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Chapter One

“If you succeed, I’ll sell you my half of our jointly owned property,” Stanley Kaufman offered. “You’ll double your rental income and get rid of me all in one swoop.”

Marla Shore gave her ex-spouse a sardonic grin. “Oh joy. All I have to do is solve a murder which you may have committed.”

“You’ve wanted to get me off your back. This is your chance. Don’t make a hasty decision you’ll regret later.”

Dressed in his high-powered attorney suit, Stan appeared out of his element in the stark confines of the city jail. Marla’s gaze traveled from the painted gray concrete floor to the metal sink and toilet unit at the opposite end from where they stood. The room stank of urine and stale sweat. A built-in bench qualified as the sole piece of furniture; residents didn’t stay long in a holding cell. Fluorescent lights lit harsh angles on walls that pressed too close. Gray scored as the operative color, coating the solid door with its secured viewport. It seemed the wrong choice in a place where society drew definitive lines of justice.

Stan would have to engage his own partners if he was actually charged with murdering his third wife. “Why do you think I can find Kimberly’s killer?” she asked. “You have money. Hire a private investigator.”

“You’ve solved cases before.” Stan’s hazel eyes glinted as though he didn’t want to admit she’d done something right. “Obviously, you’re more on the ball than that detective friend of yours. Lieutenant Vail would like to bust my ass.”

“If it weren’t for Dalton, I wouldn’t have been allowed to see you.” Her glance flitted to Stan’s thin black hair brushed off his forehead. It reminded her of all the times he’d brushed off her accomplishments through the years. Ever since their divorce, Stan had never let Marla forget how much he’d done for her. Even now, despite her ability to manage her own hair salon, she couldn’t believe the man regarded her capable enough to do him a service.

“Maybe we haven’t gotten along in recent years,” he said in a half-apologetic tone, “but we had something once. For old times’ sake, give me a break.”

“Tell me what happened, and then I’ll decide.” She strode to the bench and plopped down, careful to avoid any encrusted crud that might soil her khakis.

Hands folded behind his back, Stan paced purposefully like a trial attorney. “I’m a sound sleeper. You remember, don’t you? When I fall asleep, I don’t even hear the lawn men trimming hedges outside our windows. This morning, I awoke at my regular time, seven o’clock. Kim usually gets up earlier and has a cup of coffee waiting for me. I couldn’t smell it like I normally do, but her side of the bed was empty, so I figured she’d be downstairs.”

He halted, shoulders slumping. “I should have known something was wrong, because I couldn’t hear her moving around the kitchen. Kim was a good wife. A good wife,” he repeated in his habitually annoying manner. “She always had my breakfast ready on time.” His resentful glare told Marla how she’d never met his expectations when they were married.

“Go on,” Marla grated, suppressing her irritation.

“I was still in my pajamas when I reached the foyer. Our stairway is just a few steps from the front door,” he explained. “Kim was lying on the floor. I called her name, but she didn’t respond, and her body was awfully still. I couldn’t imagine what had happened. Did she trip and fall down the stairs? In a terrifying flash, I thought she must have broken her neck until I saw the blood. It had seeped out like fingers of a river.”

His eyelids squeezed shut, and a tremor rippled through him. Seconds ticked by while he regained his composure. When he opened his eyes, pain glistened in their depths.

Surprise slashed at her. She hadn’t realized Stan could feel so deeply about anyone. On impulse, she rose and embraced him in a quick hug, startling both of them. While she cursed Stan for his arrogance, she didn’t wish upon him this suffering. Grief was a difficult burden to carry alone. “Tell me more,” she said encouragingly, stepping back a few paces.

He drew in a shuddering breath. “I-I knelt to see what I could do. I turned her onto her back, but it was too late. Too late. She’d been stabbed in the abdomen. It must have hit a major organ. I’ll never forget the look in her eyes—terror mixed with astonishment.” His voice faltered. “I froze, Marla. For the first time in my life, I didn’t know what to do.”

“You called the police.”

“Yes. Somehow I stumbled into the kitchen. It crossed my mind that I should wash my hands.” He turned them palms up as though to show her the stains. “Instead, I grabbed the phone and called the cops.”

“What did you do until they arrived?”

“I don’t remember.” He squinted as though trying to force the memories into his brain. “Before I knew it, uniformed officers were pouring into my house.”

“So you opened the door for them.”

“No, it was unlocked. The officers let themselves in after ringing the bell. I was too numb to respond.”

“Where did they find you? In the kitchen?”

“Hovering over Kimberly’s body. I’ll admit it doesn’t look good for me, babe.”

“Maybe an intruder entered the house and Kim surprised him. Do you think robbery was a motive? If you could prove things were stolen—”

“Nothing was missing. The cops asked me to check before I got dressed.” Stan’s gaze held genuine bewilderment. “I can see why they believe I did it. Blood on my pajamas was damning evidence, and I’d touched my wife when I tried to save her. What was I supposed to do, leave her lying there bleeding to death? I don’t know how we’re going to clean up the mess on the floor.”

From his use of the joint pronoun, Marla realized he hadn’t come to grips with his loss. “Did the police find signs of forced entry?”

“No, that’s the peculiar thing. The windows were secure, and our other exterior doors were locked. There weren’t any footprints on the ground, either, and the sprinklers had been on earlier.”

“So when the cops confronted you, there were no signs anyone else had been in the house, and you had blood on your clothes.”

His face darkened. “Hell, Marla, whose side are you on? Things may not have been perfect between us, but I’d never hurt Kimberly. You know how I abhor violence. When you and I were married, I never mishandled you in anger. Never.”

Not physically, no. But you’re skilled in throwing verbal darts that can wound.

“What do you want me to do?” she asked, intending to speak to Detective Dalton Vail to get his viewpoint.

“Help me, Marla.” He spread his hands toward her. “The police don’t believe me. Find out who killed Kimberly, and I’ll sell you my half of our rental property at a reasonable price.”

“Are you willing to put that in writing?”

“Why? You don’t trust me?”

Her lips curved in a cynical smile. “Well, Stan, let’s just say I like to protect my investments.”

His spine stiffened. “If that’s what it takes. Will you do it?”

His voice echoed in the high-ceilinged room, and it struck a chord within her heart. When they’d first met, Stan had pulled her out of a morass so deep, Marla feared she’d never emerge into the light again. Didn’t she owe him the same favor?

“I’m surprised you have such faith in me, but yes, I’ll check things out.” Her nature wouldn’t allow an innocent man to be convicted. No matter how much she loathed Stan, injustice wasn’t tolerable.

On the other hand, she didn’t discount the possibility that he might be guilty. In that case, this could be a ploy to distract attention from himself. She’d look for evidence, and if it pointed toward Stan, he’d lose her sympathy pretty quickly. But that possibility was later down the road. Marla knew quite well she enjoyed solving mysteries because they provided spice in an otherwise routine life. She sought the challenge, despite Dalton’s warnings to steer clear of his domain. Maybe it was the challenge of matching wits with him that entertained her.

