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      A bride with a talent for scathing online reviews.  A list of victims longer than a receiving line. Was one of them angry enough to murder her?

      

      For wedding planner Annabelle Archer, bridezillas come with the territory. But the latest difficult diva is also known for poisonous online reviews. When she and her groom are shot, the police don’t need to look any further than the victims of the bride’s one star reviews for potential suspects. Unfortunately, Annabelle and her colleagues are at the top of that list and rising fast as other suspects are murdered.
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      “This rain is going to ruin the view of the White House.” I threw open one of the french doors that led to the Hay-Adams Hotel’s narrow balcony overlooking both Lafayette Park and the most famous address in Washington, DC.

      The gray clouds that hung over the city had been sending a steady mist of rain since the morning and, as it was now midafternoon, my hopes for a sunny wedding day, along with my hopes for a happy bride, were dwindling fast. I stepped onto the balcony and let the fine droplets settle on my skin. I breathed in the fresh scent of rain and felt glad it had washed away the pollen haze that had been hanging over the city for the past week, even if it did have to happen on the one day I needed clear skies. I ignored the clattering noise of the wedding band setting up behind me and took a moment to soak in the relative peacefulness of standing nearly ten stories above the city on a sleepy, rainy Saturday.

      I reached into the pocket of my dress and felt for the packet of gummi bears my assistant, Kate, had given me earlier in the day. I popped a few into my mouth and savored the sugar rush. They were probably the only calories I’d get until much later that night so I didn’t feel guilty about them. I held up the Cellophane candy packet to Buster, one half of my floral designing duo, and jiggled it.

      He shook his head, pulling at his brown goatee with his fingers. “I’m too stressed to eat right now.”

      “Don’t worry. It might clear up,” I said, dropping the candy back into my pocket and patting Buster on his thick tattooed arm. I didn’t fully believe what I said but, as the owner of Wedding Belles, one of DC’s top wedding-planning companies, I’d learned that is was crucial to keep my creative team positive on the wedding day. Even if that meant lying to them.

      Buster raised his eyebrows and the motorcycle goggles he wore on his forehead followed. “It’s hard to pull off a springtime in Paris theme when it looks like a hurricane’s brewing outside.”

      “Don’t you think you’re exaggerating a bit?”

      Buster was usually the more even-keeled half of the floral design duo from Lush. His partner, Mack, was equally tattooed and leather-clad with a dark red goatee instead of a brown one but, generally speaking, the more emotional of the pair. I hoped Buster’s nerves didn’t mean that Mack was in a full-scale meltdown.

      I turned from the view to look for Mack and glanced over the ballroom that had been transformed into springtime in Paris. One of the biggest selling points for holding a wedding at the Top of The Hay, the name for the iconic hotel’s rooftop ballroom, was the two walls of glass french doors that wrapped around the L-shaped room and provided both natural light and a stunning view. It was the perfect pick for a bride wanting any type of garden theme, and it had been a natural fit for our bride who wanted to recreate Paris in the spring. Whitewashed Eiffel Towers were interspersed between the towering arrangements of pink tulips on a runner of grass that extended the length of the long, rectangular tables. A tiny easel sat at the top of each place setting with a guest’s name painted over a pastel impressionist background, and white ladder-backed chairs wore pale-pink tulle skirts.

      “There you are,” I said as I spotted Mack walking toward us under the hanging flower garden that Buster had installed in the ceiling alcove over the dance floor.

      Mack dodged a hanging tulip. “Well, I delivered the bride’s bouquet.”

      “And?” I asked, not sure if I wanted to know the bride’s reaction.

      Mack flopped down in a nearby chair. “Let’s just say that if I cursed, now would be the time I’d pick some choice words about our bride.”

      I cringed. Mack and Buster were members of a Christian biker gang, and I’d never heard a swear word leave their lips.

      Buster closed the french doors. “She didn’t like the collar of nerines around the tulips?”

      “Who knows what she hated more?” Mack tugged at a loose thread on his black leather vest. “She said it gave her a headache.”

      “The scent of it?” I asked. “I thought you specifically chose flowers with no scent.”

      “I did,” Mack said. “She approved every flower in the whole wedding, remember?”

      “How could I forget?” I recalled every painstaking moment of the planning ordeal with Tricia, from bringing blooms to her house for her to sniff test to sending her MP3 files of every song the band played so she could eliminate songs that were in a key she found irritating to having the chef forward her the ingredient list for every bite that would be served so she could identify offending foods.

      “So she’s not going to carry it down the aisle?” Buster asked.

      “She’s not going to walk down the aisle.” Kate stood in the open doorway across from us, her hands on her hips and the toe of one high heel thumping on the carpet.

      I closed my eyes and dropped my head for a second. “Not this again.”

      “Yep. She claims the stress has made her too sick to attend her own wedding.” Kate strode across the room, her blond bob bouncing with each step. She had long legs that she preferred to show to their full advantage with short skirts, even on a wedding day, so her fitted black dress stopped several inches north of her knees. When she reached Mack, she sat in the chair next to him, crossing her legs so that her dress rose even higher on her thighs.

      “How can she be stressed?” I asked. “We’ve done everything for her.”

      “Beats me.” Kate shrugged. “But I never understood all the syndromes she claims to have.”

      Buster held up one finger. “There’s the hypersensitivity to light.”

      “And migraines brought on by the scent of lilies,” Mack said. “And garden roses and peonies and lily of the valley.”

      Kate snapped her fingers. “And don’t forget that anything louder than a speaking voice can make her swoon.”

      “Why is she having a wedding in the first place?” Buster asked. “It’s filled with all the things she claims make her sick.”

      “I’m sympathetic to the girl if she really has all these problems,” Mack said. “I know what it’s like to get a migraine. But her symptoms seem to come and go.”

      Kate lowered her voice. “She’s an attention whore. Why else would you be such a hypochondriac?”

      Mack swatted at her. “Language, young lady.”

      Kate rubbed her arm where Mack had made contact. “Sorry, but I stand by my assessment. Annabelle and I caught her doing one of those Insanity workout DVDs when she claimed to be too exhausted to get out of bed.”

      “It’s true,” I said. “She cancelled one of our first meetings so we decided to drop her welcome box off at her house as a surprise.”

      “The surprise was us catching a glimpse of her working out like a maniac through a gap in her front curtains.” Kate shook her head. “I knew she couldn’t look as buff as she does by staying in bed all the time.”

      “Did you call her on it?” Buster asked.

      “No. We mentioned it to her mother but she said that Tricia was in therapy to work through her hypochondria and need for attention and that we shouldn’t say anything or it would make it worse.”

      “Worse than this?” Buster’s motorcycle goggles lifted with his eyebrows.

      Kate touched Buster’s thick forearm. “That’s what I said.”

      “Since she’s a rich hypochondriac who needs a lot of attention, her mother thought the wedding would actually help,” I said. “What better way to get more attention than a big wedding?”

      “Not if you don’t show up for it,” Mack said.

      I shook my head. “I’m sure she’s bluffing.”

      “She probably needs some of the patented Annabelle Archer Zen,” Kate said. She loved to tease me about being able to calm down even the most nervous brides just by being around them. So far, though, Tricia Toker had pushed the limits of even my Zen energy.

      I sighed and mentally steeled myself for the bride’s histrionics. “I’ll go check on her. Fern should be done with everyone’s hair by now.”

      “Fern is not done because Fern can’t work under these conditions.” The hairstylist to Washington’s most elite, and all of our brides, stood in the doorway of the ballroom with a can of hairspray in one hand and a round brush in the other. Since Fern always tried to dress to the theme of the wedding, he wore a navy and white striped boatneck T-shirt with white pants and a navy beret. I noticed that his beret had slipped from its earlier jaunty tilt, and strands of dark hair had escaped from his low ponytail. He threw his brush on the floor. “Fern quits.”
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      I held Fern’s hand as we rode down the hotel elevator, listening to the soft pings as we passed each floor. It had taken a significant amount of convincing to get him into the elevator with me, and I held his hand partly to comfort him and partly to make sure he wouldn’t make a dash for it when the doors opened.

      I took a deep breath to brace myself for the impending interaction with the bride and inhaled the scent of designer hair products that surrounded Fern. I knew it was a mixture of the ones he wore on his own hair and the ones he used on his clients. The only time I ever smelled like expensive hair product was when I allowed Fern to do my hair, which wasn’t often enough for his liking.

