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      I peered through the high gate at the coral-and-white exterior of the Graycliff Hotel, stone steps sweeping up to the colonial mansion’s two-story veranda with thin columns and tall windows framed with whitewashed shutters. Palm trees soared into the blue sky above, and fuchsia bougainvillea spilled over ornate wrought iron adorning the top of the stone wall surrounding the historic property. I breathed in the warm air and the scent of plumeria.

      “It must be a thousand degrees,” my best friend Richard said from behind me, as he walked up and hoisted his Prada carry-on bag over his shoulder. Even though it was steamy, his dark hair was immaculate and his blue, polished cotton button-down shirt unwrinkled.

      I touched the damp tendrils of auburn hair escaping from my ponytail at the nape of my neck, glancing down at my rumpled, yellow sundress and wondering how he’d stayed so pristine on two flights and two taxi rides, while I looked like I’d rolled the entire way. “Well, it is the Bahamas.”

      “Why did Darla Douglas have to renew her vows in another country? What’s wrong with Washington, DC?”

      I shrugged, shifting my own less glamorous carry-on bag in my hand. “June in DC is almost as hot and muggy but without the tropical vibe.”

      “I’ve never understood vow renewals that are as extravagant as first weddings. Didn’t Darla get the wedding bug out of her system when her daughter got married?”

      “Apparently, planning that wedding made her want to throw herself a big bash. Mr. Douglas didn’t make his money until well into their marriage, so their wedding was modest.”

      “A lot of fuss for nothing, if you ask me,” Richard muttered as we passed through the gate and made our way through the lush greenery of the front garden and up the steps to the principal building.   “If I were her, I would upgrade my diamond ring by a couple of carats and call it a day.”

      I didn’t completely agree with him. I loved destination weddings,  although I’d concede that it was a lot of travel for one weekend. Unfortunately, as one of the top wedding planners in Washington, DC, I had little more than a weekend to spare during our busy season. My other Wedding Belles brides wouldn’t be thrilled if I was away for more than a couple of days.

      Still, it was nice to get away from the pressure cooker atmosphere of the capitol city and embrace the laid back Caribbean lifestyle. Even if it was only for a weekend and despite Richard not being onboard with the idea of slowing down and relaxing our expectations.

      “Humpf.” Richard paused when we reached the front veranda, the wood floorboards shiny. “No bellmen. I suppose we can add ‘pack mule’ to our job description.”

      I glanced at the single carry-on bags we each held. Considering the number of duffels, garment bags, and purses piled on me by bridesmaids over the years, one bag was hardly noticeable. 

      “If it’s too taxing for you, I can always carry both bags,” I drawled.

      He let out a relieved breath, hooking his bag over my shoulder. “You’re a dear, Annabelle.” He bustled through the front door. “I’ll go check us in.”

      So much for sarcasm.

      My sandals tapped on the hardwood floors as I followed him,  and I blinked as my eyes adjusted to the lower light and the dark furnishings. A crystal chandelier hung above us but was not illuminated during the day, and a navy-blue Persian carpet muffled our footsteps.

      From what I’d read about the hotel, it was nearly three hundred years old, had been built by a pirate, and had been a hotspot for smuggling booze during Prohibition. It seemed slightly Old World and stuffy for the Douglas family, but they did love a good cocktail.

      Richard looked around the empty foyer and toward the mahogany staircase. “This doesn’t look like a lobby.”

      I dropped both bags on the floor, nudged them over to the wall, and pulled out my phone. “Let me ping Kate and see where everyone is.”

      My assistant Kate had flown down a day earlier along with our go-to florists, Buster and Mack, and hairstylist to the rich and infamous, Fern. Richard and I had stayed behind to meet with a high-touch client getting married at the end of the month. She lived in Hong Kong and had only been able to fly in on a particular day, so we’d re-booked our flights and sent our team ahead. 

      I wasn’t worried, since the Douglas vow renewal ceremony wasn’t until late in the afternoon, and we’d finalized every detail at the walk-through months earlier, but cutting anything so close made me nervous. I reminded myself for the tenth time in the past hour that everyone on my team was a total professional.

      “There you are!” 

      I glanced up to see Kate’s blond bob poking down from the staircase, followed by her long, bare legs and a pink slip of a dress. Our usual wedding day attire was a classic black dress, but that made little sense in the Bahamas in June. The thought of wearing black made a bead of sweat trickle down my back.

      “Did you forget to pack the rest of your dress, darling?” Richard asked, eyeing her as she came down the stairs in her high heel mules.