Several paths opened in front of her, and she leapt at the nearest one.

“What did you mean, things weren’t perfect between you and Kimberly?” she demanded.

Stan shrugged. “I set her spending limits, but Kim always exceeded them with her credit card. We had our minor disagreements, that’s all. When she behaved, we were as close as glue to paper. Why did she have to get herself killed?”

Anger is a natural part of the grieving process, Marla recalled, suppressing the retort on her tongue. “Would you like me to contact your partners?”

“I’ve already phoned them, thanks. Your detective friend made an exception by allowing me to call you, too.”

“Yes, that was kind of him.”

Stan cleared his throat. “So tell me how you’ll proceed.” His gruff tone belied the imploring look in his eyes.

Despite her sympathy, it amused Marla to hold the upper hand. “I suppose I could attend the funeral. I’ve never met any of Kim’s relatives. How are you going to make arrangements if you’re in jail?”

“I’ll get out on bail as soon as I have an arraignment. But I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to attend the memorial service. I have a better plan. An intruder isn’t the only possibility. Kimberly’s murderer might have been someone she knew. You can start with her family.”

He rattled off their relevant contact information that Marla copied into her cell phone. She knew little about Kim’s background. Why would she? Kimberly had been Stan’s secretary when he’d been married to wife number two, Leah Kaufman. Marla had believed Stan would finally be happy with Leah since they had two lovely children. But he was a man who’d never be satisfied, because Kim had seduced him right under his wife’s nose. Leah had been the one who’d initiated their divorce. Now Kimberly was dead.

Stan had achieved a brilliant career, but he’d been unsuccessful in the marital arena. At least he couldn’t be accused of lacking a taste for variety, Marla thought spitefully. She fingered her chestnut hair, curled inward at chin length, musing over the differences in his choices of wives. At five feet six, she didn’t quite match Stan’s height. Leah’s short auburn layers suited her petite figure, while Kim had been a busty, blue-eyed blonde with a model’s long legs. Marla’s eyes were cocoa brown; Leah’s were almost black. Maybe Stan would go for a green-eyed, raven-haired beauty next.

The grid over the viewport slid open. “Ma’am?” said the attending officer.

“I just need a few more minutes,” she pleaded. Relieved when the woman nodded, Marla returned her attention to Stan.

“Kimberly’s family lives in an exclusive compound in East Fort Lauderdale.” Stan continued, plowing a hand through his hair. “They’re rich, you know. Their investments involve coffee plantations in Costa Rica and South America. Miriam Pearl, Kimberly’s grandmother, requires a daily nurse. They’ve been advertising for an aide so the nurse can take Sundays off. You’re free on that day of the week. You’ll apply for the job so you can check things out from an insider’s viewpoint. Her family has never met you, so you won’t be recognized.”

Marla’s spine stiffened. “What? You want me to apply as a health aide? I have no background for that kind of job.”

Even as the words left her mouth, she imagined herself undercover investigating Kim’s murder and a thrill of excitement spiraled through her. If she really wanted to play the part, she could consult her friend Jillian, a seasoned actress. Jill had plenty of experience pretending to be someone else.

“You can do it,” Stan said encouragingly. “Kim’s mother, Stella, and her aunt Florence live on the grounds. So does her uncle Morris and his family, plus assorted servants.”

“Any sisters or brothers?”

“Nope.”

“Her father?”

“He passed away, leaving the bulk of his wealth to Stella.”

“What about the old lady’s nurse? She’ll see right through me. I’ll have to ask her for instructions on what to do.”

“In all likelihood, Agnes will be gone by the time you arrive on Sunday morning. Don’t worry so much, babe. You’re good about caring for people.” But not about me, his sour expression implied. “It can’t be so difficult to watch over an old woman for a day.”

“I don’t understand why you suspect one of Kimberly’s family members.”

He shifted his feet. “First of all, Kim may have opened the door for someone she knew. Secondly, who stands to gain from her death? One of her relatives, that’s who.” He lowered his voice. “Kim is...was due to receive an inheritance from Grandpa Harris when she reached the age of thirty. She’d just turned twenty-six last month on January tenth, meaning she still had four years to go. With her out of the way, one of her relatives gets her share.”

“So you think she was murdered for her money.”

“Why else?”

“I can think of other reasons.” Marla recalled the blonde’s nasty attitude the few times they’d met. She wasn’t the only one who’d resented the woman. Another person came to mind immediately. “Do you have an address for ex-wife number two? I’d like to start with her.”

“Sure, but Leah isn’t the violent type.”

You never know. Marla obtained the woman’s address. “Thanks, I’ll see what I can learn. How will I contact you?”

“I hope to get out of here when the judge sets bond. You can reach me at the office or at home.” He leaned toward her, eyes glistening in a manner that made her uncomfortable. “I really appreciate this. I know I haven’t been agreeable lately, but that’s because you don’t need me as much as when we were married.”

I don’t need you at all now, except for that rental property. Marla was accustomed to his arrogant, condescending manner. Having him request her help threw her off guard. She almost liked him better when he was in a vulnerable position.

“I’ll handle it, Stanley. I’m sorry you have to suffer this indignity.” Her gesture encompassed the jail cell.

His gaze locked on hers, and he reached out to stroke her cheek. His touch brought back memories best left forgotten. “I care about you, Marla, even after all these years.”

She stepped back abruptly. “Don’t push it, Stan. Be grateful I’ve offered to help you and leave it at that. Good luck with the judge.” She strode to the door, where she knocked loudly to draw the guard’s attention.

Upstairs, she walked briskly into Dalton Vail’s office, knowing he anticipated hearing the results of her interview. After Stan’s unnerving influence, it was a pleasure to see the lines of concern on Dalton’s face as he rose to greet her. Sharp angles defined his features, set off by bushy eyebrows and thick, peppery hair parted to the side. Feeling empowered, Marla boldly kissed him on the mouth.

“What was that for?” he asked, a smile creasing his craggy face.

“You’re a refreshing change from Stan,” Marla replied, appreciating Dalton’s two-sided perspective on life compared to Stan’s blurred distinctions. At least with the detective, you knew where you stood. He valued truthfulness rather than deception. Dalton stated what was on his mind, at least as far as she was concerned. Stan’s motives were more questionable.

Dalton’s smoky gaze raked her, then he grasped her shoulders. The warmth from his hands seeped through her cashmere sweater. “Would you like to try that again for the benefit of my colleagues?” he asked in a husky tone. His glance darted to the open door through which a number of cubicles were visible.

Marla realized Dalton’s aim was to pair them publicly as a couple so she’d be forced to commit to him. He’d become especially intent on this goal after her fake engagement to Arnie Hartman had ended. Come to think of it, Marla already had acting experience pretending to be Arnie’s fiancée, so posing as a nurse’s aide should be doable. Not that she’d tell Dalton her plan. She could imagine his explosive reaction.

Another kind of eruption came to mind as he pressed his body closer. His touch left her weak-kneed and on a hormonal rush, but she wouldn’t be swayed from her purpose. “Stan didn’t do it,” she said, disentangling herself. “I believe him. I’ve never seen the man so upset.”

Dalton sighed as though he’d expected that response. “Murderers kill because they’re upset. What did he tell you?”

“Probably the same things he reported to you.” She strolled to a bookshelf and picked up a toy police car from a collection of miniature vehicles. Dust coated its surface, making her wonder who cleaned his office. “Stan woke up around seven, went downstairs, found his wife stabbed to death in the front hallway. He tried to revive her, got blood on his hands, and stumbled into the kitchen to call the police.”

Dalton snorted. “Don’t you find it hard to believe he heard nothing while his wife was attacked?”

Marla faced him, refusing to be intimidated by the stubborn thrust to his jaw. Tall and imposing in a sport coat and tie, he wore an authoritative air that fit as tautly as his jacket. “Not if Kimberly had let someone she knew into the house. Since the door was unlocked, that seems logical.”

“Have you considered that Stan is playing upon your sympathies, and through you, he hopes to throw me off track?”

Marla smirked at the absurdity of the notion that Dalton could be distracted. “Once you get a case, you’re like a bloodhound running after the scent of fresh meat. You aren’t put off so easily. He’s afraid, Dalton. The evidence looks bad against him, and Stan knows it. He wouldn’t have asked for my help otherwise.”

She returned the miniature car to the shelf. “If you brought Stan in this morning, why did it take so long for him to call me? I didn’t hear from him until three o’clock. He’s lucky I was home; Monday is normally my day to run errands.”

“Processing a crime scene takes time, and so does questioning a suspect. His attorney didn’t make it easy for us.”

She noted the gleam in his eyes. “I’ll bet you enjoyed interrogating him.”

“The man hasn’t treated you well. I did him a favor by letting you into the cell block.”

“No, you didn’t. You were hoping I’d learn something new. Stan believes one of Kimberly’s relatives might have bumped her off to inherit her share of the family fortune. You’ll be speaking to them, I presume.”

“I’ll question anyone associated with the deceased. That’s my job, remember? Not yours. What did Kaufman want you for, honey?”

Marla was taken aback by his use of an endearment, mostly because she felt he meant it. An answer tumbled from her lips. “He wants me to find Kim’s killer.” She stopped short of blurting out the rest of Stan’s scheme. “What about friends and neighbors? I don’t know much about their life together.”

He crossed his arms, his eyes narrowed. “I don’t either, not yet. I’ll attend the funeral to see who shows up.”

“I suppose you’ll canvas the area to see if any of the neighbors noticed strangers in the vicinity.”

“I know my duties, thanks. Why do I have the feeling you’ve got something up your sleeve? You’ve given me that same look before, and I don’t like it.”

Uncomfortable from standing in one place for so long, Marla crossed the room to lean on his desk. “I owe him, Dalton. I don’t expect you to understand, but I feel an obligation to the man. He was there for me when I needed him, and now it’s his turn.”

Dalton scrubbed a hand over his face. “I can see he has you wrapped around his little finger like ribbon on a package. Well, I need you, too.” He lowered his arm and glared at her. “Brie’s thirteenth birthday is in March. When are you going to help plan her party like you promised?”

“Um, I’ve been meaning to check into various places around town. Did your daughter mention how many kids will be coming?”

“The list tops thirty and keeps growing. A lot of her friends are having fancy affairs for their Bat Mitzvahs, so Brie wants to do something different. In the meantime, next week is your birthday. I’ll pick you up at seven-thirty that night. We’ll meet Arnie and Jill at the restaurant.” His voice lowered. “February fourteenth is Valentine’s Day. That makes it special for us.”

“Yeah, I’ll be thirty-five. Another year older.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“Oh? Tell me more.”

“You’ll see when the time comes.”

Marla swallowed past a lump in her throat. Going undercover to investigate Kim’s death beckoned as a more appealing option than dealing with Dalton’s hints. If her intuition was right, she wasn’t the only one with something up her sleeve.

“Stan wouldn’t look so spiffy in prison garb,” she said, to change the subject. “I’d hate to see him convicted if he’s innocent, so I hope you’ll keep an open mind where he’s concerned. I assume you’re planning to keep me informed about your progress on the case.”

“That depends.”

She could swear his tightened lips were stifling a smile. “On what?”

“On my progress with you, sweetcakes.”
Chapter Two

Marla decided to visit Leah Kaufman before the police interviewed her. She wanted to assess the woman’s reaction to the news of Kim’s death, and this afternoon held no other plans except for completing chores. Thus when Marla exited the police station, she steered her white Toyota Camry toward Coral Springs, where Leah lived.

Fifteen minutes later, Marla glanced at the address she’d obtained from Stan. The turnoff for Leah’s residential development was just before Wiles Road, and she’d gone too far. When she finally arrived at the correct house number, her heart quickened. A brick red Chevrolet Lumina sat in the driveway. Somebody must be home.

She emerged into the cool February air, wishing she’d brought a jacket to wear over her olive cashmere sweater and khaki pants. A cold spell had lowered temperatures into the fifties. Her lips pursed as she strode the short distance to Leah’s front door. While she liked the seasonal change in wardrobe, her body preferred warmer climates. Winters where the thermostat stayed around seventy degrees, as they often did in South Florida, were preferable. Under those conditions, she enjoyed balmy sea breezes while northerners endured arctic blasts and blizzards.

A single step brought her to the front door, adorned with a half-moon crystalline glass insert guarded by cobwebs. The white ranch-style house had midnight blue shutters that matched the door of a two-car garage. Landscaping consisted of ixora hedges with bright crimson blossoms.

Red, white, and blue—how patriotic.

She rang the doorbell, shifting her handbag to the other shoulder. Although she’d met Leah a couple of times, this was her first visit to the woman’s house.

“Who’s there?” cried a female voice from inside.

“Marla Shore.” In case Leah didn’t remember her, she added, “I want to talk to you about Stanley.”

Leah swung the door open. Her charcoal eyes regarded Marla with surprise. “Hey, there. I suppose you’d better come inside. We’re letting the cold air into the house.” Leah patted the apron she wore over a shift dress. Exhaustion showed in dark circles marring her pale complexion.

You could use a deep-conditioning treatment, Marla thought, observing Leah’s limp layers of short auburn hair. She stepped gingerly around a tricycle parked in the front hallway, while shrieks of children’s laughter rang in the background. “Am I interrupting your dinner preparations?” she asked, sniffing the spicy aroma of spaghetti sauce.

“The pot is simmering. What’s this all about?”

Marla faced her. Nearly an inch and a half taller, she was dismayed to feel their difference in height was more due to Leah’s slumped posture and dejected manner than to skeletal structure. Oh joy, wait until she hears what I have to say.

