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Chapter One
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Marla Vail sat wedged between her husband Dalton in the aisle seat and a young couple on the other side. Her temples throbbed from the stark overhead lighting and the musty odor of old carpet in their community clubhouse. Or maybe her headache was induced by Alan Krabber, president of the Royal Oaks Homeowners Association. He ran their annual meeting with the subtlety of a drill sergeant.

Krabber sat at a long table facing the members. Flanking him to his left were the other Board officers. He addressed one of the residents in an exasperated tone.

“I don’t care how long your sister is visiting, lady. City code says recreational vehicles have to be parked in a side yard, and that includes trailers like hers. They’re supposed to be blocked from view by a solid fence or dense shrubbery.”

“But my sister is only staying for two weeks. It’s not like her trailer will be there forever.” The elderly woman’s voice quaked.

“Doesn’t matter.” Krabber glared at her. “The rules stand. We can’t make exceptions. If you don’t want the vehicle on your property, tell her to leave it at the community center.”

Marla gritted her teeth. She and Dalton had the misfortune to live next door to the president. Alan Krabber had already aggravated them by digging a big hole in his backyard. The open pit, waiting for a propane tank to fuel a standby generator, was hazardous to pets and small children. But that wasn’t the only reason why Marla’s blood pressure elevated. Now Alan had the chutzpah to quote city code when he’d violated it.

Dalton raised his hand after the older lady resumed her seat.

“Pardon me,” he said after Krabber gestured for him to speak, “but wouldn’t those rules also apply to the boat parked in your driveway?”

“Nah.” Krabber’s mouth curved in a disdainful smirk. He was a heavy-set guy with receding brown hair above a wide forehead and wire-rimmed glasses. “My boat is a modest size, and it’s not as unsightly as a trailer.”

“You just said no exceptions can be made. Aren’t you being hypocritical?”

The president jabbed his pudgy finger in the air. “You know, you’ve already complained to me about the construction crew in my backyard and the paved walkway on the side of my house. Why don’t you let this one go, buddy?”

Dalton stiffened. “You can’t condemn a resident’s trailer in one breath and excuse your own transgression in the next. The code applies to everyone. Just because you’re president doesn’t mean you can skirt the rules.”

Marla noticed the tense look on his face and swallowed. A homicide detective in the local police force, Dalton had a tendency to play by the book.

She tugged on his shirt. “Dalton, we’re new here,” she said in a hushed tone. “Maybe we should discuss this with Alan in private.”

He glared at her, a lock of peppery hair falling across his forehead. “No way. Mr. Krabber has clearly stated the code and insisted that woman follow it to the letter. He can’t be allowed to mow everyone over and then do what he wants. If he intends to keep his boat on his property, he has to hide it from view as the code states.”

His face as red as a sunburned tourist, Krabber leaned forward. “You’ve been in this neighborhood for how long now, buddy?” He counted on his fingers. “This is March, and you moved in around the end of January. Things have been just fine without your input. But to make you happy, I’ll consider your objections.”

“You’ll have to do more than that, or I’ll report you to code enforcement.”

A thin guy raised his hand. “You know, he’s right, Alan. Maybe we should take a vote.”

Murmurs of consent wafted through the room. A show of hands reinforced the rule.

Marla breathed a sigh of relief when Dalton resumed his seat with a satisfied grunt. This wasn’t how she’d imagined their first homeowners’ meeting.

He shot her a reproving glance. “What? Someone has to uphold the law, and it might as well be me. Our neighbors agreed that Alan should follow the code, so I’m not alone. The vote went in my favor.”

Oh, joy. Maybe you should run for office. You can ticket people for speeding down the side streets or putting their trash out the night before pickup day.

Dalton couldn’t hold still when they got to the budget. His hand shot up when Gene Uris, the vice president, called for questions. Gene pointed to him with a pained glance, as though he knew a troublemaker when he saw one.

“What’s this line item for security listed at one hundred and forty thousand dollars? Can you please tell us exactly what that covers?” Dalton asked in a polite voice.

Marla, aware of stares directed their way, wished he’d sit through their first meeting without being so vocal. Maybe she should have come alone if she wanted to meet their neighbors in a friendly fashion. Then again, did any homeowners’ meeting exist without contention?

“We have video surveillance around the clubhouse and at the main entrance. And we pay for a private guard from 10 p.m. to 6 a.m.” Gene glowered at Dalton. A bearded fellow who looked to be in his forties, the Board member had carefully styled hair and large front teeth.

“Oh, yeah? I’ve never met this guy.” Dalton jabbed his finger in the air. “What does he do, sit in the office all night?”

“He patrols the neighborhood and watches for anything irregular.”

“Why, have there been incidents?”

Krabber snorted, as though Dalton’s attitude was to be expected. “We’ve had a few break-ins, but it was determined some neighborhood kids were involved. And we’ve had thefts from unlocked cars in driveways. Otherwise, our record is pretty good for a community this size.”

“I’m not implying otherwise.” Dalton’s placating tone would have suited a hostage situation. “But this amount of money budgeted to security seems awfully high. Have you gotten bids from different companies?”

