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Introduction

First Comes Love, Then Comes Murder features nineteen juicy tales of revenge, betrayal, bad breakups, and a few I dos and some I don’ts. 

Each short story takes ruthless relationships to an all-new level in all kinds of places like destination weddings, riverboat cruises, wineries, bachelorette parties, creepy stalkers, cheating spouses, and sneaky friends trying for their version of happily ever after. So, settle in for some love stories with a twist of revenge, infidelity, and murder. 

Teresa Inge & Heather Weidner

 


Maid of Murder

Teresa Inge

“Welcome to the OBX Wine Shop.” Lainey Gentry paused her task of pouring wine to face new customers entering her store. 

“We’re here for the wedding wine tasting,” Alexa Rae, an occasional customer, entered the store with two women trailing behind her. 

“There’s a spot reserved for you at the tasting bar. I’ll be right with you,” Lainey said.

The women made their way to the bar by the other patrons. Lainey walked toward them.

“This is Tara Brooks, the bride I called you about, and Summer Prescott, her bridesmaid.” Alexa waved her hand toward the women, then herself. “And I’m the maid of honor.”

Lainey turned toward Tara. “When is your big day?”

“June twenty-second. I’m so excited.”

“And will you be ordering the wine today?”

“Of course.” 

Lainey placed three sheets of paper, pencils, wine glasses, and a container on the counter. “We’ll be sampling our most popular OBX wines.” The OBX was the local vernacular referring to the Outer Banks, a popular vacation and wedding destination off the east coast of North Carolina. 

“Plus, our customers will receive a discount on all wines purchased today. Ready to get started?” Lainey asked.

“Yes,” the women said in unison. 

“We’ll start with white whites followed by rosés and reds. For each wine, I recommend swirling it in your mouth for flavor, then spitting it into the bucket.” Lainey tapped the brass container on the counter. 

“Sounds stimulating,” Alexa purred. 

“And don’t guzzle it,” a striking man with peppered gray hair added.

“Ladies, meet Erik Stewart, our resident wine critic,” Lainey said. 

“A real wine critic?” Alexa moved closer. 

Erik swirled the wine in his glass. “My dear Lainey, must we always discuss my profession in front of novice tasters?”

“He only comes here for the free wine.” Lainey set a bottle of Chardonnay on the counter and popped the cork. She placed one finger along the bottom of each glass and poured wine to reach the top of her finger. “As mentioned, our wines are from coastal North Carolina vineyards. This Chardonnay is known for its light taste.” 

The women swirled the wine and clinked their glasses together. 

“Love the crispness,” Tara said after she took a delicate sip. 

Alexa gulped the entire contents and slid the glass toward Lainey. “Fill er’ up!” 

Noticing Alexa’s slurred speech, Lainey asked, “Have y’all sampled other wines today?”

“Yes, but this is our last stop since we have our driver for only two more hours.” Alexa blew a kiss to a man in a white shirt and black pants standing near the door. 

Lainey nodded toward the driver and made a mental note to check on him later. “Chardonnay is great paired with salmon, fish, or chicken dishes,” she continued. 

“Needs more substance.” Summer emptied her wine into the bucket. 

“Seems I’m not the only critic,” Erik rolled his eyes and sipped the wine. Rex Adler, one of Lainey’s wine servers, greeted them and then welcomed a party of four to the bar. 

Lainey grabbed a bottle of wine off the shelf. “There’s bottled water on the counter to clean your palate and glass. And don’t forget to rate each wine on the sheet I gave you.” 

The women rinsed their glasses and emptied the water into the bucket. 

“Next, we have an excellent Pinot Grigio from coastal North Carolina. Summer, you may prefer this one for its medium-bodied texture.” 

“It’s got a kick.” Summer puckered her lips toward Erik.

“Too many of these will kick my butt,” Tara laughed. 

Alexa turned up her glass to empty the contents. 

Erik tapped Alexa’s arm. “Slow and steady to appreciate the aroma and texture.” The “T” rolled off his tongue as his nostrils flared. 

Lainey thought now might be a good time to offer more water and snacks. “Water to clean your palate?” She wiggled a bottle in front of Alexa and refilled the cracker basket. 

Alexa guzzled the water. 

The group next tasted a rosé.

“My fave,” Tara said. 

“Mine too,” Lainey said. “It has a lingering fruitiness, melon flavor, and a delicate aroma.”

Tara lifted her glass to salute the taste. 

“Last, we have a charming Cabernet for the Cab drinkers.” Lainey grabbed a bottle and poured the wine into the glasses. 

“I love the complex flavors of dried fruit, tobacco, and subtle tannins.” Erik held the glass just below his nose.

“You got all that from sniffing your wine?” Summer grabbed a cracker.

“Erik’s sniffer is always on point,” Lainey said, with a hint of sarcasm. 

Erik winked toward Summer as she moved closer. 

Patrons filled the shop, sampling wines. Lainey’s idea to hold daily tastings to bring in more business had paid off. Sales soared after each tasting since customers purchased many of the featured wines. She prided herself on offering selections not available in grocery stores and other venues. She opened the shop on North Croatan Highway in Kill Devil Hills, a main corridor in OBX, after her husband passed two years ago. During their marriage, they had traveled to vineyards throughout the world educating themselves about wine. This location also brought in locals and tourists to the Outer Banks, making it a popular wine destination.

