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PROLOGUE

ROME, ITALY

Night air slaps my face. We’re speeding faster on the motorcycle, swerving around a restaurant with patio tables, and I accidently clip one, rattling several plates full of antipasti. A glass of Aperol spritz topples. Blood-orange liquid stains the napkins, and—“Sorry! Scusi!” I say, both words emerging with a wheeze. No time to stop, though. I’m too focused, too rattled, too aware of Flynn’s fingers, which are digging—harder now—into the curve above my hip bones.

“This may be a bad time to tell you!” I shout over my shoulder, unable to stem the terror in my voice. “But I’ve never driven a motorcycle before!”

“You think?” Flynn bleats out, and immediately I picture his face, how his pupils must be dilating with every dangerous zip of acceleration. “Make a left! Left, Max!”

“I’m trying!” I fire back, easing up on the throttle for a second, and … where’s the turn signal on this thing? Don’t be stupid, Max. They shouldn’t know I’m turning! Makes it more difficult to follow me. Before the traffic light flashes green, I bite the inside of my cheek and just go, blasting across the intersection to a symphony of horns. A man stops short in his Fiat, yelling out the window, “Muoia, signora!”

I don’t speak much Italian, but I know that one. Die, lady.

Unfortunately, Fiat man isn’t the only one who wishes me dead.

My grip tightens on the motorcycle handlebars. “Are they still following us?”

Flynn checks, the hard plane of his stomach pressed against my back. He’s warm, like Italian summer, and I feel the way his body moves: a sharp head-flick, a quick glance at the trailing cars. “Three of them now.”

Three? A peek at my mirrors reveals—Flynn’s right. Two black cars, probably bulletproof, and someone following them on a Vespa. Which almost makes me laugh. Driving a Vespa to an assassination is like bringing a loofah stick to a sword fight.

At least no one is shooting at us.

“Any second,” Flynn shouts over the traffic, “they’re going to start shooting at us.”

“Well … shit!” I say, because it’s the only thing I can get out. I’m usually more articulate than this. More composed than this. To be fair, though, it’s only seven o’clock at night—the summer sky has just turned a dusky pink; I haven’t even had my evening gelato—and two separate people have already tried to kill me.

Or rather, two people have tried to kill Sofia.

Flynn slips his hands tighter around my waist, gripping me closer, almost cradling me—and I’m not thinking about it. Not thinking about the heat of him; the crisp, clean scent of him; the look on his face two nights ago when he slowly unbuttoned his shirt, letting the fabric pool in a puddle on the floor—or the way my cheek brushed against the bare skin of his chest as he held me. At this moment, I know that Flynn is just holding on for the ride. Just praying that I don’t end the assignment this way. This can’t be how it ends. The two of us, crashing into a porchetta stand by the Campo de’ Fiori, or losing control outside of the Piazza del Paradiso, toppling into a group of tourists who’ll click, click, click their cameras. Then, front-page news. International news. PRIME MINISTER OF SUMMERLAND VICTIM OF TRAGIC ACCIDENT BEFORE EVEN MORE TRAGIC ASSASSINATION. Or something snappier than that. That’s a terribly uncreative headline.

“Take the Via dei Baullari.” Flynn’s breath caresses my ear, words almost eaten by the hum of the motorcycle.

“You say that like I know where that is!”

“On your right!”

“When on my right?” I bat back, weaving past a Lamborghini and a jewelry store, shiny gold rings winking at us in the windows.

Flynn’s chin is almost resting on my shoulder. “Now! Now!”

We make a hard turn, tires gripping the ancient road, and I have a flash of how others are seeing us—a woman in a bright cream pantsuit and heels, a man in a dashing beige jacket, and a busted-up bike that looks newly rescued from a second-rate junkyard. Cars and a Vespa chasing after them. Bullets soon to fly through the air. This isn’t how my Italian getaway was supposed to go, is it?

No. No, it isn’t.

It will be easy, they said. Straightforward, they said. Just sit there, and look polished, and don’t open your mouth. Shake hands with the right people. Smile politely but not like an American; not too wide, not with too many teeth. Do what you’re told, and it’ll feel like a vacation. Don’t you want a vacation, Max? A simple job in beautiful Italy?

That was before the disastrous TV broadcast. Before the incident at the museum gala. Before I met Flynn again, and my whole world turned upside down.

“They’re gaining on us,” he says, once again into my ear. It’s obvious; Flynn is trying hard to steady his voice, trying to be the cool and calm one in this scenario. Despite this, something in his throat gutters. “Our best chance is to make a sharp turn somewhere, pull off where they can’t see. Confuse them. Let them pass us …”

“Where are the police?” I gasp out. “Where’s the armed escort? They should be—”

“There,” Flynn says, but he’s talking about a gap between buildings. A little nook by a flower shop, barely large enough for a motorcycle. I take the chance, jamming on the brakes, back tire skidding to the left. My pulse hammers in my ears, climbs higher as we slip into the alleyway. I cut the engine. Thick stone walls bear down on us, and the air smells like … focaccia. Flowers and focaccia, yeasty and sweet, but I hold my breath. As if our hunters can hear me. As if one tiny sniffle will give me up.

Luckily, it’s a Saturday night in Rome. The streets are stuffed with distractions. Above the sound of tourists laughing, horns beeping, gallery doors squeaking open and closed, there’s the distinct noise of two armored cars rattling by the alleyway, fast. Followed by a Vespa, zzzz-zip, even faster.

Behind me, Flynn also seems to be holding his breath. His stillness is palpable, not a muscle moving. As soon as the vehicles pass, he loosens a little, whispering, “Close call.”

I swallow, gathering myself, feeling blood return to the tips of my fingers. I unclench my fists from the handlebars. “What now?”

I’m asking Flynn, although my body already knows. I’m already swinging my leg off the bike, stamping the ground, traveling forward on foot. We can’t stay here long. We can’t wait for them to reach the main road again, figure out what we’ve done, and throw their cars in reverse …

I shrug off the cream blazer, about to ditch it in the street, when—at the other end of the alleyway, no less than thirty feet ahead—someone appears. A shadowy silhouette in the dying sun, moving to block the exit.

My heart claws at my throat.

This person … there’s a knife in their hand.

And I know them.
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KENNEBUNKPORT, MAINE
Six Days Earlier

Food has always been my life. The rush of the kitchen, browned butter sizzling in a cast-iron pan, the hard crack of a lobster claw. I’ve never wanted to be anything other than a chef. My dad bought me my first chef’s coat when I was ten years old, and I wore that thing everywhere—until the starch white took on this Dijon mustard hue, and Mom insisted that maybe the other kids at school would pick on me a little less if I wore, say, overalls.

Come to think of it, she had a point, but I had a wildly optimistic dream. I’d open a restaurant by the water, serve hot cups of chowder on snowy days. I’d spend late nights in the kitchen, batch-testing new recipes, and in the morning, I’d whip up potato doughnuts with fresh, local ingredients.

In short, I’d be happy.

“You don’t look so good,” my boss observes. He’s giving me the once-over from across the rough-cut lawn, face a mask of sympathy, and I wonder what he’s referring to specifically: the holey Boston Terriers sweatshirt I’ve had since college, the thick sheen of sweat on my forehead, or the general vibe I’ve been giving off lately, that I may or may not scream into my throw pillows at night. I’m almost thirty years old, so far in debt that it makes my eyes water, and I’ve spent the last hour lugging cheap boxed wine from the catering van.

Peeling off the sweatshirt, sticky in the heat, I readjust my tee and give him what I hope is a reassuring smile. “Just got a little warm.”

“You sure that’s all?” he asks. “You really look terrible.”