“Of course, we did.” Debbie Morris, the secretary, spoke in a defensive tone. She tucked a strand of strawberry blond hair behind her ear. Wedged between the taller men, she looked diminutive with her petite frame.

The fourth Board member, treasurer Cherry Hunter, was an attractive woman with raven hair and high cheekbones. She sat on the far end from Alan Krabber and kept relatively quiet. Shouldn’t she be the one answering questions about the budget?

“Maybe it’s time to reevaluate the need for a night guard,” Dalton persisted. “Some local communities have set up neighborhood watches, for example. I’d be happy to head up a security committee.”

Marla rolled her eyes. Was her husband turning into a political animal? Hopefully people would understand that Dalton meant well.

She tried to smooth things over after the meeting adjourned and members segued into the kitchen for coffee and dessert. March being the month of Purim, Marla had brought store-made hamantaschen. She munched on an apricot-filled pastry while chatting with her new neighbors.

During a break in conversation, she aimed toward Alan Krabber. He stood across the room from where Dalton was engaged with an elderly gent.

The association president wore a dress shirt tucked into a pair of belted trousers. A hint of stubble shadowed his jaw as he stuffed a chocolate chip cookie into his mouth. His flabby neck quivered as he chewed. Her glance rose to the retreating hairline crowning his square face. He kept his walnut hair combed neatly back.

She tapped his arm. “Hi, there. I’m sorry for the fuss about your boat, but I happen to believe my husband is right to support the city code. We have two dogs and are interested in putting up a fence ourselves. Maybe we should get together and exchange ideas since we share a common boundary.”

Normally Marla would approach the woman of the household to make a conciliatory gesture, but her neighbor lived alone. His closest family in the area was a nephew.

Krabber’s gaze turned crafty behind his wire-rimmed spectacles. “Sure, we could discuss it together. Why don’t you come over next time your hot-headed spouse is at work? We’ll have an intimate chat, just the two of us.”

“Who are you calling hot-headed? And did you just hit on my wife?” Dalton loomed over them, his mouth thinned and his eyes narrowed.

“Hey, buddy, loosen up. I didn’t mean to offend anyone.”

Dalton leaned forward, his jugular veins prominent. “If I recall, the first time we met, you made inappropriate remarks to Marla, too. I won’t tolerate that behavior.”

“Hey, you tolerated a lot more by marrying her kind.”

“What does that mean?”

“You should know. You’re not one of them.” Krabber winked. “If I were you, I’d think about saving her soul while there’s still time.”

Dalton’s fists curled, while Marla’s stomach sank to her toes. She couldn’t believe she’d just heard a racist remark in earshot of everyone. In this era of diversity, and especially in South Florida, it was a rare occurrence.

A sudden hush fell over the room, and shocked glances turned in their direction. Marla sucked in a breath to calm herself. She didn’t want to give anyone more fodder for gossip.

“Come on, honey, it’s time we left.” Her body trembling, she took Dalton’s arm. “If Mr. Krabber can’t appreciate the benefit of different cultures living in harmony, it’s his loss.”

Krabber didn’t deign to respond. With a snort of disgust, he turned on his heel and strode to the coffeemaker.

“Alan, what’s gotten into you?” another guy said, trailing after him. “I’ve never heard you speak like that before. You should apologize.”

While people filed around Krabber with murmurs of agreement, a blond woman approached Marla and Dalton.

“Hi, I’m Angela Goodhart. Please don’t mind Alan. I’m sure he didn’t mean to be so rude. He was just trying to get a rise out of you, Mr. Vail, for leading a vote against him.”

Dalton’s mouth turned down. “I should report his remarks. We have witnesses.”

Marla tightened her fingers on his sleeve. “I don’t think so. We’ve caused enough waves. By the way, Angela, I like how you do your hair,” she said to change the subject. “I’m a hairdresser, and I own the Cut ’N Dye salon in town. If you come in, I’ll give you a discount on your first appointment.” She handed over a business card.

“Thanks.” Angela tucked the card into her purse. “What days are you there?”

“We’re open Tuesdays through Saturdays. I have a full client list, but I’d fit you in.” She gave a broad smile. Talking about the work she loved always energized her.

“So you’re married to a detective, huh? It must be difficult to settle into a routine when he works irregular hours. I’ve seen cop shows on TV and sometimes the guys are barely home.”

Marla nodded absently, her attention drawn to Krabber, who’d gotten into a close discussion with some other men. They shot occasional glances her way.

“Marla, I think we should leave.” Dalton took her arm and tugged her toward the door.

“Nice meeting you, Angela,” Marla called.

Before they reached the exit, the treasurer planted herself in front of them.

“You’re onto something,” Cherry said in a slurred tone, making Marla wonder if she’d been drinking before the meeting. Her stick-straight black hair hung down to her shoulders. “That man has secrets to hide. Better not push him. You don’t know what he’ll do.”

