much about me and she barely writes anymore.


I don’t know what to do about it. But the unspoken agreement between us is that we don’t speak about her writing, or her not writing.


We struck that bargain when I’d pushed her finally finished manuscript on my editor a couple of years ago and she’d politely declined to publish it. When I asked her why, she’d asked me if I’d read it. The truth was, I hadn’t. I was so certain Harper’s novel would be as brilliant as Harper, I hadn’t stopped to check.16


“I’m sorry, Harper, I didn’t—”


“It’s fine.”


“No, it isn’t.”


She pulls away. “It doesn’t matter.”


“We can ditch this stupid tour and go somewhere and talk.”


“Nope. Remember? After.”


“Okay, after.”


“Come on, it’s just over here.”


We round the corner onto a short, narrow street full of tiny shops and tourists. There are old cobblestones under our feet, and the storefronts are a colorful mix of reds and blues. It’s a nice respite from the busy street behind us, and whatever bullshit Connor’s spinning.


The gelato shop is, miraculously, free of the usual long line, and we step inside. The young, hot guy behind the counter coos over Harper, like all men do, and I try not to let it bother me.17 It’s no coincidence, though, that the two men I’ve been in love with met me without her present.


Anyway, she doesn’t give the gelato guy her number when he asks for it, just picks up our order—lemon for me and chocolate for her.


I want to linger in the cool air and stare at the vibrant colors of the massive vats of gelato, but Harper pulls me outside because we need to meet our tour guide in ten minutes.


Once we’re on the street again, I take a slow bite of lemon-flavored creaminess while the hot wind blows on my face. I close my eyes in pleasure, savoring the cool feeling in my mouth.


By the time I leave this trip, I’m going to be equal parts gelato and Aperol spritz.18


Speaking of which: “Is there time for a drink before the tour?”


“Absolutely not.”


“Damn it.”


Harper grins at me before a storm cloud passes over her face. I sense Connor’s presence behind me, like how the air changes before it rains.


“I need your help, Eleanor,” Connor says.


I turn around slowly, but not slowly enough. He’s standing so close to me that my elbow catches on his arm and my cup of gelato pops out of my hand and falls to the ground. Its contents spread across the cobblestones, immediately melting like butter in a hot frying pan.


If I murder Connor in revenge for killing my ice cream, would that be considered justifiable homicide?


“Sorry about that, El.” Something in his tone is different—less sure of himself, less cocky. Like his voice in the church, it reminds me of the Connor I used to know.


“Suppose it’s true. What do you want me to do about it?”


“Help me figure out what’s happening. Like the old days. You remember.”


I shudder despite the heat. That’s the problem. I do remember. Too much of it.


“Your brakes failed on an old car, and you got jostled in traffic. That’s a pretty thin plot.”


He nods slowly. “It’s all true, though.”


“What aren’t you telling me?”


He takes his fedora off and holds it between his hands. “I’m not certain I can say.” His voice is full of emotion and—


Oh good God, no. No, no, no. I am not going to feel sorry for Connor Smith.


“If you want my help, you’re going to have to tell me everything.”


He glances at Harper. She stares back, eating her gelato slowly.


“Harper’s part of the equation,” I say. “You tell me, you tell her.”


“And I have your promise that you’ll keep whatever I say confidential?”


“If someone is trying to kill you, we might have to involve the police—”


“No. No police.”


This is what I get for plotting a murder in a church. And shit. I forgot to put money in the offering box. I’m being punished—this is the penance Mr. Texas Priest forgot to mete out.19


“Okay, no police for now,” I say. “Spill.”


He works his jaw and then opens his mouth to speak, but before he can get the words out, the air is filled with a Pop! Pop! Pop!


“Get down!” he shouts, dragging me to the ground with him. He covers my body with his, half suffocating me into the cobblestones.


And now I know I’m not just being punished; I’m in hell.


Because only the devil could come up with an ending for me like this.







11 He continues to take 20 percent of my advances, plus any royalties I make after that. My publisher had to create a new column on my royalty statements because usually the only deduction is for the agent’s 15 percent. His column is called “consultant.” I suggested “extortion,” but the lawyers nixed that because they thought it might be “tortious.” That’s a fancy word for “I might get sued for calling what Connor’s done by its real name.”







12 More about this later.







13 Like many things you’ll read in the next 400 pages or so (but not all), this is a clue.







14 I was home sick once and flipping through channels and the logo for Warner Bros. came up on the screen, and I thought, it’s going to be The Lake House, and it was. I love that movie. Don’t judge.







15 Okay, I know that’s a lame example. But sometimes when I’m speaking to people, they pause, and I know the word they’re going to say before they say it. That’s a kind of magic, right?







16 Proof positive that I can’t actually foresee the future.







17 Okay, it obviously bothers me. But I’m trying to bury it in a footnote.







18 OMG, I just found an Aperol spritz sorbet recipe! I’m doomed.







19 I had to look this one up. He was supposed to tell me to say the rosary, which means saying “Our Father” on the first bead, then “Hail Mary” on the next three beads, then something called the “Mystery,” which goes on for five decades. No, thank you. I can wrap up a mystery way faster than that.













THE VACATION MYSTERIES SERIES ORDER



When in Rome (Book 1)


Murder in Nice (Book 2)


Death on the Thames (Book 3)


Gibraltar Is for Dying (Book 4)


Highland Killing (Book 5)


Loch-ed Away (Book 6)


Suspect in Seville (Book 7)


Passed Away in Paris (Book 8)


Drowned in Porto (Book 9)


Roman Holiday Gone Wrong20


Lost in Amalfi


Escape to Amalfi


Escape from Amalfi


Amalfi Made Me Do It







20 This title sucks. They probably won’t let me keep my title, but a girl can dream.













CHAPTER 3



Was This on the Itinerary?


Those shots in the air aren’t the end. I don’t die. None of us do.


Instead, after a moment of silence where Connor’s fully on top of me like we’re about to get busy, he pushes himself up on his elbows and looks down. “Now do you believe me?”


“Get off me!” I say as I give him a push.


He rolls sideways, landing on his back, a satisfying oof! escaping from his mouth.


It was satisfying to me, anyway. It probably hurt for him.


I check around me. Harper’s still casually eating her ice cream as if nothing unusual happened. I sit up slowly. My back feels wet and sticky. I landed in my melted gelato. Because of course I did.


“Why did you do that?”


“I was saving your life, thank you very much.” Connor pushes himself up and looks around quickly. There’s a small circle of people staring at us with curiosity while the rest of the tourists go about their day.


“It was a car backfiring, you dumbass.” I stand up and glare at Harper. “You enjoying this?”


Harper gives a small shrug. “Kind of?”


I reach around my back to the wet patch. It’s right between my shoulder blades. “Can you hand me a Kleenex?”


Harper makes a spinning motion with her finger and I turn around. She pats at me with a Kleenex for a moment, then stops. “That will have to do.”


“No time to go back to the hotel?”


“Sorry, no.”


“But I’m all sticky.”


“You want to switch dresses?”


“It’s fine.”


I mean, I do, but there’s a schedule to keep. I can suck it up.


“Is Connor still on the ground?” I ask.


Harper checks over my shoulder. “He’s standing now.”


“Which way to the Colosseum?”


“Hey! You can’t just ignore me,” Connor says.


I roll my eyes as I turn to face him. He doesn’t look any worse for wear from our tumble. I’m the only one suffering the consequences of his actions, as per usual.


“You said you were going to help me,” he says.


“Did I?”


“It was implied.”


“This is how you repay me? Throwing me to the ground and jumping on top of me?”


“I thought someone was shooting at us.”


I put my hands on my hips. “In the middle of a crowd? In the middle of the day? In the middle of Rome?”


“You think assassinations don’t happen in daylight?”


“No one’s trying to kill you.”


Connor stoops and picks up his fedora. He puts it on his head at a rakish angle. “You think this is all in my head? That I’m just some massive narcissist?”


“If the shoe fits.”


“I’m telling the truth.”


“Fine. But if you want me to believe that, you’re going to have to give me more to go on.”


He works his jaw for a moment, then gives in. “I think I know who it is.”


I knew it.


“Who?”


He checks our surroundings. No one’s paying attention to us anymore. “Someone’s been blackmailing me.”


Oh, the irony.


“You’re joking. About what?”


He glances at Harper again and a nervous knot forms in my stomach. Connor has a million secrets, but I have just the one.21 If this has something to do with that, then I truly am going to end him.


“I got involved in something financial last year,” Connor says.


“Something shady,” I guess.


“It was a good opportunity. But then it went south, and, well, I . . .”


“You covered it up?” Harper says.


Connor cocks his head to the side. “In a manner of speaking.”


“But someone found out?” I say. “And that person started blackmailing you?”


“Yes.”


“That doesn’t make sense.”


Connor’s eyes flash with annoyance. “People do get blackmailed, El.”


“You think I don’t know that?”


We stare at each other, a contest of wills, which I win for once because it’s Connor who speaks first. “Why did you say it doesn’t make sense, then?”


“You paid this money?”


“Yes.”


“How much?”


“I wouldn’t want to say.”


I grit my teeth, but I’ll circle back to that later. Who cares how much it is? Only there would be some poetic justice in him losing everything he took from me.


“Why would the blackmailer kill you, then?”


“He told them he wouldn’t pay anymore,” Harper guesses because she’s always been the smart one. “Right?”


“Yes,” Connor says.


“How did they react to that?” I ask.22


“They said something about making me pay for it.”


Good Lord, who’s writing this person’s dialogue? Were they twirling their black mustache at the same time?


“When was this?”


“A couple of days before the car accident.”


“So, your brakes failed right after someone threatened you, and you didn’t think the two were related?”


He doesn’t say anything, just scowls for an answer.


“Did they contact you afterward?”


“No.”


“Hmmm.” I touch the back of my dress. The gelato is half dried and has hardened into some new substance. “And what about after yesterday?”


“I haven’t heard anything from them since that last message.”


“Which you received how?”


“Through encrypted text.”


“Unsigned, I assume?” He nods. “Do you still have them?”


“They disappear after you read them.”


“No screenshots?”


“No.”


I put my hands on my hips. “Didn’t you used to be a private detective?”


“No need to mock me.”


“Right, sorry. I’m just . . . surprised.”


“At?”


“All of it, frankly. I wouldn’t have thought you’d cave to blackmail.”


His face changes to that vulnerable look again.


He’s going to have to stop doing that.


“I don’t want to go to prison. You understand that, surely.”


Oh, I understand. “How long would you get?”


A fantasy montage is running through my mind. Connor in an orange jumpsuit holding some scratchy towel and those slipper shoes they make prisoners wear. His thick hair growing lank and gray.


No one’s ever said I lack imagination.


Connor grimaces. “I understand the sentence for being an accessory is lengthy.”


We lock eyes again and we’re having two conversations. The things we say out loud and the things that are simply understood between us.


“As interesting as this is, we need to go,” Harper says. “We’re already late.”


“To be continued,” I say to Connor.


He puts his hands on his hips. “Is this not more important?”


“There’s nothing we can do about it now. Let’s do the tour, and we’ll discuss it afterward.”


He doesn’t like it, but he doesn’t have much choice. “All right. And, um, thank you.”


This stops me. I’ve never heard Connor thank anyone before. Certainly not me.


“Tick tock,” Harper says, tapping her foot.


“Yes, coming.”


I link my arm through Harper’s, and we walk down the street with Connor following behind. We’re only a few minutes from the Colosseum, so we won’t be too late. It’s something Harper’s always bugging me about—my tardiness. Harper’s never late for anything.


“What do you make of that?” Harper says once we’ve turned off the side street and are in the middle of a crowd on the Piazza del Colosseo. The sky is a perfect, icy blue above the Arch of Constantine—a tall marble structure with three arches in it.


“I don’t know yet.”


“I bet he knows who’s blackmailing him.”