After pouring the last selection for Tara and Summer, Lainey grabbed Alexa’s glass when the latter stepped away to the restroom and placed it behind the bar. She noticed the driver had moved from standing near the door to browsing the shelves. She grabbed a bottled water and walked toward him. “Care for some water?” She extended the bottle.

“Thanks.” He twisted the cap and took a long sip. 

“I’m Lainey, the shop owner.”

“George Bordeaux. Great turnout on the tasting.”

A group at the bar cheered as Rex uncorked a bottle. 

“Yeah, sometimes too much.” Lainey laughed. 

“If you ever need car service, I’m available.” He reached into his pocket and handed Lainey some business cards. 

“Great. And if you ever need wine, stop by.” She headed back to the bar to help Rex. 

Alexa approached Lainey, Tara dogging her heels. 

“Instead of removing my glass, you should be grateful I referred Tara to you.” Alexa turned on her stilettos and walked away. 

“Don’t let her bother you. She has no filter when she drinks.” Tara paused. “Is now a good time to order the wine for my wedding?” 

“Sure. Let’s head to the back where we can sit and talk.” Lainey grabbed her laptop from the bar, and they walked to a table and chairs opposite a stylish couch. 

“Have a seat.” Lainey retrieved the wine and beer list to review with Tara. “What time is the wedding?”

“Four-o-clock. Reception is at six.”

“I can provide bartenders at the reception for a nominal fee. And I have a portable bar to set up that morning.”

“The portable would be great on the deck. Can I see it?”

“Sure. It’s in the wine room. Where is the wedding taking place?”

“At my beach house in Nags Head by the pool.” Nags Head is a popular beach town by Kill Devil Hills. 

“Is there a backup in case of rain? You know the weather on these barrier islands.”

“Yes, we can move into the efficiency apartment in my house and carport.”

“Carport?”

“It’s not what you think. It’s spacious and will keep guests covered from the rain.”

“Great. Our standard package includes a variety of red, rosé, and white wine, beer, two bartenders, a portable bar, and a set-up. And you mentioned you already have liquor, soda, bottled water, and mixers?” 

“Yes, I have all of that.”

“I require a fifty percent deposit today and the remainder one week before the wedding.”

After Tara made the payment, the women walked to the wine room to view the bar and then headed to the front. Lainey eyed Rex talking to George and Summer still cozying up to Erik. Since it was closing time, patrons made their final purchases. After the last customer left, Rex locked the door, and he and Lainey began their cleanup. 

“So, you know George?” Lainey asked. 

“We used to bartend together.” Rex pulled the trash bag out of the bin and twisted the tie. 

“Does he still bartend?” Lainey grabbed empty bottles of wine and set them in a box. 

“Yeah, part-time at OBX Bar and Grill, you know the one located in Kill Devil Hills.” 

Lainey nodded and placed wine glasses into the dishwasher while Rex wiped down the bar. She poured herself a glass of rosé and headed to her office to finalize the day’s sales. 

Thirty minutes later, Rex stepped into her office doorway with a bar towel across his shoulder. “How’d we do?” 

“Here’s to another successful tasting.” Lainey raised her glass. 

“Great. I’ll lock the door behind me on my way out,” Rex said. 

Lainey closed the laptop, placed the daily cash into the safe, and locked the credit card receipts in her desk file. She grabbed her purse. While turning out the hall light, she noticed the back door was unlocked. She turned the deadbolt, wondering why Rex hadn’t locked it. She stopped to close the wine storage door and caught a musky odor. Letting her nose lead the way, she stepped into the room, passing crates of wine. Slipping on a sticky liquid, she fell face-first on top of Alexa. 

“Omigod!” She flailed at the sight of the corkscrew lodged in Alexa’s neck and rolled off the body. She stumbled out of the room and dialed 9-1-1. 

Within minutes, the shop was filled with EMTs, police, and officials in blue suits. 

One of the suits approached Lainey in her office. “Ms. Gentry?” the man asked.

“Yes.”

“I’m Detective Jax Barrett, with Kill Devil Hills Police. I’d like to ask you a few questions.”

Lainey nodded. 

“Do you know the deceased?” He pulled a pen and a small notepad from his jacket pocket.

“No. I mean yes…”

The detective’s eyebrows knitted together. “Can you elaborate?”

“Her name is Alexa Rae. She was here for a wine tasting.”

“Was she alone?”

“No. She was with a wedding group.”

A uniformed officer appeared at the door. “There’s a Rex Adler at the front door. He says he works here.” 

The detective turned toward Lainey. “Do you know him?” 

“Yes.” Lainey wondered why Rex had returned. 

The officer escorted him to the office. 

“Are you okay, Lainey? I saw all the emergency vehicles outside.” Rex studied her face.

The suit stepped in front of him. “I’m Detective Barrett. Please stay back. There’s been an incident in the wine room.”

Rex craned his neck. His eyes ballooned at Alexa.

