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Chapter One
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“I can offer you a fantastic deal if you sign up for a membership now,” urged Gloria, an account executive at Perfect Fit Sports Club. Sitting behind a desk in her office, she gave her customer a patronizing smile.

“I’m only here to register for the three-month trial membership,” Marla Shore explained. Crossing her legs, she surveyed the girl’s svelte figure, coiffed hairdo, and flawless makeup. You’d look better in a layered cut, she thought with the critical eye of an expert beautician.

“How can you turn this down? Don’t you want to save money?” Gloria persisted. “Normally, our contract runs for three years with an initiation fee of two hundred and ninety-nine dollars. But if you join today, I’ll give you a hundred dollar discount off that price. It’s a real bargain with the forty-dollar monthly fee.”

Just what I want to do with my money—tie it up in another monthly payment for three years.

Marla wondered how often Gloria worked out, or if she even bothered. Heaven forbid the girl should break a manicured fingernail on one of the exercise machines. Not that Marla was so familiar with the gleaming metal devices. Owner of Cut ’N Dye Salon, her main form of exercise was to take her poodle, Spooks, for his daily stroll. She felt as out of place in a fitness club as a white hair on a brunette.

“I’m just interested in the free trial. Is there someone who will show me around so I can get started?”

Gloria pursed her lips. “As a member, you’d receive a tour by a personal trainer. Otherwise, you’ll be on your own.” She sniffed. “I might add that people who come in for the free trial period never sign up for membership.”

Why is that? Because you’re so rude? “I don’t buy anything unless I try it out first,” Marla snapped.

“If you pay the full initiation fee at the end of the month, you’ll be sorry you didn’t join today. I’ll even throw in a coupon for a free massage if you sign up now.”

“Don’t you understand the word no?”

The girl’s face closed like a clamshell. “People like you never come back after the free offer is over.” Opening her desk, she pulled out a form and scribbled her signature. “Here’s your trial membership card.”

Grasping her bag, Marla stalked out. This place would never get her award for courtesy to customers.

She began her self-guided tour in the lobby, which held the front desk, a juice bar, and a comfortable lounge with leather armchairs. A glass partition walled off the wet section with its whirlpool and aquatics area. Offices and massage suites branched from the opposite side where a staircase led to an upper level.

Now you’ve gone and done it, she thought, glancing around in bewilderment. Coming here had been a gross mistake. She could feel it in her bones as surely as the January chill that penetrated through the green-tinted windows facing the parking lot.

Shmuck. You should never have let Tally talk you into this. It’s your fault for gaining weight over the holidays. Her best friend couldn’t make it tonight, so Marla had decided to get oriented by herself. Then, when she met Tally here on Sunday, at least she’d already know her way around.

“Is it always so quiet on Friday evenings?” she asked the receptionist, a ponytailed brunette focused on a computer.

The girl glanced up, her jaw working a piece of gum. “Oh, no, honey. Everyone’s at the competition over at Dayna’s Gym. I guess you weren’t interested in the prize, huh?”

“What’s that?”

“A date with Mr. World Muscleman.”

“You’re right, I’m not interested. Where can I get changed? I came here directly from work but packed a bag earlier.”

Pointing a finger, the girl said, “Walk through the wet area, and you’ll come to the locker room.” Her gaze surveyed Marla’s denim jumper dress. “Are you new here, honey?”

“Yeah, how could you tell?”

A grin split the girl’s face. “You have that lost look about you. Don’t worry, you’ll learn your way around soon enough. My name is Sharon if you need anything. By the way, I love your hair. Is that your natural color? It’s so shiny.”

“Yes, it is.” Marla patted her chestnut hair, curled inward at chin length. Even though her thirty-fifth birthday approached, she didn’t have any gray hairs yet. Considering her age, maybe getting in shape wasn’t such a bad idea. “I’m a hairstylist. Stop in at my salon, and I’ll give you a discount as a first timer,” she said, handing the girl a business card.

Glad she had worn rubber-soled shoes, Marla padded through the wet area, treading carefully along the slippery tiles. A whirlpool hissed and bubbled on her left, while on the right an aqua pool smelled strongly of chlorine. At the far end were doors to the sauna and steam rooms. I don’t need to go in there to feel the humidity, she thought, perspiration rising on her upper lip. The place oozed dampness like a mangrove swamp.

In the rear, she pushed open the door to the women’s lockers. Cool, citrus-scented air freshened the spacious area. Her quick glance noted polished wood benches, stacks of open cubicles, peach-and-turquoise floor tiles, and mirrored walls. Piped-in music played tunes from a popular radio station.

At least she was alone and could change in peace. But as she selected an empty cubbyhole for her street clothes, voices drifted her way.

“You’re a murderer! I know what you’ve done,” a woman cried.

“I’m warning you, leave me alone or I’ll file charges.”

Marla’s ears perked up. She recognized that smoky tone as belonging to Jolene Myers, one of her clients. Palm Haven was a small community, even though it counted as a western suburb of Fort Lauderdale, and she often ran into customers around town.

“I won’t rest until you stop that torture,” the unknown woman said. “Do you realize the pain and suffering you’re causing?”

“Give me a break, Cookie. We’re talking about laboratory animals here, for God’s sake.”

Marla rounded the bend and entered a tiled section with a row of sinks. Hair driers and various toiletries sat on the counter. In front of a wall-sized mirror, the two combatants faced off.

Jolene’s eyes widened in recognition as she caught sight of the newcomer. “Marla! Will you tell this pest to get off my case? Our company goes out of its way to use the safest possible research techniques.”

“Who are you?” the stranger demanded.

“Marla Shore. I’m Jolene’s hairdresser.”

“Oh yeah? Cookie Calcone here.” Cookie, a diminutive woman, glared up at her. “Do you know what this twit calls harmless? Her scientists use the Draize irritancy test. They drip caustic substances into the eyes of rabbits to assess the damaging effects. The test may last for days, while the animals are restrained to prevent them from rubbing away the chemical. Since their tear ducts work poorly, the stuff won’t wash out. Blistering and ulceration of the cornea often occurs. Can you imagine the pain they suffer?”

“Well, yes,” Marla began, but Jolene cut her off.

“Those tests are necessary. Better we should find out if a substance is toxic before it’s applied to humans.”

Cookie’s green eyes blazed. “Safer methods exist. What about the skin tests done on guinea pigs? Their torture lasts for weeks. Sometimes they kill themselves trying to escape. You can’t tell me there aren’t more viable options.” With a grunt, she tossed a short strand of strawberry blond hair off her face.

Jolene squared her shoulders. She wore a gray jersey top with matching shorts and a towel wrapped around her neck as though she’d just come from a workout. “We’ve already begun using the Agarose Diffusion Method as an alternative to the Draize test, but sometimes animal trials are the only way to achieve reliable results. In that event, we anesthetize the lab animals when possible. We try to treat them humanely, but proving the safety of our products is paramount. Ultimately, we do what’s best for the consumer.”

Cookie snorted. “You’re saying that to justify the funding. Keep it up, and you’ll be sorry.”

Jolene’s eyes glittered. “You’re hot air without the wind, darling. You can’t blow my house down.”

“Oh no?” Cookie hunched forward, revealing the cleavage under her swimsuit. “I’ll bet if your friends find out what you do, they’ll shy away. You don’t condone animal testing, do you, Marla?”

Fascinated by their conversation, Marla didn’t expect to be drawn into it. “Uh, I suppose not. I haven’t really given the issue much thought.” Who did? In most cases, you bought products you liked without regard to their origins. She used items in her salon that produced the best results. It just so happened that many of them were botanicals. Would it make a difference to her if a particular brand employed animal testing in its laboratories? Probably not, if it made her clients happy.

“That’s the problem,” Cookie agreed, nodding vigorously. “Most people don’t think about it. But if I tell them what your company is doing, Jolene, you can bet the media will be down your throat.”

“Heck, I don’t need this. I’ve already had a bad day. Dancercize class wound me up, and then I had a snack afterward, which didn’t help. I’m going to relax in the whirlpool after my massage.”

“Which massage therapist do you recommend?” Marla queried, rubbing the knots of tension stiffening her neck.

“Don’t make an appointment with Slate Harper,” Jolene advised. “The guy asked me out and refuses to take no for an answer. He even showed up at my door one day. I’ve half a mind to complain about him to the manager.”

“So why don’t you?” Marla asked.

“Unlike Cookie, I don’t care to make waves. I just avoid Slate, that’s all.” Jolene strode to a locker and grabbed a canvas bag sitting in an open cubicle. “You should take gelatin supplements, Marla. All that shampooing can weaken your keratin. I always take a dose before going into the whirlpool, and I had a manicure today, so it’s doubly important.” Scraping aside some yellow powder at her feet, she opened her sack and withdrew an unlabeled bottle.

“We have a new manicurist,” Marla mentioned, aware that Jolene hadn’t liked their previous ones. “Why don’t you give her a try?”

“I’m happy with Denise at the New Wave. Hmm, that’s odd, the cap is loose.” Jolene’s brows raised as the lid popped right off. At the sink, she downed two capsules with a gulp of water. “I’ve got to run. See you, Marla.” Pointedly ignoring Cookie, she thrust her turquoise bag back into the cubbyhole and fled.

Left alone with Cookie, Marla experienced a sensation of unease. The woman’s gaze followed her around the room as though she were the quarry in a hunt. Changing quickly in a bathroom stall, she realized it would be necessary to buy a lock to secure her belongings. For now, she’d carry her stuff along upstairs.

Cookie trailed her to the staircase. “What kind of products do you use in your salon?”

“We buy mostly professional brands. Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to find a trainer.”

Cookie’s expression darkened. “Those animals will get their revenge, you’ll see. Jolene’s days are numbered. She doesn’t realize it yet.” Leaving those ominous words hanging in the air, Cookie turned on her heel and headed for the pool.

Upstairs, Marla approached a reception area in the center of the workout floor. Behind the counter stood a young man with deep-set brown eyes. He wore his dark hair slicked back from a wide forehead. The man grinned at Marla’s appearance, as though glad to see another person. No one else was visible in the aerobics studio, exercise stations, or free weight section.

“Guess you didn’t want to view the competition over at Dayna’s,” he said in a pleasantly modulated voice. Wearing the club staff uniform, a green knit shirt and matching shorts, he displayed his musculature under a healthy glow of tanned skin.

“I’m Marla Shore, and this is all new to me. Are you one of the personal trainers?”

“No, they’ve left for the day. I’m Keith Hamilton, a fitness consultant.” He held out his hand for a brief, firm shake. “Is this your first session? I can help you, but I’ll need to see your membership card.”

Marla showed him her trial authorization. “I’d like an introduction to the equipment, if that’s possible.” Since he wasn’t busy, maybe he’d be kind enough to accommodate her even though she wasn’t a true member. She smiled to give him more incentive.

Apparently, he liked what he saw in her toffee eyes, because he took her arm and guided her to the cycle machines. “If you were a full member, you’d be entitled to a tour, body fat analysis, and free one-hour session with a trainer. But seeing as how you’re on your own, I’ll do what I can for you.”

He winked, making Marla regret her friendly smile. She didn’t need any amorous complications right now, not when Detective Dalton Vail was getting more possessive about their relationship. It didn’t matter to him that commitment wasn’t in her vocabulary at this point. She remembered the reason every time Stan showed up to harangue her. After Dalton met her ex-spouse, he understood the basis for her fierce independence, but it didn’t undermine his determination to pursue her. Unfortunately, every time their paths crossed, a murder was involved.

Focusing her attention, she concentrated on Keith’s instructions as he introduced her to the StairMaster and Life Cycle machines, treadmill, and simulated rowing device.

“That looks like fun.” Marla pointed to a Tectrix Virtual Reality bike. She appreciated the screen mounted in front of the bike that showed an animated scene of a road snaking up a hilltop.

“You can choose your own scenario. I like Tank, a military combat game. How fast you go depends on how fast you cycle, and you have to steer around obstacles.”

She arched her eyebrows. “I’ll give this machine a try when I’m here Sunday with my friend. At least there’s something to watch while you’re pedaling.” Huh, this trial membership might not be so bad after all.

“You’re entitled to join any of the classes.” