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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




About the Book
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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.




1

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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