“Yeah, thanks, Andy,” I say, puffing my bangs from my eyes. I’m gentle about it, because I’m always gentle—and honestly, after the year I’ve had, I’d be concerned for me, too.

The breeze cools me off a little as I zigzag around the outdoor bar, pour a glass of ice water from a pitcher, and take a swig.

This is my twenty-seventh wedding of the summer, and it’s only June. Each one goes something like this: beautiful couple, ceremony on the waterfront, reception on the lawn outside the picture-perfect inn. Charcuterie boards, glasses clinking, the flash of a hundred photographs. And me, rushing around, making sure that everyone’s having a good time. I’m front of house now, a task rabbit, the person who freshens your drink, asks if you’d like cocktail sauce with that shrimp, and occasionally breaks up fights between groomsmen when they’ve had too much champagne. (Excuse me, can you guys hug it out?)

Don’t get me wrong, I’m incredibly grateful for this job. I’m also incredibly aware that it’s the only work I could find—at a second-rate catering company, for an hourly wage that hasn’t chipped away a dollar of my debt. For the past three months, I’ve been living off discount macaroni, expired blueberry pancake mix, and whatever’s left over on the catering trays at the end of the night.

Gary, the inn’s resident goose, starts squawking by the waterfront, and it reminds me to check my watch. I’ll have to shoo him back to hell before the guests arrive in an hour. Gary is what you might call an instrument of chaos (during two of our May weddings, he bit the brides), and these seaside weddings are already chaotic enough. Something about the salt air, I think? During my last shift, the maid of honor gave a heartfelt speech about how she once made out with Nicolas Cage at a bat mitzvah, before ramming her Kia Soul straight into the side of the inn.

When I clunk down my water glass, I notice that one of the guests has already arrived. Way early. She’s hovering several yards from the bar, by the empty cake table, and she is full-out staring at me. I corral a few strawberry blonde strands into a bun on the top of my head, adding a polka-dotted headband that I keep behind the bar. Do I really look that bad today? Do I have something on my face?

Or does she know me from somewhere?

She’s in her early forties, with short chestnut hair, and has a gaze that could crack eggs. No one else is around—everyone’s disappeared inside the inn, prepping for the reception—so it’s just me and her on the sun-drenched lawn, like two cowboys facing off at daybreak.

“Can I … help you?” I ask, a tingle running down my neck.

The soft grass bends under her footsteps. “Are you aware,” she asks, making up the distance between us, hands in the pockets of her trench coat, “that you look exactly like Sofia Christiansen?”

Ah, okay, so that’s what this is about. The tiny fist in my stomach unclenches.

I get this question a lot. Sofia and I have the same body shape—moderately tall, rounded hips. Our faces are essentially identical: square jaw, light brown eyes, with a look that sometimes says, I’m more powerful than you give me credit for. The only minor difference is, at thirty, Sofia Christiansen is the youngest female prime minister in history. Magazine spreads across Europe herald how glam, assertive, and competent she is at leading a country. I’m, as has been established, ferrying two-dollar boxed wine across a lawn that gives me ankle hives, after my life exploded into flames. Right now, I’m also wearing frayed jean shorts and a Maine State Fair T-shirt with a talking raccoon on it. World-leader material? Perhaps not.

I offer a polite nod and a muted shrug. “So they tell me.”

“It’s uncanny,” the woman says, stepping closer. Too close. “You’re like twins. Are you related?”

“Nope, it’s just one of those random look-alike things …” My shoulders scrunch together as I scooch around the bar, then past her, hoping to leave it there. I need to change into my catering uniform, set out the lobster roll trays, and deal with Gary before he starts pooping all over the lawn chairs.

Unfortunately, trench-coat woman doesn’t get the hint. “We’re rather low on time, so I think it’s best if I speak for a short while, and you don’t speak, and then we can move on from there. We’ve established that you’re familiar with Sofia Christiansen, prime minister of Summerland. What you might not know is someone would very much like to assassinate her.”