“How are the kids?” she asked, to delay the inevitable. Her glance swept the Asian-style furnishings in the living room. Most outstanding was an ebony lacquered screen with mother-of-pearl inlays depicting Japanese ladies in kimonos chatting by a gazebo. Their porcelain faces held more life than Leah’s wan expression. She’d looked better the last time Marla had seen her, right after her divorce from Stan about two years ago.

Leah gave a small smile. “Keith is fine. He’s in third grade this year, and Emily is in first grade. That helps me a great deal, since I don’t get out of work until three o’clock.”

“Does Stan ever see them?”

Leah grunted. “He comes by, but it’s not often enough. Look, I can spare a few minutes to sit and chat. Would you like a drink? I just poured myself a glass of Merlot.”

“That would be great, thanks.” Marla sat in an armchair and waited patiently. She heard voices, presumably from the kitchen, where Leah must have been quieting her kids.

A few moments later, Leah returned, wineglasses in hand. The two children followed, and she introduced them. Keith looked like a younger version of his father, with black hair and hazel eyes. Emily had an angelic face framed by a halo of reddish gold hair. Both of them wore shmattehs, clothing Marla would have consigned to the local rummage sale.

“Finish your game in the family room,” Leah told them. Obediently, they scampered off. After handing Marla her glass, Leah sat on a weave-patterned sofa.

“They’re beautiful children,” Marla began. She crossed her legs and took a sip of wine. The fruity liquid slid down her throat, leaving an astringent aftertaste.

“Stan has always been good about child support,” Leah admitted, clutching her goblet, “but it’s never enough when you have two kids to raise. I have health insurance payments and other bills, plus I contribute toward my mother’s support. It’s been a struggle.”

“Does Stan share custody?”

“He didn’t request custody, as it would crimp his style. I think Kimberly was the one who didn’t want the burden.”

Diving into the opening, Marla said gently, “Kimberly is dead. Someone killed her early this morning.”

Leah stared at her, eyes intent like a seagull searching for prey. “Are you for real?”

Marla nodded. “Stan’s been arrested. The cops discovered him bending over her body, his pajamas covered with blood. Stan claims he came downstairs and saw her lying there. He turned her over to see if he could help her, but she’d been stabbed. I’m so sorry, Leah, but I felt it would be better for you to hear the news from me rather than a stranger.”

“I don’t believe it. Stan wouldn’t kill anyone.” Leah’s eyes glazed. “Kimberly... dead? How horrible.” A few moments of heavy silence passed before Leah spoke again. “I can’t say her departure saddens me.”

“I understand how you must feel,” Marla said soothingly. “Kim was a thorn in my side, too. Stan and I own some property together, and he kept pressuring me to sell so he could use the proceeds to buy a new house. Kimberly wanted a place on the water.”

Sharing confidences might encourage Leah to talk. Sipping her drink, she waited for the woman’s response.

“Kim had been his secretary, you know. I popped into the office one day and caught them doing it on Stan’s desk. My dreams for the future evaporated in that instant.”

“I’m sorry. It must have been a shock.”

Leah averted her gaze. “I’d always wanted to be a stay-at-home mom. College was a means to an end for me. I didn’t expect to work the rest of my life. Stan and I were a good match. He handled our finances and made the major decisions. I didn’t care to manage those details, so I was glad he took charge.”

“You complemented each other,” Marla said. It hadn’t been that way between her and Stan. When she’d met him, it was just after Tammy’s death. Marla had been a nineteen-year-old babysitter when the toddler she was watching drowned in a backyard swimming pool. She’d panicked when the girl’s parents threatened to press charges. Stan was a member of the law firm Marla had consulted. Her vulnerability appealed to his need for dominance, and they’d been attracted to each other like positive and negative ions.

Rising from a pit of self-recrimination, Marla strove to prove herself a worthy individual. That wasn’t possible under Stan’s demeaning influence. She’d found redemption by attending cosmetology school, opening her own salon, and working for the Child Drowning Prevention Coalition. As she’d regained self-esteem, Stan’s dictates lost their power to sway her.

“The best thing I ever did was to leave Stan,” she confessed, placing her empty wineglass on a table. “It must’ve been terribly difficult for you, especially with the children.”

Leah, who’d been lost in her own memories, lifted her eyes blazing with animosity. “I hated Kimberly. That bitch stole my husband and ruined our marriage.”

“I think Stan is telling the truth. He said the front door was unlocked, and Kim might have let in someone she knew. Do you have any idea who might have had reason to kill her?”

Leah’s mouth curved in a wicked grin. “Other than me? Her death leaves my children as Stan’s main beneficiaries. If he doesn’t remarry, that is.”

“Ha, I wouldn’t count on it. Stan’s an easy one to criticize others, but he doesn’t recognize his own failings. If you ask me, I think he’s afraid to admit he’s growing older. You’ll see, he’ll shack up with someone younger than Kimberly next.”

“He’d better not. Stan visits the children once a month,” Leah said, answering Marla’s earlier question. “He tells them about his recent travels—white-water rafting, hiking the Appalachian Trail, skiing in the Alps. We should have had the money he spent on those trips.”

“So the man likes to live dangerously.”

“He holds on to his youth, like you said. My kids need a father who is around for them. If not for Kimberly—” Her voice cracked, and she halted.

“It takes two people to tango,” Marla said quietly. “Stan let himself be seduced. If not Kimberly, another woman might have come along.”

“Maybe so, but I still blame her. A decent woman wouldn’t get involved with a married man.” A triumphant gleam entered her eyes. “Kim got what she deserved.”

“Did you ever meet any of Kim’s family?” Marla relaxed against the upholstery, feeling light-headed from the wine. Food would be welcome, she thought, salivating at the aroma of cooking onions and peppers.

Leah finished her drink and put her glass next to Marla’s. Rising, she stretched. “I heard they were wealthy, but I never encountered her relatives. Why would I?”

Marla shrugged, then rose to face Leah’s shorter figure. “I promised Stan I’d ask around to see if someone had a motive.”

Leah propped her hands on her hips. “Wait a minute, how do you know all this if Stan was arrested?”

“He called me, and I went to the station. I was allowed to see him in his cell. I’d helped the police with a couple of cases before,” she added in explanation.

“So I’m the first person you chose to interview?” Leah’s brows furrowed angrily.

“You and I were closest to him, Leah. I felt I should tell you about Kim’s death.”

“Does Stan believe I had anything to do with it?”

“No, of course not. He doesn’t even know I’m here.”

Leah glared at her. “I’m not sure if I should be grateful or upset by your visit.”

“I was hoping you could help me.”

Leah edged toward the door, signaling an end to their conversation. “You might want to talk to Gary Waterford. He was dating Kim when she took up with Stan. Gary wasn’t happy that she chose to leave him for richer prospects. He runs an air-conditioning business down in Dania.”

“Okay, thanks.”

A loud shriek came from the back of the house followed by a crash and a prolonged wail.

Leah’s jaw tightened. “Now what?”

“You have enough to keep you busy,” Marla said. “I appreciate your taking the time to see me.”