“Agreed. Or a list of suspects at least.”


“Wonder why he didn’t tell you?”


“That’s how Connor operates. On a need-to-know basis.”


“True. This way.”


We cross the street to the courtyard outside the Colosseum. Doing this in Rome always feels like taking your life into your hands,23 and today is no exception. Pushing someone into traffic would be a good way to get rid of someone. People must get run over by cars in this city all the time.24


We make it safely across, and now we’re directly in front of the Colosseum. Its faded marble contours rise above us, looming over the throngs of tourists wearing small yellow transmitters on black lanyards, and tour guides yelling out the prices of their tours.


I did this tour ten years ago with Connor. He’d dazzled me with his knowledge of Roman history. Then he’d taken me out for one of the best meals I’ve ever had at this little tucked-away restaurant and kissed me until my knees were weak on the Ponte Fabricio.25 Early the next morning, a bank was burglarized while half the city was at the Festa de’ Noantri.26 I’d been instantly fascinated with the robberies, and Connor was, too. Soon after, he was hired to investigate them and we figured out that we made a good team.27 It felt like a confirmation of the feelings I had for him, but then . . . 


I push away the dark thoughts trying to crowd their way in. All this talk of murder—real and imagined—coupled with being back in this city with Connor has left me feeling unsettled. The day may be sunny, but there’s a shadow across it.28


“Where are we supposed to be meeting the guide?” I ask.


“Over there, I think.” Harper points to a group of twenty middle-aged women standing in a tight-knit circle. They’re all wearing the same T-shirt, and it takes me a minute to realize the design on the front is When in Rome’s book cover.


My heart sinks. “This is a fan event?”


“Did you not read the itinerary?”


I didn’t read the itinerary. I never do. Reading about the details of travel exhausts me. Instead, I’d opened the email so it was marked as “read” in my emails, and forgot about it.


“Some of it?”


“You’re the worst.”


I glance over my shoulder. Connor’s looking at the pack of fans with mild amusement, his distress from a few minutes ago erased. “Pretty sure I’m not.”


“Yes,” Harper says. “It’s a fan event.”


“And these fans are?”


“The BookFace Ladies.”


“The what now?”


“You know, BookFace? That thing they do on Instagram where they hold up the book to their face to match the image?”


The cover for When in Rome is half a woman’s face with the Roman skyline in silhouette behind it. The women’s T-shirts all have some variation of a woman holding the book to one side of their face so the face on the book makes up the other half.


BookFace. I get it.


“Why’s it on their T-shirts?”


“That’s how they got here. The contest? Please do not tell me you forgot the contest.”


“Of course not.”


Only I have. Because there’s no way in hell I’d agree to do a book tour with Connor and a bunch of fans. I love my fans, I do, but some of them are nuts.


Why else would they want to sleep with Connor and make “jokes” in endless emails to me about how they’re going to “take me out” so they have a chance with him?29


Oh! Maybe it’s a fan who’s trying to kill Connor?


Only, wait, that doesn’t work. It’s me they want to kill, not him.


“Remind me of the details again?” I say to Harper.


“They posted their BookFaces on Instagram, and twenty of them won an all-expenses-paid ticket to Rome.”


“Right, right.”


“There were twenty thousand entries.”


“Wow . . .” I clear my throat. “And the parts of the tour that are with me?”


“Today at the Colosseum and then the lunch tomorrow in Pompeii. Some stuff later.”


“The lunch.”


“There will be alcohol.”


“There better be. Any other surprises in store for me?”


She gives me a sideways grin. “Shoulda read the itinerary!”
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21 I’m not telling you what that is now. Keep reading.







22 I’d tried to stop paying Connor when I renewed my last contract three years ago. It would be a fresh start, I said, for both of us. He didn’t even say anything. He just gave me this look, which was enough to let me know that nothing had changed and nothing was going to change. His “consultant” fees remained.







23 The symbol on the traffic signs for when it’s the pedestrian’s turn to cross shows a person running. Enough said.







24 Turns out they do! More than 1,300 people were hit by cars in Rome a couple of years ago, and more than forty people died.







