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      “Will you look at that view?” I stepped from the van, stretching my stiff legs, and putting a hand over my eyes as I peered at the blue sea that stretched endlessly into the distance. I breathed in the salty air and shrugged off my cardigan, which had been helpful on the plane but was too warm for Mexico, even though it was almost November.

      “Will you look at these wrinkles?” My best friend Richard joined me, but he wasn’t appreciating the view of the Caribbean. His eyes were firmly trained on the creases in his beige linen shirt as he let out a long-suffering sigh.

      Kate hopped from the other side of the car and bounced over to us, her blonde bob swinging. She barely glanced at Richard. “It’s linen. What did you expect?”

      Richard narrowed his eyes at her. “If there’s anyone who understands linen, it’s me.” He flicked his fingers through his dark, choppy hair. “This is a linen blend that is supposed to be ideal for traveling, although maybe it isn’t designed to withstand a plane, two taxis, and a ferry ride.”

      “Then maybe someone shouldn’t have suggested we move the bachelorette festivities from the all-inclusive resort on the Riviera Maya to a sleepy little Mexican island.” Fern was the last to emerge from the van, his hot-pink airplane pillow still hooked around his neck like an inflatable necklace as he yawned widely. His dark hair was pulled up into a high man bun, which highlighted the fact that DC’s top wedding hairstylist looked like Errol Flynn without the mustache.

      “Isla Mujeres isn’t a sleepy little island,” Richard said indignantly. “I’ll have you know that this island is quickly becoming an elite destination for those who love Mexico without all the abominable tourists.”

      “Aren’t we tourists?” Kate said to me from the side of her mouth.

      “We don’t count.” Richard hoisted a black Prada carry-on bag onto his shoulder. “We’re integrating with the community, which is something we couldn’t have done in one of those all-inclusive monstrosities.”

      Fern swiveled his head to take in the long road we’d arrived on, which hugged the coastline of the island that was dotted with private homes overlooking the water, each more impressive than the next. “The locals live here? I thought we got this house because of your connection to a DC socialite.”

      Richard frowned, shifting from one foot to the other. “Gail and her husband have been coming here so long they’re practically locals.”

      Fern smirked at me then squinted at the expansive house with a traditional thatched roof and mango-colored exterior perched at the end of the sloping drive. It had clearly been designed to look like it was native to the island while also being larger than any local home would ever be. “I’ll admit the house is charming, and the view is spectacular.”

      “Of course it is, although I don’t know if a five-bedroom house with a private pool can be called charming,” Richard said.

      “Whatever it is, it’s ours for the next few days.” Kate threw an arm around my shoulders. “I plan to spend those days eating, sunning, and drinking too many margaritas.” When she spotted Richard’s disapproving look, she gave him one of her own. “It is my bachelorette party, after all. You didn’t think we were coming here to do juice cleanses and cultural tours, did you?”

      Richard muttered something about a juice cleanse doing her liver good, but Kate ignored him.

      “I might not be able to drink with you,” I said, “but that doesn’t mean this can’t be the best bachelorette celebration ever.”

      Kate squeezed my shoulders. “You can’t help being pregnant. Besides, it will be nice to have someone else throwing up for once.”

      “Let’s hope that part of the pregnancy is behind me.” I touched a hand to my baby bump which, at a little over five months, had just started to be noticeable.

      For the first trimester, I hadn’t been able to even think of fish without turning green, which had made my job as the head of Wedding Belles, Washington DC’s premier wedding planning company, more challenging than usual. Luckily, my newly minted business partner, Kate, had been right by my side handling any tasting involving salmon and taking point position when it came to raw bars. I’d made it through the summer wedding season with only mild morning sickness, although I was pretty sure my ability to smell could rival that of a bomb-sniffing dog.

      Richard patted his designer carry-on. “Don’t worry about a thing, Annabelle. I packed all the pregnancy essentials to make sure this trip is perfectly safe.”

      I eyed his bag, which was usually filled with designer clothes and skin care products. “You did?”

      He gave me a disdainful look. “What kind of future godfather would let you travel internationally without being fully prepared? I assured Reese that I would watch you like a hawk and make sure you took your prenatal vitamins and hydrated properly.”

      I tried not to groan aloud at the thought of being watched like a hawk. “I’ll have to give my darling husband a call and thank him for making you his proxy worrywart.”

      Since I’d discovered I was pregnant a bit earlier than we’d planned, I’d seen an entirely new side to my husband. Even though he was a detective with the DC police force, he’d always been the more laid back of the two of us—until now. Mike had swung into full protective mode, refusing to let me carry anything up to our fourth-floor walk-up, even if it was only a bag of groceries, and taking over shopping so that he could ensure we had healthy food in the apartment, something I’d admittedly never been great at doing. Gone were the days of me chugging a Mocha Frappuccino in place of a meal or eating leftover take-out Thai for three days. I’d known he’d roped my friends into his neurotic fussing since they now took any bag or box from my arms without asking, but I hadn’t been aware that Richard had been tasked with taking over the obsessive worrying on Mike’s behalf for the duration of Kate’s bachelorette celebration.

      Richard flapped a hand at me, missing my sarcasm. “No need to thank me. The pleasure is all mine. What are best friends for?”

      Since Richard had decided that he was also my husband’s best friend, I wasn’t sure which one of us he meant.

      “As long as the Reese brothers are only here in spirit,” Fern said. “As hunky as they both are, having the groom-to-be at the bachelorette party is a buzz kill.”

      I was still adjusting to the fact that my long-time assistant and now business partner was engaged to my husband’s older brother, Daniel. Kate had always been a serial dater with a black book that could rival Casanova’s, but the slightly older and more serious Reese brother had managed to capture her heart right under our noses.

      Kate swatted playfully at Fern. “My fiancé could never be a buzz kill, but it is fun to have some time without the boys.”

      Richard cleared his throat.

      “You know what I mean,” Kate said. “The type of boys who like to watch sports and drink beer.”

      Both Richard and Fern shuddered, and even I was glad the men on our trip were more interested in finger bowls than Super Bowls.

      “Why don’t we settle into the house before the rest of the group arrives?” I said, twisting my neck to see that our driver had unloaded all of our suitcases from the back of the van.

      Fern whipped off his airplane pillow. “I almost forgot that Leatrice and the Mighty Morphin Flower Arrangers aren’t arriving until later.”

      “I don’t know how you missed that,” Richard muttered.

      “I hope that isn’t a comment on Buster’s and Mack’s notable appearance,” I said, giving Richard the stink eye. My go-to florists were also husky Christian bikers who wore head-to-toe black leather and sported bald heads, goatees, and piercings.

      “Buster and Mack?” He pressed a hand to his heart. “You wound me, Annabelle. I meant that the flight was blessedly quiet because Leatrice wasn’t on it.”

      “Oh.” I couldn’t argue with the fact that my octogenarian neighbor was prone to nonstop chatter.

      “I, for one, can’t wait for the old gal to arrive,” Fern said, grabbing his rolling suitcase and bumping it down the pebbled drive. “She said she found matching PJs for all of us.”

      “Heaven preserve us,” Richard said under his breath as we all followed Fern down the drive toward the house. Leatrice was also known for her bold fashion choices, none of which Richard appreciated.

      We all pulled our wheeled luggage behind us, although Richard insisted on dragging mine, as well, and he stopped every few feet to readjust his hands and complain.

      “I can pull a suitcase,” I told him, slowing down to match his slower pace as Kate and Fern disappeared into the house.

      He huffed out a breath. “Not on my watch.” Then he paused. “Do you think I’m doing the right thing, darling?”

      “By dragging two suitcases?”

      He gave me a disdainful look. “No, by leaving Hermès with Sidney Allen?”

      After being a self-proclaimed avoider of pets or children for his entire life, Richard had fallen hard for his partner’s Yorkie, renaming him Hermès and carrying him around in his man bag. When he had to leave the energetic dog behind, Leatrice usually babysat. Despite Richard’s complaints that she didn’t feed him entirely organic food, and she put ribbons in his fur that didn’t match the dog’s aesthetic, he did trust her. Now that Leatrice was joining us on the trip, he’d agreed to leave the Yorkie in the hands of Leatrice’s husband, Sidney Allen.

      “At least you can be sure that he won’t put Hermès in matching PJs.”

      Richard sucked in air. “If I come home and Hermès is wearing pants to his chin like Sidney Allen, I will die.”

      “He won’t put your dog in pants. Besides, I asked my husband to check in on them.” The reality was that Sidney Allen would probably show up with Hermès in tow before Mike could even attempt to check in on them. The rotund entertainment director had acquired the same bad habit as his wife of popping in unannounced and staying.

      “That makes me feel better,” Richard said, resuming our trek and kicking up pebbles in the wake of both suitcases.

      We finally made it inside the house, stepping into a great room with a soaring ceiling that overlooked a patio and an infinity pool that disappeared into the sea. Fern and Kate were already standing under the white pergola on the pool deck that was draped with fabric that blew in the breeze.

      Richard and I walked through the tastefully appointed room and through the open glass sliding door to join our friends.

      “Now this is a view I can get used to,” Kate said, glancing to the bar set up to one side. “Especially if that bar is stocked.”

      “Should I whip up a batch of cocktails?” Fern walked toward the bar without waiting for a reply, although he gave me a sympathetic look over his shoulder. “And a mocktail for you, sweetie.”

      Before I could tell him that a mocktail sounded perfect, a piercing voice shattered the calm.

      “Don’t think I won’t call the police on you!”
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      “Who was that?” Richard spun around, whipping his head from side to side.

      There was no one but us on the pool deck or in the house, but the voice had sounded close enough to make the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. “I’m not sure, but they aren’t happy.”

      “If you think you can bully me out of my house, you don’t know me very well!”

      This time I was able to pinpoint the screeching voice. I nudged Kate in the ribs. “It’s coming from the house next door.”

      We all swiveled our heads to see a platinum blonde strutting back and forth in front of her own pool, her white maxi dress swirling around her ankles. She held a phone to her ear while she gestured with her free hand.

      Richard frowned. “That must be the neighbor Gail mentioned.”

      We all pivoted to him with expectant expressions.

      He released a breath as if he were under grave duress. “Fine. My friend might have mentioned the crazy neighbor who’s going through a nasty divorce and fighting over their vacation home.”

      I gave Richard a pointed look. “And you didn’t mention this to us?”

      He waved a hand in the air, doing a spot-on impersonation of the neighbor’s flailing hand as she yelled into her phone. “I thought Gail was exaggerating, and I hoped that Marla had mellowed out over the years.”

      “Marla?” Kate cut her gaze to the neighbor. “Does this mean you actually know her?”

      Richard shifted from one foot to the other, not meeting our eyes. “Know of her is more like it. She’s from DC, but I’ve never worked for her.” He made a face. “I used to work for the first Mrs. Bottinger, but when Marla arrived, she got rid of everything with any connection to the first wife. I was out. I have no idea who’s done her parties for the past decade but I’m sure they’ve been just as tacky and nouveau riche as she is.”

      “Tell us what you really think,” Fern murmured, glancing quickly at the woman before tapping one finger on his chin. “Marla Bottinger? She’s not one of my rich tramps, but I can tell you she’s not a real blonde, and she needs her roots done.”

      “So, is your friend Gail friends with this Marla?” I asked.

      “Not exactly,” Richard said. “Gail was tight with the first Mrs. B. I think that’s how they both ended up with houses down here next to each other, although I also remember her saying something about how the house couldn’t go to her friend during the first divorce because of some specific rule on the island about property ownership.” He cocked his head as if trying to remember the details. “I do think she said the original Mrs. B remarried and has her own vacation home down here, a bigger and even better one.”

      Fern produced a couple of bottles from under the bar. “Maybe we should suggest that strategy to wife number two.”

