
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Wedding Disaster

Poppy M. Haas



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Other titles in the Friday Night Friends Dinner Club Mystery Series

[image: ]




Christmas Crisis

Stolen Gems

Gull Island Calamity (coming in summer 2018)

Autumn Adventure (coming in fall 2018)

For more information about Poppy M. Haas as well as her other books, go to

www.poppymhaas.com 

Copyright 2018 by Poppy M. Haas

The characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any similarities to real persons, living or dead, is a coincidence. These are not intended by the author. 

Copyright 2018 by AuClair Publishing

Cover Design by James, www.GoOnWrite.com

All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form without the written permission of the publisher. 

Want to make the recipes in the book? Get all the recipes plus tips and ideas on creating memorable gatherings with friends and solving the mysteries in your own life at www.poppymhaas.com

For Kaitlyn

May your life be full of wonderful friends and adventures



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1

[image: ]




Kristi burst through the chestnut paneled doors on the rainy March morning. She rushed inside, breathing heavily, bringing in early blossoms that had been whipped off the trees by the gusty weather. Despite the chilly spring morning, beads of sweat dotted her forehead. She brushed her hand through her messy bob. Usually she walked slowly through the boutique admiring the trendy new arrivals and window display of the latest European wedding dresses. Usually she'd stare at the photographs of elegant evening weddings on the wall. 

But not today. She hurried towards the desk at the back of the boutique, her green eyes sparkling, cheeks flushed, smiling from ear to ear as if she had won the lottery. In a way she had. 

It was the day she was picking up her dream wedding dress. 

Beaming, she approached Vera, the meticulous shop owner, who sat straight as a board behind a large mahogany desk. Her long black hair rested in a perfect wave over her left shoulder. 

"You're just in time, Kristi, I was about to run out for a coffee," Vera said, pushing back the square-framed glasses on her nose. "I've been here since 3:00 this morning."

Kristi’s hands shook from excitement as she pulled out her black wallet. "You must be insanely busy. I'm sorry. My car didn’t start this morning. How much do I owe you?”

“$229 even," Vera said, clicking on her computer screen. "I'm finishing dresses before I leave for my trip."

Kristi handed her the debit card and Vera pointed to her left. "Your dress is right behind the curtain, go on back to look at it before I wrap it up."

Kristi stepped behind the divider, hiding the work area. Her dress hung on a white satin hanger. She smiled and put a hand over her thumping heart. She had been staring at the dress for weeks, hanging on her coat rack in her bedroom. But she hadn't become bored looking at it; instead, every day she grew more excited to wear it on her wedding day.  

It was stunning with a straight neck that swept right underneath the collarbone. It was silky and Grecian looking and it flowed down to the floor, collapsing in an elegant flourish. The white gown flowed loosely, but it formed at the waist and then fell softly to the floor. There was not a bit of tulle or fluff on it, it was pure minimal elegance. Kristi had fallen in love with it when she saw it at Elvira Hopinshield's estate sale. It had been two sizes too big, but Vera’s magic fixed that.  

"I'm so glad you came in last night to try it on," Vera called out, "otherwise I wouldn't have been correct in my final measurements for the back."

Kristi ran her fingers down the smooth silk material. The dress was one of a kind, made in the 1920s; it was a Downton Abbey style dress with a long train and matching veil. The morning’s problems—running late for work, the breakdown of her car, and the upcoming meeting with her prickly perfectionist boss—were all forgotten. I'm the luckiest girl in the world. She exhaled and gently caressed the sleeve, loving the sensation of the soft silk against her fingers.  

"Oh, Vera, it is absolutely beautiful. It still takes my breath away."

Vera entered through the curtains and surveyed the dress. "Well, it really is one of a kind. Elvira Hopinshield's daughter said the dress was made by her neighbor, but I could swear it has the look and make of a fashion designer from the 20s or 30s. There were so many people with questions about that dress. I must have talked to four or five different people."

As Vera talked, Kristi fingered the dress, smiling as she imagined herself putting it on and walking down the aisle at the Lord's Community Church. She inhaled again and imagined the sweet floral scent of the lilac and rose bouquet she was going to carry. "Do you think Elvira wore this dress every few years or so, just to relive her wedding day?"

