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      Planning weddings can be murder. But stumbling across dead bodies usually isn’t on the itinerary. Can a wedding planner use her skills to discover who’s killing her clients?

      
        
        Society wedding planner Annabelle Archer is no stranger to wedding day stress, but a dead body at her latest fete takes the cake. When suspicion falls on her best friend and caterer Richard Gerard, she knows she must find the real culprit before his career is ruined along with her reputation for solving problems. But it’s no easy feat since the slain mother-of-the-bride was the most hated socialite in the city. As Annabelle navigates DC’s powerful social scene to unmask the culprit, there’s no telling how many more victims the killer will claim or if Annabelle and her friends will be among them.
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      Planning a wedding can be murder. Planning weddings for a living is nothing short of suicide.

      “Is there a patron saint for wedding consultants? Because I think after this wedding, I just might meet the requirements.” I stood near the top of the wide marble staircase that swept down the middle of the Corcoran Gallery of Art’s central foyer. Below me, dozens of tuxedo-clad waiters scurried around the enormous hall filled end to end with tables and gold ladder-backed chairs. After having draped ivory chiffon into swags on all forty tables, I massaged the red indentations left on my fingers by the heavy pins.

      “Annabelle, darling, I may be a lapsed Catholic, but I’m pretty sure you have to be dead to qualify for sainthood.” Richard Gerard had been one of my closest friends since I arrived in Washington, DC three years ago and started Wedding Belles. At the time he’d been the only top caterer who’d bother talking to a new wedding planner. Now I worked with him almost exclusively.

      “The wedding isn’t over yet.”

      “At least your suffering hasn’t been in vain.” Richard motioned at the room below us. “It’s divine.”

      The museum’s enormous hall did look magical. The side railings of the staircase were draped with a floral garland, leading to a pair of enormous white rose topiaries flanking the bottom of the stairs. Amber light washed each of the three-story limestone columns bordering the room, and white organza hung from the ceiling, creating sheer curtains that were tied back at each column with clusters of ivory roses.

      “I just hope the MOB is happy.” My smile disappeared as I thought of the Mother of the Bride, Mrs. Clara Pierce. I started down the stairs to double-check the tables.

      “I don’t think she does ‘happy.’” Richard followed, his long legs catching up to me quickly.

      “If I’d known she would make my life so miserable, I wouldn’t have taken this wedding.” I brushed a long, auburn strand of hair out of my face and tucked it back into my tight bun. I wore my hair up to make me look older and more experienced, but it didn’t make me feel any different. I still got butterflies in my stomach at every wedding I planned.

      “You must be kidding, darling.” Richard lowered his voice as we reached the floor, and a waiter walked past us. “This event is your ticket to all the big society weddings.”

      “If society weddings mean more women like Mrs. Pierce, then I’m not interested.” I leaned over the table closest to me and smoothed one of the organza bow napkin ties.

      “Well, sure, she’s been difficult. . .” Richard came behind me and fluffed the bow back up.

      “Difficult?” I narrowed my eyes at Richard and picked up another napkin. “I had to drive her fifteen-year-old, incontinent poodle to the church this afternoon.”

      “Her dog was a guest?”

      “Not a guest. The ring bearer.” I watched as Richard began to shake with laughter. “Turns out there wasn’t enough room in the limousine for the wedding party and Muffles, so I got the honors.”

      “Look at the bright side.” Richard ran a hand through his dark, choppy hair. “You’re barely thirty, and you beat out all those older consultants for this wedding.”

      “Probably because I charge less than they do. The first thing I’m doing on Monday is raising my rates.” I picked up an unlit votive candle, and Richard produced a long butane lighter from his suit pocket.

      “Then we’re going shopping.” Richard gave me the once-over and shook the flame of the lighter at me. “If I see you in one more pantsuit, I’m going to cry.”

      “But they’re so practical for working.” I looked down at my “lucky” navy-blue suit. “Lucky” because the long jacket covered up the fact that I’d been eating way too much takeout. “And this one is silk.”

      “It’s a blend.” Richard shook his head as he rubbed the fabric of my jacket lapel between his fingers. “If you want to be an A-list wedding planner, then we’re going to have to dress you like one.”

      “Fine. As long as you promise not to go overboard.”

      “When would I ever go overboard?” The spread collar of Richard’s fuchsia-and-green Versace shirt peeked out from underneath his black four-button suit.