My chest starts to prickle with heat, little pops of red under the collar of my tee. I half spin around in my Birkenstocks, thinking What kind of conversation is this? Summerland, I do know. It’s a small island nation off the coast of Norway: rocky cliffs, slate blue sea, puffins. That’s where my grandmother was from. Those are the pictures I grew up with, black-and-white snaps of the ocean, a coast I’d visited only in my imagination. But everything else—the prime minister bit, the assassination bit—makes me wonder if this woman’s dipped into something a little harder than the boxed wine.

“I say someone,” she continues, “although we’ve narrowed down the suspects, logically, to a Summerlandian crime family. Imagine the Hells Angels but more Scandinavian; they ride actual bicycles. The first attempted hit came directly after the prime minister cracked down on their illegal gambling and weapons trafficking networks in April. Did you catch the hospital incident on the news?”

I blink, long and slow, eyelashes flicking in the sunlight. Who didn’t see that news story? It was everywhere, a constant video loop of the prime minister ducking and covering outside of a children’s hospital, a bullet lodged in her bodyguard’s arm; after a moment, she ran over to put pressure on the wound, shielding him. The footage gave me a lump in my throat, all of those kids peeking out of their windows, checking if the prime minister was all right—if she was still coming inside to read them a book.

My mom even texted me about one of the news clips: Can’t believe how much she looks like you. Scary to watch as your mother!

“You’re probably wondering what this has to do with you,” the stranger says, over the sound of Gary, honking. “Normally we’d spend months cultivating an asset, but with the time constraint, I have no choice but to be blunt. We’d like to hire you as a decoy. To make sure the assassination doesn’t happen.”

I’m sorry. What?

The drum in my chest starts pounding in an unsteady beat.

When I take a sideways step, she matches me. “I know it’s not an easy pill to swallow, but—by some miraculous trick of genetics—you and the prime minister look remarkably alike. Minus the blondish hair color, of course, which we’ll change. But your bone structure is identical. Eyes, height, body shape, indistinguishable. No one could possibly spot the difference. So you’ll come with us to Italy, where the prime minister is set to go on her yearly vacation. You’ll play an easy role in a difficult-to-secure—”

“Who is us?” I hiss out, a sound like fuzzy, far-off waves crashing in my ears. I understand the words that are coming out of her mouth, but they don’t … make any sense. Italy? She wants me to pretend I’m a prime minister in Italy?

“You can call me Gail,” the woman says, pointedly dodging my question.

Gail. No one intimidating is called Gail. There’s also something about the way she says it. You can call me. Not My name is. Why does that make the breath catch in my throat?

I’ve left my phone in the catering van. Should I call 911, just in case this person is as dangerous as she is misinformed?

“And your name is Margaux Adams,” Gail says, following me down the wedding aisle. She’s walking fast enough that the tie of her trench coat flap-flaps like a beached squid, and I’m secretly hoping that Gary will attack it. “Shortened inexplicably to ‘Max.’ Decent grades in college before dropping out to test your luck in the restaurant industry. Used to hostess during the summers at a place called Lobster in the Rough, but your first real job was … Robbie’s Clam Hut, if I’m not mistaken? Worked your way up. From Robbie’s to LaRocca to Pierre’s by the Sea to a restaurant of your very own. Charming place. Frida’s, wasn’t it?”

It’s like the blood stops moving in my body. Frida’s, named after my grandmother. Frida’s, with her white-brick façade and sweeping back porch and windows that let in all the winter sun. My dream. I remember every dish I ever served—every fish I ever filleted, every oyster I ever shucked. I remember standing in the kitchen for the last time, flicking off the lights, and crying so hard I retched.

That was four months ago. My restaurant didn’t survive the pandemic. We were open for two and a half glorious years before the crash hit, before I blew through my governmental loans, before I accepted money from family and friends to keep Frida’s afloat. She sank anyway.