Vera shrugged her shoulders and began to wrap the dress. "I don't know a lot about the family, just that they did a wonderful job keeping this dress intact." Even though Vera worked in the wedding industry, she was imploringly practical and realistic. "The important thing is that you're happy with it.  There were certainly a number of other people who were interested in this dress after you bought it at the Hopinshield estate sale. Like I said, lots of telephone calls."

Kristi tilted her head. "Really? Who else was interested in this dress? I mean, there was the woman from the Art & Historical Society who practically tried to wrestle me to the ground over it at the estate sale, but I thought she was just one of those odd museum people." 

Vera closed her eyes and tapped her finger on the wedding case. She shook her head and waved her hand in the air nonchalantly. "I can't think of their names. There was someone named Anna, no—that's not quite it—from a fashion institute or history museum, but I can't remember her full name. She was interested in how long I'd have the dress. A little odd if you ask me. I wouldn't think too much of it.”  She smiled tightly and zipped up the clear plastic dress casing. 

Vera stepped back and began to wrap the dress in a special bridal case. "Let’s get this safely into your car.”

"I don't have my car, remember, I told you it wouldn't start. I walked here."

Vera stopped with her hands in midair and looked at Kristi, her eyes wide and expression frozen. “Pardon?”

Kristi bit her lip as she explained her predicament. "I had to get my car towed. My work is only two blocks away on Apple Street. It will take me ten minutes to get there."

Vera raised an eyebrow in doubt.

Kristi held up her right hand as if taking an oath. "I'll hold it above my head so it doesn't hit the floor, and promise to not let anything happen to it."

Vera glanced to the street and then back to the dress. "I guess you don't have much of a choice since I'm leaving for Paris this evening. I'll be gone for a month. Take care of this dress." She finished wrapping the dress and handed it to Kristi. "Hold it with one hand around the case and the other hand holding the handle. Don't stop for coffee."

Kristi smiled. "I'm going straight to work."

Vera glanced to the street and then back to the dress. She closed the case with a snap and handed it to Kristi, as she glanced at the clock. "I'd offer to drive you, but I have four more dresses to finish before 5:00 tonight."

"Have fun in France, Vera, and thank you for everything!"

The bell jingled on her way out and Kristi took a deep breath and stared at the blue sky in a dreamlike trance. Ever since high school Kristi had dreamed of this dress and now it was really going to be the dress she wore down the aisle to marry the love of her life, Peter Greenwater.

She glanced down to make sure the dress was high off the ground. She carefully sidestepped a puddle of water from the previous night's rainstorm and began her walk down the crowded sidewalk to work. 

Passing people shot her confused looks, but she continued to smile. The day started haphazardly, but nothing could alter her boisterous mood now. The sun warmed her face, birds chirped a morning song from the trees that lined the street, and she inhaled the crisp March air. The day showed promise.  

By the end of two blocks her arms ached from the awkward carrying position. She readjusted her bag on her shoulder and her case in her arms. Besides, she was minutes from work, Nota Bene's headquarters. It was a small office space that was beginning to overflow with products and marketing materials for the skin care startup. Thankfully there was a closet in the back that should fit the dress. Kristi's excitement turned to nervousness. I cannot be late for the meeting. 

Pushing through the front glass doors with her back, she greeted the receptionist and walked straight for the employee lounge. She avoided the cold eyes of her boss, Jessica, but could feel her stare upon her as she walked past. 

The lounge was empty. Kristi moved her coworkers’ jackets down to one side in the closet to make room for her dress. Once it was safely inside, she breathed a sigh of relief that the dress fiasco was over. She glanced at the clock and nodded her head in success. 9:27. Three minutes to spare before the meeting began. 

She grabbed her clipboard, iPhone and pen and entered the adjacent room. It was a brief meeting before several investors came to hear Nota Bene's marketing presentation for their new product line and the projected sales. Everyone needed to be on their A-game to impress the investors and persuade them that Nota Bene was the beauty line destined to become the next industry darling. Jessica and Tiffany talked back and forth, emphasizing what needed to be said and shown over the course of the day. 

Kristi glanced at the clock and sighed. Only thirty minutes had passed. Talk of the company’s eye cream sales and projections, and possible endorsers and investors for Nota Bene felt a bit dull in comparison to her excitement over her dress. The upcoming wedding and all the planning had overtaken her life. And her attention. She gulped a cup of coffee and tried to refocus on Jessica's talking points.  