      I squeezed his hand. “I’m sure it’s not so bad.”

      Fern arched an eyebrow at me. “How am I supposed to put her hair in a high bun if she doesn’t like to feel pressure on her head?”

      “Haven’t you been her stylist for years?” I leaned against the brass rail that ran the short length of the elevator’s back wall and stepped out of my black heels. I’d left my flats upstairs and would switch back into them once I’d seen the bride. I liked to look dressy for the client but couldn’t bear to be in heels for an entire wedding day as Kate could.

      “Yes, but she only gets her hair cut once every six months or so, and I basically go to her house, wave the scissors over her head, fluff it up, tell her she looks divine, and leave.”

      “And she pays you for that?” I shook my head. “I’m in the wrong business.”

      Fern squeezed my hand. “I could have told you that a long time ago, sweetie.”

      “How do you deal with a client who’s making up all these issues?” I asked Fern. His years as a hairdresser to the elite had given him an incredible level of patience and insight into people.

      “Her mother clued me in years ago and asked me to play along, so I do.” Fern twitched his shoulders. “I have clients with genuine sensory issues and actual chronic fatigue syndrome so it’s not hard to tell that Tricia’s illnesses are fabricated. It’s sad she feels like she needs to do it.”

      “I guess.” After a tortuous planning process, I had a hard time feeling too sympathetic but I knew Fern had a point. A person had to be seriously damaged to pretend they were always sick. Plus, I’d learned early on in planning weddings that the most difficult people usually were the most unhappy with themselves.

      “I’m sure we can figure this out,” I said as the elevator door opened and we faced a wooden accent table with a white orchid plant. “Can you convince her to wear her hair down?”

      Fern led me to the right and down the hall to the very end where the largest suites in the hotel were situated. He paused in front of a cream-colored door with an engraved gold plate that read the Jefferson Suite in cursive. “I suppose I could be persuasive if I wanted to be.”

      “Trust me.” I knocked lightly. “You want to be.”

      A woman with a silvery-blond helmet of hair opened the door. “Thank heavens you’re here, Annabelle.” She pulled me inside. “Where have you been?”

      I reflexively glanced at my watch even though I knew I’d been upstairs for less than thirty minutes. “I had to check on the ballroom setup, remember?”

      The bride’s mother nodded. “That’s right. You told us that, didn’t you? It’s just that Tricia is having such a hard time dealing with all these disasters.”

      “What disasters?” I asked. I looked around the spacious suite, which was decorated sumptuously in shades of ivory and cream. Twin sofas topped with oversized fringed cushions were flanked by a pair of soft chairs. A mahogany dining room table surrounded by upholstered chairs sat behind them. A wooden sideboard held the remains of breakfast. Champagne chilled in an ice bucket. And the maid of honor, and only attendant, sat in the makeup chair by a row of tall windows.

      So far every vendor had been on time and every delivery had been accurate. We weren’t missing flowers or dealing with late makeup artists or even a late breakfast delivery. After the challenges of the planning, everyone was on their toes. And counting down the minutes until it was over.

      Fern dropped my hand and took a few steps toward the closed door that led into the attached bedroom, where I assumed the bride was resting. “Why don’t I check on her?”

      As Fern walked away I took Mrs. Toker’s hands in mine. Sometimes mothers needed someone to listen to them, and I could validate feelings until the cows came home. “So tell me about these disasters.”

      The mother of the bride gnawed at her lower lip. “Well, the rain for one.”

      “You know I can’t control the weather, Mrs. Toker,” I said. “And we chose an indoor venue for the precise reason that Tricia didn’t want to worry about the weather if we did a tented wedding.”

      The mother nodded like her head was attached to a trip wire. “We just wanted this day to be perfect. After her illness and her father’s death, Tricia deserves a day all about her.”

      From what I’d seen over the months of planning, every day was all about Tricia. And I had a hard time believing that the girl had become as spoiled as she was only after her father’s death a little over a year earlier. A girl had to be indulged all of her life to be ruined as badly as Tricia Toker.