“You know the deceased?” The detective stood with a pen poised to write in his notebook.

Rex ran his hand over his mouth. “She’s a customer. What happened?”

“Looks like murder. We’re trying to determine the cause of death. But from the corkscrew in her neck, it appears she bled to death.” The detective paused. “Would you know her next of kin?” 

Rex shook his head. 

“I can pull her friend’s phone number from the invoice today,” Lainey offered. 

The detective tapped his pen against the desk. “I’ll take that.” 

Lainey jotted down Tara’s name and number and handed it to the detective. He motioned for the uniformed officer to stand guard and stepped out of the room. 

“What are you doing here?” Lainey whispered to Rex.

“I forgot my phone on the bar.” He wiggled the phone in his hand. “Scared the crap out of me to see all the police cars out front.”

The detective walked into the office. “Put the phone away and no posting pictures to social media. I have a hard enough time doing my job as it is.” 

“I didn’t take any photos.” Rex slipped the phone into his pocket. 

“Did you contact Tara?” Lainey asked the detective. 

“Yes, she gave me information on the victim. I’m curious though…she mentioned you argued with the deceased today. Can you provide details?”

Lainey frowned. “It wasn’t an argument. Alexa had been drinking before she arrived, so I cut her off.”

“What happened next?”

“She accused me of being ungrateful for the business referral.”

“And?” The detective probed.

“I got busy with customers and never saw her again.”

“You didn’t call a cab for her?”

“No, she was riding in a limo.”

“Do you know the name of the limo company?”

Lainey glanced at the cards George gave her. “By George Limo.” She handed one to the detective.

The detective faced Rex. “Did you see Alexa get into the car?”

“No. I was serving wine all afternoon.”

“What brings you to the store this evening?”

“Like I was telling Lainey, I forgot my phone and came back to get it.”

“Do either of you know why Ms. Rae would be in the wine room?” 

Lainey and Rex shook their heads. “It’s not open to the public.”

“One last thing. I need to view your security footage.”

“Rex handles that,” Lainey offered. 

“Oh…Ms. Gentry. Once the forensic team is finished, you can resume business. I will be in contact if we have more questions.” The detective stuck the notepad and pen in his pocket and exited the room. 

*****

The next morning, Lainey stumbled out of bed, still shaken from the previous night. She showered and then gulped down bottled water before clicking on the television in her home office. The news flashed a reporter standing in front of the wine shop, which was decorated with discarded yellow police tape. 

“Omigod! Everyone will think I murdered her.” Her thoughts raced to Alexa’s body in the wine room. Why would someone kill her? She rubbed her head. Everything was a blur.

*****

Later that morning, Lainey nosed her Jeep into a front parking spot at her shop. Why hadn’t she asked the police to remove the crime scene tape when they cleared her to reopen the store? She gathered the police tape, unlocked the door, and headed inside. What was once a quaint wine shop was now a tainted crime scene. She would need to call in a specialty cleaner to remove the bloodstains and clean the room.

She had barely turned on the lights when three taps in quick succession led her back to the door. Lainey found Erik hunched and disheveled. 

“I need to talk to you.” He pushed past her and walked to the bar. 

“Are you okay?”

“I know it’s early, but I need something to calm my nerves.”

Lainey walked behind the bar, popped a cork, and poured Erik a glass of wine, not bothering to measure her one-finger standard. 

He guzzled the wine. 

Lainey raised her eyebrows since Erik was all about drinking wine slowly and steadily. She realized he was shaken up. “What happened?”

“Someone tried to kill me last night.” 

“How?” Lainey poured more wine. 

“During the night, someone entered my house and tried to strangle me.” He wolfed down the wine. 

“What happened next?”

“I fought back, and he took off.”

“Did you call the police?”

“Yes, but they think it’s related to a rash of burglaries in the neighborhood. They took a report but without a suspect, they can’t do much.”

“I’m glad you’re okay.” Lainey refilled his glass. 

This time, Erik sniffed the wine. “One thing though…the intruder had a distinct scent of roses.”   

“Like in perfume?” Despite her efforts to learn more, Erik gave her no additional explanation of the events that had shaken him.

*****

No further news or incidents occurred by the time Lainey and Rex entered the OBX Funeral Chapel in Nags Head three days later for Alexa’s funeral. After signing the guestbook, they slipped into a back pew next to Erik.

Rex twisted his neck for a better view. “I see George. Be right back.” He shuffled past Lainey and made his way to the front of the chapel. 

Lainey slid closer to Erik. “How are you doing?”

“Haven’t slept in days.” He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his forehead.

Lainey touched his arm. She glanced at Summer who sat two rows up. She wondered how long Alexa and Summer had been friends. She also wondered about Erik and Alexa. “Tell me, did you see Alexa after the tasting?” 

“No, why?” 

“Just curious. The police asked.” 

Erik’s eyes bulged and his mouth started to open.

“I’m surprised to see you here.” Tara stood at the end of the pew, dabbing a tissue against her swollen eyes. 

“My condolences,” Lainey said. 

“I hope the police arrest you soon.”

“I didn’t kill Alexa.”

“Everyone knows you had an argument with her and kicked her out of your store.” 