      My eyes darted to his neck, and I cleared my throat.

      “You don’t like the shirt?” Richard extended his arm so I could see the French cuffs. “It looks just darling with my white linen suit. I’d have worn that tonight, but I never wear white before Memorial Day.”

      “Thank God for small favors.”

      “Speaking of doing favors, I’m also going to take you to the makeup counter. What’s the use of having great cheekbones if you don’t accentuate them?”

      “I appreciate the flattery, but you know I don’t like to wear lots of makeup.”

      “No kidding.” Richard studied my face. “I’m amazed you look half decent with that drugstore garbage. Imagine how great you’d look if you used a designer line.”

      “I’ll think about it.”

      “It would be cruel to tease me.” Richard formed his lips into a pout.

      “If there’s any teasing to be done, I should be the one to do it.” My assistant, Kate, came down the staircase behind us, her high heels clicking on each step. Kate always wore heels to weddings to show off her legs and make her look taller. She said you never knew whom you might see at a wedding, and I was pretty sure she didn’t mean old family friends.

      “How’s it going upstairs?” Richard asked. The nearly four hundred guests were being served cocktails on the upper level of the museum, which overlooked the foyer.

      “Well, the sushi chefs almost quit because Mrs. Pierce timed them and took notes on their presentation.”

      “That damn notebook again.” I rubbed my temples with my index fingers. “I can’t believe she actually brought it to her daughter’s wedding.”

      “Have you ever heard of someone making notes each time you do something she doesn’t like?” Kate put a hand on my arm for support as she stepped out of her heels.

      “There are a lot of things I’d never heard of before I became a wedding planner,” I said. “After working for Mrs. Pierce, I’ve seen it all.”

      “Tell me about it.” Kate flicked her short blond hair off her face. I noticed her perfectly painted nails and instinctively hid my hands behind my back. I couldn’t remember the last time I had my nails done. “She finally left the sushi guys alone, and I haven’t seen her harassing anybody else.”

      “Annabelle Archer!” A shrill voice came from above us.

      “I spoke too soon.” Kate fumbled with her shoes as she tried to wedge her feet back into them. We all turned around to greet Mrs. Pierce as she barreled unsteadily down the stairs toward us, a mass of overly bouffant blond hair and turquoise chiffon.

      “Lord have mercy, she’s drunk as a skunk!” Richard scurried out of her way. She plowed past us, pulling me by the sleeve as she went.

      “I have some additional changes to make in the seating.” Her words slurred as she staggered against the tables, craning to read the names on each place card. I averted my eyes at the mass of wrinkled cleavage barely contained by her strapless gown as she leaned over.

      “The invitation clearly said ‘black tie,’ but there are some women here in pants, if you can imagine the nerve.” She cut her eyes to me and appraised my outfit. “Of course it doesn’t matter what you wear because you’re just the help, but I won’t have shabby guests sitting near my table.”

      “You want to change the names around now?” I felt a wave of panic begin to rise as I looked at my watch.

      “Change names?” Mrs. Pierce paused then gave a harsh laugh. “Yes, that’s exactly right. There will be plenty of name changing at this wedding. The ambassador does not go at this seat. . .”

      “But Mrs. Pierce.” I cringed as she knocked a water glass over. “The cocktail hour ends in ten minutes, and the guests have already picked up their table cards. I’m sorry, but it’s too late . . .”

      Clara Pierce stopped me with a sharp snap of her fingers and turned to face me. I could feel my face begin to burn. After staring at me for a few seconds, she produced her notebook with a flourish and scrawled my name on the top page.

      “You’ve turned out to be a great disappointment, Miss Archer. We’ll discuss this matter later.” She zigzagged her way back up the staircase.

      “How much longer until it’s all over?” I asked Kate, squeezing my hands into tight fists by my side.

      “Four hours and six minutes, to be exact.”

      “Don’t worry about it, Annie.” Richard patted my arm. “She’s so drunk she probably won’t remember a thing tomorrow morning.”

      Kate punched a fist into her open palm. “I’d love to beat her to death with that tiny notebook of hers.”

      “That would take forever.” I picked up a votive candle that Mrs. Pierce had doused with water and sighed.

      “That’s the whole point, sugar.” Richard winked at me. “Now I’ve got to go check on the kitchen. We’re supposed to invite guests downstairs in five. Are we still on schedule?”