I force myself to turn and look at Gail by the edge of the parking lot, the corners of my eyes threatening tears. “Honestly, why would you bring up my restaurant? That’s cruel.”

She takes another step gingerly toward me, eyes sharp. “No, Max. That’s the CIA. This is how we make the world a safer place. I’m showing you there’s something you’ve lost, and there’s something I need, and we can meet each other in the middle.”

CIA. She said CIA. The knot in my stomach tightens into a fist again, because it feels … true.

“You work for the CIA,” I repeat slowly, tasting the words. Bitter.

“Mmm.” Gail nods before reaching into her jacket pocket, pulling out a security badge that reads (helpfully) Central Intelligence Agency. “You could work for the CIA, too, as an asset. While I might be new to the CIA, I come with twenty years’ experience at the FBI, and—”

“Stop.” I hold up my hands, pockets of stars bursting around my eyes. I’m dizzy, like I’ve been on my feet in the kitchen for two shifts too long. “Not now, Gary!”

The goose, who’s come over to investigate—nipping the backs of my knees—toddles off into the parking lot.

“If you’re worried about the precedent,” Gail plods on, “body doubles are common. Many notable figures have one. There was a British general, Bernard Montgomery, who spent most of World War II in hiding. His body double commanded troops in his absence. And you’re lucky. You look so much like Sofia, you won’t need any plastic surgery. No—” In the air between us, Gail does the universal motion for scissors, snipping.

“What are you snipping?” I half shriek, waving my hands at her. “What was that supposed to be snipping?”

“Forget I mentioned it! As I was saying, the CIA brought me in because of my extended experience with crime families. Did you hear about the Jones takedown over Christmas last year? That was me. That was my agent. Anyway, we’ve picked up chatter that this family—the one who’s targeting the prime minister—will attempt to finish the job on her upcoming trip to Italy. By stepping in, you’ll buy us time to gather enough evidence to bring them down, while keeping the prime minister safe in the process … So, what are your thoughts?”

Thoughts? What are my thoughts? “I think you should get the hell away from me.”

Gail tuts. “Max, just consider the—”

But I’m already storming off, at a walk and then a brisk jog, every instinct in my body telling me run.
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I rarely drink. But late that night, when I get back to my apartment, I pour myself another glass of tap water and add a shot of whiskey. It’s cinnamon flavored and objectively disgusting, the only liquor in the cupboard, left over from my ex-best-friend’s bachelorette party almost two years earlier; even with the water, it burns going down my throat. I don’t stop chugging until the glass is empty, until I’m wiping my mouth with the back of my hand.

“Calvin?” I gasp. “Are you in here?”

In here sounds better than home. I wouldn’t use that word to describe our apartment. My old loft was two blocks away from Frida’s. Every window on the south side had a view of the bay, and in the mornings before kitchen prep, I’d sit in my grandmother’s hand-me-down armchair with a mug of chamomile tea and watch the boats come in, not fully realizing just how blissful my life was.

I miss those mornings. I miss everything about that time in my life.

From somewhere in the (albeit small) depths of our apartment, I hear a muted Sup. Sup, for my roommate, Calvin, is still very much in today’s vernacular. He did not leave it in 1992. When I first met him, he reminded me of that strange roommate in Notting Hill, the one who hotboxes in his scuba suit. Only, Calvin has exceptional hair. He briefly moonlighted as a hair model before finding his calling as an employee of the York County tax bureau—and, like Notting Hill man, is also perpetually high.

Tumbling out of his bedroom in a gray sweatsuit ensemble, he offers me a glazed blink. “What happened tonight?” This is Calvin’s favorite question. It’s like he’s very gently interrogating me, not asking if I had a good evening.