      Even though her extreme hypochondria was clearly something she’d honed over years, this was the first time I’d had a bride use undiagnosed illnesses to get attention, controlling every person she knew and manipulating them with equal parts guilt and pity. But even so, she’d alienated almost everyone she knew so that only a few diehards like her mother, fiancé, and maid of honor remained at her side. That was also the reason that her guest count was less than one hundred and a decent number of the guests were from her late father’s company. I assumed they were attending out of respect for the parents and to stay on the mother’s good side as she’d taken over the running of his business.

      Fern poked his head out of the bedroom. “The bride’s asking for you.”

      I left Mrs. Toker chewing on her thumbnail and went into the dark bedroom. I could make out the form of the bride reclining on the king-sized bed, and as my eyes adjusted to the lack of light, I saw that she still wore her bathrobe. I tried not to focus on the fact that, according to my schedule, she’d be walking down the aisle in less than an hour. We’d never had a bride get married in a bathrobe, but there was a first time for everything.

      “Did you want to talk about the flowers?” I asked.

      She waved a hand at me. “No. They’re fine. It was the florist’s cologne that set off my migraine.”

      I knew Mack didn’t wear cologne, but I didn’t dare argue with her if she’d made peace with her bouquet. That put us one step closer to walking down the aisle.

      “Get Madeleine in here, too,” the bride said to Fern.

      I heard him sigh as he called to the maid of honor. I leaned back so I could see through the open doorway and into the living room. The petite strawberry blonde hopped down from the makeup stool and hurried into the bedroom.

      “Do you need anything, Tricia?”

      The bride took a deep breath and exhaled. “I know you hate wearing your hair pulled back because it makes you look like a ferret, but I need you to wear it up since I’m going to have my hair down now. I want to be the only one with loose hair.”

      Fern and I exchanged a look. This was officially the first time I’d ever heard a bride tell a bridesmaid that she looked like a ferret. It was not the first time I’d had a bride try to make a pretty bridesmaid look worse than her, though. Tricia wasn’t plain. Her dark hair and ice blue eyes made her striking, but she wasn’t delicate and pretty in a feminine way like her friend.

      I glanced at Madeleine, who looked nothing like a ferret, and whose eyes were unblinking. Madeleine nodded and forced a smile. “Of course, Tricia. Whatever you want. It’s your wedding day.”

      Tricia beckoned her only attendant over and grasped her hand. “Madeleine has been my best friend since our freshman year in college. Madeleine and Dave and me. The Three Musketeers, remember?”

      Madeleine laughed. “All for one and one for all.”

      Fern and I laughed politely, but I wondered why either of us needed to be present for this moment.

      Tricia sat up slowly, propping herself on her elbows. “By the time Fern finishes your bun, I should have recovered enough to do my hair.”

      “Do you need me?” I asked, taking a step toward the door. “I was going to check on the ceremony setup downstairs.”

      “You can go.” Tricia rubbed her temples. “But don’t send me Kate again. Her bouncing makes my head pound.” She reached for her phone on the bedside table and began typing with her thumbs.

      For the thousandth time since answering Tricia’s initial phone call, I regretted ever meeting her.

      Fern walked me to the door and kissed me on the cheek. “At least this hussy doesn’t have a problem with flouncing.”

      “I’ll be back up in thirty.”

      “She’ll be ready or she’ll be dead,” Fern whispered in my ear.

      “Talk about a Sophie’s Choice.”

      He winked. “You’re telling me.”

      As I pulled the door to the suite closed behind me, my cell phone starting singing “Pachelbel’s Canon” from inside my pocket. I pulled it out and answered before I noticed the name of the caller.

      “Wedding Belles, this is Annabelle.”

      “It’s me.” Me was Richard of Richard Gerard Catering, my best friend since I’d started my wedding-planning business more than six years earlier and he’d taken me under his wing. Richard was known for his impeccable style, his cutting-edge cuisine, and his love of designer clothes. I must have brought some sort of balance to his life because I didn’t own one clothing label that met his approval, I could subsist on Diet Dr Pepper and takeout Thai for weeks, and my style would be called casual at best. “How’s it going with Too Tired Tricia?”

      “Very funny,” I whispered as I walked down the hallway to the elevator. “I think we’re going to get her down the aisle.”