An approaching brown delivery truck caught her attention and she perked up in her chair. It pulled up in front of the building and her stomach leapt with excitement. Her eyes stayed glued to a tall, muscular blonde man who held a large box with a handle on the top. The words Fragile, Handle Carefully were printed on the side. 

Thinking of the contents inside sent a wave of excitement through her stomach. She leaned over to Alexandria, who sat next to her. "My veil, shoes and accessories," she squealed with delight. 

The UPS driver stepped into the office space. He looked around and cleared his throat. His name tag on his shirt read, 'Barry.'

His eyes scanned the room. "Is a Kristi Allinav here?" 

Kristi jumped up. "Yes, that's me." She got up from her chair and walked to the tall delivery man.

"It says to handle gently."

"Yes, yes, it's items for my wedding." Kristi's breath quickened as she took the package.

"That's what the seamstress at The Embroidery Empire said. She also said to make sure it hangs upright and doesn't get squished between clothing or anything else. Sign here please."

Kristi glanced through the glass wall on the other side of the room. The women from the PR firm were sitting with Tiffany and Jessica and going through the swag bags Kristi had put together for them. 

Kristi signed for the package and gave Barry a big smile. "Thanks so much!" Kristi took the brown box, walked over to the closet and pulled it open with one hand. She frowned. Between her wedding dress, jackets and boxes of inventory, the closet was packed. 

“Can you help me for a second?” she asked, turning her head toward Alexandria who had come in behind her and was reapplying her lipstick. 

“Sure,” Alexandria said, walking up beside her. She moved the hanging jackets to the farthest end and placed some boxes on the floor. “Not sure why there are inventory boxes in here anyway.”

“Thanks,” Kristi said, placing her package right beside her wedding dress.

“It’s a gorgeous dress.”

“I'm in seventh heaven. I've never felt so beautiful as when I put it on." Kristi closed her eyes, remembering how she felt when she tried on the dress. It was the dress she dreamed of when she was a little girl, cutting out pictures from wedding magazines for her paper dolls. It made her feel beautiful. 

Kristi smiled, remembering how she had fingered a piece of the sleeve when she found it at the estate sale. She couldn't stop touching the dress when she bought it, memorizing the way it looked and felt. 

To meet my perfect man in my perfect dress. It doesn't matter what happens, the wedding doesn't get better than this.

Alexandria cut through her thoughts. “That's how you know the dress and veil is real, when it makes you feel absolutely beautiful. Now come on, we've got a brand to sell. I need you in that room with the bosses."

Kristi nodded and focused her thoughts on work. "Right. Of course. I'm ready to wow them with our line, Alex. This is going to be a great year."
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The angel investors, Marc, Peter and Mindy walked into the white conference room at Nota Bene, Starbucks cups in hand. The sun shone in on both sides of the room via the wall-to-wall windows. Granite floors created a sort of modern, industrial look. The tables were set up in a U shape so everyone could see everyone. Jessica welcomed them, motioning to leather padded chairs for them to sit in, she chatted enthusiastically about their newest eye cream line and the debut of their upcoming lip care products.

Once everyone was seated, Kristi opened her laptop, cleared her throat, and began to talk through the marketing plan for the Nota Bene Total Eye Care Conditioner. This was her biggest presentation to date. Beads of sweat began to show on her forehead and under her arms of the pink cotton shirt. 

She flipped through the slides on the PowerPoint, outlining the social media channels, the beauty bloggers who were set to review the product and the samples given out through small beauty boutiques. The adrenaline from the morning gave Kristi the energy she needed to spread the enthusiasm for the product to everyone in the room. 

After twenty minutes her presentation was done and everyone clapped. Once the investors left the room, Kristi leaned back in her chair with a deep exhale. 

"Nice job," Tiffany murmured as she walked by. She nodded towards Marc, Peter and Mindy, who stood in the foyer. "You kept their attention the entire time."

Kristi smiled and exhaled again in relief. She closed her laptop, put on her sweater and left the office to grab lunch with the venture capitalists and marketing team. They made it back to the office at 1:30, and immediately began the prep for the photo shoot at the park. Kristi was hoping to get enough shots for not only the debut of their lip care line, but for all the blog posts and social media events for the next two months. There were enough models and set changes to do that. The park had a variety of potential scenes—the playground, the rose garden, the water fountains and the gorgeous oak trees—that Kristi figured she could capture several good shots. 

