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      “I’m not sure if I’m up for an OWP meeting, Annabelle.” My assistant, Kate, peeked at me from over the top of large sunglasses.

      “We missed the last one,” I said, taking note of her bloodshot eyes and slightly tousled blond bob. “And the Organization of Wedding Professionals is a good way to network. Besides, the back-to-school meeting is always one of the most well-attended.”

      “I don’t know why they call it back-to-school,” Kate said. “It’s not like weddings have anything to do with school. We don’t even get a summer break.”

      She had a point. As wedding planners, we’d worked nearly every weekend straight through the summer. Even the usually slow months of July and August had been filled with brides who’d been boxed out of the popular spring and fall dates or had been looking for off-season deals.

      “You know event people,” I said. “Any excuse for a themed party.”

      “If they serve food on cafeteria lunch trays, I’m leaving,” Kate grumbled, hiking her hot-pink Kate Spade purse over her shoulder.

      We’d walked inside the circular lobby of the Mandarin Oriental Hotel after dropping my car off with the valets. The lobby buzzed with activity, and the line at the front desk was several people deep. Heels clicked on the marble floor as people rushed by us, and bellmen pushed brass carts laden with luggage toward the elevators.

      I pulled out a black hair elastic and let my auburn hair spill down my back. Even though I spent most of my life wearing a ponytail, I tried to remember to let my hair loose at social events. Literally, not figuratively. I left the figuratively part to Kate.

      Kate stamped her feet next to me, and the sound echoed off the dark tile floor. “I thought September in Washington was supposed to be warm. Indian summer and all.”

      I glanced down at the black strappy stilettos that covered barely any of her feet. “You do know we got this cool weather a few days ago, right?”

      Kate believed in style over substance and fashion over comfort, even if that meant shoes that left her feet exposed. She also believed in only wearing shoes that showed off her legs. That meant heels. High ones. I believed in not freezing my toes or breaking my ankles, so I chose shoes that were decidedly less sexy and perilous. Kate also felt this was one of the reasons she had so many more dates than I did.

      “The weather’s too unpredictable,” she said as she raised a hand to cover her yawn. “I can’t keep up anymore.”

      I gave her a pointed look. “Speaking of keeping up, do you think you can today? Or did you stay out too late last night?”

      “I was networking,” Kate said as she followed me across the lobby toward the escalator leading downstairs, the sound of her heels sending sonar pings across the lobby.

      I stepped onto the down escalator and twisted to face her. “How is a night of drinking considered networking?”

      “I was out with the assistant crew.” She pulled a packet of Haribo gummy bears out of her coat pocket and extended it to me, shaking a few brightly colored bears into my open palm. Gummy bears were Kate’s go-to sustenance on wedding days, and she kept favor-sized cellophane pouches of them stashed in her pockets.

      I popped the sticky candy in my mouth and enjoyed the momentary sugar rush, even though I knew the packet was a holdover from our wedding the past weekend. “That barely counts.”

      The assistant crew was a group of women who worked for the city’s elite wedding vendors and had bonded over bridezillas and their single status. The group got together for cocktails once a month to share both wedding and dating advice. Even though I was single and had seen more than my fair share of bridal terrors, I didn’t join them. As the owner of the wedding planning company Wedding Belles, I was a boss, and the group was for assistants only. Plus, I was over thirty, unlike the twentysomethings of the group. Not that I minded. I had enough dealings with the under-thirty crowd just working with Kate.

      “But I’ve got some good gossip for you,” she said as we reached the bottom of the escalator and stepped off.

      I sighed. “You’re getting as bad as Fern.”

      She shook a finger at me. “Au contraire. Our hairdresser friend makes up his gossip. Mine is 100 percent true.”

      I paused in front of a round wooden table with a towering arrangement of yellow lilies. Rows of tented escort cards that looked like mini chalkboards were arranged in spokes beneath it. I scanned the first row of cards for my name and found “Annabelle Archer” written in calligraphy that looked like chalk. “Enlighten me.”

      “You remember Cassie from the floral warehouse, right?” Kate plucked her mini chalkboard from the table. “She’s dating yet another guy from the warehouse even though we’ve all told her not to. And Sasha was telling us how horrible it’s been interning for Carolyn Crabbe.”

      “Well, she’s not known for being easy to work for.” I kept my voice low as a few people approached to find their escort cards. Since this was a meeting of wedding professionals, there was a decent chance that Carolyn Crabbe, one of the most established wedding planners in town, would be in attendance. “Aren’t there two interns with her this year?”

      Kate nodded. “Julia wasn’t there last night. Sasha said she missed work too, although if I had to work for the Queen of Mean, I might call in sick a few times myself.”

      I didn’t want to say so aloud, but I agreed with Kate. Aside from being one of the grande dames of the Washington wedding planner world, Carolyn was known for her short temper and her fondness for berating anyone in her path. I’d had the misfortune of meeting her once at an OWP meeting. She’d wrinkled her nose when I told her the name of my company, given me the once-over, and then announced loudly that I should cut my hair if I wanted to be taken seriously.

      I motioned for Kate to follow me down the hall toward the Oriental ballroom where a black lacquer bar had been set up in the hallway. Since we were early, only a handful of people stood in line, and an equal number stood nearby with drinks already in hand.

      I eyed the cocktails in people’s hands: highball glasses filled with what looked like chocolate, strawberry, and white milk. “I get the back-to-school theme, but I hope they’re serving more than milk.”

      A waiter approached with a tray of drinks. “Would you care for a rum milkshake?”

      “At least they’re shakes,” I said as I took a boozy chocolate milkshake.

      Kate shuddered. “Do you think they have anything virgin?”

      “That’s a word I don’t hear you use often,” I said.

      She rubbed her temples. “I’m too tired to zing one back at you.”

      I patted her arm. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be teasing you.” I led her over to the bar. “Let’s get you some ginger ale.”

      We made our way to a bar decorated with stacks of shiny-red apples, bundles of yellow pencils, and wooden rulers. They were hammering this back-to-school theme pretty hard, and I wondered if a mitzvah planner had been in charge. They were the masters of themed parties related to kids.

      Kate sidled up to a woman with glossy black curls. “Hey, Sasha. Long time, no see.”

      The young woman laughed. “Look at us both standing upright.” She raised the clear highball glass garnished with a wedge of lime that the bartender handed her. “Here’s to club soda.”

      “Have you met my boss?” Kate asked, indicating me with a nod.

      Sasha’s eyes opened wider and she held out a hand. “It’s so nice to meet you. Kate talks about you all the time.”

      Uh oh. I wasn’t sure if that was good or bad. Kate could over-share when she’d had a few too many cocktails.

      “Good things,” Kate said before I could ask.

      Sasha glanced behind her. “You haven’t seen Carolyn have you?”

      “Your boss?” Kate followed Sasha’s nervous gaze. “Are you trying to avoid her?”

      Sasha leaned in and lowered her voice. “Always.”

      We were close enough to the string quartet at the end of the hall that I doubted anyone more than a few feet away could hear us over the instrumental version of “The Wheels on the Bus.” I glanced over the growing crowd but didn’t spot Carolyn Crabbe’s blatantly blond hair. I did spot a magician who had the bad habit of trying to pull money out of my ears, so I angled myself away from his line of sight.

      Kate ordered a ginger ale from the bartender while I took a sip from my glass and felt guilty for enjoying the chocolate drink as much as I did. I couldn’t even taste the rum, which I knew was dangerous.

      “How’s your internship going?” I asked Sasha, sizing her up to be no more than a year or two into her twenties.

      She cringed. “You wouldn’t happen to be hiring, would you?”

      Kate drained half of her ginger ale in one gulp. “I’ve always wanted my own intern.”

      As much as I loved the idea of extra hands, we barely had room for Kate and me to work in my home office. I moved to avoid a passing cluster of mommy photographers turned wedding shooters. “I wish we were, but we’re really a two-person wedding planning team.”

      Sasha gave me a knowing smile. “When you aren’t solving crimes, right?”

      I took a drink of milkshake and coughed. “Where did you hear that?”

      Sasha glanced at Kate. “Kate might have mentioned some of your adventures with the police.”

      I stared down Kate as I put a hand on my hip. I could only imagine how she’d embellished our previous involvement in a few criminal investigations. “I’m sure she did.”

      Kate finished her drink and slipped the empty glass onto a passing waiter’s tray. “I may have casually mentioned we’d solved a few murders and we’re tight with a detective.”

      “We’re tight with a detective?”

      “Okay.” Kate let out a breath. “Some of us are closer with him, although I don’t know why since you’re stringing him along.”