Marla got an inkling of what Cherry meant when a plastic bag of dog poop showed up on their circular driveway the next day. She’d just stepped outside at seven o’clock on Friday morning with Lucky and Spooks—their golden retriever and cream-colored poodle— when she noticed the item lying on the asphalt. Hauling on the dogs’ leashes, she veered over to verify her observation. Then she rushed back inside to inform her husband.

“I’ll bet it’s him,” Dalton said, rising from the breakfast table where he sat drinking coffee and watching the news. “Let me get my fingerprint kit. I can prove it.”

“Dalton, that’s absurd. What are you going to do, arrest our next-door neighbor for defiling our property? It’s a prank, that’s all. The best response is to show no reaction.”

He winced. “You’re right, as usual. Man, how did we luck out? He’s such a jerk.”

“We don’t know for sure that he’s responsible. It could have been anyone. Let’s just dispose of the bag and pretend like it never happened. That’ll deflate his balloon.”

Brianna shuffled into the kitchen in her pajamas. Dalton’s fourteen-year-old daughter cringed at the bright light. “Why are you so loud in the morning?”

“Sorry.” Dalton pointed to the tea kettle–shaped clock mounted on the wall. “You’re running late. I’ll have to drive you to school again. Go and get dressed.”

“I’m taking the dogs out.” Marla gave her a warm smile. “Do you want scrambled eggs? I can make them as soon as I get back.” She’d inherited the teen along with her husband. It still amazed her that she had taken on the role of stepmother.

“Okay, and I’ll have whole wheat toast, please.” Brianna headed toward her bedroom.

Dalton opened the garage door, donned a pair of gardening gloves, and threw the offensive bag in the trash. Marla took the dogs out through the garage and strode down the street with them until they did their business. She didn’t go near Krabber’s house, heading in the opposite direction. The street was quiet except for an older couple. She guessed they were dedicated walkers from their running shoes and brisk pace.

She sighed, regarding the pristine neighborhood. They’d been delighted to find new housing since Palm Haven was mostly built out. While construction had started here two years ago, empty lots had still been available when she and Dalton had come looking. Evidently, Alan Krabber had been one of the earlier residents. He must have made out well before he retired, because he owned the only two-story house on the block.

The morning’s incident fled from her mind when she went into work at ten o’clock. Time raced by as it always did on weekends. Friday and Saturday were hectic at the salon. On Sunday, she and her new family went shopping. While she and Dalton had supplied many of the furnishings for their new home from their previously separate households, they still lacked necessities like a lamp table for the living room and a file cabinet for the home office. They enjoyed searching for accessories together.

Finally, she could relax alone on Monday after Dalton had gone to work and Brianna to school. She hoped to catch up on bookkeeping from the salon and to figure out what they needed to do next on the house.

Her peace shattered mid-morning when a banging noise sounded outside. Oh, great. Construction must have resumed on their neighbor’s standby generator. Krabber had been waiting for the propane tank to be delivered. Having a backup power source was desirable in South Florida, where hurricanes could knock out power for days at a time. Marla had considered installing a unit herself until she’d learned about the twenty-thousand-dollar price tag.

She rushed to the window in Brianna’s room and peeked through the blinds. Dirt was still piled in mounds around the hole in Krabber’s backyard, so the noise didn’t originate there. Her stomach knotted as she viewed a couple of brawny men erecting a wood fence between their houses. Her eyes narrowed as she assessed the distance.

Considering how their sprinklers were so far over, toward Krabber’s property, she and Dalton had done a survey. It revealed that their neighbor had erected his path of round stones partially on their land. Dalton had requested Krabber move the pavers to his side of the boundary, but so far, he’d done nothing. And now this!

Back in the kitchen, Marla grabbed her house keys and cell phone. She darted outside to confront the two workmen. Perspiration ran down their swarthy faces. Their truck, parked at the curb, showed no visible license plate.

“Hello, I live next door.” She pointed to her house. “Isn’t that fence going to put our sprinkler pipes on Mr. Krabber’s side of the property? Look, you can see where the heads are located.” The grass cutters had cut a clear strip around them.

The taller guy paused, a hammer in his hand. “You’ll have to talk to the boss about it. We’re just doing what he hired us to do.”

“Do you have a permit?”

The guys glanced at each other, then the first one spoke. “You don’t need no permit for a fence this size. See? It’ll extend from that one already fixed along the rear boundary. If you need to get to your sprinklers, you can come through the gate.”

“I can’t do that! I’d be trespassing on Mr. Krabber’s property. This makes no sense whatsoever.” She propped her hands on her hips. “Are you sure about the permit? I thought the city required one for any kind of construction.”

“Only for fences of a certain length, miss. This here is under the regulation footage.”

Was that true? Could she be mistaken?

She glared at them, but they’d resumed their banging. “I want to see his survey. It should clearly show our property line.” She’d raised her voice to be heard.

The foreman—if that’s what he was—pulled a soiled piece of paper from his pocket and shoved it in her face. “See, we got one.”

Marla squinted in the sunlight. “This looks like a drawing of the fence. If I’m not mistaken, it will intrude on our property. You have to stop construction immediately.”

The laundry room door burst open and Krabber sauntered outside. “What’s causing the ruckus? Lady, I can hear you hollering all the way inside my house.”

“Did you get an official survey before hiring these men? Because I have one, and this fence looks to be on our land.”

“Is that so?” Krabber’s double chin rippled as he spoke, his squirrel-like eyes scrunched under his wide brow. Crumbs dotted his sport shirt.

“See where my sprinkler heads are located? The piping will clearly end up behind your fence. You’re violating the property line, same as with that path there.”

He shrugged. “I just assumed the boundary ran halfway between our houses.”

“Well, you assumed wrong. Your piece of land is smaller than ours.”

“I’ll check into it. Meanwhile, boys, get that fence up as planned. We can always move it later. Then be sure to plant my hedge before you go.”

Marla glanced into his yard and blinked twice. She hadn’t noticed that lineup of potted plants from Brie’s bedroom window.

“You’re not planting ficus, are you? That’s the worst kind of tree to edge your lawn. They’re a nuisance to maintain. The roots will extend toward our house and may end up cracking our sprinkler pipes. I thought those trees were on the city’s disapproved list?”

Krabber jabbed a finger in the air. “Look, nobody can tell me what I can plant in my yard. They’re allowable if I keep them trimmed.”

Oh, right. And you’re going to pay your grass cutters to trim the branches on my side of the fence?

She compressed her lips. These workmen could be lying about the permit. Considering how their truck had no visible tag, she’d guess they were fly-by-night laborers willing to do any job that paid cash.

“I’m calling Dalton.” She whipped out her cell phone. “Your stone path also infringes on our property. This is getting out of hand.”

If Krabber didn’t make amends, she and Dalton would be forced to file a code violation. Marla would rather avoid that unpleasantness. Normally, she wouldn’t bother Dalton at work, but this construction had to be stopped before the fence became a permanent fixture.

The UPS truck chose that moment to squeal to a halt in front of Krabber’s house. He stomped toward the front to retrieve a package while she dialed Dalton’s office number.

Fortunately, her husband was available and made it home within twenty minutes.

Krabber had disappeared inside his house with his parcel. She quickly filled Dalton in on the details and then turned to the workmen, who regarded the newcomer with wary expressions.

“Guys, this is my husband, Detective Dalton Vail with the Palm Haven police force.”

The workmen exchanged startled glances. Her words had the galvanizing effect of making them pack up their tools. Wood planks littered the ground.

The foreman rapped on the laundry room door. “Yo, Mr. Krabber. You’re needed out here.”

Krabber waddled outside, his forehead creased. “Are you still here?” he said to Marla.

“Yes, I am. You remember my husband, Dalton.”

“How could I forget? Whaddya want, buddy?”

Across the street, the garage door rumbled open. Jeanie, a stay-at-home mom, emerged outside. She waved at Marla from the driveway, where she appeared with her two children in tow. Marla waved back, offering a stiff grin. Jeanie set out a lawn chair while her kids—a boy and a girl—stooped over the asphalt to draw something with chalk. Watching them, a wave of nostalgia hit Marla. She’d played hopscotch on the sidewalk in her youth.

Her attention swung back to Dalton, who addressed Krabber in a reasonable tone. “The city requires a permit for any type of fencing. Do you have one?”

“These guys say I don’t require a permit for a fence this size.”

“That’s right.” The foreman shot a dark glance at his partner. “And since the last hurricane, you don’t need approval for any work under twenty-five hundred dollars.”

“That’s hogwash.” Dalton shook his head. “No matter the size or the cost, a permit is required. You’re operating illegally if you don’t have one.”

The foreman turned to Krabber. “We want our money, dude. You can settle this after we leave.”

Krabber scowled at him. “I don’t owe you anything. You didn’t finish the job, and our agreement said payment upon completion.”

The foreman’s shoulders hunched. “You’re not thinking of stiffing us, are you? Because if so, I know what you’ve been—”

“Hey, you’ll get paid. I’d planned to go to the bank later this afternoon. Come back tomorrow. We should have this sorted out by then.”

“Are you guys licensed and insured?” Dalton focused on the two men with laser intensity. “If so, I’d like to see that license. You should know better than to put up a fence without a survey or a permit.”

“Sure, we’ll go get it.” Without a backward glance, they high-tailed it to their truck, hopped in, and sped away before Marla thought to point out to Dalton the missing tag.

Dalton snorted, as though he’d known their type. Returning his attention to their neighbor, he raised his eyebrows. “How about showing us your so-called ‘survey’?” While waiting for a reply, he folded his arms across his chest and stood with his feet spread apart.

Krabber slipped inside his house through the side door and reappeared within minutes. He waved a document in the air, flicking it at Dalton rather fast. Marla caught a glimpse of an official looking paper.

“Here, I have one. So back off, buddy.”

Dalton remained firm, his face as stony as those round pavers on Krabber’s path. “This fence and that trail extend onto our property. Remove them both, or we’ll sue for compliance.”

Marla tapped his arm. “Dalton, he’s planning to put ficus trees near our boundary. See?”

Dalton’s voice rose. “You’re doing everything you can to decrease the value of our property. And when is that hole going to be filled in, huh? It’s an accident waiting to happen.”

Krabber’s face purpled and his veins protruded. “Lots of folks have standby generators in South Florida. We’re following standard procedure.”

“He’s right, Dalton.” Marla spoke in a mollifying tone as her husband looked about ready to pop out of his skin. “If he agrees to move his fence, get a proper survey and permit, and change the location of those stones, we’ll be satisfied.”

“Don’t think because you’re our association president that you can break the rules,” Dalton said. “I know guys like you. You’ll stomp on anyone who gets in your path. Well, I won’t stand idly by while you make an exception of yourself. No matter what it takes, I’ll see that you comply with the law.”
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“Dalton, what’s wrong with you? Normally you’re the one who calms people in a situation.” Surely her husband had reason to be upset with their neighbor, but usually he kept his cool. Hoping he wasn’t short-tempered because he regretted the changes in his life, Marla strode beside him on the way back to their house.

He must have heard the quiver in her tone because inside their foyer, he spun to face her. “You’re right. I’ve been on a short fuse lately, and I should have told you why sooner.”

Uh, oh. She swallowed her doubts, waiting to hear him out.

His jaw tightened. “I have a new partner at work.”

“So? That’s good news, isn’t it?” Relief washed through her. Was that all? His tense mood had nothing to do with her or their marriage?

He grimaced. “Not in this case. I’d hoped it might be temporary, and you wouldn’t need to know.”

“Dalton, I want to know everything that affects you. It hurts me when you bottle things up, and then I worry that I’m the cause.”

He shook his head. “Never. You’re my solace and my strength. I didn’t want to add to your burdens.”

Her mouth pursed. “Then don’t keep your problems from me. We’re here for each other, remember? Anyway, I thought you had taken on more administrative duties. Why would you even need a partner?”

“The captain felt we were too short-staffed after Sergeant Weber’s retirement.”

Marla had attended the officer’s farewell party with Dalton, but she still didn’t understand why he’d be disturbed by the assignment. “Is this person anyone I know?”

“Lieutenant Minnetti transferred from another precinct. Katherine Minnetti.”

“Oh.” Her brow folded. “You’ve worked with female officers before, so what’s different this time?” Did the woman’s equal rank bother him? That shouldn’t matter.

“You’ll understand when you meet her.” He glanced at his watch. “I have to get back. It’s her first week, and I’m supposed to be showing her the ropes.”

“Give it time, Dalton. You’re good at what you do. You always notice those little details other people miss. She can learn a lot from you.”

His face softened. “And you always make me feel better about things.” He drew her into his arms for a lingering kiss.

Held so securely, Marla wished he didn’t have to leave. She inhaled his male scent, spice cologne mixed with Irish Spring soap, and a warm glow filled her. How gratifying to be involved in his life and to be able to offer comfort. She wanted nothing more than to retreat to the bedroom and show the man how much she cared.

“I’ll stop by code enforcement on my way to the station,” Dalton said, his tone husky as he broke their embrace.

“Will you be home for dinner?”

“I should be. We don’t have any cases right now, so it’s a good opportunity to train Kat and to get caught up on paperwork.”

“All right. I’m sorry to have called you away from your desk.”

Giving her a lazy grin, he stroked her cheek. “Don’t ever be sorry. We’re a team now.”

Her heart sang as she observed his tall figure retreating down the driveway toward his sedan. She shut the front door, her mind turning to the myriad tasks ahead.

With quiet descending over the neighborhood once more, she got a lot accomplished. In fact, it wasn’t until the next day that Alan Krabber again entered her thoughts. She went to take the dogs out in the morning and noticed a rescue truck next door.

Oh, dear. Had the man experienced a heart attack? An accident? Maybe he’d fallen into that dangerous pit in his backyard. As she stood gaping, a police car pulled up to the curb, parked, and disgorged two officers.

Yanking on the dogs’ leashes, she rushed back inside the house to summon her husband. Brianna was in the kitchen, where the heady aroma of brewed coffee scented the air. The teen, spooning cereal into her mouth, glanced up at Marla’s hasty entrance. Brie took one look at Marla’s face and put her utensil down.

“Marla, what’s wrong?”

“Where’s your father? Is he dressed yet?”

“I’m right here.” His tall frame filled the doorway. He wore a sky blue dress shirt tucked into black trousers. He’d brushed his peppery hair off his forehead.

“Something’s happened at Alan’s house. There’s a police car and a rescue truck.”

“Damn.” He patted his pockets. “Where’s my cell phone? I might have gotten a call.”

“It’s probably still on the night stand. Funny, I didn’t hear any sirens, did you?”

“Nope.” He disappeared and returned several minutes later, his face somber.

“What is it?” She put down the dish towel in her hand.

“I’m afraid it’s bad news. Alan Krabber is dead.”

Marla clapped a hand to her mouth. “Oh, no. That’s impossible. Why, we just spoke to him the other day.”

“That’s horrible, Dad.” Brianna stared at her father.

“I know.” Dalton gave the two of them a cautionary glare. “I’m meeting my partner next door. We’ll conduct a preliminary investigation. It’s routine for cases like this.”

Despite the chills running up and down her spine, Marla’s curiosity overwhelmed her. She wanted to meet the woman but knew Dalton wouldn’t allow her into a crime scene. Wait a minute. Did that mean their neighbor had been killed?

“Was Alan murdered?” she asked in a hoarse tone.

“It appears to be a possible suicide. I’ll know more once I check out the scene.” Dalton compressed his mouth, going into work mode. She could see it in his stony eyes.

Marla’s gut churned. She couldn’t believe Alan was gone. But a suicide victim? He’d given no indication of depression yesterday. He wouldn’t have been doing all that construction without planning to stick around, would he? Then again, how well had they truly known him?

“Guys, I’ll be late for school.” Brie took her empty bowl to the sink.

Marla gestured. “Get your backpack. I’ll give you a ride to the bus stop.” The dogs nudged her, their leashes trailing on the floor. “Poor babies. We really need to fence in our yard to let them out.”

“They can wait a few more minutes.” Dalton’s gaze warmed. “I’m glad you’re here to share these things. It sure makes my life easier. I want you to know that.”

She grinned, pleased by his words of appreciation. “Women are used to multitasking. Look, can you call me as soon as you know something solid? Otherwise, I’ll worry all day.” Good Lord, she hoped they hadn’t pushed their grumpy neighbor over the edge with their argument. She’d already purged enough guilt from her system to fuel a lifetime of regrets.

“It would have to be him.” Dalton rubbed his brow.

Shadows ringed his eyes. He hadn’t slept well. Marla had heard him get up in the night. Used to receiving phone calls at any hour, he often had restless cycles. She’d fallen back to sleep, and this morning she’d awakened to his tall form stretched beside her.

“Good luck, Dad!” Her ponytail swinging, Brie breezed back into the kitchen, her backpack slung over her shoulders. She grabbed her purse from the counter. “Come on, Marla, or Spooks and Lucky will do their business in here.”

Marla drove Brie to the bus stop and then returned home to take the dogs out. Next door, the melee had been joined by a crime scene van. Was that routine too, or did Dalton suspect all wasn’t as it seemed?

Various neighbors emerged, gawking at the scene. Marla caught the narrowed glance of the young mother from across the street. She waved and got no answering response. Jeanie must have gotten an eyeful yesterday, Marla thought with growing concern. How much of their dispute had she overheard?

One of the uniformed officers began canvassing the neighborhood, starting with the woman on the other side of Alan’s house. She, too, was a mom with kids.

At thirty-seven, Marla had no children of her own. She was grateful to have acquired a stepdaughter in Brie, who was turning fifteen this month. More kids weren’t in the cards. Marla had too many things she wanted to do. Instead, Brianna would benefit from their full attention, and Marla could focus on her business, new family, and wish list of travel plans.

Like that will ever happen, she thought with a mounting sense of gloom.

Unable to resist the compulsion, she wandered next door before leaving for work. So she’d be a few minutes late at the salon. Luis, her handsome Latino receptionist, could open the shop.

She approached one of the uniforms assigned to crowd control. Maybe she could coax him to talk or at least tell her who owned the silver Prius in Alan’s driveway.

“Hi, I’m Detective Vail’s wife. We live next door. I can’t believe our neighbor killed himself. Is it true?”

His keen gaze assessed her. “Sorry, ma’am, but I don’t know the details.” His cool tone told her he wouldn’t relate them even if he had been informed. “Would you like me to relay a message to the lieutenant for you?” He put a hand on his radio.

“No, thanks, I won’t bother him.” With a shrug, Marla turned toward the sidewalk.

She hadn’t gotten far when one of the neighbors stopped her.

“I hear Alan hanged himself.” The woman pressed a hand to her chest. “His death will affect the entire community. This is such a shock.”

Marla nodded, too choked to speak. Why would Alan have been erecting a fence around his property if he didn’t mean to hang around?

Oops, bad word choice.

How had he done it? Strung himself over the shower rod? Thrown himself over the second-floor balcony, if he had one? Bile rose in her throat. The guy was a big man. He might have choked slowly, his body twitching. Had he regretted his actions in those last minutes?

Shoving those troubling thoughts aside, she nodded at the neighbors who stood around in clusters, chatting amongst themselves. She’d have liked to linger and get the scoop on what was going down, but Dalton could fill her in later. Time to leave for work. Besides, guilt tore at her. Even though she knew they weren’t responsible, she and Dalton had been rather adamant in their disagreement over the property line.

She swallowed hard as she strode toward her open garage. How much would that affect his investigation? Would bias cloud his judgment?

It’s not your problem. Focus on your own job.

Nonetheless, Marla kept her cell phone close during her morning appointments, hoping Dalton would call and reassure her. Familiar noises made her jumpy. The background music seemed too loud. The whirr of blow dryers and the splash of water seemed to echo in her ears. And the chatter of customers seemed to rise in a crescendo.