She spent the rest of the afternoon styling models’ hair, applying eye cream, makeup, and snapping photos. It was a gorgeous day. The sun was bright and there wasn't a cloud in the sky. It was so bright Kristi was concerned there would be a bit of a glare problem with her camera, but she could fix it in Photoshop. March boasted unpredictable weather and Kristi was thankful it wasn't pouring down rain today. 

"We don't get paid enough," Alexandria whispered as she walked by Kristi.

"We will be when this line goes bananas. Think about the bonuses." A group of seagulls circled overhead and began to squawk. Kristi handed an umbrella to the model. "Just in case they decide to drop something unexpected," she said. 

"Hopefully, those bonuses are going to come soon," Alexandria said. "Sometimes it feels like we'll never make it past barely surviving." She brushed a highlight of blush onto a model's cheekbones.

"It's the life of a startup," Kristi said, shrugging her shoulders. "I love it though. The energy, creating something new that connects with people, using all my creativity and collaborating with other creative people. I wouldn't trade it for anything."  

The work as the marketing manager and PR person, plus fill-in content writer and photo stylist, took the majority of Kristi's attention. Recently though, her upcoming wedding to Peter was constantly crawling to the forefront of her mind these days. She wondered if the office was locked. 

Kristi snapped a few more shots and then turned to Alexandria. "We locked the door behind us when we left, didn't we?" 

Alexandria applied loose powder to one of the models. "Girl, you've asked that four times. Your wedding dress is fine. Only the staff knows it's there."

"You're right. I'm just so nervous. Everything has been going wrong or haywire lately. My car needing to be towed, plans for the wedding, this job, even my relationship with Peter seems not all there."

"You're running on overload," said Alexandria, spraying the model's hair with an aerosol hairspray. 

"Maybe you're right." Kristi looked up at the sky. "It's a perfect day for a shoot." 

Jessica’s voice called from behind. "Kristi, we need you over here to take some pictures.”

"Coming!” she shouted, and then grabbed her camera and walked over to the garden area. Five models stood with colorful rain boots, jeans and printed tops, as if they were working in the garden. To the right were barrels cut in half, used for planters. Pink and white peonies filled the planters, partially eclipsed by tall light purple lilac stems. Alexandria handed out garden baskets and tools as Kristi directed the models where to stand. The fresh garden scene was supposed to mirror the fresh look of Nota Bene's skin care and upcoming lip care line. It was Kristi's job to make that connection happen.

Kristi gave the models posing instructions and then clicked pictures. Within seconds, she felt someone close behind her. She lowered her camera and turned around. Marc stood about a foot away, looking at the camera in her hands. Kristi smiled at him but continued to focus on her work. She let Tiffany and Jessica talk to the investors, this was their company. 

"Do you have formal experience in photography?" Marc asked.

Kristi squared her shoulders trying to appear confident. "I've taken some classes and have learned a lot about lighting and styling from a good friend.” Jessica heard Marc's question and quickly chimed in. "One of the things we want to do with an infusion of cash is to hire a professional photographer. We love Kristi, but we have her going in a million directions."

Jessica paused, and Kristi seized the moment to step away. It was Jessica's job to woo the investors, not hers. Marc and Jessica continued to talk business as Kristi adjusted the aperture settings on her camera and began to zoom in for closer shots, emphasizing the model's eyes. As much as she tried to focus, Kristi continued to think about her dress and how excited she was to try it on again after the final adjustments had been made. She smiled thinking of feeling the soft silk and lace overlay on her skin. I have never felt so beautiful as when I put on that dress. I wonder if that's how royalty feels when they dress up for formal events?

After thirty minutes, it was time for the models to change clothes and refresh their makeup. Several shots later, the photo shoot was done. 

"That's a wrap everyone!" Kristi said, turning her camera off. Kristi and Alexandria cleaned up the set as the models began to leave. Tiffany and Jessica were already pulling away from the curb in cars with the investors. As Kristi put the makeup away and washed the brushes, she kept thinking of how the veil and dress would look. How am I going to do my hair? I need to find someone to help me! Maybe Alexandria? Kristi lugged the props and heavy cases to the car as the staff headed back to Nota Bene's main office. It had been a crazy busy day, but Kristi didn't feel drained at all. She couldn't wait to get the dress home and try it on. 