      “I’m doing no such thing,” I said, pivoting to fully face her. “Just because I haven’t committed to moving in together does not mean I’m stringing him along. We’re actually in a good place right now.”

      “Two separate ones,” Kate muttered.

      “Moving in together is a big step, and I’m not sure if I’m ready yet.” Had it gotten warmer or was it just me? “I’ve had my own place for years, not to mention the fact that we run Wedding Belles out of my apartment.”

      “It’s not like he’ll be around all the time,” Kate said. “His work as a detective seems to give him as crazy a schedule as we have. At least if you’re living in the same place you’ll get to see each other more. When’s the last time you two managed to have a date where he didn’t get called out to work?”

      She had a point. My boyfriend, DC police detective Mike Reese, had been working crazy hours since his department was understaffed, and it had been hard to find time that hadn’t been interrupted by a call from one of my brides or his police captain.

      Kate gave me a pointed look. “I think this has more to do with Richard.”

      “Don’t be silly,” I said, taking a goblet of water off a waiter’s passing tray and depositing my empty milkshake glass in its place. “Richard is my best friend. He’s certainly not competition for Reese.”

      “Not in that way maybe,” Kate said. “But I think he’s got you freaked out because he’s so worried things will change if you and Reese get more serious.”

      I hated that Kate was a little bit right. Richard had been my best friend since I’d moved to DC and started my own wedding planning company. He’d been slowly warming up to the detective, and part of my hesitation had to do with not wanting that warming-up process to stall. I pushed those thoughts from my mind.

      “Do you two need to talk alone?” Sasha asked, ping-ponging her head between the two of us.

      “No, we’re fine.” I moved closer to her as I was jostled from behind. The hall was becoming crowded as more people arrived, and the sound of small talk had risen to a din.

      Sasha’s face froze as something caught her eye behind me. “I’d better go. Can’t be seen hanging with the competition.”

      I twisted around but didn’t spot her boss, not that I was even sure Carolyn Crabbe knew who we were. Like most of DC’s event planning grande dames, she liked to pretend not to notice us.

      Kate gave Sasha a wave as she moved away from us, then turned to me. “Do you think they’re serving beets again this time? I can’t stand beets.”

      I guess we were done talking about my relationship with Reese, which suited me.

      “The beet salad at the Reagan Building lunch was delicious,” I said. “Even Richard asked for the recipe.”

      Kate stood on her tiptoes to peer over the crowd. “Do you think he’s coming today?”

      “I doubt it. He has a ton of corporate events this week. He can’t spare the time for a networking lunch. Especially since I roped him into helping us on tomorrow’s wedding.”

      I studied the crowd. Mostly other wedding planners. Quite a few even younger and newer than us. The young ones ran in packs, and I could see several gaggles of twentysomethings in trendy dresses moving through the hall. I spotted a group of male photographers wearing black and eyeing the young planners. I didn’t spot Maxwell Gray, a noted wedding photographer and the city’s most notorious lothario, and gave a sigh of relief. The floral designers were the most eclectic bunch: a hippy in a peasant dress who specialized in organic blooms, a burly bearded man in a purple paisley shirt who built all his own props, and a pair of redheaded twin sisters who’d become Instagram celebrities for their on-trend bouquets. Our go-to floral designers were nowhere to be seen, and at over three hundred pounds and wearing black leather and chains, they were hard to miss.

      A waiter holding a clear Plexiglass painter’s palette filled with miniature cones of tuna tartare paused in front of us. We both took a crackly cone.

      “Feeling better?” I asked, popping the entire miniature cone of spicy tuna into my mouth as Kate did the same.

      “Ginger ale worked like a charm.” Kate tilted her head to one side. “Am I hallucinating, or are the strings playing the theme to Sesame Street?”

      I swallowed the large bite of tuna tartare. “They may have taken the back-to-school theme a little far.”

      Kate’s eyes widened. “Creepy magician headed our way.” She spun me around and gave me a push. “Hurry.”

      I snaked my way through the tightly packed people, greeting those I recognized and trying not to run anyone over as Kate prodded me from behind. I reached a corner and rounded it. “Oomph.”