When noon came and her phone remained silent, she turned to Nicole at the next station. The cinnamon-skinned stylist had been her confidant through other cases, and Marla had to talk about this now, or she’d plotz. You’re not going to burst out of your skin, an inner voice said. Instead, the words spilled from her mouth.

“Nicole, you’ll never believe what’s happened,” Marla said after Nicole switched off her hand-held dryer. “Our next door neighbor was found dead this morning.”

While waiting for her twelve-thirty appointment, the other stylist had cleaned her chair of stray hairs. The shampoo girl’s broom picked up the debris.

Nicole’s brown eyes popped. “You’re kidding, girl.” She plunked the dryer down on the counter.

Marla paused midway to arranging a stack of foils for her next client. “Do I ever joke about such matters? The man is ... was president of our homeowners’ association. Dalton complained about him in front of everyone at our annual meeting.”

“Oh, great. Nice way to meet your neighbors.”

“Tell me about it. Then yesterday, I caught Alan—that’s his name—trying to put up a fence on our side of the property line.” Marla furtively glanced around to make sure no one else could overhear. “He wouldn’t listen to reason, so I called Dalton.”

“This just keeps getting better.” Nicole’s expression alternated between morbid fascination and sympathy. “Go on.”

“Dalton asked if Alan had a permit for the fence and if the workers had a license. They didn’t have a survey, either. Dalton threatened to sue if Alan didn’t comply with regulations.”

“Your neighbor must have been angry. He’d have had to pay those laborers.”

“Not according to what he told them when they asked for payment. He said their agreement was based on a completed job. They weren’t too happy when they took off.”

“And now the fellow is dead?”

“Rumor has it he hanged himself, but I haven’t heard confirmation from Dalton. Bless my bones, I wish he’d call.”

“Why would he be involved if it’s a suicide?” Nicole glanced up as Luis signaled from the front. Her next customer had arrived.

“His team investigates any unattended deaths.”

“Who called this in, then?”

Marla stared at her. “You know, I hadn’t even thought about that. I have no idea.”

Clients distracted her all afternoon but still she worried. Why didn’t Dalton call? He’d know she would be waiting for news.

Who would plan Alan’s funeral? His nephew?

Marla berated herself for knowing so little about him. Here they’d confronted a man who might have had suicidal tendencies. Their dispute may have contributed to his problems, but she doubted Alan had killed himself over a property line. She and Dalton couldn’t stand by and do nothing about the land issue. Regret mixed with anger. If Alan had followed the laws, she wouldn’t have his demise weighing on her conscience.

Impatient to learn more, she finished work early. Would Dalton be home for dinner as promised, or would he be engaged in this new case? Had he left her any messages?

Dalton’s car wasn’t in the driveway when Marla got home at five-thirty, but her mother’s white Chevrolet was there. She groaned inwardly, hoping Ma’s boyfriend Roger hadn’t come along. His boisterous manner would aggravate her sour mood.

“Hello?” she called upon entering. Voices emanated from the kitchen so she headed in that direction. She had to heat up the casserole she’d made the other day, anyway.

Ma sat across from Brie at the kitchen table. The teen’s history book was open and she scribbled notes into a notebook. Good, Brie was getting her homework done before her evening dance class. But what were they discussing?

Anita glanced up and grinned at Marla’s entrance. She waved an idle greeting, her red-painted fingernails flashing in the air. Her white layered hair was a contrast to the navy blouse she wore over a pair of white cropped pants. A pair of gold chains hung from her neck.

“Hi, Ma. How are things?” Marla tossed her purse on the counter and stooped to pet the dogs who danced around her ankles. After they’d calmed down, she refilled their water dishes.

“Brie’s birthday is in less than two weeks. I offered to take her shopping for her present, but she wants money toward an iPhone.”

Marla frowned. “I know, and Dalton disapproves. He’s afraid she’ll spend all her time playing with apps.” The teen had one of their hand-me-down phones. It was ancient with a miniscule screen. She really did need an upgrade but Marla could understand Dalton’s concern.

“All my friends have one,” Brie said with a moue of discontent. Her puppy dog eyes swung toward Marla. “You’ll talk to Dad, right?”

“We’ll see.” Marla hesitated to act as a buffer between Brianna and her father. Brie often asked her to intervene when Dalton was being intransigent, feeling a woman would be more sympathetic to her needs. “Ma, how come Roger didn’t come with you?”

Anita averted her gaze. “I haven’t heard from him in two days. That concerns me. It’s unlike him not to call.”

“Two days is nothing. Maybe he went out of town or is busy with his golfing buddies.”

Her mother gave Marla a pained glance. “It’s more than that. Whenever I’ve talked to him lately, he’s seemed more distant. I can’t put my finger on it, but things aren’t the same.”

While Marla held no fondness for the portly fellow who liked to eat, he did make her widowed mother happy. She’d thought they were on the verge of moving in together.

She turned the oven on and retrieved the casserole from the refrigerator. Busy getting out the dishes and utensils, she sought an appropriate reply.

“I’m sorry you’re upset. Maybe Roger’s lack of communication has nothing to do with you and will blow over.”