Leah swung open the front door and gave her an appraising glance. “Yeah, well, Kim couldn’t have chosen a more convenient time to die.”

“Huh?” Marla stepped across the threshold.

“Never mind. Kindly give Stan my regards and tell him to come see the kids when he gets out of the clinker.”

“Sure. Please say good-bye to the children for me.” Her gaze shifted inadvertently. “And if you have some free time, drop by my salon. I’ll give you a complementary cut and style.”

On the way home, she reviewed their dialogue. All she’d learned was that Leah hated Kimberly for the woman’s intrusion into her idyllic life. Leah and Stan had been perfectly suited for each other. Too bad Stan’s inadequacies had kept him from recognizing that fact. According to Leah, his will named their children as beneficiaries after Kim. How expedient for Leah that Kim had dropped out of the picture. Maybe that’s what Leah had meant by her remark.

Marla would have to talk to Gary Waterford another day. Spooks was home waiting for her to let him outside, plus she was hungry. Stan had promised to call tomorrow regarding the nurse’s aide position, assuming his arraignment took place as expected. So there was nothing more she could do about this affair tonight. Today had been emotionally exhausting. She needed to recover her equilibrium before showing up for work in the morning.

Spooks greeted her with wild barking. She stroked the poodle’s cream-colored hair until he calmed, then she let him outside. Her meal consisted of a heated meat-loaf dinner in front of the TV. Newscasters made brief mention of the murder in East Fort Lauderdale of a prominent attorney’s wife. Stanley Kaufman had been detained by the police for questioning, although he claimed an intruder was responsible. Marla cringed when his name was mentioned, imagining the smear on his reputation. Unpleasant memories surfaced of her own ordeal after Tammy drowned, and she vowed to help clear his name.

Deciding to do the dishes later, she let Spooks back inside before calling her mother. Anita lived in a housing development about fifteen minutes away.

“What kind of meshugass is this?” Anita cried when Marla revealed Stan’s plan. “Like you don’t have enough to do? You’re meshugeh if you get involved with such an idiotic scheme. Stan must be off his rocker.”

“I’ve never seen him so upset, Ma,” she said, repeating what she’d told Dalton. “Stanley sure as hell wasn’t so bothered when I left him.”

Anita clicked her tongue. “You weren’t very nice to him at the time, if I recall.”

“Nice? All he did was put me down and tell me how much I needed him. He didn’t want me to succeed on my own. If it weren’t for Tally, I’d never have had enough faith in myself to go to cosmetology school.”

“Your best friend is a jewel, but she might have steered you back to college instead.”

“Two years of undergrad studies was enough for me to realize that wasn’t my calling. You wanted me to be a teacher. After what happened to Tammy, working with children was the furthest thing from my mind. I love being a hairdresser and making people feel good about themselves. Anyway, this is an old discussion.”

“Maybe Stan is hoping to rekindle your romance.”

Marla laughed aloud. “Heck, Ma, he’s just using me.

“So why are you getting involved? Won’t your detective friend disapprove?”

She shifted her position. “He would if he knew about it.”

“You know, I’m starting to like him. He was quite charming when we met at Taste of the World. When am I going to meet his daughter?”

“At her dance recital this spring, remember? I bought you a ticket since you like ballet.”

“Oh yes.” A moment of silence. “I got the impression things were getting more serious between you.”

Marla imagined her mother sitting at the kitchen table in her two-bedroom house, touching up her red fingernail polish. “I haven’t gone out with anyone else lately, if that’s what you mean.”

“What about your other male friends? I know Arnie Hartman is still seeing Jill. He’s quite smitten by her. You missed a good chance there, you know. Arnie has a good business with Bagel Busters, and it’s in the same shopping strip as your salon.”

“I love Arnie, but he’ll never be more than a dear friend. As for Ralph, he quit working at the body shop and went back to school full time. Besides, he got himself a live-in girlfriend.”

“What about Lance, the computer expert?”

“We keep in touch.”

“Well, then, Marla, you should move ahead in your relationship with Dalton Vail. If I were you, I’d tell him about Stan’s scheme before you fall flat on your face. Trust is an important issue between two people who care about each other.”

“He shares his insights with Brianna, not me.”

“You told me his twelve-year-old daughter is sharp for her age. They must be very close since his wife died.”

“So where do I fit in?”

“You’re not family, bubeleh. And he’s not really supposed to talk about his cases.”

“If I tell Dalton about the nurse’s aide job, he’ll forbid me to get involved. I hate how he tries to control my actions like Stanley did.”

“For heaven’s sake, Dalton is not the same type of man. He respects your accomplishments. He’s afraid for you, that’s all. Be glad he has a protective nature.” Anita’s voice lowered. “It’s special when you meet a man who admires you and wants to keep you safe.”

She’d never heard that peculiar tone in her mother’s voice before. “Ma, what are you saying?”

“Just that I understand.”

“No, there’s something more here. What’s going on?” A memory jolted her. “Didn’t you say a while ago that you had news to tell me?”

“Look, I gotta go. Ethel is at the door. Tonight is our Hadassah meeting to plan the regional education day.”

“Wait,” Marla said, but broke off when she heard a click on the line. Darn, why did she get the feeling Ma was hiding something from her? Would Michael know anything about it?

She dialed her brother’s number in Boca Raton, but no one answered. His family must have gone out to dinner. Should she ask Cousin Cynthia to find out the scoop? No time. Now someone was knocking on her door.

“Who is it?” she called from the foyer.

Spooks yipped in the hallway, but his lack of frantic barking told her it was no stranger.

“It’s Moss. Are you decent, mate?”

“Of course.” She swung the door wide to smile at her elderly neighbor. “Is Emma okay?” she asked about his wife, instantly concerned.

The white-haired gent nodded, his seafaring cap bobbing on his head. “I wrote a new limerick and wanted you to take a look before I add it to my collection.”

Marla took the paper from his hand and gestured for him to enter. “Have you submitted your poems yet like I suggested?”

Moss shuffled his feet. A wiry fellow, he had leathery skin from so many years in the sun. “I’m waiting until there are enough verses for a book. But I still go to that writing group at the library. Emma comes with me, says it gets her out of the house.”

Marla suspected Emma’s excuse was her means of encouraging Moss to show his literary efforts to other writers. Her gaze drifted to the paper, and she read aloud:

I went with my wife to the store

We bought veggies, fruits, and more

Until I glanced at the prices

And said we have a crisis

We need to start keeping score.

“Tell me about it,” Marla remarked. “This sounds like good advice for everyone. It seems as though my grocery bill rises each time I go to the supermarket.”

The old geezer chuckled. “Maybe you should stop buying those gourmet baked treats for your pooch.”

“Spooks deserves them. He’s home alone all day waiting for me to return from work. It’s worth the extra cost.” She handed Moss back his paper. “This is super. Show it to your writing friends.”

Beaming with pride, Moss took his precious page and left Marla with a smile on her face. After cleaning the dishes, she phoned her best friend, Tally, who’d left her a voice mail message.