“That’s not true.”

“I personally will never go back there.”

Rex approached the pew and pushed past Tara. “The service is starting.”

Tara hurried up the aisle and squeezed into her seat. 

“Don’t let her upset you.” Rex patted Lainey’s leg. 

Unable to concentrate, Lainey scanned the chapel during the ceremony. Do others think she killed Alexa as Tara suggested?

*****

Detective Barrett viewed unclear security footage with Rex. After he left, Lainey reviewed the weekly sales report on her computer. Since the news of Alexa’s death, there has been a substantial lull in the business. She closed the file and thought of Tara’s wedding. She had phoned her several times unsuccessfully. She glanced at the business cards on her desk and decided to pay George a visit at the OBX Bar and Grill. Perhaps he could help her contact Tara. 

Once inside the restaurant, she spotted George chatting to a customer at the bar. Lainey walked toward the counter and straddled a stool. 

“What brings you here?” George dried a wine glass with a bar towel. 

“Have you spoken to Tara?”

“Why?”

“I’m coordinating the wine for her wedding and can’t get in touch with her.”

“Let it go, Lainey.”

“What do you mean?”

George slid the glass into the rack above him. “She thinks you murdered Alexa.” 

“But I didn’t.” 

“That’s not how she sees it.”

Lainey turned and wiped her eyes. She needed to stay strong to clear her name. “Tell me, did Alexa ride in the limo after the tasting?”

George frowned and leaned in close. “Look. I don’t want any trouble. Plus, I already answered that for the detective you sicced on me.” He threw the towel on the bar. “But the answer is no. She stayed behind with Erik.”

*****

Lainey and Rex stocked wine on the shelves. Business remained low with only a few tourists trickling in from the Outer Banks. She wondered why Erik had lied to her about not seeing Alexa after the tasting. 

The doorbell jangled. Tara stepped into the shop. “George said you stopped by yesterday, so here’s the deal. You can provide the wine since I signed a contract. But there’s one condition…”

Lainey turned from her task, holding a bottle of wine. 

“You can’t come! Just send your staff, tell them to do their jobs, and leave.” Tara threw a check at Lainey and exited through the door. 

*****

On the day of the wedding, Lainey entered the wine room to box up wine for the reception while Rex and two staff members transported the bar to Tara’s deck. Walking into the room brought Lainey much anxiety. She reached down to grab a box and noticed a tiny bottle of perfume under the shelf. She grabbed the bottle, sniffed it, and stuck it into her pocket. 

An hour later, Rex entered the store. “Is this the wine for the wedding?” He peeked into the boxes on the counter. 

“Yes. How’d it go?”

“We set up the bar and left.”

“Was Tara there?”

“No. But Summer was directing people to set up chairs by the pool.” Rex paused. “One thing though…she said to make sure you didn’t come to the wedding.”

That afternoon, Rex and the bartenders drove to Tara’s to serve the beverages. Although business was slow, Lainey checked out two tourists who had stopped at the store. She looked at the clock. Quarter past three. She thought about Alexa and how she should have been at the ceremony instead of six feet under. Even though she didn’t like how Alexa had behaved at the wine tasting she didn’t wish her dead. Lainey slipped into her black bartender outfit, closed the shop, and drove to Tara’s. 

Lainey spotted Rex on the deck when she arrived. She made her way around ushers escorting guests to their seats by the pool. 

“What are you doing here?” Rex asked. 

“I’m here for justice.”

Rex stood in front of Lainey as the groomsmen escorted bridesmaids along the outdoor red carpet. The wedding march began to play as Tara walked to the altar. 

Lainey peered around Rex, hoping to catch a glimpse of Tara. Unfortunately, Tara spotted her. 

“If looks could kill,” Rex said. 

“That’s what I’m hoping for,” Lainey muttered under her breath. 

After the vows, the wedding party moved to the far end of the pool for pictures while guests flocked to the bar. 

“We need more wine from the kitchen pantry,” Rex said to Lainey. 

As Lainey made her way to the barn, she saw George talking to Erik. 

“Thought you were banned from the wedding?” George smirked. 

“I’m re-stocking the wine.” Lainey scooted past guests before entering the barn. She headed into the kitchen just off the doorway, passing hundreds of wedding gifts on the floor. She flipped the pantry light switch several times with no results. With a little help from the kitchen light, she ran her hand along the shelf to guide her through the deep, narrow room. Just as she spotted the wine at the rear, the pantry door closed. Lainey turned as footsteps approached. 

“I knew you were getting close,” a female voice said. 

Lainey could not make out a figure in the inky darkness. “What do you mean?”

“Alexa deserved to die. She was always drunk and having affairs. I forgave her for taking what my cheating husband offered.” The woman moved closer. 

Lainey caught a whiff of roses and she thought of the perfume she found in the wine room and of Erik’s intruder. “Summer?”

“But then she had to go after Erik. I told her at the tasting that I liked him, but she didn’t care. The bitch.”

Lainey tried to piece the story together. “You broke into Erik’s house?”

“Had to. He was the last to see me and Alexa together as we walked to the wine room.” 

“You killed Alexa?”