      “Annabelle! Kate!” Our favorite wedding cake baker, Alexandra, stood in front of me, her long brown hair in a high bun dotted with pearl pins. She wore a snug-fitting red dress and black knee-high boots. You’d never imagine someone as thin and sexy as she was peddled buttercream and sugar flowers for a living. Even though she’d moved to Scotland a few years ago, she still flew in to do our important cakes and hit the beginning-of-season events. I knew we’d see her back again in December for the holiday parties. Not to mention our huge Christmas wedding.

      Kate cast a look over her shoulder to locate the magician. “Okay, he stopped to talk to a DJ.” She stepped back and assessed Alexandra. “Great dress.”

      Alexandra waved away her compliment. “Go on, you.” Her throaty voice belied a soft accent that held hints of Eastern Europe though she never claimed one country.

      “All done with our cake for tomorrow?” I asked.

      Alexandra’s face brightened. “It’s going to be gorgeous. Nine layers and covered in gold dust. I had to buy out the town. It’s much more glamorous than my other cake at The Mayflower.”

      “You have another cake at The Mayflower Hotel on Saturday?” I said. When we’d booked our client’s wedding, the hotel had been ours. Obviously, things had changed. “A wedding?”

      Alexandra nodded.

      Kate frowned. “Two brides in the same hotel? Not good.”

      I agreed with Kate. We never wanted our bride to run into another girl in a white dress on her wedding day. It ruined the feeling she was special. And if the other bride was prettier than she was or had a more fabulous gown? Disaster.

      “However, the other wedding is small,” Alexandra said. “The cake is one of those chic little things covered in blush pink ruffles. Sweet but overdone.” She put a finger to her lips. “But don’t tell Carolyn I said that.”

      “Carolyn?” I felt a growing knot in my stomach.

      “Carolyn Crabbe,” Alexandra said. “To be honest, I hate working with her, but she offered me a huge amount of money to do this teensy cake. Besides, I was already flying across the pond for your wedding.”

      “So we’re going to have to work around the Queen of Mean tomorrow?” Kate said under her breath. “This should be fun.”

      It looked like our wedding’s difficulty level had just gone to eleven.
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      “When you say there’s a bonfire in the ballroom, what do you mean exactly?” I asked my best friend, Richard Gerard, as we stood in the lobby of one of the city’s most famous (and infamous) hotels the next day. Even though he owned what was arguably the best catering company in Washington, DC, and had plenty of weddings of his own, Richard had agreed to help me with the huge Persian wedding I was doing at The Mayflower Hotel. I suppose you could say I twisted his arm, but I’d had good incentive.

      The prestigious Grace Ormonde Wedding Style magazine was covering the event for its spring issue, and thanks to Richard the word had spread around town faster than it took for his spray tan to set. He said if I could pull off a wedding this elaborate, it would put Wedding Belles on the Who’s Who list of wedding planners for good. Since he was already the caterer of choice for all my weddings, he considered it win-win.

      “You know very well I’m not given to dramatics, Annabelle.” Richard fanned himself with a lime-green-and-hot-pink-striped handkerchief. “I meant exactly what I said. The father of the groom is building himself a bonfire in the middle of the room.”

      I motioned for Richard to lower his voice. We stood near the bank of brass elevators in the gilded hotel lobby across from the wooden concierge desk. I breathed in deeply and tried to let the scent of lattes and cappuccinos from the nearby lobby cafe soothe my nerves.

      “Just when I thought this day couldn’t get much worse,” I grumbled, sucking on a gummy bear. “I already had a run-in with Carolyn Crabbe.”

      Richard’s eyes widened as he flicked a hand through his perfectly coifed dark hair. “The grande dame of wedding planning spoke to you?”

      “If you consider warning me to stay out of her way a conversation. This must be wedding planner central today because I also bumped into Gail Gordan and Byron Wolfe.” I sighed. “Kate and I were just at an OWP event yesterday. It’s starting to feel like Groundhog Day seeing so many planners again so soon.”

      The hotel seemed even busier than usual with multiple weddings and plenty of tourists, and the lobby hummed with the sound of guests pushing through the revolving doors and the clinking of glasses in the cafe. I glanced at a group of women gathered around a cocktail table that held their colorful martinis and wondered what it would be like to have a free weekend to spend shopping or meeting friends for drinks. As a wedding planner, my weekends were filled with long wedding days and an even longer recovery day. Not much time for a social life when you were always running other people’s parties.

      Richard glanced around and winced. “I hate it when there are multiple weddings at the same site.  That means multiple brides and wedding planners.”

      “Hello?” I said. “I’m a wedding planner, remember?”

      “I don’t mean you, darling.  You’re perfection. But Gail and Byron are too puffed up for my taste. You’d think they were the only planners in town doing high-end parties.”

      “Well, they were both perfectly nice to me. Maybe a bit stressed, but their bride was running late to the church so I understood completely. Carolyn was screaming about her staff and was out and out mean when she bumped into me.”

      “Did she threaten you with her pointer?”

      “She really uses a pointer? I thought that was a story people made up to make her seem scarier.”

      “The last I heard she was still using one of those expandable metal pointers to direct vendors at weddings.” Richard leaned in. “Heaven knows what else she uses it for.”

      I gulped. “No, she didn’t threaten me with her pointer.  Yet.”

      “I wouldn’t worry about her. She’s jealous your wedding is getting media attention, and her wedding is in the smallest ballroom in the hotel.” Richard gave a dismissive wave with his hands. “All the bigwigs in the industry earned their chops being tormented by her. Trust me, darling. Being threatened by Carolyn Crabbe is a step in the right direction.”

      “That’s one way to look at it.” I rubbed my temples. “I’m still going to steer clear of her. Now how far along has our father of the groom gotten with his bonfire?”

      Richard placed a hand on his hip. “I don’t know.  He’s got wood in a pile.  Do I look like I was a boy scout to you?”

      “Not exactly.” I admitted as I took in his slim-fit designer suit and French cuffed shirt.

      “I mean, really.” He gave a quiet snicker.  “Can you imagine me in a green polyester uniform?”

      “I think the girl scouts wear green, not the boy scouts.”

      “Then do I look like I was a girl scout?” Richard held up a hand before I could speak.  “Don’t even think of answering that. All I know is the man is hell-bent on starting a fire.”

      “I guess he isn’t in favor of the marriage.” I tucked a few loose strands of hair back into my wilted French twist. We’d been running around the hotel for the past six hours getting ready for the wedding, and I knew I looked as frazzled as I felt. I was glad I’d worn one of my comfortable and practical black pantsuits with a pale-blue silk top. I didn’t think I could bear wearing a dress and heels for so long.

      “Apparently he’s paying tribute to his ancient Zoroastrian heritage,” Richard said. “A sacred flame is one of their wedding traditions.”

      “What ever happened to traditions like throwing rice?” I muttered, wondering why I couldn’t have one wedding where someone didn’t forget the marriage license, leave the wedding dress in a taxi, or set the ballroom on fire.

      “They’re throwing rice?” My assistant, Kate, stepped out of the elevator in front of us with her ten-page wedding schedule in hand. Kate’s blond bob had lost its usual bounce and her pink lipstick had faded. Although she also wore black, her short cocktail dress and cropped jacket could never be considered conservative.  No matter how many hours we were on our feet, Kate dressed to show off her legs and her absurdly expensive high heels. I’d bet money she was the only wedding planner in town who worked in Jimmy Choos. “When did that get added to the schedule?”

      “I’d like to see people throw rice again.” Richard tapped his chin. “Kitsch is in, you know.”

      I rolled my eyes.  “There’s no rice.”

      Kate shoved her schedule into the pocket of her black jacket. “Good. If I have to make any more marks on my timeline, I won’t be able to see the paper.”

      “We do have a bit of a problem though.” I pulled Kate closer to me and dropped my voice to a whisper. “The father of the bride is building a sacred fire in the ballroom. Can you go back up to the bride’s suite and keep her there until I call you?  I don’t want her to see her ceremony go up in smoke.”

      Kate cringed. “That’s what I came to tell you. Fern is bringing the bride down for pictures.”

      At least the bride was in good hands.  Fern was the city’s wedding hair guru and took pride in fussing over his brides up until the last possible second. The elevator doors pinged open, and Fern rushed out. He’d pulled his dark hair back in a severe ponytail, and clouds of white tulle spilled over his arms.

      “The bride took the next elevator,” he explained, dragging the cathedral-length veil behind him.  “No one else could fit in there with her huge dress. I was afraid munchkins were going to start running out from beneath her skirt.”

      “Can you keep her away from the ballroom?” I asked, remembering our bonfire crisis. “Kate and I need to take care of a little issue before she sees the room.”

      “An issue? Say no more.” Fern handed his armload of tulle to Richard. “Hold this for a second, will you, sweetie?”