“Marla, what kind of mess did your ex-spouse land in? I saw the report on the news.”

Seated at her desk in the study, Marla rolled her eyes. Here we go, she thought resignedly, then proceeded to tell Tally everything, including her plans to go undercover.

“Holy smokes, that sounds like fun. A fancy estate on the east side of town, huh? Can I come, too? Maybe they need an extra maid on Sundays. I’m a whiz at dusting.”

“I don’t think Ken would be happy if you were gone all day.” Her stomach full, Marla felt like crawling onto the couch with the newest copy of Modern Salon. Tally wasn’t about to let her off so easily, though.

“You’ll need references if you apply for the job. Give them my name. I’ll say you take care of my mother during the week. They don’t have to know she’s deceased.”

“I could always consult Jill for acting lessons,” Marla commented wryly.

Tally laughed, an infectious peal. “After your pretend engagement to Arnie, I don’t think you need lessons from anyone. Have you told Dalton?”

“No, I don’t think it’s a good idea, at least not yet. Arnie and Jill are meeting us for dinner a week from Wednesday for my birthday. I can bring it up then, but only if I get accepted for the position.” She waited to see if Tally would mention her birthday. They hadn’t made plans together yet, and Tally usually treated her to lunch.

“Is it Valentine’s Day already next week? Oh, my. How time flies. Well, let me know what happens after Stan calls you tomorrow. Bye!”

Marla stared at the dead receiver in her hand. Was it her imagination, or did Tally sound a bit breathless? Paranoia might be afflicting her, but she sensed Dalton and her mother weren’t the only ones with something cooking on the back burner.
Chapter Three

At work on Tuesday morning in the Cut ’N Dye Salon, Marla was subject to curious stares from her staff, who’d seen the local news reports. She had no choice but to describe her visit to Stan in the city jail. Sometime during today’s full schedule, she hoped to squeeze in a phone call to Gary Waterford, Kim’s former flame.

At the station on Marla’s left, Nicole Johnson teased a client’s hair. “So Stan is supposed to be released today?” Her ebony ponytail bobbed with her movements. The sleek stylist’s gaze glowed with the same warmth as her cinnamon skin.

Marla paused, curling iron in hand. “That’s assuming he gets an arraignment with a judge who sets bond.”

She glanced at her client, Babs Winrow. The woman had shared secrets with Marla in the past, so she knew Babs could be trusted.

“Stan wants me to sound out Kim’s relatives regarding possible motives,” she confided in a low tone. “He thinks Kimberly might have been murdered for her inheritance. I’ll tell you, it bowled me over when Stan asked for my help.”

“Why wouldn’t the man consult you?” Babs said, snickering. “You’re better at solving murders than the cops. Thanks to your efforts, Ben Kline’s killer is behind bars. After Ben got his head bashed in, all of us on Ocean Guard’s board of directors were under suspicion. Not only did you save our fundraiser, but you also cleared our slate. Detective Vail should be glad you’re on his side. What does he say about your involvement with your ex-spouse? Don’t you have a thing going with him?”

Marla’s face flushed, and she resumed curling Babs’s blond hair. “We see each other occasionally. I wouldn’t say either of us is committed. We’re just getting to know each other better.”

Liar. What would you call that little scene in his office—kissing the friendly cop?

“Dalton hopes Stan will confess his guilt to me,” she continued. “He won’t be thrilled if he finds out what Stan proposed.”

“What’s that?” Nicole asked, leaning in her direction. “I get the distinct impression that you’re about to plunge into hot water again. Wasn’t it enough when Jolene drowned in that spa whirlpool last month?”

Marla tightened her grip on the curling iron. “I owe it to Stan. He was there when I needed him.”

“Girlfriend, he never lets you forget it. Now spill the beans. What does that louse want you to do?”

“Marla, another applicant is here,” Giorgio announced. The handsome Italian stylist waved toward the front desk.

“Give me ten minutes,” Marla called, hastening to finish Babs’s hair. She’d confide her plans to Nicole later, when they had a moment alone.

The salon was short several staff members, since Miloki had left to open her own place, taking along their shampoo assistant, manicurist, and another stylist. Marla still had to find a permanent staffer for the front desk, and now she had the added burden of interviewing for skilled professionals. Sighing, she put down her implements on the counter and accompanied Babs toward the front. Facing the plate-glass window was a seating arrangement with six chairs and a table that held a platter of bagels and cream cheese.

Marla spotted a man hunched by the coffee machine and walked over to introduce herself. “Hi, I’m Marla Shore, salon owner. How can I help you?”

He straightened, and she took a step back after getting a clear glimpse of him. The man was a better applicator of makeup than she. Even with the embellishments, his skin had a sickly gray pallor made worse by overly bleached hair with the consistency of straw. She resisted the urge to wrinkle her nose and instead plastered a polite smile on her face.

“I’m, like, applying for the job.” He pointed to his scrawny chest encased in a stained T-shirt. “Call me Joe.”

“Which job? We have three openings.” She couldn’t imagine him in any of the positions.

“For the stylist. That pays the most, don’t it?” His watery blue eyes peered at her in a manner that made her uneasy.

“How long have you been doing hair?” she asked, skepticism creeping into her tone. She ignored his remark about money.

“Like, three years, baby.”

“Are you licensed?”

He glanced away. “Sure, I am.”

“I assume you’re working somewhere else at present?”

“Yeah, but it’s not cool. I need to find new digs.”

“Are you flexible about hours? We need someone for Thursdays from one until seven since we’re open late that day; Fridays from nine to five; and all day Saturday.”

He shifted his feet. “Can’t do Saturday. That’s when I meet my buddies at Culver Beach.”

She compressed her lips. “Well, I’m still interviewing other applicants. If you’ll write down your name, phone number, and where you’re currently employed, I’ll get back to you by the end of the week.”

As soon as he left, she felt as though fresh air had swept through the salon. “What is it?” she asked Giorgio, who was doubled over.

“Culver Beach,” the gay hairdresser said between fits of laughter. “That’s where you sunbathe nude. It’s down near Hallandale.”

Marla rolled her eyes. “Just out of curiosity, I’ll look into that place where he works now. I have another call to make anyway.” She had a few spare minutes before her next customer arrived.

Inside the storeroom, she lifted a mobile unit and dialed the phone number Joe had given her as his current place of employment.

“Manny’s Dry Cleaning,” intoned a bored female voice.

Marla hung up, her curiosity satisfied. The fellow had lied to her. Scratch him from the applicant pool.

Kim’s former flame was next on her list of persons to interview. She tried Gary Waterford’s home number and wasn’t surprised when no one answered.

He’s probably at work. Didn’t Leah say Gary owned an air-conditioning business in Dania? She’d have to look it up later.

“Marla, Andrea is here,” Giorgio called, summoning her back to her station.

Hours passed before she was free to conduct further research. Her last client had canceled, and so by five o’clock, she was finished for the day. She had meant to catch up on ordering supplies and dealing with a washing machine leak, but those chores got put on hold when Stan walked into the salon.

