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For anyone who’s ever kept the party from falling apart
while pretending they weren’t the one holding it together.
And for those brave enough to let someone see them
when the music finally stops.
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Weddings rarely fall apart all at once.

That’s the first thing people get wrong.

They expect explosions:
someone objecting during the vows,
a bride running through a hotel lobby barefoot,
champagne glasses shattering while relatives scream across centerpieces.
That almost never happens.

Real wedding disasters leak slowly.

A seating chart places divorced parents too close together.
A florist forgets the memorial candles.
A bridesmaid locks herself in a bathroom because the bride hugged someone else first.
Tiny fractures.

Quiet ones.

The dangerous thing about weddings isn’t the spectacle.

It’s how desperately everybody wants the day to feel perfect anyway.

That’s where I come in.

Officially, I’m a professional bridesmaid.

Unofficially, I’m the woman people hire when they need someone to prevent emotional collapse without becoming part of the photographs.

I fix things.

I calm mothers.
Intercept drunk relatives.
Steam dresses.
Hide panic attacks.
Remove wine stains before they become family stories.
Then I disappear before anyone notices how close the whole event came to disaster.

It pays extremely well.

Mostly because wealthy people will spend frightening amounts of money protecting the illusion that love looks effortless.

I try not to judge them for that.

Too much.

My mother had three weddings before I turned eighteen.

By the second one, I understood two things:
first, expensive flowers do not prevent emotional catastrophe.
Second:
someone always ends up crying in a coatroom eventually.
Usually before dessert.

At fourteen, I somehow decided it was my responsibility to stop that from happening.

So while other girls learned eyeliner tutorials, I learned crisis management.

Distract the drunk uncle.
Keep the bride moving.
Fix the leaning cake table before guests notice.
Smile like everything is under control even when the room feels one bad sentence away from combustion.
Turns out those skills have a market.

Which is how, three weeks ago, I ended up staring at two contracts that should never have existed simultaneously.

Victoria Langford.

Old Columbus money.
Grand Regency ceremony.
Absolute discretion requested.
And:

Isabella Moreau.

Influencer royalty.
Social-media chaos probability.
Emergency bridal containment energy.
Same date.

Same hotel.

Different floors.

Any sane person would have declined one immediately.

Instead, I looked at the combined payment total and briefly lost contact with reason.

Fifteen thousand dollars.

Enough to replace my dying car.
Enough to pay several months of rent.
Enough to convince myself I could survive impossible logistics.
So I signed both.

Different aliases.
Different dresses.
Different versions of myself.
One wedding would know me as Evelyn.

The other would know me as Ellie.

Neither bride could ever find out about the other.

At the time, the plan felt manageable.

The Grand Regency is enormous.
Separate ballrooms.
Separate guest lists.
Separate timelines.
In theory.

In reality, weddings behave like weather systems:
emotional,
unpredictable,
and fully capable of colliding without warning.
Still, I thought I could handle it.

I had:
color-coded schedules,
emergency routes,
backup shoes,
two dresses,
three phone chargers,
and enough emotional suppression to qualify as a personality disorder.
I told myself it was just another job.

Then I met Theo Lang.

Hotel operations manager.

Calm under pressure.
Dangerously observant.
The kind of man who looked at a ballroom the same way I did:
searching for stress fractures before anybody else noticed them.
Exactly the kind of person who could ruin everything if he started connecting patterns.

And unfortunately for me,
Theo Lang noticed everything.
By noon, both weddings were already drifting toward chaos.

By evening, one bride might hate me,
the hotel might ban me,
and I might be dangerously close to falling for the one person capable of exposing the entire disaster.
Which, honestly,
felt statistically irresponsible.
But weddings have terrible judgment.

Apparently,
so do I.
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The Grand Regency Columbus looked like the kind of hotel designed by people who believed wealth should echo.

Glass walls.
Marble floors.
A chandelier suspended over the lobby like frozen lightning somebody had commissioned after inheriting railroad money and emotional repression.
Everything gleamed.