“Yes, and now I’ll have to kill you, too.” Summer lurched forward, grabbed Lainey around the neck, and squeezed.

Caught off guard, Lainey couldn’t breathe. If she didn’t do something, she was going to die. She ran her fingers across the shelf, searching for a weapon. She wrapped her hand around a wine bottle and slammed it against the wall, then raked the broken ridges against Summer’s arm. Summer screamed and her grasp weakened. Lainey pushed her away and ran out of the pantry tripping over a stray present. Summer appeared in the doorway, grabbed Lainey by the shirt, and threw her to the ground. Lainey landed on the presents, her head smacking against the door. Summer ripped a ribbon from a gift and wrapped it around Lainey’s neck. As everything began to darken, Lainey knew she had only seconds to live. She spotted a broken wine glass on Summer’s dress and grasped it in her hand, stabbing Summer’s leg. Lainey scrambled to her feet and stumbled out the door, only to fall forward as Summer jumped on her back. Both women fell headfirst into the pool. 

Lainey surfaced seconds before Summer, who was floundering, sputtering, and coughing.

Tara and her wedding party gathered around the pool. George, Erik, and Rex emerged from the crowd, followed by Detective Barrett.

Lainey pushed her wet hair off her face and looked at the detective. “What are you doing here?”

“Rex alerted me about additional footage of Summer and Alexa entering the wine room just before Alexa died.” He pulled Summer from the pool by the back of her shirt and slapped handcuffs on her. 

*****

Lainey popped a wine cork. Within weeks, business was back on track. She hoped to land more wedding contracts now that the publicity had faded. She promoted Rex to manager since he proved he could handle a crisis. She watched Erik at the bar sniffing his wine and flirting with a young woman. 

Lainey turned as George tapped two fingers against the bar and handed her an envelope.

Puzzled, she opened the envelope as she spotted Tara outside waving from the limo. It was a Thank You card.

“She returned from her honeymoon in Las Vegas and wanted to make amends for suspecting you,” George said. 

“I’m sure you had something to do with that.” Lainey smiled. 

“Let me know if you ever need car service. I’ll be around.” George winked.

 


Dead Over Heels

Heather Weidner

Settling in behind the dented metal desk in the paper’s well-used newsroom, Sylvia Richards blew on the cloud of steam from her vanilla latte. The desk phone buzzed out of sequence with the red pulsating voicemail light. Ignoring the mailbox that was probably full again, she scooped up the receiver. “What’s up, Doris?”

“Morning, sunshine. There’s a guest to see you in the lobby, and let’s say she’s determined to talk to you.”

Sylvia was sure she rolled her eyes into next Tuesday. Everyone thought they had the story I just had to write. “Tell her I’ll be down in a few.” She skimmed her email inbox and took several swigs of coffee for fortification. Choosing the ancient elevator instead of the stairs, she jabbed the down button at least three times to make it move faster.

By the time the doors swished open in the lobby, Sylvia had checked her stocks and answered three emails. She strode past the greeter’s desk, and Doris winked and pointed to the platinum blond in the barrel chair. “Mrs. Chadwick,” she whispered, stretching out the last name to at least four syllables. “She’ll tell you the deets, and that she’s married to one of the commissioners for Henrico County.” Doris cocked one eyebrow and turned to answer a call.

Striding toward the woman who jumped to her feet, Sylvia said, “Mrs. Chadwick, I’m Sylvia…”

“I know,” Mrs. Chadwick interrupted. The petite woman in the crisp gray suit grabbed her hand with both of hers and her oversized jeweled rings dug into Sylvia’s hand. “Is there a place we can talk in private? I desperately need your help.”

“Right this way,” Sylvia pointed to a conference room the size of a closet. “What can I do for you?” she asked after both women settled into orange side chairs that looked like they had been there since the days of Pet Rocks and mood rings.

“My daughter is missing. She’s made no contact, and I usually hear from Cheri at least several times a day.”

“How old is she?” Sylvia asked.

“Twenty-six. She works at a huge law firm downtown, and she’s getting married soon. Something is wrong. The police won’t take a report yet because they’re not convinced she’s missing. But I know something’s happened to her.”

“She’s an attorney?”

“Uh, no. She’s a lead paralegal who does very important work for the firm.” Julia Chadwick rummaged through her oversized blue Coach satchel.

“When was the last time you heard from her?” 

“Saturday. She called on her way to the bridal boutique. She was leaving work to go to a fitting with her bridesmaids. Cheri’s been so busy juggling work and planning her wedding. She was looking forward to hanging out with her friends.”

“And what happened on Saturday?” Sylvia prodded.

“The gals tried on their dresses, and Cheri got a call about work. No one’s seen her since.” Julia Chadwick stared across the table at the reporter. “And no one at her office saw her come back that afternoon. Here.” She pulled out a large manilla folder. “This has the names and contacts of her fiancé who’s an engineer, her friends, and her coworkers.” The woman paused and stared at Sylvia with her dark eyes, heavily outlined in black. “I need people to listen. This is not like her.”