      “Funny.” She gave him a look, then turned her attention to me. “Everyone’s upstairs in the getting ready suite, aka Darla’s suite.”

      “How’s the…?” I faltered on the word “bride” because technically our bride for the day was Darla Douglas, who we’d known as the mother of the bride for her daughter’s wedding and mother of the groom for her son’s. It was strange to think of her as our bride, even though she was the one renewing her vows and wearing the white dress.

      Kate grinned at me. “It’s weird, right? I can’t wrap my mind around Darla not being the mother of the bride today. But she’s great.” She lowered her voice. “The champagne hasn’t hurt.”

      No surprise there. Darla Douglas and her daughter Debbie were some of our favorite clients because they had hired us so often, had big budgets, and stayed in a state of perpetual happy hour.  I would consider the preppy pair ladies who lunched—if the lunches were liquid and lasted most of the day. They’d even been known to carry monogrammed cocktail shakers in their purses, their version of being prepared for any emergency.

      “I assume Fern is with them?” I asked, putting a hand on Kate’s arm. “Please tell me he’s doing their hair sober.”

      Kate hesitated, which spoke volumes. “What I can tell you is that I’ve kept him from doing Darla’s hair in a sideswept bouffant.”

      “I don’t even know what that is,” I said. Whatever it was, I couldn’t imagine the middle aged brunette who wore Burberry headbands pulling it off. Although Fern with a few drinks in him was fun, it meant big hair. 

      “I’m hoping to use pictures from this in some upcoming promotional pieces, so absolutely no State Fair hair,” Richard said, leveling a finger at Kate, as if she was the one wielding the brush and hairspray.

      She held both palms up. “You don’t have to convince me. Once the buzz wears off, most brides aren’t thrilled they walked down the aisle with a beehive.”

      “The good news is that Darla doesn’t have enough hair for a true updo,” I said.

      Kate gave me a wicked smile. “But Caroline does.”

      “Caroline?” Now I understood the smile. Darla’s daughter-in-law was the definition of an icy blond in every way, and I’d forgotten that she was one of the bridesmaids. I doubted even Fern could sweet-talk her into big hair.

      Richard cringed. “The bride whose wedding flowers were cacti?”

      “Only on the dining tables,” I said, remembering the Christmas wedding that had been the opposite of jolly, “but yes.”

       “Another reason I’m glad I’m the caterer and not the planner.” Richard fluttered a hand at us. “While you wrangle Fern and the ladies, I’m going to check on the reception set-up.” He gazed in the direction of the restaurant at the back of the hotel. “They’d better be using the to-the-floor linens we had shipped down. If I see a table leg, I will lose my mind.”

      As one of DC’s most exclusive caterers, Richard had done all the Douglas events for years. It had been unthinkable that they would have a party without him, so he’d been flown down as the catering consultant. I wasn’t sure how happy the Graycliff restaurant was about this, especially since he’d deemed most of their linens and china unsatisfactory, but I was grateful to have one more thing taken off my plate. 

      “Perfect.” I held up my phone and waved it. “Text me if you need anything.”

      “Don’t worry about me, darling. This place is about to move from island time to Richard time.”

      I stifled a groan. DC precision was not something that translated well to a tropical island, which was why we’d brought most of our vendors with us. “Good luck.”

      Richard arched an eyebrow as he spun on his heel. “Luck has nothing to do with it.”
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      “The kitchen staff’s day is about to get a lot more interesting,” Kate muttered as she watched Richard walk away.

      I made a mental note to check on the kitchen later to ensure there wasn’t a mass walk-out, then I turned to Kate. “Now that Richard’s gone, give it to me straight. How are things really going?”

      She grinned at me. “Honestly? Better than you’d imagine, considering that rum punch seems to be on tap around here.”

      “Maybe that’s why. It only seems like everything is okay, but everyone is soused.”

      Kate shrugged. “The bride is happy, the skies are clear, and no one’s been murdered. For us, I’d call it a success.”

      She had a point.

      “Let’s go.” Kate pivoted and started back up the stairs. “Darla’s been asking about you all morning.”

      I grabbed my overnight bag and followed Kate up the stairs to a wooden door with an oval nameplate that read “Jasmine.” Before she could push open the door, a tall, dark-haired man stepped out, almost walking into us.

      “Pardon me.” He seemed startled to see us, and it took me a few moments to recognize Mr. Douglas, the father of the bride and today’s groom. I knew him primarily as the person who signed the checks, but he’d always been generous with smiles and tips, making him one of my favorite fathers of the bride.