“Marla, there you are.” He aimed in her direction. From his moist hair, clean-shaven jaw, and freshly laundered shirt, she could tell he’d gone home and showered.

“Stan, what are you doing here?” Her ex-spouse had never set foot in Cut ’N Dye before.

He planted himself in front of her, oblivious to the sudden hushed silence in the room. His intense gaze bored into hers. “We need to talk. I have information for you.”

Oh, right. The nurse’s aide position. Conscious of her staff’s attention, she gestured toward the parking lot. “I’m done here. Let me get my jacket and purse, and then I’ll join you. Nicole, would you mind locking up?”

Nicole’s bright grin made her jaw clench. By now, her staff regarded Marla as a source of ongoing entertainment. Last month it was her fake engagement to Arnie. Before that, she’d had a relationship with a killer. Now Stan complicated matters. All she needed was for Dalton Vail to walk through the door.

Be careful what you wish for, girl.

Before she left, she stopped by the front desk computer to look up the phone numbers for air-conditioning businesses in Dania. She added them to her cell phone’s note section. She’d reach Gary Waterford somehow, unless Stan wanted her to call off the hunt.

Maybe that’s why he was here. She felt a stab of disappointment, not having realized how much she’d anticipated another challenge.

“Want to grab something to eat?” she asked him, once they were outside. The cold air hit her like a freezer blast. She buttoned her cocoa suede jacket, wishing she’d brought a scarf. The weak afternoon sun added little warmth. Darkness would come swiftly. She’d prefer to be home by then, and Spooks needed to go out. Hopefully, they’d make this fast.

“Nice salon you set up for yourself with my money,” Stanley remarked, brushing a piece of imaginary lint off his shirt. The cold temperature didn’t seem to bother him, probably because he was so full of hot air.

“Thanks to our divorce settlement,” Marla retorted, “I was able to achieve something worthwhile in my life, which is more than I can say for our marriage.”

“That’s your fault. You should’ve been happy being married to a rich attorney. I gave you everything you wanted.”

“You didn’t give me respect. You made me feel I owed everything to you, which I did at the start. That’s the only reason I’m helping you now. But you refused to let me grow when I needed to become someone better. It’s clear you never truly understood me.”

A pained expression entered his hazel eyes. “Yes I did, babe. And I still do. You’re trying to erase your guilt over Tammy’s death. If you’d have been a proper wife, you might have redeemed yourself by giving me a family.”

“Leah gave you a family, and where did it leave her? You let that bimbo seduce you.”

His face purpled. “Don’t speak of Kimberly in that manner.”

“She used you, Stan, just as you use everyone to satisfy your ego.” Uncertain if she still wanted to help him, she decided to hear what he had to say before making any hasty decisions. “Let’s go to Bagel Busters. It’s close by,” she suggested.

Arnie Hartman, the proprietor, was a special friend. She relied on his concern in times of trouble. So how come I let him act protective, but I can’t tolerate that attitude in Dalton Vail?

“Good enough for me,” Stan agreed. Taking her elbow, he meant to steer her in that direction, but she shook him off. “My God, you’re touchy.” The look he gave her could have shriveled a snake.

“Keep your hands off me.” How had she ever let him talk her into this? The shmuck didn’t deserve her attention. Maybe she should charge him a consulting fee.

The idea lurked in the back of her mind while she took a seat opposite him in the deli. “Is Arnie here?” she asked Ruth, a waitress.

The older woman smiled. “Sorry, honey. He ran off to pick up Jill from work. She had to get her tires changed.”

A strange sense of abandonment claimed her. How dare Arnie desert her in this hour of need? He’d been spending much of his free time in Jill’s company lately, she realized with a twinge of jealousy. Well, that had been her choice. Despite Arnie’s urging to the contrary and their false engagement, Marla hadn’t wanted their relationship to progress beyond friendship.

She ordered a full meal, intending to milk Stan for a free dinner. “So what’s this information you have to share?” she asked him after Ruth left to get their drinks.

Folding his hands on the table, he leaned forward. A lock of black hair fell across his brow. “I spoke to Stella, Kim’s mother. We were discussing Kim’s funeral, and I asked about the nurse’s aide position. They’re still interviewing people and haven’t found anyone satisfactory.”

“Tally said I could use her for a reference and pretend that I work for her mom during the week. I feel guilty about lying, though.”

“How do you think undercover cops conduct investigations? You’re helping us find my wife’s killer.”

“Why are you so convinced one of Kim’s family is guilty?”

“A lot of money is involved. Kim and I made a prenuptial agreement. In the event anything happened to her, Kim’s family retains her share of Grandpa Harris’s trust fund, although I think the trust itself is set up that way.”

“What if something happened to you first?”

He regarded her with a steady gaze. “My kids inherit my savings and pension funds. I’m not a total nudnik, Marla. I take care of my own. If you had let me—”

“Let’s not go down that road again.” She slouched back when Ruth brought their beverages. Just what she needed. A cup of hot coffee would revive her brain for a few more hours. Taking her time, she added cream and sugar while contemplating what to ask Stan next.

“How do I get an interview for the job?” she said after sipping the strong brew.

“The old lady rules the nest, but she’s grown feeble. Florence, her eldest daughter, is the one who interviews prospective employees, so ask for her when you call. God, I can’t stand how those sisters bicker constantly. When Florence and Stella are together in the same room, it can drive you nuts.”

“Why is that?”

He shrugged. “Stella dabbles in craft projects, which Florence thinks are frivolous wastes of time. Florence is hung up on society functions. The two of them don’t see eye to eye on anything. Then there’s the other reason they don’t get along.” Leaning forward, he lowered his voice. “Florence was in love with the man who became Stella’s husband.”

“Really?”

To her disappointment, he didn’t elaborate. “Their brother, Morris, lives at the complex with his wife and sons, but he’s engrossed in the family business. None of them ever approved of me because I earned my way up the rungs instead of being born into wealth. They’re a bunch of snobs.”

“How delightful,” Marla murmured.

Their meals arrived, and she ate her corned beef sandwich in silence, savoring the greasy potato latkes that accompanied the dish. Stan played with his roast beef, cutting the meat into fine pieces and pushing them around on his plate. He didn’t eat with his usual gusto, reminding Marla that he was in mourning.

A surge of sympathy engulfed her, but she steeled herself against it. “How about our agreement?” she said, putting down her fork. “I want proof that you’ll sell me your half of our rental property.”

A grimace crossed his features. “I figured you’d bring that up. Always interested in serving your needs first, aren’t you?”

“I can say the same thing about you.” Grabbing her mug, she accidentally sloshed a dribble of coffee on her blouse. Heat flushed her face while she mopped the spill with her napkin. Hearing a rustle of papers, she glanced up.

“My partners prepared these documents. I suppose you’ll want your attorney to look them over.” He handed them to her.