      “I’d hope so considering the budget on this one.”

      “You know I would have brought it to you if I could have,” I said. “But the hotel was the best fit.” Richard’s catering company only did catering for mansions, museums, and historic sites that didn’t have their own kitchens.

      “Don’t mention it. It’s nice to have a weekend off for once. Anyway, I don’t think I could take the stress of waiting to see what she writes.”

      I paused in front of the elevator bank. “What who writes?”

      “The bride,” Richard said. “Didn’t I tell you that she has quite the reputation in the culinary world?”

      “She’s a culinary writer?” I didn’t think she did anything since she was both wealthy and busy pretending to have chronic fatigue syndrome.

      “No. She’s famous for her poisoned-pen reviews. She’s panned just about every restaurant in town.”

      I felt lightheaded and put my hand out to the wall to steady myself. “Why didn’t you mention this earlier?”

      “I just put two and two together.” He paused and cleared his throat. “But I’m sure that’s just restaurants. I don’t think she’ll write bad reviews about her own wedding.”

      I glanced back at the door to the Jefferson Suite and remembered her typing away at her phone. “I hope you’re right.”
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      “She’s an internet troll, too?” Mack clutched Kate’s arm for support.

      Kate staggered a few steps since Mack had a hundred pounds on her, and then she steadied herself. “Just when I thought the bride couldn’t get any more charming.”

      I’d texted Kate, Buster, and Mack to meet me downstairs in the Hay-Adams Room. We were using the smaller downstairs room for the ceremony, and then guests would go upstairs to the rooftop for the reception. I wanted to put the finishing touches on the ceremony and drop the latest bombshell in person. I needed to be sure none of them were standing on the balcony when they heard that our difficult bride had a penchant for the poisoned pen.

      Kate and I had placed the ceremony programs on the chairs while Buster and Mack had draped ribbon across the back of the aisle we’d created using rows of rustic chairs with woven cane backs. Earlier in the day, they’d laid an aisle runner made out of jute and had lined the sides of it with a thick carpeting of moss and colorful tulips that appeared to be growing out of it. At the front of the aisle, they’d created a canopy out of branches and ivy in front of a solid wall of boxwood that was dotted with wire-basket window boxes crowded with lavender tulips and pink hyacinths. Candles had been lit, and the smell of burning wax mingled with the fresh smell of greenery.

      Guests were gaping and angling for pictures with their phones as they entered the room, so I pulled my crew off to the side. “All we have to do is make sure that everything is perfect, and she won’t have any reason to write a bad review.”

      Buster crossed his arms over his chest. “You know trolls don’t work that way. They do it for the attention, not because they’re actually trying to give an honest review.”

      “Maybe I misspoke when I referred to her as an internet troll,” I said, keeping my voice low so the guests, also the troll’s friends and family, wouldn’t hear.

      “You didn’t.” Kate looked up from scrolling on her phone. “I already found one of her reviews on the Wed Boards and it’s not good.”

      The Wed Boards were an online forum where brides compared weddings, offloaded used wedding accessories, and shared what they called “picks and pans” of wedding vendors.

      Mack craned his neck to see Kate’s phone. “How could she have a Wed Boards review yet? We’re in the middle of her wedding.”

      “She’s one of those Weddies,” Kate said, referring to the brides who lived on the Wed Boards and thought that obsessing about weddings made them qualified to be wedding planners.

      “You’re sure it’s her?” I asked.

      She looked up at me. “The username is TriciaandDaveatTheHay.”

      Mack gave a low whistle. “That’s pretty specific.”

      “She trashed a florist she called before she hired us. Gave them one star,” Kate said.

      Mack looked affronted. “She called another florist? I’m glad I didn’t know that before you brought her to us.”

      Kate cleared her throat and began to read the review. “Even though we didn’t hire this florist, I was disappointed that they couldn’t bother to return my call within the same afternoon. Clearly this business can’t manage their time well.”

      “The same afternoon? Are you kidding me? I can understand twenty-four hours but the same afternoon?” Buster said. “What if we have a long meeting with a bride or a walk-through off-site?”