      Richard spluttered a few words of protest before his mouth gaped open.  “What are you wearing?”

      “Do you like the jacket?” Fern turned to let us admire the dark-purple paisley jacket with embroidered lapels.

      Fern lived to coordinate with his brides’ weddings. I feared one day he would show up in a matching bridesmaid’s gown.

      “Not the jacket.” Richard pushed a layer of tulle off his face. “Is that a skirt?”

      Fern smoothed what appeared to be a black kilt. “It’s a man kilt, and I’ll have you know it’s Gucci.”

      Richard raised an eyebrow. “I don’t remember seeing this in the collection. Is it last season?”

      Fern gave him a scandalized look.  “Bite your tongue. This was the talk of the fall collection.”

      “Don’t we have a fire to put out?” Kate tugged on my sleeve. “Literally.”

      I turned to Fern. “Can you keep the bride far away from the ballroom for ten minutes while we stop her father from burning the building down with his ceremonial bonfire?”

      “You can count on me,” Fern winked. “I’m a master at creating distractions.”

      “That’s putting it mildly.” Richard passed the billowing tulle back to Fern and motioned for Kate and me to follow him with a jerk of his head. “Let’s go extinguish a sacred flame.”

      Kate and I followed Richard down the long black-and-white marble hallway that cut through the middle of the hotel. We went down a few steps and passed the open-air restaurant, Café Promenade, which had an enormous crystal chandelier hanging from its high ceiling and sleek arrangements of white flowers on the tables.

      Richard stopped in front of a set of tall white doors with floral garland draped across the top and tied at the corners. A brass plaque to the side of the door read “Grand Ballroom.”

      “I don’t hear fire alarms,” Kate said.  “That’s a good sign.”

      Richard opened the doors, and we were met with total darkness.

      “Why are the lights off?” I asked, stepping inside the room and groping along the wall for the lighting control panel.

      “Do you think the lighting company blew a fuse when they were setting up?” Kate started looking for a switch on the other side of the door.

      “No way,” I said. “John’s lighting team wouldn’t blow a fuse.” The bride’s favorite part of the wedding decor was the specially designed monogram my lighting designer, John, had created for us to project in light on the dance floor.

      “Next time we should tell John Farr Lighting we need a bit more light,” Kate said.

      “I’m telling you, this isn’t a blown fuse.” I ran my hands along the wall. “We just need to find the light switch.”

      “Be careful,” Richard said. “Don’t forget the steps.”

      “Here they are,” Kate said. “You could kill yourself on these in the dark.”

      Richard screamed and we heard him tumble to the floor. “Don’t forget the second set of steps either.”

      “Are you okay?” I asked, holding my arms out in front of me to find a railing.

      “I hate hotels,” Richard complained.

      “The lights aren’t on the main wall.  They’re behind a curtain somewhere,” Kate said, her voice getting further away. “Found them!”

      The ballroom lights flooded the room. I blinked a few times as my eyes adjusted to the sudden brightness. The bride’s fondness for floral garland continued in the ballroom, with swags of lush blooms draped across each of the wood-and-iron balconies extending out over the room. I strained to see across to the stage where the ceremony would take place, but my eyes were drawn above the platform to a long piece of fabric hanging from the center balcony.

      “I thought we weren’t allowed to hang anything from the balcony railings.” Kate walked over and paled a few shades. “Is that what I think it is?”

      I nodded as I watched Carolyn Crabbe’s limp body slowly twist from the end of a long, white veil.
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      “Tell me this isn’t happening.” My stomach churned as I took a step toward the dangling corpse of Carolyn Crabbe. Even from across the room I recognized her bottle blond helmet of perfectly shellacked hair and the bright-blue suit I’d seen her in earlier.

      Richard opened his mouth and closed it again. I’d rarely seen him speechless.

      “Is that really . . .?” Kate’s voice faded, and she clasped her hand over her mouth.

      I looked away, grateful the body wasn’t facing us. “It’s Carolyn Crabbe all right.”

      “We should get her down from there.” Kate’s voice was barely a whisper. “How awful to be hanging like that.”

      “I think she’s beyond saving, Kate,” Richard said. “But why don’t you go get security? Annabelle and I will wait with the body.”

      Kate looked at Carolyn and gave one last shudder before hurrying out of the ballroom and closing the door behind her.