      “Hi, Mr. Douglas,” I said. “How’s it going in there?”

      He blinked at me for a moment—perhaps trying to place me, since he only ever saw me at busy family weddings wearing black and carrying a schedule—then grinned. “So far, so good.” He patted my arm as he sidled between Kate and me. “I’m off to get ready myself.”

      I didn’t need to check my watch to know that he didn’t need to get dressed so early, but I always appreciated anyone who was ahead of schedule. “We’ll pop by later to pin on your boutonnière.”

      He gave me another charming smile and pat on the arm. I watched him walk off, thinking that he made a more nervous groom than he did a father of the bride. But I supposed it was always more nerve-wracking being the one getting married, even if it was a vow renewal.

      Kate tugged my arm, pulling me into the Jasmine suite. Stepping inside after her, I was surprised to find the suite much lighter and airier than the downstairs. The walls were pale green with light streaming in from high windows and French doors that led outside to the second-floor wraparound veranda. A large living room with cream-colored carpeting had a built-in bar on one end, as well as a small dining table and sofa grouping. Louis Vuitton duffel bags and totes lay open on the floor, and it appeared that some of their contents was scattered throughout the room.

      “Annabelle!” Fern waved from where he stood next to the open French doors, his hair products covering the dining table and a dark-haired woman on the stool in front of him. She wore a hot-pink silk robe and faced away from me. I couldn’t tell if it was Debbie or Darla, but my eyes mostly focused on Fern.

      His dark hair was swept back into a low ponytail with not a hair out of place. He wore white pants, but over that he had on a tunic that reached below his knees decorated in orange and turquoise patterns.

      Before I could open my mouth, Kate whispered, “It’s what they wear in traditional Junkanoo parades here. He got it in a specialty store.”

      I didn’t know what a Junkanoo parade was, but I did know that Fern always dressed for the occasion. Whether that meant donning the wedding colors, wearing a seersucker suit and straw boater hat for a garden party, or even a sari to an Indian wedding, he tailored his outfit to the celebration. It was the opposite of me wearing a black dress as my wedding day uniform, but he could pull it off. If I showed up dressed as a geisha for an Asian wedding, I’d probably be fired. 

      “Is that Annabelle?” The woman in the chair swiveled her head. I saw that it was Darla, the former mother of the bride and current bride.

      I dropped my overnight bag by the door and crossed to her. “How’s our bride today?”

      She giggled and hiccupped. “Can you believe I’m a bride again? After thirty years?”

      I noticed the glass of champagne in her hand. “I think it’s great that you’re renewing your vows. It’s about time you had a party after all the weddings, engagement parties, and showers you’ve thrown.”

      Her eyes were slightly unfocused as she reached for my hand. “You know our first wedding was tiny. Nothing like the weddings I threw for Debbie and Carlton. Now it’s my turn.”

      Fern leaned down close to her ear. “That’s why we have to make you look fabulous, sweetie.”

      I locked eyes with him. “No eighties hair.”

      He inhaled sharply. “You wound me.”

      I cut my gaze to his can of industrial strength hair spray, and his already pink cheeks reddened.

      “Fine.” He let out a sigh. “But feathering is coming back in, you know.”

      “Not by today it’s not.” I glanced over at the French doors leading into the bedroom and saw a sleigh bed with a dress laid out across the floral duvet, along with a veil and a couple of black velvet jewelry boxes.

       There was a commotion behind me, and I twisted to see lots of black leather and brightly colored flowers proceeding through the doorway. Behind that, a waiter wheeled in a room service cart with an ice bucket of Champagne and a pair of silver domed plates.

      “I come bearing bouquets.” Mack peeked his bald head over the flowers, and I saw a flash of his dark red goatee.

      “Flowers?” Debbie, the bride’s daughter and our former bride, appeared from the bedroom, also wearing a pink silk robe with her brown hair in curlers. “Oh, hi, Annabelle!”

      Mack made his way toward us, his black leather pants crinkling as he walked. He was one half of the Harley-riding, leather-wearing floral duo we’d brought down from DC. If he and his partner Buster looked out of place in the Washington floral world with their piercings and tattoos, they really didn’t blend in the Bahamas. As if conceding to the tropical environment, Mack had ditched his usual black leather jacket for a leather vest emblazoned with a “Road Riders for Jesus” patch. Even so, I imagined it was incredibly hot. 
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