“Not much,” I say, shrugging, although the shrug comes out too fidgety. My shoulders jump, jive, and suddenly I’m looking for something to do with my hands. Eating. I could eat something. Riffling through our cabinets, I try to process everything that’s just happened, but how is that possible? How does a person even begin to process a CIA solicitation before a wedding, or—

Bingo! The third cabinet reveals a semi-stale bag of Humpty Dumpty sour cream and clam potato chips. I shove a fistful in my mouth as Calvin cocks his head in my direction, curly black hair springing over his ears. After observing me for a second, he circles his pointer finger around my face, finally landing in a gentle nose-boop, like I’m a golden retriever. “Something’s different about you.”

“Couldn’t tell you what that is,” I say. Really, I can’t. I’d sound like I’d hit my head on the bar and hallucinated Gail’s body-double request. “Hey, do me a favor? If anyone comes to the door for me, can you not answer it?”

“What if it’s a pizza?”

I speak around potato chips, pushing my bangs back with the polka-dotted headband. “I’m not going to order any pizza.”

“What if you change your mind?”

“I won’t.”

“Right,” Calvin says. “You want to rewatch that Australian show we like, about those farmers who’re looking for wives?”

“As tempting as that is,” I reply, “I’m … I think I’m going to hit the hay. Maybe another time.”

He wishes me good night and hands me the potato chip bag to take with me. I like Calvin. It was a random roommate situation. He had an ultracheap spare room; I needed somewhere to live. That’s it. Well, that, and I was fairly confident that if this did turn out to be a serial killer situation, I could take him. He may or may not have a turtle living in his bathroom. Not a pet turtle. Like, one he rescued and is rehabilitating in the bathtub. Say what you want about him, but the man is wonderfully soft.

In my room, I wrench open the window and let the night air wash over my skin. I feel shaky, sick. The breeze helps; soap scent from the laundromat downstairs hits my nose as I cocoon myself under my Nana’s summer quilt, mentally replaying Gail’s speech. Assassin. Prime minister. Vacation. Easy role! The more I think about it, the more batshit it sounds. If the CIA thing is true, if someone is trying to kill Sofia Christiansen in Italy, wouldn’t the smart plan be just to cancel the damn vacation?

Polishing off the rest of the potato chips, I whip out my phone, tapping the cracked screen to wake it up, and google the prime minister of Summerland. I’ve done this before. Never so intently, with my heart jumping in my throat. Like before, though, all the images that pop up are sparkly. Clean-cut shots of a clean-cut person. In one, she’s commanding parliament with a pensive expression, dark brown hair pulled into a low bun. In another, she’s sporting a black-sequined blazer and tailored shorts, heels sky-high, using a small handbag to shield her face from paparazzi. PRIME MINISTER OR PARTY PRINCESS? That’s what the headline reads, and it strikes me as dramatically unfair. Surely the woman’s allowed to have a life? She takes only one vacation a year—an annual trip to Rome and the beaches of Positano, just like she did when she was a kid.

We’re not related somehow, are we? Somewhere down the line? That’s crossed my mind before. We’re definitely not first cousins or second cousins, or anything super close—but Nana Frida was from Summerland. Everyone on the island has a hint of similarity.

I click on another article. According to British Vogue, Sofia has reframed her platform to lobby even harder for women’s access to education around the world; she’s single, loving it; she’s a mental health advocate, with a heart that’s equal parts gold and steel. There’s a picture of her opening a shelter for homeless cats, another of her supporting a martial arts class for survivors of domestic assault. She’s put a near-total end to weapons trafficking in Summerland. It’s hard not to like her, and really hard not to see the glaring similarities between us: the roundness of our ears, the freckles by our noses, the way she cocks her head when she’s thinking, the way I’m doing that, right now, at the screen.

“If I’m too forceful,” Sofia says in a YouTube video clip, “too powerful, speak my mind too clearly, I’m labeled words that I won’t repeat here. If I’m quieter, gentler, then I’m meek. I’m not powerful enough to lead my nation. And there is no in between. There is no middle ground for women. In some people’s eyes, we are always one or the other, aren’t we?”

By three in the morning, I’ve gone so far down the Sofia rabbit hole, I’m unconsciously whispering at the video, at all of her videos, wondering if I can get my vowels to sound like hers.

Body double. Could I actually pull that off? I mean, seriously, could I? How hard would it be to play a prime minister on vacation? If anyone did try to come after me … I am fit. After months of manual labor, hauling everything from kegs to banquet tables, I’m in the best shape of my life. I feel like I could run pretty darn fast, if I tried, and dodge just about anything that’s thrown at me. Plus, goose shooing aside, it’s not like I’d miss much back home, and wouldn’t this give me a purpose? Who deserves protection more than a woman spearheading all these international causes, who’s fearlessly leading her country and—

For crying out loud, Max. Do you even hear yourself?

I chuck my phone across the room, yank my quilt over my head, and force myself to sleep.

The next morning, someone is pounding at my door.

My eyes spring open, the heels of my hands swiping at my face. Outside is the muted pink of sunrise, and it takes only a second before everything from yesterday comes flashing back. I know exactly who’s at my door—and exactly what she wants. Calvin isn’t answering. Good! Good, Calvin. Cautiously, I slip out of bed, black-and-white catering uniform half-unbuttoned, bangs plastered across my forehead. Through the front door peephole, I spy Gail’s distorted frame, haunting my hallway.

Not today, Satan! The last thing I should do is open the door. Only, after the sixtieth knock, each one growing increasingly louder, the neighbors start banging on the walls. If we get another noise complaint, if I get kicked out of this apartment and can’t afford rent anywhere else …

“We started off on the wrong foot,” Gail says, thrusting a white paper bag through the newly opened doorway. “I brought bagels. You don’t look like you slept well.”

“Thank you,” I say through gritted teeth.

She clearly thinks I mean about the bagels, not the insult. “Poppy seed,” she says, waggling the bag. Dammit. Poppy seed is my favorite. Brushing past my shoulder, Gail cranes her neck into my apartment. “Perhaps this conversation might be better suited for inside your home. Is that charming roommate of yours about?”

My head’s starting to throb. “I … I don’t know. Probably?”

“Mmm,” Gail says, pulling out her phone and shooting off a quick text. Asking for surveillance on Calvin’s whereabouts? Less than three seconds later, her inbox pings. “Ah, he’s gone out to purchase some coffee and what looks to be about two hundred grams of marijuana. A little much for a Monday morning, but to each their own, I suppose.”

“Look.” I rub my thumb, hard, between my eyebrows. “I said no. I said no to what you’re asking. So, if you don’t mind—”

“Oh, but I do mind,” Gail says, fully pushing past me now. “You didn’t say no about the bagels. The bagels really are crucial to this part of the operation.”

I snatch the bag from her hand, just to get her to shut up about them. “They’re not drugged, are they? I’m not going to bite into one and wake up on a plane to Positano?” Gail pauses at my hunter green sofa, swiping off a few crumbs before smoothing the back of her coat and sitting down. This only adds to my snippiness. “I thought people like you wouldn’t wear trench coats.”

She cocks her head. “People like me?”

“Spies. It just seems a little obvious.”

Gail crosses her legs, folding both hands on top of her knees.

“Well, Max, I wouldn’t call myself a spy.” She glances around the apartment, at the stacks of used coupon booklets and a full bin of empty ranch dressing bottles. “I would call myself your best option to get out of this hellhole.”

“Hey!” I’m genuinely offended. “We have a microwave.”

“I am absolutely sure, Max, that hell has microwaves.” Gail is the type of person who says your name a lot in conversation—and not in the friendly way. In the condescending way. As if she’s speaking to a disobedient six-year-old. “May I ask what is with the ranch dressing? Surely one can’t need that much. That’s nearly … fifteen bottles.”

At least I can answer that one. “My roommate gets stoned a lot. He puts ranch on everything.” Tired and frustrated, I plop down in the opposing fold-out chair. “Even if you are who you say you are, you’ve made a mistake, okay? You don’t want a washed-up chef. My main skill used to be making really, really good clam chowder, which isn’t—”

“Did you know,” Gail says, cutting me off, “that Julia Child was an asset for the CIA? Chef, too, wasn’t she? You’d be just like her, in a foreign country, carrying out clandestine duties. Who doesn’t want to be like Julia Child?” Gail perks up even more. “Think of this as a getaway for you. Don’t you want a nice vacation, Max? What we’re asking, it isn’t hard. Mostly, you’ll just sit in a beach chair, read a book. It’s a simple job in beautiful Italy. The food will be exquisite. Eating with the season. Fresh pancetta and buttered noodles. Lemon gnocchi …”

“And all for the low, low price of … possible death!” I say, like I’m a game show host.

“Max,” Gail reasons, “we all trick ourselves into believing that we’re safe. The truth is that every time we step out our doors, we’re in danger. Every time we drive our cars, we’re in danger. Every time we step in our showers, danger. Eating, danger. Sleeping, danger. Do you know how many people accidentally strangle themselves in their bedsheets every year?”

I stare at her, unimpressed and vaguely horrified. “Hallmark would not hire you.”

“Fine,” Gail says, clapping her knees and rising to a stand. “I thought that some shut-eye might help you think clearly about all of this. Five million dollars is a lot of money.”

The living room tilts sideways. The ringing returns to my ears. “What did you just say?”

“Five million dollars. The five million dollars we’re offering you, if you complete the assignment to our specifications.”

“You never mentioned five million dollars.” I’m standing now, too. All the blood is rushing to my face. “If you were going to offer five million dollars, you should’ve led with five million dollars.”

“I’ll note that for next time,” Gail says, infuriatingly. “Although, it could have been that I purposefully withheld that information, knowing that you’d say no at the first approach, and this is all part of the gentle process of acceptance. I should also mention that I know about your financial situation.”

Memories flash through my brain, ones that always come when I’m low—of my mom, stopping by my apartment with a few groceries when she noticed the barren state of my fridge; of my dad, selling his Chris-Craft for cash and draping his arm around my shoulder. It’s just a boat, Max-a-million. But that boat was his whole damn life. “It’s bad.”

“Yes, it’s horrendous.”

Actually, it’s worse than horrendous. Horrendous would just be losing my restaurant. Horrendous would just be an insurmountable mountain of debt. Here’s what I’m looking at: the dissolution of every relationship I valued. I borrowed money from everyone.

And I lost every penny.

“It’s not often, Max, that one gets the opportunity to completely turn their life around within a matter of days. Think of your parents. Think of what they could do with a share of that money. Retire, perhaps? And your friend Jules. Your relationship’s a bit strained, isn’t it? Wouldn’t you like to mend that in seven simple days? Just a quick trip to Rome and the Amalfi Coast, then back again. You can return to your …” She gazes around at a stack of moldy pizza boxes. “Your home. Move on with your life. Maybe even open a new restaurant. This isn’t just an opportunity; it’s a time machine. Turn back the clock. Right your wrongs. Reclaim your—”

“Hello, hello!” Calvin has wandered through the door, plastic grocery bag stuffed with coffee beans and weed. “Who’s our new friend?”

“I’m from the Maine State Lottery,” Gail says automatically, turning to Calvin. “Your roommate has won one of our secret cash prizes. An all-expenses-paid European getaway.”

Calvin’s already-dilated pupils widen at me. “Dude, really?”

Intrinsically, I know I have seconds. I know that the deal’s on the table, and something tells me if I don’t take it now, I’ll regret it for the rest of my life. My family deserves this chance … and honestly, if I need another reason, Sofia deserves it, too. Protecting her would be, by far, the noblest thing I’ve ever done.

Swallowing the gigantic lump in my throat, I do my best to smile like I have just won the lottery. “Yes. I’m going on vacation.”
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