Knowing everyone would be a bit tired after the afternoon out, Kristi arranged for iced tea, iced coffee and Luna Bars for a refreshment. While everyone was getting their drinks, Kristi decided this was the perfect time to sneak a quick peek at her dress. She walked down the hall to the employee break room and storage area hoping no one had smashed it with their coats. 

Her heart quickened in excited anticipation. She opened the closet door and gasped. 

No! No! No!

She pushed the coats to the side of the closet then quickly forced them to the other side. She fell to her knees, looking under the long jackets and moving the rain boots and purses on the ground. Her hands began to tremble.

Kristi leaned back on her feet and rocked back and forth. Tears burned in her eyes and she swallowed hard as she began to mutter. "I can't believe it...it's impossible...oh no."

Alexandria stuck her head into the room. "What's the matter Kristi?" 

Kristi looked up at Alexandria. Her face felt drained of all color and her hands were trembling as she put them up to her forehead. "My dress, my wedding dress. It's gone!" 
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Melody set her faded black computer back against the wall as she got down on her knees to observe the floors on the final walk-through of her new potential apartment. The cheap green linoleum probably should have been torn out and redone years ago. It wasn't the aesthetics that bothered Melody though. She wanted to make sure there wasn't any water damage or mold. Her phone chimed and she pulled it out of her pocket. It was a text from Jillian, one of her best friends and a member of the Friday Friends Dinner Club. Jillian was in Florida for two weeks, helping her cousin prepare for a wedding. She had sent a picture of the gorgeous beach.

Melody sighed, sent a text back to Jillian and looked around the room, hands on her hips. That water looks gorgeous. The only water I'm going to around here is the water in my cleaning bucket. I'll have to give everything a really good scrubbing with bleach. Lots of bleach. 

Besides working through a staffing agency, Melody had picked up a bit of creative work: teaching baking classes in town. In addition to that, she’d continued with the blog, writing in it more and even creating some income with advertisements and a simple online cooking video class she’d created. Who knew getting fired would lead to creative pursuits? 

She touched the linoleum around the wall, sniffing the air to see if she could decipher the wet floor smell she knew from other leaky apartments. Satisfied there was no obvious leaking, she started to stand up just when a furry brown creature ran quickly along the wall and disappeared into the cracks at the other end of the room. She gasped, and her stomach churned.

"I saw a mouse,” she said, walking closer to the wall where the small rodent had disappeared. She kneeled down to see a hole on the side of the wall and inwardly groaned. 

"Mouse?" the landlord, Chema, said, leaning on her cane and moving slowly through the dimly lit room to open a shade. The shades creaked, then whipped up haphazardly, flinging dust as the sunlight poured into the loft revealing broken tiles on the floor, wallpaper that was tearing off of the walls and dust everywhere.

"Yes, it ran into there." Melody shivered, imagining the tiny rodent running under her bed or in the bathroom.

Chema shrugged indifferently. "Could be. Sometimes the mice come in when it cold outside."

Melody wrapped her scarf around her neck and pulled out her mittens as she opened the drawers in the kitchen. "Is this a common problem?"

"Few mice, no problem. Set out traps, or peppermint oil." Despite Chema's poor English, Melody had no problem understanding what the landlord was inferring. It's going to be my problem if I take this apartment. Hopefully it was only a few mice.

Light filled the room as Chema opened the blinds on the left side of the room. A lime green wall, contrasting with the mustard yellow and lime green striped wallpaper on the adjacent walls stared gloomily at Melody. The room was about 20x40, an old loft that used to be a storage room when the original occupants lived here, some seventy years ago. The old house had been converted to a multi-unit rental property before the city put down regulations restricting it. A small bathroom had been built at the far end of the room. 

Melody glanced around and walked to the end where it inclined. She dropped a small bouncy ball on the floor. It rolled to the other end of the room. Great. It's not even level.

"A little water damage never hurt anything." The old lady shrugged, stopping the ball with a slippered foot. "It's five hundred a month. Take it or leave it."