Not warmly.

Expensively.

I pulled into valet at 9:47 a.m. exactly.

Early enough to assess instability before guests fully arrived.
Late enough to avoid bridal mothers operating without caffeine.
The valet attendant opened my door and froze immediately at the contents of my car.

Rolling makeup case.
Emergency garment bag.
Backup heels.
Portable steamer.
Industrial stain-removal kit.
Enough hairspray to qualify as atmospheric interference.
“Wedding?” he asked carefully.

I looked around at the florist vans, tuxedo deliveries, and women speed-walking across the driveway in shapewear before ten in the morning.

“What gave it away?”

He laughed nervously.

Good.

Nervous people rarely remembered details later.

I stepped out wearing navy:
simple sheath dress,
neutral lipstick,
forgettable jewelry,
heels selected for survivability rather than aesthetics.
Invisible.

That was the objective.

People rarely noticed the woman preventing disaster until the disaster failed to happen.

Inside, the lobby already vibrated with wedding energy.

Not romance.

Logistics.

Florists argued beside the elevators.
A little girl cried near six feet of imported roses.
A catering manager crossed the marble floor carrying three clipboards and what looked like spiritual fatigue.
The entire hotel smelled like espresso, lilies, and financial irresponsibility.

I headed toward the front desk while automatically mapping:

●  stairwell access

●  guest flow

●  vendor congestion points

●  possible collision zones

Habit.

The front-desk clerk looked up with the hollow-eyed composure unique to hospitality workers surviving peak wedding season.

“Checking in?”

“Evelyn Hart.”

One of several professional aliases.

Not because I enjoyed deception.

Because discretion worked better when clients couldn’t accidentally tag you online afterward. The bridal rosters listed Evelyn and Ellie separately, but hotel access went through my one registered business. Both events appeared on that vendor account, even though neither bride could see the other booking.

She typed briefly.

Then paused.

Her eyes narrowed at the screen.

“You’re attached to both the Langford and Moreau events?”

My pulse misfired once.

Small.
Sharp.
Dangerous.
I smiled calmly.

“Family overlap.”

The clerk’s expression suggested the Langfords and Moreaus would rather dissolve into litigation than overlap voluntarily.

Still, she handed over the keycards.

“Regency A is level three. Regency B is level four. Service elevators require staff access.”

“I’ll improvise.”

“Mm.”

The universal sound of hospitality workers no longer believing in human judgment.

I pocketed the cards and moved away before additional questions evolved.

My phone buzzed halfway across the lobby.

Mara.

Mara: status update before the rich people sacrifice you to floral arrangements

Despite myself, I smiled.

Me: alive. structurally concerned though

Three dots appeared instantly.

Mara: emotionally or architecturally?

Me: yes

I slipped the phone back into my bag and headed toward the service stairwell instead of the main elevators.

Rule one of covert bridesmaiding:
avoid guest elevators whenever possible.
Guest elevators created witnesses.

Witnesses created memory.

Memory destroyed operations.

The stairwell smelled faintly like industrial cleaner and old coffee.

Comforting honestly.

Level three first.

Regency A stood partially open while vendors rushed through final setup. Inside, the ballroom looked like restrained wealth given physical form:
ivory florals,
champagne linens,
soft gold lighting,
a string quartet warming quietly near the stage.
Elegant enough to make breathing feel expensive.

Very Vicky.

Every detail communicated:
money should never need to raise its voice.
And standing near the seating chart at the center of it all:

Victoria Langford.

Tall.
Dark-haired.
Perfect posture.
The kind of woman who looked genetically engineered for historical architecture and emotionally distant Christmas cards.
Three separate people waited nearby while she adjusted placement cards with terrifying calm.

I watched her for ten seconds before entering fully.

Control-focused.
Hyper-observant.
Already overstimulated beneath the composure.
Good to know.

A bridesmaid intercepted me immediately.

“Oh thank God,” she breathed. “Are you Evelyn?”

“Yes.”