Anita gave a desolate shrug. “I hope you’re right. So Brie, are you all set for your birthday luncheon?”

The teen glanced up from her book. “What’s there to do? We’re just going to Jasmine’s on the Intracoastal. It’ll be nice.”

Marla wagged her eyebrows at Anita in warning. Brie hadn’t wanted a party, saying she’d prefer to have the money instead, but Marla knew that wasn’t the real reason. Ever since her mother died, Brie had invited friends over for a barbecue on her birthday. Dalton’s parents, Kate and John, had flown down for the occasion. But this would be the first time Marla’s family would be involved. She suspected the teen would be embarrassed by having her friends around so many relatives.

Nonetheless, Marla had planned a surprise. She’d suggested they go to a restaurant this year since Anita and Roger were coming, along with Marla’s brother Michael and his family. Brie had agreed, not knowing Marla had invited ten of her girlfriends to join them.

Anita pushed herself up from her chair. “I suppose I should go. Dalton will be home any minute and you have dinner preparations under way. We’ll talk again soon.”

“You can stay for dinner. I’ve made my chicken spaghetti casserole. We’ll have more than enough for company.”

Anita knew she had a standing invitation whenever she stopped in, although Marla wished she’d give advance notice of her visits.

“That’s okay. I’m playing mah jongg later, and I need to get ready, but thanks anyway.” Anita grasped her purse. “Have a good dance class tonight, bubula.” She bent to give the teen a quick kiss on the forehead.

“Thanks.” Brianna’s eyebrows lifted. “I hear the garage door. Dad is home.”

Brie scooted to her feet to unlock the inner door while Marla escorted Anita to the foyer.

“Ma, I’m sure everything will turn out all right with Roger.”

Anita gave her a troubled glance. “Do you think he’s sick? Maybe I should stop by his place. He might need me.”

“His son, Barry, is around to help. If you’ve left messages, it’s up to him to respond.”

She did agree that it was unusual for Roger not to call back promptly. That had always been his habit, almost to the point of annoyance when he phoned Anita several times a day. Perhaps a temporary issue had come up that kept him occupied.

Her mother’s problems fled her mind as Marla bustled into the kitchen to greet Dalton, but he wasn’t there. Brie sat alone at the table, biting her lip in concentration as she resumed her homework.

“Where’s your father?” Marla stuck the baking dish into the oven and set the timer.

“He went to get washed. Gosh, a girl can’t get anything done with all the commotion around here.”

“You could go into the study. It would be quieter.”

“No, thanks. How much time until the food is ready?”

“A half hour or so.”

Questions burning on her tongue about the day’s case, Marla hustled to the bedroom. Dalton was locking his gun into the safe they’d installed for that purpose. His heavy-duty belt lay across the bed, along with his tie. His face looked haggard, and sympathy seeped into her pores.

“How’d it go today?” She leaned against the door frame.

“Okay.”

“That’s it? There’s crime scene tape across Alan’s front door. Does that mean something you can share?”

Dalton’s mouth tightened. “Yes, it means the case is under investigation.”

“But what about the evidence indicating a suicide? And who called in the death to the police? Where was Alan found? Did he really hang himself?”

“You know I can’t discuss the details.” After adding his extra pack of ammo, Dalton punched in the code to lock the safe. Then he laid out his radio, cell phone, badge and cuffs in a neat row on top of their dresser.

“For heaven’s sake, we’d just spoken to the man. Do you think our conversation pushed him over the edge?”

“It’s not our fault. Don’t think that for a minute.” Dalton shot her a dark glare before striding into the bathroom to scrub his face with water. Patting his skin dry with a towel, he glanced at her in the mirror to where she’d followed behind. “Marla, give me some space, will you? I just got home. I’ll tell you more when I’ve relaxed.”

“I’ve been worried all day. I thought you would call me at work, knowing I’d be anxious to hear from you. Can’t you at least tell me what’s being made public?”

He unbuttoned the top few buttons of his shirt. “Soon, all right? Let’s eat first.”

She studied his stern features and tense shoulders. Craving an affectionate response and not this chilly reception, she decided to cease her probing questions for now.

Maybe he was hungry. Didn’t Ma always say to talk about important issues after a man had his meal? Nonetheless, he could offer her a crumb of information.

He headed to the study and picked up the mail she’d stacked on their desk.

Marla trailed after him, wondering how to improve his mood. Normally she wouldn’t pester him about a case, but this one involved someone they had both known. She watched him set each envelope down without reading it, his gaze turned inward. Something was definitely off kilter, and it might have nothing to do with her.

“Dalton, I know you’re upset.” She hoped her soft tone would soothe him. “So am I. We couldn’t have known Alan was so depressed. He didn’t show it, although his anger could have been a manifestation.”

Dalton had been quite vocal also, she remembered. The men had shouted at each other. Had her husband gone to code enforcement as planned and filed a complaint? Did guilt afflict him like it did her?

His lips thinned as he stalked into the kitchen. Clearly he wasn’t in the mood to talk, but it wasn’t healthy for him to keep his feelings restrained. Was this what
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