      The woman continued to scream into the phone about not leaving the house unless it was feet first, finally jamming a finger at the screen to disconnect and throwing the phone onto a nearby lounge chair. Then she looked up, seeming to realize for the first time that she had an audience. She blanched before jutting her chin into the air. “You aren’t Gail.”

      Kate gave Marla a cheery wave. “We’re friends of hers down for a few days to celebrate my bachelorette. I’m Kate and this is Annabelle, Richard, and Fern.”

      “Marla,” the woman replied, unable to maintain her anger in the face of Kate’s bubbly personality, although her voice didn’t hold much warmth. “I’m Gail’s neighbor—for now.”

      “We’ll try to keep things down,” Kate continued. “We’re not planning a wild time”

      Marla shrugged. “Then you picked the wrong time to come to Isla. It’s almost the Day of the Dead.”

      We’d noticed lots of skeletons in fancy dress and brightly painted skulls in the small downtown when we’d arrived, but I hadn’t given it much thought.

      “Of course,” Richard said to himself. “How could I have forgotten?”

      I patted his arm. “It’s been a crazy wedding season. I think we’ve all lost track of days and weeks as we’ve gone from wedding to wedding every weekend this fall.”

      “What’s the Day of the Dead?” Kate asked.

      “Only one of the biggest celebrations of the year in Mexico.” Richard scraped a hand through his hair. “It takes place on November the first, but the parties and parades go on for days. The graveyards are packed with families gathering to celebrate those who’ve died. They eat and drink and party at the graves.”

      Fern looked up from the drinks he was mixing. “I’ve never been to a party at a graveyard.”

      “If you were hoping for a peaceful time, I’m afraid you’re not going to get it,” Marla said, picking up one of the many half-empty glasses littering the side tables around the pool.

      “Are you here for the celebrations?” Kate asked.

      Marla’s heavily made-up face contorted for a beat before she plastered a tight smile back on. “No. I’m in the middle of a divorce. I’m here because my soon-to-be ex is trying to take the house from me.”

      “How awful.” Kate shook her head, although I knew from her tone of voice that she wasn’t being sincere.

      Luckily, Marla didn’t know Kate or the placating tones she used to pry information from people. “If he thinks I’m going to roll over just because he has fancier lawyers and he speaks Spanish, he’s in for a shock. I’ve been spending my summers here for almost a decade. I’m not giving it up so he can move her in here.”

      I assumed “her” was the new woman in her ex’s life, although I wasn’t about to ask.

      “How do you spend a decade of summers here and not pick up Spanish?” Richard whispered to me as he made a point of turning his head.

      “No se,” I answered him, putting to use the rudimentary Spanish skills I’d acquired from an app I’d started using a few weeks ago.

      “Bien, Annabelle,” he replied with a grin.

      “Since you’re here, you might as well join in the fun,” Marla said. “Even if you don’t care about the festival, you can dress up and have a good time. I always put on a fancy Mexican dress and go downtown.”

      The bottle blonde didn’t strike me as someone who was worried about offending others or turning a beloved cultural ritual into an excuse for a party, but I also doubted she was alone.

      “Thanks for the tips,” Kate called out. “I’m sure we’ll see you around.”

      Marla gave us a final wave as she scooped up her phone and retreated into her multilevel, white stucco house with glass walls facing the ocean. With the beachfront location and stunning views, I understood why she was eager to keep the house.

      Fern waved us toward a round table that sat underneath the roof overhang of the house and was shaded from the brutal sun. He’d already set out two drinks and he brought two more as we took seats.

      I let out a grateful sigh to be off my feet and another one after I took a sip of the blue concoction Fern set in front of me. It was sweet and fruity, and best of all, cold.

      “What’s in these?” Kate asked as she kicked off her yellow, high-heeled mules and propped her long, bare legs on the empty chair next to her.

      “A bit of everything,” Fern said, then gave me a knowing smile. “And in yours, almost everything.”

      I twisted my rattan, swivel chair so it faced the ocean. “This is perfect, festival or no festival.”

      “I like the idea of being here during the Day of the Dead.” Kate took a long sip of her drink. “I wouldn’t mind checking out the parades and parties.”

      I leveled a finger at her. “But we’re not dressing up.”

      She wrinkled her nose at me. “Of course not.”

      Fern’s face fell. “Not even a little bit?” One of his favorite things was to dress according to the occasion. The chances of me keeping him from a costume were slim.

      “You’ll fit in more than Marla will,” I admitted, taking in his dark hair and tan skin.

      “How has she spent so much time here and never picked up the language?” Kate asked, shaking her head.

      Richard shrugged. “From what I remember, Mr. Bottinger did not marry Marla for her brains. The first wife was the one he married before he made all his money in government contracting. Then he got some money and upgraded everything.”

      “And now he’s trading her in for a younger model,” Fern said. “Why do these bimbos never learn that what comes around, goes around?”

      Kate raised her glass. “I think we’ve already said she isn’t the sharpest wife in the drawer.”

      Richard exchanged a glance with me. Normally Kate mangled expressions, but this time her malaprop seemed to work.

      “If the lady wasn’t so foolish, she wouldn’t bring her lovers to her husband’s house.”

      For the second time that day, we all searched for the source of the accented voice, but this time it didn’t come from a brassy blonde. It came from a small woman standing inside the open sliding glass door and wearing an apron.
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      “Never let it be said that Fern isn’t eager for someone to spill the tea, but who are you, sweetie?” He touched a hand to his immaculate hair as he eyed the woman who wiped her hands nervously on the front of her apron.

      “I’m Carlita. I take care of the house.” She glanced to one side as a man a bit taller than her appeared from the side of the house and walked toward the pool. “Along with my husband, who takes care of the pool and grounds.”

      Richard jumped to his feet. “Gail mentioned you and said you were a godsend, but you don’t have to worry about taking care of the house while we’re here. I promised Gail we’d leave the house so clean there would be no trace of us.”

      Carlita smiled but shook her head. “I will come.” Then she cut her gaze to the side of the house that abutted Marla’s. “I have to come for Mrs. B anyway.”

      Fern let out a breath. “Finally, we’re back to the important part. You said something about Marla and lovers?”

      Carlita’s eyes dropped. “I shouldn’t have said anything. I was frustrated.”

      Fern stood and walked to the woman, putting an arm around her shoulders and steering her toward the table. “You don’t ever need to apologize to us. Now tell me more about these lovers. There was more than one?”

      Carlita snorted out a laugh then slapped a hand over her mouth. “I’m sorry. It’s just funny to think of Mrs. B with only one lover.”

      Kate leaned forward and put her elbows on the glass tabletop. “How does she bring them to the house without her husband knowing?”

      “I think there’s a reason they’re getting divorced,” Fern muttered.

      “If he already has a new girlfriend, I’m assuming the infidelity isn’t new or one-sided,” I added, although I was always surprised when people chose to bring lovers to their homes. Hadn’t they watched enough movies where spouses had come home early to know not to make that mistake?

      Carlita pressed her lips together until they were a white line. “Mrs. B has been bringing lovers for a long time, but her husband rarely comes to the house anymore, so it isn’t my place to say anything.”

      “Have you been working for the family for a long time?” Richard asked. “Gail said you’d been with her since they got the house.”

      Carlita bobbed her head up and down. “I started with the first Mrs. B. Now she is a nice lady to work for.” She shot another murderous glance at the wall closest to the neighboring house. “Nothing like this one.” Then she smiled at Richard. “Your friend is also a nice lady.”

      “She was friends with the first wife,” Richard said. “I catered parties at the Bottinger house for years before they divorced. It’s how I met Gail. She and Brenda were best friends.” His brow furrowed. “I wonder how she didn’t know about all Marla’s affairs.”

      “Mrs. B hides them when your friend comes, which isn’t as often anymore.” Carlita dropped her voice as if Marla could hear through the walls. “Then she pretends to be the lonely wife.”

      “Maybe Marla is the reason Gail stopped using this house as much,” Richard said. “Who would want to be next door to the woman who stole your best friend’s husband?”