“Vicky’s mother is terrorizing the florist and somebody spilled coffee near the memorial table.”

I nodded once.

“Show me.”

That was the job.

Not planner.
Not coordinator.
Buffer.

I moved through the ballroom quickly cataloging problems automatically.

Coffee spill:
manageable.
Florist panic:
containable.
Groomsman drinking bourbon before ten-thirty:
deeply concerning.
I redirected staff, adjusted asymmetrical place settings, stabilized one leaning centerpiece, and quietly replaced the groomsman’s bourbon with coffee while pretending not to notice his confusion.

Across the ballroom, Vicky finally looked directly at me.

Assessing.
Measuring usefulness.
I gave a small nod.

She returned one approximately half the size.

Apparently approval from Victoria Langford arrived in controlled portions.

My phone buzzed again.

Mara: how scary is Bride One?

I glanced toward Vicky’s mother currently repositioning candles with the intensity of someone diffusing explosives.

Me: emotionally? constitutional monarchy energy

Mara immediately started typing again.

I ignored it and checked the time instead.

10:26 a.m.

Too long downstairs already.

I needed to move.

“Excuse me,” I told the bridesmaid beside me. “Bathroom.”

Not technically false.

I slipped through a side corridor and into the nearest staff restroom.

Ninety seconds later:

●  navy dress off

●  emerald dress on

●  lipstick darker

●  hair loosened slightly

●  posture recalibrated warmer

Ellie Harper now existed.

Different bride.
Different ballroom.
Different version of me.
I checked my reflection once.

Then headed upstairs.

Regency B hit like emotional whiplash.

Music pulsed through hidden speakers before I even reached the ballroom entrance. Pink lighting reflected off mirrored decor while somebody tested a smoke machine with deeply unnecessary commitment near the dance floor.

A videographer nearly collided with me while filming bridesmaids in reverse-motion slow walk footage.

Very Izzy.

Inside, the atmosphere buzzed louder,
brighter,
messier.
Where Vicky’s wedding whispered prestige,
Izzy’s shouted celebration.
And at the center of it all:

Isabella Moreau.

Blonde waves.
Sequined bridal robe.
Phone in hand.
Laughing while simultaneously directing content creators and drinking iced coffee like caffeine had offended her personally.
She spotted me immediately.

“ELLIE,” she yelled across the ballroom. “Please tell me you know how to stop a groomsman from trying to crowd-surf before noon.”

I followed her line of sight.

A man in mirrored sunglasses stood on a chair rallying support from the bridal party like a deeply intoxicated motivational speaker.

I closed my eyes briefly.

“Unfortunately,” I said, “I was born for this.”

Izzy grinned immediately.

Good.

Trust established early.

Much easier that way.

I crossed toward the chair-standing idiot while mentally recalculating the day:

●  two ceremonies

●  one shared foyer

●  multiple unstable relatives

●  rising alcohol variables

●  and absolutely zero room for exposure

The groomsman pointed dramatically at me as I approached.

“You,” he declared. “Settle this. Is crowd-surfing inspirational or iconic?”

“Neither,” I said, confiscating his champagne flute. “It’s a concussion lawsuit with lighting design.”

Several bridesmaids laughed.

The groomsman climbed down reluctantly.

Small victory.

Dozens more remaining.

As I handed the champagne flute to a passing server, movement near the ballroom entrance caught my attention.

Hotel staff.

Tall.
Dark suit.
Tablet in one hand.
Earpiece tucked neatly against one ear.
He moved through the ballroom with quiet operational focus:
checking lighting,
staff timing,
bar flow,
guest movement.
Then his attention landed on me.

Held.

Not long.

Long enough.

Something in my stomach shifted annoyingly.

He crossed toward Izzy while still scanning the room like someone professionally responsible for preventing collapse.

Which, given the headset, he probably was.

Izzy waved dramatically.

“Theo! Tell me the smoke machine survived the florist complaints.”

Theo.

Good name.
Dangerous face.
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