"Do you mind if I strip the wallpaper off and paint a more um, neutral color?" Melody asked.

Chema shrugged again. Gray wisps of hair escaped from her bun and she tucked the escaping hairs behind her ear with a wrinkled finger. "Do whatever you want."

Melody stood up and turned around in a circle, taking in all the room's color quirks and design faux pas. She stopped at the window. The morning sun streamed in. It was sparse, but it had a lot of potential. “I bet the sunrises and sunsets will probably be amazing."

Chema grunted, apparently not impressed with the vibrant colors of the sun's movements. 

Melody glanced at the time on her phone. She needed to settle in fast so she could get back to regular life. Moving was a massive schedule ruiner. Melody smiled. "I'll take it.”

They took care of the paperwork and in less than five minutes Chema was shuffling out the door, muttering something about a chicken she’d left on the stove. 

Melody looked up to the window of her new home and rolled her shoulders. Despite the bleak exterior of the apartment with its walls woefully in need of a paint job and the weeds and overrun shrubs, the background couldn't have been prettier. The hills of Northern California were green from the rain and cows the size of dots moved slowly on the hillsides. The freeway was to the left and the town was to the right of the apartments. The sunrises and sunsets would be gloriously beautiful. She sighed and then snapped her fingers. “Got to get a move on.” She ran back down the stairs to her car and headed off on her long list of errands and moving to-do list.

In the car, she turned up the radio as U2's Beautiful Day came on. She thought about her friends and what they’d be making for dinner tonight at their monthly Friday Friends Dinner Club. And she thought about Brandon, the gorgeous guy she’d met while working at Hope Community Hospital. She tapped her finger on the steering wheel. Maybe it was time. They had been talking more and Melody felt herself drawn to him—his confidence in the way he handled his life and his career, the steady way he moved forward in life. And his good looks. He’s what Grandmamma would call, ‘easy on the eyes.’ 

Melody risked a glance down at her phone that sat in the cup holder. It had been over a week since their last date, but he texted her last night saying he would call today. 

As soon as she pulled into the driveway of her old apartment, her phone rang. Seeing the caller, she inhaled and smiled. It was Brandon. 
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Melody tucked the phone between her shoulder and her ear as she stepped out of the car.

"Hi, Brandon." She pulled out a box from the seat and began to climb the stairs to her new apartment.

"Hey, Melody. Free this weekend?"

Melody felt her face warm as she awkwardly pulled her hand through her hair and placed it into a curly ponytail. "I might be." 

“That gives a guy confidence.” 

"I’m moving and everything is a bit crazy."

"It sounds like you need a night out. Could you squeeze me in at 5:00 tomorrow?"

"Where are we going? I just need to know how to dress.” 

"I’m taking you to The French Bird. Have you heard of it? It's the new French restaurant on Main Street."

Her heart skipped a beat. "That sounds fabulous! I've heard great things about it."

The phone began to give the soft beep signaling another call was coming in. Melody pulled the phone away from her head and saw Kristi's name flashing across the screen. She could call Kristi back. She put the phone back to her ear. 

Brandon continued talking about the restaurant. “Some people don't like French food but I was hoping you would. It’s supposed to be pretty authentic. I figured you do since we've talked about France so much. I'll make reservations and—"

The phone beeped again. Kristi was calling back. What in the world?

"Brandon, sorry, but I've got another call coming through. Do you mind terribly if I take it?"

"Not at all. See you tomorrow!"

"Bye." Melody swapped calls, her pulse racing and a huge smile on her face. Over the past month, just hearing Brandon’s voice has made her happier. "Hey Kristi," Melody said.

Muffled sobs came through the receiver. 

"Kristi, what is it? What's wrong?"

"My wedding dress, it's, it's gone!"

Melody froze with her keys inches from the door lock. Her smile instantly fell flat. "What are you talking about?”

"I put my wedding dress in the closet at work..." Heavy sobs came through the receiver. 

Melody put her hand to her head. "Jiminy Crickets, what in the world was your wedding dress doing at work?"

Kristi launched into the events of the morning, her breath coming in quick, short gasps. "Vera, the seamstress finished the last alterations and I didn’t have enough time to take it back home before work. It’s not just my dress...my shoes and veil were taken too.” 

"Why didn’t you leave them in the trunk of your car?"