      I managed a smile. “Always.”

      “Good.” Richard started down the stairs. “I’ll tell the chef.”

      “Do you have your itinerary?” I asked Kate when Richard walked out of earshot. “I think I lost mine again.”

      Kate rolled her eyes.

      “I know, I know. I always leave my schedule lying around.” I searched my pockets. “I remember having it during the family portrait session in the Salon Dore.”

      “The room in the back that looks like it’s been hosed down in gold foil?” Kate started downstairs. “Well, let’s go get it before the guests start coming down for dinner.”

      “We’ll go through the rear galleries. It’s faster and we don’t have to push past all the waiters.” I started walking up the staircase and stopped so Kate could catch up. “I can’t wait until this night is over.”

      “You say that at every wedding!” Kate followed me up the stairs toward the back galleries.

      “But this time I really mean it, Kate.” I reached a hand up to rub my neck. “I don’t care how high-profile this wedding is anymore. It’s not worth it!”

      “If we survived melting wax to seal three hundred envelopes with the Pierce family crest, we can take a few more hours of this.” Kate held up the finger I’d accidentally poured hot wax all over.

      “Sorry about that,” I said. Kate put an arm around my shoulder as we reached the landing between the foyer and the upper level. I could see that the cocktail hour was in full swing above us. The sound of the Dixieland jazz group we’d flown up from New Orleans could barely be heard over the din of the crowd. Body-to-body guests. Almost everyone in black. A typical Washington wedding.

      “We never did talk about worker’s comp,” she continued as I raised my eyebrows. “All I’m asking for is one Friday night off to go out on a real weekend date.”

      “With the congressional aide?” I found it difficult to keep track of Kate’s social life.

      “No, I’m off politics for a while. This one’s a lobbyist.”

      “How do you meet all these men?” Kate’s ability to put in a sixty-hour workweek and still have an active social life amazed me. I felt lucky if I had time to water my plants.

      “I don’t find them.” Kate shrugged, grinning. “They find me.”

      “Oh, right. I forgot you’re the innocent bystander.” I started to walk through the rotunda at the top of the landing. The lights in the back of the museum were turned off to discourage guests from wandering, and the room got dimmer as we walked. “Okay, I’ll run next week’s rehearsal, and you can take the night off.”

      “You’re the greatest!” Kate hurried behind me. “I’ll cover for you one night, if you ever want to go out.”

      “That’s a pretty safe offer.”

      “Are you sure we should be going this way?” Kate held onto my sleeve. “The big statue back here always gives me the creeps.”

      “I think when it’s this expensive they call it a sculpture.”

      Kate ignored my comment. “Why don’t you let me introduce you to someone? How about the assistant to the assistant of the White House chief of staff? He’s too tame for me, but he’d be perfect for you.”

      “Thanks, Kate, but I’m too busy to get involved with anyone.”

      We reached the top of the staircase that led down to more of the back galleries, and each held on to one of the side railings as we descended.

      “Who said anything about getting involved?” Kate’s clicking heels were like sonar pings on the dimly lit stairs.

      “Then I’m definitely too busy!”

      “Come on, Annabelle, you haven’t been out with anyone since that doctor who moved to Algeria last year.”

      “Armenia.”

      “Close enough.”

      “They’re not even on the same continent!”

      We reached a small landing, and I could make out the final few stairs barely illuminated by the red-and-blue glow of a stained-glass window on display.

      “We’re going to kill ourselves.” Kate started down ahead of me and then let out a small scream as she went sprawling off the last step and onto the floor.

      “Are you hurt?” I knelt down next to her, my concern mixed with slight vindication that her absurdly high heels had finally gotten the best of her.

      “I think I’m going to be sick.”

      “It can’t be that bad, Kate. You probably just twisted your ankle.”

      “No, not that. I mean her." She pointed behind me, and I turned to see a woman’s body crumpled at the bottom of the stairs.

      The woman’s neck twisted so sharply that, even though she lay on her stomach, I could see the contorted wide-eyed expression on her face glowing in a mottled pattern of red-and-blue light from the stained glass.

      Oh, God. I never meant it. Though I’d wished for it more times than I could remember over the past year, I’d never imagined it would happen. Not really.

      The mother of the bride was dead.
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      I pulled Kate to her feet as a waiter appeared at the top of the stairs.

      “Get Richard,” I called out. My mouth felt numb. “And make sure no guests come down here.” Kate and I walked slowly up to the landing.

      “Go ahead, Kate. I’ll wait for Richard.”

      “I’m not going to leave you here.” Kate motioned behind us. “With her.”

      “Just make sure nobody else comes back this way. We don’t want to start a panic.”

      Kate paused, and I gave her a push. “Go on, and find a light switch.”

      She started shakily toward the main staircase, where guests began to filter downstairs for dinner. I watched her fumble along the wall and find the switch for the ambient lighting recessed high in the ceiling. It gave the room a dim glow. Better than being in the dark at least.

      When Richard appeared, Kate whispered something to him and he hurried toward me.

      “What’s Kate babbling about? What’s going on? Who hit a big one?”

      I half groaned, half laughed. “I think she meant ‘bit the big one.’” I wondered if I’d ever heard Kate get an expression right. I motioned to the body at the foot of the stairs below me.

      “Good heavens!”

      “We found her just like that.” I concentrated on speaking clearly as I felt my head start to pound. “What are we going to do?”

      “Are you sure she’s dead?” Richard didn’t make a move toward going downstairs to check.

      “Have you ever seen someone’s neck do that?”

      “We have to call the police.” Richard shuddered and took his tiny silver cell phone out of his pocket.

      “But the wedding . . .” I said. “All those people . . . the bride . . .”

      “Annabelle.” Richard grabbed me by the shoulders. “This isn’t something we can fix with your emergency kit, and we certainly can’t hide her.”

      “Nobody uses this staircase anyway . . .”

      “If you think we can carry on an entire wedding with the bride’s mother lying spread-eagled on a back stairway, you’re out of your mind! What are we supposed to do? Throw a tablecloth over her?”

      “You’re brilliant!” I ran past Kate and up the stairs to the cocktail area. I pulled an ivory damask linen off the nearest cocktail table and went back downstairs.

      “You’re not serious?” Richard stared at me.

      “Come on.” I started down the back staircase toward Mrs. Pierce. “I need help covering her.”

      “I’ll have no part of this.” Richard followed me down and stood on the last step with his hands on his hips. I unfurled the cloth over Mrs. Pierce and let it float down over her sprawled limbs.

      “Damn,” I said. “It’s too small. We’ll need one of the bigger linens from the dining tables. Do you have any extras?”

      Richard folded his arms over his chest and shook his head. “No, and don’t even think of using my hand-beaded silk cloths either. They cost me a fortune to get cleaned.”

      “Okay, then, we’ll have to make do.” I tugged the fabric over one of her feet and it slipped off her head. “Can you fix your side? It’s all twisted.”

      “I’m calling the police.” Richard snatched the tablecloth off Mrs. Pierce and marched up the stairs. “Unless you want to set up a champagne fountain over her?”

      “Wait.” I started to protest, then stopped. My shoulders sagged. “I’m not sure what got into me.”

      “You can’t help it.” Richard pulled out his phone. “It’s the wedding planner in you.”

      I listened to his side of the conversation with the emergency dispatcher. After hanging up, he led me away from the stairs to Kate.

      “I’ll stay here until the police come and make sure no one sees the body,” Richard said. “Annabelle, you’re going to have to tell the family before they see the paramedics arrive.”

      “This just keeps getting worse and worse.”

      “I’ll go downstairs and wait for the police,” Kate said.

      “Let’s go.” Taking a deep breath, I fixed a smile on my face as Kate and I made our way down to the foyer.

      Guests stood milling around the tables, apparently continuing the cocktail reception from upstairs. I spotted the bride and groom near the dance floor as Kate headed for the front entrance.

      The groom had his arm secured around the bride’s waist and both were smiling, the bride gazing adoringly at her husband whenever he spoke.

      I hadn’t gotten very close to the bride or the groom while planning their wedding. As a matter of fact, I’d only met them a handful of times. Safe to say Clara Pierce hadn’t liked to share the decision-making process.

      My eyes rested on the bride. Elizabeth was a sweet, Barbie-doll-blond girl as placid and easygoing as her mother had been argumentative and difficult. Usually mother-daughter wedding planning could be counted on for at least one tearful exchange, but Elizabeth had never objected to her mother’s firm handling of the wedding. I’d never seen the two argue. Kate had claimed once, with some amount of disdain, that the girl was too lovestruck to notice anything. Easy to see why.

      Dr. Andrew Donovan was everything a woman, or her social-climbing mother, could dream of. Tall and darkly handsome, the young doctor had an intoxicating smile and an Ivy League pedigree that satisfied even his future mother-in-law’s hunger for status. After hearing Mrs. Pierce extol his virtues for nearly a year, I wasn’t sure whether Elizabeth or her mother loved him more.

      “Excuse me, Dr. Donovan.” I touched his sleeve to get his attention. He stared at me blankly for a moment and then bestowed one of those famous smiles on me.

      “The wedding planner!” he said loudly to the group around him. “Hasn’t she done a fabulous job?”

      “Thank you.” I tried to make my voice sound natural. “May I speak with you for a moment?”

      “Is anything wrong?” The bride tore her gaze away from her husband’s perfect features.

      “Of course not, dear. What could be wrong?” The groom answered before I had a chance to speak. “I’ll be back before you can miss me.” He kissed her on the nose and followed me to the middle of the dance floor, where no guests could overhear.

      “There’s been an accident,” I tried to get the words out as fast as possible. “Mrs. Pierce fell down a flight of stairs.” When he didn’t respond immediately, I continued. “She’s dead.”

      The doctor put a hand over his eyes.

      “Where is she?” He pulled his hand away from his face. “Maybe I can help.”

      Before I could answer him, two uniformed policemen arrived, and I watched Kate direct them upstairs. The crowd buzzed with curious chatter, and a few people tried to get past Kate to follow the police.

      “Andrew!” Elizabeth ran up to her new husband and clutched his arm. “What’s happening? Why are the police here?”

      The groom put his arms around her, and I turned away. Wouldn’t it be better if she heard it from him than from me? I didn’t want to have to see her face when she found out her mother was dead and her wedding ruined. Knowing brides the way I did, I couldn’t be sure which would upset her more.

      I pushed through the crowd of wedding guests and headed toward the front door. I needed fresh air.

      “Whoa, there, ma’am.”

      I’d run headlong into a man in a wrinkled, blue button-down shirt. Obviously not a wedding guest.

      “Sorry.” I stepped back, sizing him up. Dark hair, broad shoulders, and hazel-brown eyes that held mine without faltering. I sucked in my breath. Wow.

      “Are you in charge here?” He’d apparently given me the once-over and then decided that I didn’t look like a wedding guest either.

      “Well, I’m the wedding planner, so I guess . . .”

      “I’m Detective Mike Reese.” He held out his hand and I shook it. “You’re the one who found the body, right?”

      “My assistant and I both found her. My name’s Annabelle Archer.”

      The detective nodded. “Your assistant already spoke to one of my officers. Would you mind coming back to the body with me? I have a few questions for you.”

      I followed him up the stairs to the back galleries. The sculptures that were so eerie in the dark seemed harmless with all the lights on. Detective Reese led me to the rear stairway and down to the middle landing. Several uniformed officers blocked the remaining stairs, and another snapped pictures of the entire area. I waited at the landing while the detective went down the staircase and knelt beside the body. Two men in tuxedos followed a police officer down to the body and began examining it. One of the advantages to having lots of doctors as guests. A few minutes later, the paramedics rushed by me down the stairs.

      Mrs. Pierce hadn’t improved any since we’d last seen her. The blue of her dress cast a purplish hue on her skin, and her contorted mouth had become pale and waxy.

      “Not bad looking,” Kate walked up to me.

      “What?”

      “He’s hot.” Kate pointed at Detective Reese. “Who is he?”

      “A detective.”

      “You know, I’ve never dated a cop.” Kate watched the officers working around her. “There are some cute ones here, too.”

      “And here I viewed this whole ‘mother of the bride dying’ as a negative thing.” Kate didn’t hear me. She’d wandered over to talk to one of the officers. My next assistant would be a little old lady with cataracts.

      “Annie.” Richard hurried up to me. “I’ve been searching all over for you.”

      “I’m waiting to be questioned by the detective.” I motioned to the only person clustered around the body not in a uniform.

      “Well, lucky you.” Richard gave me a nudge and then became serious again. “I’m not sure if I can keep these guests calm much longer. They want to know what’s going on.”

      “Have you told them anything?”

      “Well, I couldn’t exactly make an announcement that their hostess is twisted up like a human pretzel, now could I?”

      “I’ll have one of my men make an appropriate announcement.” The detective joined our conversation. He turned to Richard. “You must be the caterer who placed the 911 call.”

      Richard winked at me. “Well, we know why you made detective so young.”

      Detective Reese ignored Richard’s comment. He wore latex gloves and flipped open a small notepad. “We found this on the body. Do either of you have any idea what these names and notes mean?”

      “Those are Mrs. Pierce’s recorded infractions.” My stomach tightened at the sight of the familiar spiral notepad. “She always had it with her.”

      “Infractions?” The detective looked confused.

      “Mrs. Pierce was . . . how would you put it? Well, particular about the way things were done.” Richard gestured to the notebook with a wave of his hands. “If she didn’t like what someone did, she would write their name down in that notebook. We called it her ‘hit list.’”

      “Interesting.” Detective Reese glanced up at Richard. “What did she mean by writing the words ‘skewers too sharp’ next to your name?”

      “Oh, heavens.” Richard tossed his head back in a manufactured laugh. “She wanted me to dull the skewers I used on the Indonesian satay station so she wouldn’t poke herself in the roof of her mouth.”

      “Did you?”

      “Have you ever seen a blunt skewer?” Richard tapped his foot on the ground. “Defeats the purpose.”

      “Who’s Maxwell Gray?” The detective turned to another page in the notebook. “And how would he have ‘taken the wrong side?’”

      “The photographer.” I noticed that my palms were getting sweaty, and I tried to wipe them on my pants without anyone noticing. “Mrs. Pierce was compulsive about being photographed from her right. She had me remind him a dozen times.”

      “So what did you do to upset her?” Detective Reese’s eyes met mine as he opened to the page where Mrs. Pierce had written my name in big, scrawling letters.

      “I wouldn’t let her rearrange the guests’ table assignments at the last minute.”

      “I’m afraid I’m not following.”

      “She felt that some guests weren’t dressed well enough, so she wanted them moved to the back.”

      “Naturally.” Detective Reese cleared his throat. “When did this altercation between you two occur?”

      “It couldn’t have been more than ten minutes before we found her.” I picked at a loose thread on the sleeve of my jacket. “But I wouldn’t call it an altercation. I mean, she was pretty drunk, so I didn’t take it too seriously.”

      The detective’s eyes widened. “She appeared drunk when you last saw her?”

      “The woman could barely stand up.” Richard leaned close to the detective and gave him a nudge. “I’m surprised she could remember Annabelle’s name, let alone write it down.”

      Reese turned to me and took a small step away from Richard. “Did you see her argue with anyone else tonight?”

      “My assistant, Kate, mentioned that Mrs. Pierce had an issue with the sushi chefs, but I don’t think it was serious.”

      “Why all the interest in the hit list?” Richard rested a hand on the detective’s arm and lowered his voice. “Do you suspect foul play?”

      “Just getting all the information.” Reese returned Mrs. Pierce’s notebook to the plastic evidence bag and backed away from us. “Excuse me for a second.”

      “He seems nice.” Richard’s eyes followed the detective. “Don’t you think, Annabelle?”

      “Richard.” I grabbed him by the shoulders. “He’s a cop.”

      “I know.”

      “Nice or not, I get the feeling he considers us suspects.”

      “Why would he even be thinking this is anything but an accident?” Richard readjusted his shirt collar. “The woman was clearly drunk and took a spill down the stairs. End of story.”

      “Not exactly.” Kate walked up and motioned for us to follow her away from the group of nearby police officers. When we moved out of earshot, she lowered her voice to a whisper. “They think it may not have been an accident.”

      “How do you know?” Richard’s face drained of color, despite all the hours he’d put in at the tanning salon.

      “Do you see that cute uniformed officer?”

      Richard stared over my shoulder. “Mr. Biceps?”

      “Wait.” I held up my hands. “Let me guess where this story is going.”

      “We were having a nice little chat until another officer pulled him away.” Kate kept her voice low. “I overheard them talking about an odd rash that the doctors who tried to revive her found. The ME will most likely do a tox screening.”

      “The ME?”

      “Medical examiner, Annabelle,” Kate sounded exasperated. “The guy with the body now. Get with the program.”

      “They think a rash killed her?” Richard made a face. “What a horrible way to go.”