25 The oldest standing bridge in Rome, apparently, constructed in 62 BC. “Imagine all of the people who’ve kissed here,” Connor had said, then we’d done just that. I think I actually swooned.







26 A super religious festival where Romans carry a Madonna statue through the streets. Connor held me close to him in the crowd and whispered facts about it in my ear the whole time, and I could actually feel myself falling in love.







27 That was the first time I realized that I had the right kind of brain to puzzle out mysteries. Before then, I thought my skill at figuring out escape rooms was useless.







28 Let’s just say that there’s a reason I’m telling you about the details of our romance in the footnotes.







29 I keep these emails in a folder labeled “crazy people.” If I die suddenly, Harper knows to turn this folder over to the police.

















CHAPTER 4



If You Touch Her Again, I’ll Kill You


“Oh my God, it’s Connor Smith!” The BookFace Ladies rush us, pushing past me and Harper with books in hand and Sharpies at the ready.


“Can you sign this, Connor?”


“When’s the next book coming?”


“You and Eleanor are still together, right?”


“Is it true you guys are having a baby?”


Um, what?


“Deep breaths,” Harper says.


“Did you hear that?”


“You know there’s always crazy rumors about you guys in the Vacation-verse.”


“I hate it when you call it that.”


“At least I didn’t call you Connel.”


I shudder. That’s our mash-up name in the fandom, though sometimes it’s Elcon. Both are on the long list of reasons I want out of this relationship.


I mean, would you want to be called something that sounds like it came from the planet Krypton? Especially if it was a constant reminder of the first guy to break your heart?


“You’d be on the hit list if you did,” I say to Harper.


“Ha ha.”


We watch Connor as he interacts with the fans. He is good at it, signing every book and smiling at each of the women like he might consider taking them to bed if they asked. Something I’m sure he’s done more times than I know about.


Then the selfies start, and he does his trademark move—cocking a finger gun at the camera while he makes a queek-queek sound with the side of his mouth—and the moment’s over.


“Can you sign this, Eleanor?” One of the BookFace Ladies pushes her book toward Harper.


Uh-oh.


“I’m not Eleanor,” Harper says, her voice tight.


“That’s me,” I say, stepping forward.


“Oh, um . . .” She glances between me and Harper. “Are you sure?”


“Pretty sure.”


“What happened to you?”


I reach up to smooth down my hair. “Oh, I fell into some ice cream.”


“Gelato,” Harper amends.


“Right. Anyway, you wanted me to sign?”


“Yes, please.”


I take the book and flip it open to the signature page. This isn’t the first time Harper and I have been confused for each other, and I get it. She looks like the kind of person who’d have adventures on the French Riviera and write about them. Next to her, I look like who I am: a woman who spends most of her days in stretchy pants with her hair in a messy bun.


On the other hand, my photo is right there on the back cover, and they’re supposed to be uber-fans. Would it be so hard to get it right?


Ugh. I sound awful, even to myself. In my defense, incidents like this play right into my imposter syndrome. Any normal person with my level of success would question whether they deserve it, but when it happened by accident?30 When it was never the plan? When it was the life plan of your best friend and sister?


Hell yeah, I have trouble looking at myself in the mirror sometimes.


“What’s your name?” I ask the woman. She’s in her fifties, and her face is already sunburned.


“Susan.”


I sign the book to her as Harper takes a few photos with her phone, then hand it back.


I wait to see if anyone else wants my signature, but apparently not.


Whatever. My ego doesn’t depend on the number of books I sign at an event.31


Susan clutches the book to her chest, then walks back to another woman in her forties who’s snapping pictures on her phone.


Oh, no.


“What’s she doing here?”


“Who?”


“Her.” I start to point, then lower my finger. “Crazy Cathy.”32


Harper follows my gaze. Cathy’s bleached-blond hair is in a topknot on her head. She’s wearing a BookFace shirt, white shorts, sturdy walking sandals, and long dangly earrings that I’m pretty sure have my face on them. She started showing up at my events six or seven years ago, and it got weird, fast.