Sylvia hoped the futility she felt inside didn’t show on her face. But on the other hand, a runaway bride’s story could make for interesting copy, especially with her father’s political connections. “I’ll see what I can do. I’ll call you in a couple of days if I find anything.” 

“Good. I knew I could count on you. My number’s on the folder. Call me the minute you know something. Her father thinks she’s blowing off steam or having a fling.” She made a harrumphing sound. The fifty-ish woman rose and headed out the door before Sylvia could reply.

This calls for more coffee. Picking up the two-inch folder, Sylvia hustled by Doris who stared at her computer screen with the phone receiver in the crook of her neck. 

After almost an hour of perusing the Chadwick file, Sylvia convinced herself that it might be worth spending a little time on this story, and she texted her editor the lead. After packing her bag, she made a beeline for the nearest coffee shop and replayed in her head what she knew about the missing bride. Cheri had dated Rick Lancaster since college. From her social media presence, she seemed to be like any normal twenty-something who complained about being overworked while being obsessed with fashion and travel. She posted a lot about her grandiose wedding plans. But all activity on her accounts stopped on the day of the fitting. The last one showed Cheri and her six bridesmaids huddled around one of the displays at Happily Ever After, a bridal and formal shop in Richmond’s west end. Cheri looked more like an overly thin teen in a baggy football jersey and red high-tops than a blushing bride. The rest of the gals showed off formfitting sheath dresses in several colors. The Rubenesque raven-haired friend looked out of place and uncomfortable in her straight-lined formal next to the crowd of rail-thin blonds. 

After paying for her iced mocha and banana nut muffin, Sylvia took several bites and changed her morning plans. A quick detour to the bridal shop would give her some insight into what happened. I still feel like she got cold feet, or maybe she ran off with someone that Mommy Dearest wouldn’t approve of. 

Pulling into a strip mall, Sylvia parked in the first open spot in front of the boutique. Slipping a notebook and her keys in her purse, she hurried across the cracked asphalt to where a row of svelte mannequins made a rainbow of brightly colored gowns in the front windows.  The door chimes, the mix of shiny dresses, and a blast of something vanilla-scented hit Sylvia’s senses all at once. She hadn’t seen that much colored taffeta and glitter since covering the drag festival last summer.

“Hi, it’s a beautiful day to look stunning,” a petite blond with corkscrew curls cooed from behind the counter. “How can I help you make your dreams come true?”

“Hi, I’m Sylvia with the Times Ledger. Were you working last Saturday?”

“Yes. I’m here most days. I’m Piper. Is there something in particular you’re looking for? Wedding? Party?”

Several other staffers, also dressed from head to toe in black, hovered around the handful of customers pawing through the racks of dresses. 

“There was a bridal party in here last weekend for Cheri Chadwick, and I had a few questions. I’m working on a story.”

“Oh, yes. She’s going to make a lovely bride in her Oleg Cassini original.” Piper glanced around and lowered her voice. “Her mother paid extra so that no one else would buy the same dress this season. The bride’s planning a fairy tale wedding, and her entourage will be in a mix of plum, magenta, and burnt umber, her signature colors.”

“How was their fitting?” Sylvia pulled out a pen and her small spiral notebook.

“Everybody seemed excited. The bride was a little late, but her friends entertained themselves.”

“Was everything okay with the bride?” Sylvia prodded.

Piper shrugged her shoulder and waved her hand dismissively. “I guess so. She’s always so busy with her important job.” The millennial paused and tucked a curl behind her ear. “You know, it was odd now that I think about it. She normally comes in dressed to the nines with perfect hair and nails. She came in wearing jeans, an oversized Patriots jersey, and a ball cap. It didn’t look like her usual self, and then after two of the girls had a little spat about the dresses, she flew out of here.” 

“What was the argument about?”

“Don’t put this in the story.” A horrified look crossed Piper’s heart-shaped face. “The bride’s mother wouldn’t like it.” She leaned forward and lowered her voice. “But off the record, the one with the jet-black hair wanted to wear plum, but Cheri insisted that she wear the umber one. The purples and pinks were already assigned to girls with skin tones and hair more suited to warmer colors. Cheri and her mother had planned every detail, including matching the girls to groomsmen with the same type of look for the photos.” Piper rolled her eyes. “Cheri insisted the maid of honor would wear the brunt umber one. Not sure her friend was too happy about it.”

No wonder she looked cranky in the group picture. “Do you have any security footage from that afternoon?” Sylvia asked. “It would help me get a visual for the story.”

“Uh, I guess it’s okay. No one’s ever asked before. Come with me,” Piper waved the reporter down a hallway lined with sparking stilettos and spiky-heeled sandals. The beaded and sequined high-top tennis shoes were more Sylvia’s style. 

“Have a seat.” Piper moved several folders from a guest chair and pushed it closer to a black lacquered desk. Tapping on the keyboard, she pulled up the footage and scrolled through the feeds. “It’s a good thing you asked today. The system only keeps three days’ worth of video. Okay, let’s see. They came in after eleven.” Piper clicked more keys and the images on the screen sped up and looked comical as the people zipped in and out of the store. “Those are three of her girls. And then two more.” A few seconds later, she paused the image. “That’s the umber-hating bridesmaid.” After more fast-forwarding, Piper said, “And there’s the bride.” Cheri waltzed in with a large handbag over her shoulder.