      Kate held up two sets of crossed fingers. “Fingers crossed the third wife is better.”

      Carlita released a weary sigh and took a step back. “I should get back to work. Mrs. B will be expecting me, and she doesn’t tolerate lateness.”

      We watched as the woman slipped back inside.

      “Mrs. B sounds like a huge B,” Kate said. “And a floozy, to steal one of Fern’s favorite terms for bridesmaids.”

      Fern inclined his head to her in acknowledgment then rubbed his hands together. “This is so tawdry. I love it.”

      “We’re supposed to be celebrating Kate’s impending marriage,” I said, “not relishing in the disintegration of someone else’s.”

      “Don’t worry, sweetie.” Fern gave me a wink. “I’m a champion multitasker. I can celebrate Kate’s wedding and enjoy a society second marriage falling apart.”

      Kate held up a finger. “And we aren’t celebrating my marriage. We’re celebrating my final days as a single woman.”

      “That’s right.” Fern’s face brightened. “In that case, a sex scandal fits right in.”

      “Thanks.” Kate made a face. “I think.”

      “As delightful as it is to fly all the way from Washington DC to talk about some socialites from the city, we are officially in the Caribbean,” Richard said. “I promised Reese I’d make sure his pregnant wife got some rest after a hectic wedding season, which does not mean getting involved in the tawdry affairs of the second Mrs. Bottinger.”

      Fern muttered something about Richard being a spoilsport, but Kate drained the last of her drink. “R.G. is right. We’re here to have fun and unwind, which means no DC divas or drama.”

      I cocked an eyebrow at her. If that was the rule, then we’d brought the wrong crew. Fern and Richard were both divas who gravitated toward drama like moths to flames.

      “R.G.?” Richard asked. “Is that short for Richard Gerard? You know how I loathe nicknames.”

      She grinned and nodded. “I know.”

      Before things went completely off the rails and the two started sniping at each other, I held up my palms. “Why don’t we pick bedrooms and unpack? The rest of our crew will be here by this evening.”

      “Good thinking.” Richard glanced at his Gucci watch. “Annabelle, you could use a nap. Reese said you need to get more sleep than you’ve been getting.”

      I fought the urge to roll my eyes and tell him that I wasn’t a child and didn’t need a nap, but as soon as he said it, I was struck with the irrepressible desire to yawn. Maybe a nap wasn’t such a bad idea. It had been an early morning flight, which had meant we’d been at the airport at the crack of dawn.

      “We’re sharing rooms, aren’t we?” I asked after stifling my yawn. “At least some of us?”

      “I thought we could give Buster and Mack the guesthouse,” Richard said, swinging into the bossy persona that made him such an effective head of DC’s most exclusive catering company. “I’ve heard them snore before, and trust me, none of us are sleeping through that.”

      “There’s a guesthouse?” Kate asked.

      Richard nodded, already moving efficiently toward the luggage we’d all left sitting in the entrance of the great room. “It’s right next to the main house and shares a roof, but it has its own entrance.”

      “And, let’s hope, thicker walls,” I said under my breath since I’d heard the two burly men snore before too.

      “Kate should have her own room since she’s the guest of honor,” Fern said.

      Richard frowned at this. “That means that you’re bunking with Leatrice because Annabelle should have her own room.”

      Fern did the mental math. “Doesn’t that mean you also get your own room?”

      Richard shot Fern a look. “If you want Leatrice to leave this celebration alive, you won’t put her in the same room as me.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Fern hooked his pink airplane pillow around his neck again and grabbed his suitcase. “Leatrice is a hoot and a half. Our room is going to be the fun room.”

      Richard directed us all to our rooms, which were spread out on both sides of the house presumably, so they all had Caribbean views. My room was next to his, and I knew it was no accident that Fern, Leatrice, and Kate were on the other side. I’d just stepped into the room he’d assigned me and appraised the neatly made queen-size bed and the decor in subtle shades of beige and sea green when there was a loud noise from the great room followed by a series of thuds and thunks.

      “Guess who!”
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