      I dug in my suit pocket for my stash of gummi bears and popped a handful in my mouth, savoring the comforting rush of sugar. “Well, she does spend most of her time in bed pretending to be ill, so I’m sure an afternoon feels like forever.”

      “I can’t believe she hired us,” Kate said. “We’ve certainly let calls go for more than a few hours.”

      “I think I just happened to pick up the phone the day she first called,” I said.

      “Good thing, right?” Kate said.

      “Is it?” I couldn’t help wondering if the florist who got the review for not returning a call got off easy. Were we all in for one-star reviews by a bride who loved getting attention for bad behavior?

      Buster nudged me. “Groom at six o’clock.”

      I turned around to see the tall, handsome groom in his white dinner jacket scanning the room.

      “Are you ready to get married?” I asked as I approached, giving him my best “let’s do this” smile.

      Dave rubbed his hands together and smiled without meeting my eyes. “Sure. It looks great in here. Very French.”

      “I’m glad you like it.” I took in the room alongside him and had to admit that it looked spectacular.

      “Not that I’m the one you have to please.” He laughed and went back to rubbing his hands.

      “We try to make everyone happy on a wedding day,” I said. “Can I get you anything before we start the processional? Water? A beer?”

      I hoped the groom held some sway with his future wife, and I hoped it wasn’t too obvious that I was kissing his ass. What I really felt like offering him was a new identity and a one-way ticket to Papua New Guinea so he could run away from Tricia Toker forever.

      He shook his head and a brown curl came loose and dropped onto his forehead. “No, Tricia would be livid if I drank before the ceremony.”

      My phone vibrated with an incoming text and I pulled it out of my pocket to look. Fern had the bride ready and was bringing her and the maid of honor down.

      I put my hand on the groom’s elbow. “Why don’t I go ahead and get you tucked away with the officiant for the ceremony?”

      He jumped at my touch. “It’s time?”

      I nodded and felt like apologizing. But I reminded myself that it wasn’t my fault this nice guy was marrying an awful woman or that he’d gone all in and worked for her family company, too. I was only the wedding planner, not the idiot who’d proposed to her. Whenever this scenario played itself out in my work, I told myself that the seemingly terrible bride or groom must have some wonderful qualities they kept hidden from the world and only their betrothed saw. In Tricia’s case, the qualities must have been hidden very deeply.

      I steered the groom back to his holding room then pulled Kate outside the ballroom with me to wait for the bride. “Where are Buster and Mack?”

      “They went back upstairs when I told them the bride would be coming down soon.”

      “Cowards,” I said.

      “Lucky cowards,” Kate said under her breath.

      I recalled the bride’s aversion to Kate’s bounciness. “Why don’t you go stand next to the harpist, and I’ll give you the cues from the door?”

      “And avoid an encounter with Tricia the Troll? You don’t have to tell me twice.” Kate headed back into the Hay-Adams Room before I could tell her not to call the bride that out loud.

      I heard the lobby elevator doors ping open and rushed around the corner to meet it. The small elevator was filled with a mass of netting with a navy blue beret peeking behind it. Tricia stepped out, her full tulle ball gown rustling as she moved. Her dark hair spilled over her bare shoulders in waves and she carried the white tulip bouquet ringed with green nerines. If she weren’t such an unpleasant person, I would have thought she looked beautiful.

      She clutched my hand in a grip surprisingly strong for someone always so weary. “The wedding needs to start now. Right. Now.”

      I darted a glance at Fern, who was nodding vigorously behind her. “You got it.”

      I ran to the door of the Hay-Adams Room and caught Kate’s eye next to the harpist, giving her the signal to start the processional. Luckily, the processional consisted only of the maid of honor followed by the bride walking with her mother. I pulled the maid of honor to the doorway as I heard the harp begin to play and spotted the groom and officiant moving into place under the floral canopy. I smiled at Madeleine in her pink satin Vera Wang sheath, noticing that her hair had been pulled back so tightly her eyes now turned up at the corners. I didn’t think she looked like a ferret, but it didn’t look comfortable. I gave her a nod, and she set off down the aisle.

      I turned to the bride and her mother. Fern had draped the blusher over the bride’s face and stood behind her fluffing the thick layers of tulle in her skirt. The mother of the bride, her pale green dress hidden almost completely by the wedding gown, held her daughter by the arm and kept her nervous eyes trained on her face.

      I smoothed the blusher so that it fell behind her bouquet. “Are you ready?”

      She let out a breath, and the single layer of tulle that was the blusher quivered. “I don’t know if I can make it down the aisle.”

      Oh, no, I thought. We did not work this hard and get this far to have the bride flake out at the last minute.

      I put my hands around hers on the bouquet stems. “I know you can do this.”

      The mother raised her bitten thumbnail to her mouth. “Maybe we should postpone for an hour or two.”

      Was she crazy? If we postponed, we wouldn’t be starting the reception until ten o’clock at night and we had to be out of the rooftop ballroom by midnight. Even I couldn’t squeeze a four-course dinner, dancing, toasts, and cake cutting into two hours. I shot Fern a desperate look.

      He dropped the back of the bride’s dress and came to stand next to her, linking his arm in hers. “You’re going down that aisle right now if I have to drag you myself. Understood?”

      Tricia and her mother both nodded mutely, and I stepped aside as the threesome walked through the door and down the aisle, with Fern jerking the bride forward every time she slowed down.

      Kate had edged her way to the back of the room and joined me outside where we could watch the ceremony through the glass panes of the wooden doors.

      “I can’t look,” I said. “Is he still up there?”

      “I think he just gave away the bride,” Kate said. “I did not see this one coming, although I like Fern better as the father of the bride than as the priest. He was blessing me for weeks after that wedding. Now he’s shaking the groom’s hand. You’ve got to see this, Annabelle. The groom looks so confused.”

      I looked up to the ceiling. “Why can’t we have one normal wedding? Just one?”

      “Because there’s no such thing,” Kate said. “Weddings are crazy. Period.”

      I hated when Kate was right.
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      “I’m coming,” I said as I padded down the hallway of my apartment in my socked feet. I surveyed the living room, still littered with remains of the weekend’s wedding: my boxy metal emergency kit sitting next to the couch, my black Longchamp bag filled with the wedding files slumped against the dining table, a pink shoe bag with my change of shoes flung on the rug, the folded-up wedding schedule covered in check marks laying where it had fallen onto the hardwood floor by the door, and samples of the program, menu card, and escort cards for me to file later tossed on the glass coffee table. I tried to ignore the mess, and my aching feet, as I opened the door.

      “It is Monday morning, right?” Kate asked, giving my outfit of jeans and a Wedding Belles T-shirt the once over. “Don’t we have a meeting with a prospective couple?”

      I held the door open wide, letting Kate come inside as she extended the nubby brown coffee holder in front of her with one hand. “They canceled. Left a message last night.”

      Kate waved a hand over her blue paisley dress and high-heel slides. “And you couldn’t let me know?”

      “Sorry.” I took the paper cup she offered me, feeling the warmth of the beverage through the cardboard sleeve, and motioned her to follow me back to the office. I knew without taking a sip that she’d brought me my favorite hot mocha, and I felt a wave of affection for my assistant. “I didn’t check it until an hour ago.”

      Kate dropped her pale pink purse on the floor of my home office, which consisted of a white IKEA sawhorse desk, a rolling leather chair, and a tall filing cabinet. “That doesn’t seem like you.”

      “I’m still recovering from Saturday.” I took a sip of the rich coffee and closed my eyes as I swallowed. “Thanks for this. It’s just what I needed.”

      Kate took my black desk chair and kicked her shoes off under my desk, setting her own drink, a nonfat soy latte if it was her usual, on the wooden surface. “I think we’ll all be recovering from that one for a long time.”

      “Fern’s the only one of us who seemed to have a good time.” I sat down cross-legged on the carpet.

      “Maybe we would have had fun if we’d led a conga line when the band played ‘Dancing Queen.’”

      I groaned. “Don’t remind me.”

      “You have to admit that he embraced the father-of-the bride role. And he may have been the only reason Tricia stayed for her entire reception.” Kate spun around in my chair. “Plus, he gave a great toast. It didn’t have anything to do with the couple, but it was better than a lot I’ve heard.”