      I took a deep breath to fight the feeling of nausea rising in my throat and dug in my pocket for the cellophane packet and another gummy bear. I looked away from the body and around the ballroom.  Rows of gold chairs were covered in sheer white organza and draped with strands of iridescent beads.  We’d covered the stage in heavy ivory damask, and tall arrangements of lavender flowers perched at the corners. The slightly raised ceremonial platform, or sofreh, for the Persian ceremony was filled from end to end with ornate gold candelabra, bowls of honey, trays of sweets, and a large gilded copy of the Koran on a pedestal. I grasped the back of a chair and felt the softness of the organza. I immediately thought of the hours of planning and thousands of dollars that had gone into creating the look now ruined by a hanging corpse. I felt my shoulder sag. So much for the multi-page magazine spread. I just as quickly dismissed the thought as callous and gave myself a mental slap for not feeling more pity for Carolyn.

      “Now what?” I sighed. “The ceremony starts in less than an hour.”

      Richard held up a finger. “Correction, Annabelle.  The ceremony was going to start in less than an hour.”

      “I suppose it would be too much to hope that we could get the body cleared out and still pull off the wedding?” I bit the edge of my lip. “It’s not like there’s any blood.”

      Richard rested a hand on his hip. “Somehow I think a dangling corpse will put a damper on the festivities, blood or not.”

      “Maybe we could keep Carolyn’s death quiet and move the ceremony to another room,” I said, making a mental calculation of how long it would take to move the myriad of items on the ceremonial platform and felt a huge headache coming on.

      “Does the platform for the ceremony have wheels I don’t know about?” Richard narrowed his eyes at me. “We could always roll it out the door and into another room.”

      “Believe me, if I could fit it through the doors, I would.”

      Richard shook his head at me.  “I was only joking, Annabelle. I doubt the hotel would look too favorably on having a ceremony wheeled through their lobby.”

      “Nothing else can fit in that lobby,” Fern’s voice startled me as he walked into the ballroom behind us. “There are bridesmaids as far as the eye can see. For once I think the Don Juan of the wedding photography world has his hands full. I don’t think even Maxwell can flirt with that many girls at one time.”

      I whirled around. So much for keeping this disaster low profile. “What are you doing here? I thought you were with the bride.”

      “She’s about to leave for her monument portraits, so I thought I’d come take a peek at the room before  . . .” Fern did a double take when he caught sight of Carolyn Crabbe dangling in midair, then a look of comprehension crossed his face. “So this is why you wanted to keep people out of the room. Very clever, you two.  The story about the bonfire was a nice touch.”

      Richard sucked in his breath. “You think we had something to do with this?”

      “Well, that is Carolyn Crabbe, right?” Fern tapped his chin and looked pointedly at Richard. “And she did tell people you were difficult to work with a few years back, didn’t she?”

      A flush crawled up Richard’s face, and a vein in his temple began to pulse. “What? I never heard that.”

      “Oh?” Fern gave a nervous giggle. “I could have sworn that you had. Never mind. It clearly isn’t important now.”

      “We found her like this,” I explained. “We had nothing to do with her death. Maybe she did it herself.” I knew this wasn’t likely the case, but I liked the idea of a wedding planner killer even less.

      “Talk about letting your clients push you over the edge.” Fern made tsking sounds.

      “You think this is a suicide?” Richard asked me. ”Are you deranged?”

      “What?” I looked from him to Fern and back again. “It’s possible.”

      “Don’t you find it a bit odd that Carolyn would hang herself while she’s running a wedding?” Richard glanced at the deceased and lowered his voice. “She may have been an unpleasant, overbearing, controlling diva, but she never let anything ruin a wedding.”

      Fern bobbed his head in agreement. “She could be an insufferable prima donna, but she was always a professional about her work.”

      Ringing endorsements if I’d ever heard them.

      “So you two think someone got her up on the balcony, tied a veil around her neck, and pushed her off?”

      “It would be easy enough to slip the veil around her neck while her back was turned and push her over the edge,” Fern said. “And, trust me, tulle is stronger than it looks.”

      Richard cocked an eyebrow at Fern. “You know this hypothetically, of course.”

      Fern crossed his arms in front of his chest. “Of course.”

      “So it had to be someone who knew her,” I said.

      “Everyone knew Carolyn,” Richard reminded me. “She’s been in this business for almost twenty years. There’s no one she didn’t know.”

      “Or didn’t tick off,” Fern added.