“I don’t remember seeing her on the list. Maybe she was one of the last-minute replacements?”


“Isn’t she supposed to be banned?”33


“Not sure it’s legally enforceable here.”


“So, you’re telling me I’m on a tour with Connor, nineteen fans, and my stalker?”


Harper takes out her phone. “I’ll call Marta, the publicist, and find out how this happened.” She steps away and I take a moment to collect my thoughts.


It’ll be fine. It’s not like she’s ever threatened me. Well, just the one time. But she’s been quiet for the last year. And we’ll never be alone together. She hasn’t even talked to me yet.


Harper comes back.


“Well?”


“Couldn’t reach her. I’ll try again later.”


“Keep an eye on Cathy.” I check the time, wishing I’d insisted on that drink. “Is this tour starting or what?”


“I think this is our guide.” She points to a blowsy woman in her fifties with tawny, windblown hair and loose clothing that makes it difficult to determine her exact shape.


“Hello, hello! Are you Harper?” the woman says as she approaches us. She talks in a singsong voice with a slight accent.


“Sylvie?”


“Nice to meet you.” Sylvie looks around. “Is this our group?”


“Yes. These twenty, plus Connor and us two.”


Sylvie smiles in Connor’s direction. He’s talking to Susan and Cathy like he doesn’t have a care in the world.


Is this the guy who was cowering on the ground twenty minutes ago?


He probably made that whole thing up for some stupid reason of his own. But what if he didn’t? Am I going to help him stop someone from killing him?


“He is handsome, no?” Sylvie says.


I give her a fake smile. “Yes. Very handsome.”


“Too bad about the personality,” Harper mutters.


Sylvie frowns. “Shall we begin?”


Harper calls the BookFace Ladies over, and Sylvie starts the tour, giving us some background facts about the Colosseum. It quickly becomes apparent that Sylvie has a tenuous grasp of history.


I’m pretty sure, for example, that they did not film the Gladiator movie here, despite Russell Crowe’s tongue-in-cheek tweet about taking the family to the “old office” when he was visiting Rome. But this is the proof she offers that it happened. After she says that Spartacus fought in the Colosseum’s inaugural gladiatorial bout,34 I decide to tune her out.


I have a murder to plot, after all, an attempted murder to solve, and a stalker to avoid.


More than enough to keep me occupied.


Harper, on the other hand, is not so lucky.


“That’s not true,” she says ten minutes later after Sylvie says that there weren’t any women gladiators. Harper’s first degree was in literature with a minor in history. “There’s evidence that women did fight here.”


“Evidence?” Sylvie says.


“The frieze on the arena floor? The one that shows Amazon and Athena fighting?”


Sylvie’s forehead creases like she’s trying to remember. “Oh, yes. But that is just decoration. Roman men, they liked their strong women, no?”


Harper’s horrified, but Connor starts to laugh. “Harper always knows better, Sylvie. You’ll see.”


Harper shoots Connor a look that could, well, kill, but Connor simply winks it off, then takes the arm of the youngest fan. She’s pretty but probably forty, fifteen years above his usual age bracket.


This is the man who told me once that he was the “Leonardo DiCaprio of private detectives.”35, 36


Gross, right?


I should put that in the next novel. Then everyone will understand when he turns up dead.


“Now,” Sylvie says, “let us examine the friezes on the west portico.”


We follow Sylvie down a hall, and I try to go back to my plot, but I’ve lost it.


Not for the first time.


The tour winds on, up and down stairs, around corners, and through the crowds, and I’m tired and thirsty, and the sun is touching my skin like it wants to kiss it.


Please, God, let this be over soon.


Jesus. Rome is making me religious.


“And now, because you are an A-one special guest, I have gotten you a tour of the catacombs.” She points to the floor of the Colosseum, where the structure for a series of underground rooms still exists.


Sylvie leads us down a long set of stone steps until we get to a velvet rope that’s being manned by a burly older man with a fierce expression. “You may take as many pictures as you like. Please do not use flash.”
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