"My car died this morning. I had to call a tow truck to bring it in to the mechanic."

Melody’s shoulders dropped. "Oh, Kristi."

"It's been on its last legs for a while."

"The timing could not have been worse," Melody said, unlocking the door and stepping into her cold apartment. She flipped on the light switch and light flooded onto piles of stacked and half-packed brown moving boxes. She released the box from under her arm onto the carpet, which sent Nibbles, her calico cat, skittering out of the room. 

"I know. I know.” 

Melody paced back and forth in a small clear path between a stack of boxes and a bookshelf as more sniffs came from Kristi over the phone. "We're going to find that dress, Kristi. It couldn't have gotten far. Have you called the police? Told your boss?"

"No, not yet." 

"Tell your boss and then call the police.” 

"But I don't want to say anything to anyone. Everyone is a little on edge with the angel investors visit," Kristi protested.

"Well, they can be even more on edge when they learn someone has stolen your wedding dress from the office. The nerve! Who would do something so audacious? You’ve got to call the police!"

"I can't think straight. The wedding is in three weeks! How am I going to tell Peter? How am I going to afford another dress? This was it. This was the perfect dress for me."

"Don't worry about that yet. Your dress can't have gone that far.” Melody caught her breath as a wave of anxiety swept over her. I haven't even started my article today. The local newspaper wants me to write about the history of St. Patrick's Day with a modern party menu to go with it. Good grief. I'm going to be up all night. 

Melody rubbed her temples. This sounds like another mystery. Am I ready for this? A few months back she had solved her neighbor's mystery. Gwendolyn's collection of vintage cookbooks, more than two hundred valued at over seventy thousand dollars, had been stolen. The crime had been followed up by the murder of Mr. Patton, her husband. The police hadn't paid much attention to Gwendolyn's theft and wrote off the murder as an accidental death, but Melody stepped up and figured out who took the cookbooks and murdered Mr. Patton. 

"I just hate it when my friends are in trouble and I like to help them out," Melody would say when people commented on her eye for observation and figuring things out. 

"More mysteries to solve will come your way," Jillian, her dear friend and co-cooking club founder had said. "Just you wait."

It looked like Jillian was right.
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Melody parted her long curly hair to the side and began to braid it, letting some of the curls slip out and land around her face. She reapplied her favorite mauve Clinique lipstick, 'A Different Grape.' It was the perfect pink, not too dark and not too bright. She threw the lipstick in her purse along with her notepad and pen. As she braided her hair, her brain compiled a list of options of a motive to steal someone's wedding dress.

Jealousy? Retribution? Revenge? Desperation? Trying to make a quick buck? Plain old nastiness?

Melody grabbed her phone and her iPad. She wrapped a navy-blue scarf around her neck and left the loft apartment. She walked down the stairs to her car and headed to the downtown area of the Stonybrook Suburb. Ten minutes later she was looking for a parking space on Apple Street, finding one right outside of the Nota Bene store offices. Kristi was standing outside, and she waved when Melody pulled up. The office was dark, and Melody didn't see anyone else through the glass walls.

"Hey," Melody said, hopping out of the car and giving Kristi a hug. 

"Hi," said Kristi, pulling off her round sunglasses and revealing red, puffy eyes. "Thanks for picking me up. I'm so glad it's you and not Peter. He's going to be so mad."

"But not at you," Melody said. "It wasn't your fault the dress was stolen." She started the car and pulled away from the curb. 

"I know, but I feel responsible somehow. Like I should have seen this coming or something. I don't know."

"What are you doing tonight?" Melody asked.

"Everyone left early for a business dinner with more investors. We’re expanding the company and the owners—Tiffany and Jessica—were having three more investors over to look through the products about an hour ago. Then they all went out for dinner." Her voice choked. "I really wish I could back out of this dinner. I’m supposed to meet them at the restaurant."

Where is your dinner at?”

“The French Bird on Main Street.”

Hearing the restaurant name sent a wave of anticipation through Melody’s stomach. Tomorrow night she would be sitting at one of the linen covered tables looking into Brandon’s steel blue eyes.  What would they talk about? Did he have more trips to Europe planned? How long was he going to be at the hospital before moving on to another consulting job?