      I sighed. “I’m glad I’m not the only one.”

      “She couldn’t stand other wedding planners.” Fern nodded solemnly. “When did you have a run-in with the darling diva?”

      I gave a dismissive wave. “It was nothing. Carolyn wasn’t too happy we were going to be using the hallway for portraits. She wanted to set up her escort card table early, and our photos were ruining her plans. She warned me not to get in her way.”

      “You mean today?” Fern’s voice barely rose above a whisper. “You had it out with Carolyn right before she died?”

      Richard rubbed his temples. “Maybe we shouldn’t mention this to anyone else.”

      “Why not?” I turned to face away from the dangling body. “I didn’t have anything to do with this. I barely even knew the woman. Anyway, she’s the one who threatened me.”

      “You know how touchy the police get about people turning up murdered after an argument,” Richard said. “They might jump to the wrong conclusion.”

      “He’s right.” Fern patted my arm. “You don’t want anyone saying you killed the competition, Annabelle.”

      The ballroom doors flew open, and a loud voice filled the room. “I knew I’d find you here, Annabelle Archer. You didn’t think you’d get away with this, did you?”
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      “Giancarlo?” I strained to make out the figure in the doorway.

      “I’ve been looking for you everywhere.” The stocky banquet captain strode into the room, bringing with him a pungent cloud of men’s cologne. “A bonfire is against the fire code, even if it is a sacred part of the ceremony.”

      “What?” I’d almost forgotten about what had seemed like a huge crisis only moments ago. That was the way wedding days went. Each crisis was solved and then forgotten as the next hiccup emerged. Although I’d call this a rather large hiccup.

      “Didn’t you tell her?” Giancarlo’s dark eyebrows were furrowed into a single line as he turned to Richard, and then his mouth dropped open.

      “We have a bigger problem than a fire code violation,” I explained, shaking another few gummy bears into my palm. At this rate, I’d finish the entire packet within the hour.

      The imperious banquet captain staggered back a few steps. “Is that Carolyn Crabbe? What is she doing in here? I told her and those assistants of hers that their wedding is in the East Room.”

      “I don’t think being in the wrong ballroom is Carolyn’s biggest concern right now,” Richard muttered.

      I took a few steps toward Giancarlo. “That’s what I wanted to tell you. We found Carolyn like this. My assistant has already called security.”

      “We have to get her down from there.” Giancarlo waved his arms over his head. “It’s no good for the hotel to have a body hanging from the balcony of our ballroom.”

      “I’d say it’s worse for Carolyn,” Fern said to me behind his hand.

      “You shouldn’t move the body.” Richard hurried after Giancarlo as he headed for the stairs to the second level. “The police will be here any minute, and they won’t want the crime scene tampered with. Trust me on this one.”

      “The police?” Giancarlo shook his head vehemently. “Oh, no. We can’t have the police in here.  They’ll make a huge scene. We have too many tourists in the hotel.”

      “Well, you have had a death here,” Richard insisted, matching Giancarlo step for step. “You have to let the police do their job.”

      The argument continued in muffled voices as they disappeared into the enclosed stairwell at the end of the room.

      “This I have to see.” Fern clapped his hands together. “The city’s toughest banquet captain going head-to-head with Richard.”

      “It does seem like a fair fight,” I agreed as I nibbled on the edge of my lip.

      Fern rubbed his hands together. “If only we had popcorn.”

      I elbowed Fern. I hadn’t been a fan of the wedding diva, but I hadn’t reached the point where I found this situation funny. Every time I caught a glimpse of her body as it twisted above my ceremony setup, I felt the need to look away. I slipped a gummy bear into my mouth. Where was Kate and where was security?

      Richard and Giancarlo appeared above us on the balcony with Carolyn hanging below them.

      Giancarlo leaned over and grabbed the tulle. “I’m going to pull her up.”

      “You can’t disturb the body,” Richard tried to push him out of the way. “It’s against the law.”

      “No one tells me what to do in my hotel,” Giancarlo bellowed, his face purple from exertion.

      This situation was quickly going from bad to worse. Bringing Richard to my wedding as an extra assistant clearly hadn’t been the best idea, but I wasn’t sure how to salvage the situation without getting in the mix myself. And I did not relish the thought of wrestling with two grown men. At least not those two. I tugged Fern’s sleeve. “Maybe we should go get help.”
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