Before Sylvia could comment, Piper tapped more keys. “See, there she is leaving. Hmm. She looks off in this shot and heavier…like she’s dragging her feet. I wonder if we’re going to have to adjust her dress. I probably should make a note of that. Sometimes, our brides stress eat. I hope she’s not preggers.” Piper’s hand flew to her mouth like she was trying to keep any other comments from slipping out.

Sylvia stared at the grainy image on the screen. The other clip was a quick look from the back. The gait and the demeanor didn’t match. It looked like her shoes didn’t fit. “Can you make me a copy of those?” Sylvia rummaged through her purse and pulled out a thumb drive.

“Sure. I guess,” Piper said. “Just don’t reveal your sources. I’d hate for the owners to get mad at me. Do a nice plug in your story for the boutique. That’ll make my boss happy.”

While Piper downloaded the clips, Sylvia’s thoughts darted through all the little pieces of information she knew about Cheri’s disappearance. Hopefully, she could pull them together into some kind of story and figure out where Cheri went. “Thanks,” she said, as Piper handed her the thumb drive. “Anything else you can remember about that afternoon?”

Piper shook her head, and her curls bounced around. “Nope. The girls were chatty and excited about the bachelorette party in Myrtle Beach.”

Sylvia rose and tucked her notebook in her purse. “Thanks so much for all of your help. I’ll try to slip in a plug for the store and its helpful staff.” 

Piper beamed and led Sylvia back down the hallway. “Let me know if I can ever help you with a fancy dress.” The clerk who resembled a Disney pixie, batted her eyes. “I could make you look like a princess.”

“Thanks,” Sylvia said. Thoughts of her last boyfriend crossed her mind. After being stressed out at work, he decided that he needed a gap year from his career and decided to stay home and play video games. Not my idea of Prince Charming. Sylvia shook off the toxic feelings of Greg and eased into a sense of relief that she had sent him packing before she ended up as his babysitter. 

After taking in all the bridal, prom, and cotillion fashions and the thousands of accessories, Sylvia headed for her car. On a whim, she turned and walked down the cracked cement sidewalk past a gift shop and a secondhand bookstore. Looping around the end unit, she spotted rusted doors and a beat-up dumpster. On the other side of the dumpster, the bright robin’s egg blue door and glittery gold sign of Happily Ever After looked out of place. Two staffers stood under the sign and stared as Sylvia approached. 

The taller blond puffed clouds from her e-cigarette and said, “Like I said. Ms. Gregorio was on the warpath. One of the designer gowns was found all scrunched up in a dressing room, and then one of the laundry carts was missing. She threatened to take it out of all our pay if we didn’t find it.”

The other gal with quite a collection of facial piercings wrinkled her nose. “She always makes a big deal about everything. It was only a stupid cart. It’ll turn up.” 

Sylvia cleared her throat, and the pair halted their conversation. “Hi. Piper was helping me inside. I’m working on a story about wedding parties for the Times Ledger. Do either of you remember seeing the Cheri Chadwick party last Saturday?”

“Nah. I got lucky. I was off,” the gal with the nose ring said.

“I was here. Like always,” the woman with the ecig replied. “I was so busy with my clients. I didn’t have time to pay attention to anyone else. Look at the time. We better get back before Mrs.-you-know-who blows a gasket.” She snapped her purse shut and held the door for her coworker.

Bits of trash danced in the breeze across the worn asphalt. Sylvia walked to the edge of the pavement where the landscape dropped sharply down a wooded hill. Nothing in the dark woods looked out of place, but the setting sent a shiver down Sylvia’s spine. Shaking off the eerie feeling, Sylvia hustled back to her car to figure out what to do next. Is this worth pursuing or should I get back to my other projects? I need more than a bride with cold feet to make a decent story. 

Sylvia ate lunch at her desk and focused on another story about a sick little girl’s wish for books for the children’s hospital ward. After proofreading her copy, she sent it to her editor and pulled out her notes again. Why does Cheri’s story keep pulling me back like a magnet?

*****

The next morning, Sylvia headed to Shockoe Bottom to visit Cheri’s law firm. Inside one of Richmond’s skyscrapers, the sterile smell of some kind of cleaner and the arctic blast of the air conditioning hit her as she opened the tall glass door. Sylvia’s shoes tapped on the slick marble floor as she made her way to the security desk. “Excuse me,” she said to the tall guard. His black uniform with gold and red patches stretched across his chest and arms, using almost all of the material’s tensile strength. “I’m Sylvia Richards with the Times Ledger. I am doing a story on the disappearance of an employee of Marsh, Rich, and Kellogg. And I wanted to know if you could verify with the camera coverage when she entered and left the building on Saturday.”

The tall guard stared down at her. “You’ll have to contact my supervisor to get permission. We usually only provide them to law enforcement with a subpoena.” He handed her a gold and red business card from the top drawer of the desk.

“I understand, but I need to confirm that she was here for a story on a tight deadline. She’s a young woman who’s getting married in a few months. Her family is frantic. She hasn’t been seen since.” Sylvia batted her lashes and tried for her best doe-eyed look.