Kristi opened the glove box and rummaged around until she found a travel size package of tissues. “Thank you for taking me. I desperately need to talk to you before I go crazy and I can’t go into the dinner meeting all frazzled.”

“You have every reason to be. I’m sure your bosses would understand.”

Kristi blew her nose. “Not likely. I think their hearts are made of steel." She hit her head on the back of the headrest. "They're not really, they're obsessed with all the work we have right now and trying to impress the potential investors—” She stopped talking and blew her nose. “What a mess. This feels unreal. Like some horrible nightmare.”

Melody narrowed her eyes at the road ahead. She gripped the steering wheel at the frustration in her friend’s voice. What kind of lousy jerk steals someone's wedding dress? I think I would have torn apart the whole office looking for it, not just the closet. I've got to get Kristi's dress back. She's been waiting for this day for three years. I've got to find that dress.

"I'm going to find your dress." Melody sat up straighter in her seat, her voice firm. 

"You are?" Kristi sniffed and dabbed at her eyes. "Do you think you could? Like with Gwendolyn's cookbooks? Oh, that would be great. Of course, I'll call the police, but with you and the police—" She sniffed again.

Melody kept her eyes on the traffic in front of them. “Kristi, I'm going to need a list of everyone who was in the office today."

“Well, there was Tiffany and Jessica, the owners of Nota Bene—you know them—then there was Alexandria and Reki. They've worked there forever. Maryanne—she's the new receptionist and does whatever we can't get to, like running errands or doing social media stuff. There were the three investors this morning—Marc Silo, Peter Mills and Mindy Stark. And then this afternoon there was Amanda, the beauty blogger at Gorgeous You."

"Anybody else, even someone who came in for a few hours?"

"There's Barry, but he was there for only a couple of minutes."

"Who's Barry?" 

"The delivery guy. He delivered my veil and shoes and accessories this morning."

"Hmm. Okay. Who knew that your wedding things were there?"

"Everyone, I guess." Kristi thought for a moment. "Alexandria knew and Tiffany and Jessica—Barry came into the meeting room. I guess Reki and Maryanne would know too because they were in the next room over."

Melody tapped her thumbs on the steering wheel as she pulled into the brightly lit drop-off lane of The French Bird. 

Melody reached over and gave Kristi a hug. "It's going to be okay Kristi. I just know we're going to find your dress. Text me when you’re done, and I’ll come get you. By the way, do you think you could get the keys to the Nota Bene office?"

Kristi pulled down the sun visor and flipped open the mirror. “What for? Yikes, my eyes look horrible.” She reached into her pink leather oversized bag and pulled out a small black compact and clear jar of white cream. She dabbed some cream below her eyes. 

"I want to look around at the layout of the office, where you put the dress and see if there might be anything to give us a clue how it disappeared." Melody shrugged her shoulders. 

Kristi dabbed cream under her eyes. "I think I could get a key from Tiffany. She was the most sympathetic one in the office. I'll text you, okay?"

"Sounds good," Melody said. She sighed and glanced at Kristi. "Does that stuff really work?"

Kristi smiled confidently. “This stuff is a miracle worker. If you nab my dress thief, I’ll give you the entire skin care line.” 

"Deal.”

For the first time since being in the car, a broad smile crossed over Kristi's face. She snapped open her compact and quickly brushed the loose powder over her face. “I’ll text you when I’m done.”

Melody admired the exterior of The French Bird. Couples entered through the double cherry wood doors. The outer restaurant was covered in stone, as if it belonged on the streets of France itself. A round sign hung high from the eaves with the name of the restaurant in large flourishing script. Large windows flanked each side of the door, allowing onlookers to glance inside at the lavish art on the walls and the intimate tables decked with linen tablecloths and candlelight. Colorful flowers sat along the front doors and along the walkway, guiding diners to their destination. Melody watched her friend walk briskly to the doors. A concierge opened one for her and she disappeared inside. 

Melody couldn't wait to see the inside of the restaurant herself. She closed her eyes and imagined what it would be like to walk in with Brandon. This is going to be the most romantic date ever.  Butterflies exploded in her stomach as a blend of nervousness and excited anticipation flooded her. Just don't mess anything up Melody. And try to get your hair to calm down. Melody grabbed her phone and opened the app to look at her bank account. Maybe there would be enough money for a blowout for her frizzy hair and a manicure.
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