      I groaned. Kate wasn’t always the most reliable source of information. Especially if it came from a man.

      “She didn’t die from a rash.” Kate looked at us as if we were idiots. “You guys aren’t the brightest balls in the box, are you?”

      “Does she mean brightest bulbs?” Richard asked me out of the corner of his mouth.

      Kate ignored him. “The rash apparently would’ve been caused by a medication overdose.”

      “So she overdosed on Valium or something.” Richard shrugged his shoulders. “Not surprising in this crowd.”

      “That’s not what the police are saying.” Kate shifted her gaze from Richard to me. “They’re saying this might have been intentional.”

      “Murder?” Richard went completely white and leaned back against the wall, his hand clasped against his heart.

      “Murder.” Kate nodded vigorously. “Poison.”

      Richard gave a tiny gasp before going limp and sliding down to the floor.
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      “I’m absolutely mortified,” Richard said after I fumbled to find my cell phone on the nightstand and pushed the button to accept his call.

      “I told you a hundred times last night, it’s no big deal,” I said, my voice still scratchy. “I felt like fainting myself.”

      “Do you know how bad it makes me look?”

      “Hardly anyone saw you.”

      “Annabelle, I’m not talking about what I looked like slumped against the wall. It makes me look like the prime suspect.”

      “You’re just being paranoid.” I sat up in bed and saw the suit I’d left crumpled on the floor after stepping out of it the night before. “Why would your fainting spell have anything to do with being a suspect?”

      “Oh, God, Annabelle. Don’t call it a ‘fainting spell.’ You make me sound like one of those Southern belles who wore their corsets too tight.”

      “Good thinking. You can explain to the police that your corset was too tight.”

      “You’re an absolute joy in the morning.” The sarcasm dripped from his voice.

      “It’s not morning anymore.” I picked up my alarm clock and groaned. Daylight poured into the dark room as I opened the blinds next to my bed. “Why are you so obsessed about this anyway?”

      “Do you know why I had to close my restaurant?”

      “That happened before I knew you,” I reminded him.

      “Food poisoning.” Richard let out a long breath. “Imagine what it felt like to hear the word ‘poison’ bandied about again.”

      “That’s why you fainted? Well, food poisoning is totally different from murder. Nobody’s going to blame you for this one.”

      “Hearing anything associated with poison is never good for a caterer.” Richard’s voice became shrill. “You know how people in this industry talk, Annabelle. They’re going to have a field day with this.”

      “You’re right about that.” I walked from my bedroom to my office and flipped on the light. Small Tiffany-blue favor boxes for my next wedding covered the floor, but I was in no mood to think about my next wedding. I held my phone away from my face and checked my text messages. “I have texts from seventeen industry people since yesterday, and it’s barely two o’clock.”

      “No doubt all concerned colleagues,” Richard muttered.

      “Concerned with getting the dirt, you mean.” I pulled the door shut and continued down the hall to the kitchen, promising myself that I would spend some quality time cleaning my office. Soon.

      Richard gave a deep sigh. “I’m sure all the other caterers are celebrating my demise as we speak.”

      “What are you talking about? You weren’t the one murdered.” I turned on the fluorescent kitchen lights and opened the refrigerator door. A package of fat-free cheese slices, a browning head of lettuce, and a nearly empty plastic bottle of Diet Dr. Pepper. I added grocery shopping to my mental to-do list.

      “Might as well have been,” Richard moaned. “Once the word is out that a guest died at one of my events, the clients won’t be lining up.”

      “Stop being so melodramatic. The detective said that they’d know more about the cause of death in a day or two. They’ll find out that your food had nothing to do with it, and you’ll be totally cleared.”

      “A day or two! I won’t have any clients left in a day or two.”

      “Listen.” I rolled my eyes and poured the remaining soda into a glass. I took a big swallow. Completely flat. I made a face and took another drink. “There’s nothing we can do except wait until the police have finished their investigation.”

      “Aren’t you the least bit curious about who murdered that horror of a woman?”

      “It would be nice to know who to thank.”

      “Annabelle,” he scolded me. “You have no respect for the dead.”

      “Come off it. I’m not going to pretend that I liked the woman. Okay, I’m sorry someone killed her. Not a nice thing to do, but if anyone had it coming . . .”

      “I wouldn’t go around saying that since you were the last person to argue with her before she died.”
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