“What time?” he asked quietly, sinking into the chair behind the computer screen. 

“Between ten-thirty to eleven-thirty. She had on a Patriot’s jersey with a ballcap.”

“And she’s one of the lawyers?” he asked, tapping the keys.

“Paralegal. She told her friends she had to work in the morning. Then she left the bridesmaids’ fitting to come back here.”

“When?” he grunted.

“Sometime between twelve and one,” Sylvia replied, trying not to look impatient.

“You picked a good day. Not much traffic on Saturday. A couple of men with briefcases came in around nine. A woman in a pink suit took the elevators upstairs at ten-twenty, and the cleaning crew headed up at ten-thirty. Only the cleaning crew left between twelve and one. No young paralegal. No Patriots jersey. Sorry.” 

“That helps.” Sylvia headed to her car. Okay, Cheri. Where were you? Meeting someone somewhere else? Hightailing it out of town?

Sylvia sat in her car and drummed her fingers on the leather steering wheel, trying to map out her next steps. She pulled out the manila folder and searched Julia’s list of contacts. After six calls, two voicemails, and a handful of confirmations, Sylvia had an appointment to meet some of the bridesmaids for coffee at Sacred Grounds, a quirky coffee shop near the Virginia Commonwealth University campus. Maybe her friends would be willing to spill the beans on what the bride was really like.

About twenty minutes before her appointment, Sylvia found street parking near the coffee shop. She ordered a tall café Cubano and slid into a lavender wooden chair at a table recently vacated by a couple with backpacks and earbuds. With her back to the wall, Sylvia glanced up every few seconds from her phone to see if any of the gals had arrived. 

The door opened and a group of college students shuffled in. Behind them, three women who at first glance could have been mistaken for sisters sashayed in and caused a few heads to turn.

“Sylvia? Hi, Sylvia,” the one with the long blond locks said as she waved her friends over. “I’m Mindy, and this is Cindy and Petra. Rochelle and Mandy will be here in a hot minute. Stacie’s still at work, so we’re going to have to FaceTime her. Here,” she said, handing her debit card to the petite blond next to her. “Iced soy mocha with a splash of low-fat caramel.” Turning back to Sylvia, she said, “We’re so glad you’re looking into this. Not one of us has heard a peep from Cheri. That is so unusual. Something is definitely wrong.” Her smile faded, and Petra nodded vigorously and took the lime green wooden chair beside her friend.

By the time Cindy returned with the three drinks, a svelte blond with perfect ringlet curls and the stockier dark-headed woman slid into the seats next to Sylvia with their drinks.

“Okay, we’re all here,” Cindy said. She pointed as she did a round-robin. “I’m Cindy. This is Mindy, Petra, Mandy, and Rochelle. Mindy, see if you can get Stacie. We all work downtown and could slip out, but Stacie’s a second-grade teacher who’s stuck in the classroom most days.”

“Got it,” Cindy said, tapping on her phone and setting it in the middle of the table. 

“Hey, girl,” Rochelle said when the video of another blond appeared on the screen. A chorus of greetings echoed from the other women. “Long day, but it’s great to see y’all,” Stacie said, brushing a long curl out of her eyes.

“Thanks for meeting me on such short notice. I’m Sylvia Richards, and I wanted to talk to you all about Cheri and last Saturday. Did she give you all any indication of what was going on?” Sylvia pulled out her notebook and flipped to an empty page.

“She’s been out of sorts lately with work and planning this wedding,” Cindy said.

“And Rick’s been stressing her out,” Mandy, the brunette, added.

“She can handle him,” Petra said with a wink. “She’s managed to hang on to him for this long.” Mandy glared at her and took a sip of her coffee when she realized the others were staring. 

Sylvia paused a beat and stared at each woman at the table. Trouble in paradise?

“Cheri’s a strong one. She’ll pull through. She needs to not be at her boss’s beck and call all the time. I keep telling her that she needs to set some boundaries,” Rochelle said.

“Why did she leave so suddenly on Saturday?” Sylvia added. 

“Work, as usual. She said she had to take care of something.” Mandy set her cup down. “She was trying on her dress again. She’s in love with it, and she tries it on every time we’re at the boutique. But I guess duty, or at least her handsome boss called.”

“If I’m going to help, I need to know the whole story. Was she involved with anything she shouldn’t have been? Any new people in her life?”

The gals across the table shook their heads. “She said someone at work was starting rumors about her and her boss,” Stacie’s voice echoed out of the phone’s speaker. “She was having issues with a paralegal on her team who was vying for the partner’s attention. Cheri felt she had to work extra hard to show up the wicked witch and not let her take credit for stuff.”

“What’s her name?” Sylvia asked.

“Scary Carrie something,” Stacie added. “Wait, I have a text where she was ranting. “It’s Carrie Spielman. Cheri called her the queen of snark and cheap shots.”

“Anything else? Drugs? Creepy stalkers? Secret loves?”

Again, all the women shook their heads. “No. Cheri was a massive control freak. She was always on the straight and narrow, so she could point out our faults,” Mandy said. “She had to
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