Marla’s eyes widened as she scanned the contents. “This is highway robbery! What kind of shlemiel do you think I am? I can’t afford to pay that much.”

Stan sneered. “My price goes along with the property appraisal. You want to call off the deal, it’s fine with me. In fact, I’ll pay you that amount for your share. Just think what you can do with the money—buy your car when the lease expires or pay off the mortgage on your townhouse. What do you say?” He stuffed a piece of buttered roll into his mouth.

Marla slammed her hand on the table, not caring that several patrons glanced at her in disapproval. “I say, dershtikt zolstu veren.” You should choke on it.

“Tch, tch. Not nice, Marla.”

“If you want my help, you’d better play nice with me. This cost is too high.”

Her resolve must have shone through her expression, because he grunted resignedly. “Very well, I’ll give you a discount, but you have to earn it.”

She pushed away her plate, no longer hungry. “Consider it my retainer fee as your private investigator. I want new papers delivered tomorrow. I won’t trust you until you sign them.”

“Hey, you think I’m stupid? I’m not signing anything until you turn in Kim’s killer to Detective Vail.” His wily gaze penetrated hers. “Let me amend that statement. I’ll sign, but with an option to cancel within thirty days. If you don’t bring in a suspect by then, our deal is off.”

“Thirty days? Ha! A piece of cake.”

Like a punctured balloon, his expression deflated. “Kim made the best chocolate cakes. The best. I can’t believe she won’t be bustling around the kitchen anymore.”

“I’m sorry, Stan.” Her anger evaporated in the face of his grief.

A flicker of something else flashed behind his eyes. “Yeah, well, in one way you could say she got what she wanted.”

“What does that mean?”

He pursed his lips. “A bird who tries to fly with clipped wings ends up on the ground.”

“Excuse me? I’m not following your train of thought.”

“Never mind.” He shook himself, as though mentally resurfacing. “Let me know what happens when you contact the Pearls. Kim’s funeral is set for Thursday. Her family will sit shiva afterward at their place. I’ll be receiving visitors for the required three days at my house. That includes the day of the funeral, according to my rabbi. So don’t expect to be interviewed for the job until Sunday at the earliest.”

“That works for me. Oh, I told Leah what happened. She’d like for you to stop by and see the kids.”

“Thanks, Marla. For everything.” Rising, Stan threw some dollar bills on the table and waited while she pulled on her jacket. At the cash register, he paid their check.

“That was a simple meal,” he said to her outside in the parking lot. “It was almost like old times, sitting across from you at the dinner table.”

“If I recall, you preferred places with a dress code. But you’re right; after things went bad between us, we argued our way through every meal just like tonight. I’ll be seeing you, Stan.”

“Wait a minute, let’s say a proper good-bye.” Taking her elbow, he directed her toward a darkened corner. “It’s your birthday next week, and I want to give you an early present for being so helpful.”

He drew her close before she realized what he intended and kissed her full on the lips. Marla was so astonished that she didn’t pull back. He must have taken that as encouragement because he deepened the kiss, arousing memories she’d rather forget. Once upon a time, she’d craved his touch. Now it merely reminded her of past mistakes. She tolerated his embrace only because part of her wanted to comfort him, knowing he ached inside with grief. Maybe a passionate kiss was his way to reaffirm life in the face of death.

No, this wasn’t right. While his arm tightened around her, his other hand snaked to her breast. What was the man doing? Bracing herself to push away, she froze when heavy footfalls sounded from behind.

“Here you are,” Dalton Vail announced. “I’ve been looking for you.”

Marla freed herself and spun around. She swallowed at the grim expression on the detective’s face. Behind her, Stan cleared his throat.

“Which one of us do you mean?” Stan demanded with a hint of bravado.

“I wanted Marla, but maybe you’re staking a prior claim?”

Marla glanced from one to the other, feeling as though they stood on a battlefield. Stan returned her gaze, his eyes speculative. Surely he didn’t believe she still felt attracted to him? Her glance swung to Dalton, who’d traded his signature suit for jeans, a fresh button-down shirt, and a black leather jacket. His mood appeared as dark as a level-one hair color.

Stan raised his hands. “I ended my claims long ago, unless Marla’s had a change of heart. I think she knows what she’s been missing. Or does she get it from you?”

“That’s none of your business,” Dalton grated.

His fist clenched, and Marla feared they’d come to blows. But the detective reined in his temper, no doubt saving it to take out on her later.

“Well, I was just leaving,” Stan said, backing away. “Bye, Marla.”

“What’s going on between you and Kaufman?” Dalton demanded, after Stan’s car squealed from the parking lot.

Marla shivered in the cool night air. “It was a friendly kiss. He didn’t mean anything by it.”

“The two of you seemed pretty snug.”

“That’s because he surprised me. Don’t worry, Stan doesn’t affect me the way you, er, I mean...” She moistened her lips, aware he watched every movement. “Stan is grateful because I’m helping him out.”

“Really?” His tone held a dangerous edge. “I’ll follow you home, and then you can tell me all about it.”
Chapter Four

Marla unlocked her car door. “It wouldn’t be a good idea for us to be together right now.”

“Why not?” A beam of light from a street lamp shimmered on the silvery highlights of Dalton’s dark hair.

Marla’s breath came short at his nearness. Facing him, she leaned against her car, the driver’s door unopened. “You’re working on a case that involves me. It isn’t smart to mix business with pleasure.”

“Is that what we’re doing?” He lifted his arms to pin her in place against the vehicle’s metal body.

“You’re too close, Dalton.”

“Am I?” He nuzzled her neck, inhaling as though he enjoyed her scent.

“I intend to prove Stan is innocent.”

That jolted him. Abruptly, he stepped back. “Just what is it you’ve agreed to do for him?”

She drew in a deep breath. Trust had to begin somewhere, didn’t it?

“Kimberly’s grandmother employs a daily nurse. The woman needs a day off, so Stan said I should apply for the position of health aide on Sundays. It shouldn’t be so hard to look after an old lady for one day. Stan believes one of Kim’s family members may have killed his wife to gain her inheritance, since her share goes back to them upon her death. I’m supposed to snoop around the estate. In return, Stan will sell me his half of our jointly owned property.”

“He could be right. Having an insider there could prove useful.”

“You mean you’re not angry?” An imaginary weight lifted off her shoulders.

“Would it stop you if I disapproved of this masquerade?”

“Not really.”

“I still think Stan has his own motive and is trying to throw us off track.”

“Undoubtedly you’ll be investigating that angle.” She couldn’t believe his easy acceptance. “What do you say we exchange information?”

“Sure.”

She tugged on her skirt. “You’ve never been so agreeable before. You’re always warning me to stay away from your cases. “

His eyebrows raised. “Marla, you advised me at Taste of the World that I have to let you take risks. That goes for our relationship, too. I won’t be able to tell you everything, but I’m sure you know that.”

“Yes, I do.”

“Good. I’ll interview Kim’s friends and neighbors, in addition to the relatives. Let me know if
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