      “I missed all the toasts after his but I can’t imagine they were as good.” I set my cup next to me and dug into a cardboard box, pulling out a pair of white cubes with clear lids and handing one to Kate. “Leftover doughnut favors.”

      Kate opened the lid to her box. “So they’re only two days old?”

      “Something like that.” I took a bite of the strawberry frosted doughnut, letting the slightly stale crumbs of pink icing fall onto my lap.

      “Did you do anything fun on Sunday?” Kate asked, nibbling on her own doughnut.

      “Aside from sleeping in and ignoring my throbbing feet?” I took a drink of mocha and followed with a bite of doughnut. This was my ideal breakfast although I knew if I did this every day, I’d gain twenty pounds.

      “No date?” Kate wiggled her eyebrows up and down. “Maybe a visit from a cute bandleader or a hot cop?”

      My cheeks flushed, and I mentally cursed the fair skin that betrayed my emotions. “You know I’m not dating Ian or Mike Reese.”

      “Too bad. They’re both cute in different ways.” Kate leaned back. “And remind me why you aren’t dating them?”

      “For one thing, Ian’s band is on tour, and for another, we were never officially dating.” I didn’t add that I found the tattooed Scottish singer of the eighties band the Breakfast Club unnerving. I wasn’t sure whether I was attracted to his bad-boy persona or if the butterflies he gave me were a subconscious warning sign that I should not date men with body art.

      “And the hot cop?” Kate asked.

      “You know we’ve never gone out.” I’d never told Kate about the intense moment we’d had the last time I saw him, and I felt some measure of relief since I hadn’t heard from him since. “I don’t think he has time to date, anyway.”

      Kate studied my face for a moment before shrugging and taking a swig of her latte. “His loss.” She spun around in my chair. “So now that our meeting is cancelled, what’s on our agenda for today?”

      “The usual postwedding routine. Thank you notes to all the vendors. Filing the contract and paperwork. Moving Tricia’s client folder into the Past Clients folder on the computer.”

      “I love that part.” Kate wiggled the mouse on my desk and the computer screen came to life. She found the folder on my desktop that read “Tricia Toker” and dragged it to our virtual version of long-term storage. “So long, Tricia.”

      “We should check in with Buster and Mack and see how the late-night floral drop-off went.”

      “That’s right.” Kate snapped her fingers. “They had to refresh all the centerpieces and put them in different vases for the brunch the next morning. They must have been at the hotel all night.”

      “They were still there when the valet finally brought my car.” I stood and brushed crumbs off my jeans, making a mental note to find my Dustbuster. “Do you want a banana?”

      “What time was that?” she asked, and cocked her head to one side. “You have bananas?”

      “Two a.m.,” I said as I walked down the hall to my kitchen and scanned the counter. Kate was right. No bananas. I opened my refrigerator out of habit and noted that it was virtually bare unless condiments, beverages, and salad dressing counted as food. I eyed the leftover takeout boxes shoved in the back and decided it was too early for cold cashew chicken. The first thing I needed to do after I found my Dustbuster was shop for groceries.

      “Is it too early to call them?” Kate yelled.

      I headed back down the hall. “They’re florists. They’re always up early to scout the flower markets. Anyway, it’s past nine.”

      Kate tapped on my computer as I walked back in the office. “I just got a notice from the Wed Boards on my phone.”

      I pulled my phone out of my jeans pocket with one hand. “You check that, and I’ll call Buster and Mack.”

      “I’m logging in now,” Kate said.

      I punched my speed-dial button for Lush flower shop and listened to it ring.

      “We have a new review,” Kate said.

      “Lush Floral Designers, this is Mack.”

      “It’s Annabelle,” I said, then covered the phone and asked Kate, “Who’s it from?”

      “Annabelle, thank goodness you called. Buster’s going crazy. I’m afraid he’s going to hurt someone.”

      “What? Why?” I asked.

      Kate swiveled the chair to face me. “It’s from Tricia.”

      I felt my stomach tighten. “Mack, what’s happened?”

      “Have you been on the Wed Boards? That horrible woman has ruined us.” His voice shook as he spoke, and I heard Buster bellowing in the background. “She’s ruined all of us.”

      I looked at Kate’s face and I knew, without reading a word, that Tricia the Troll had trashed us online.
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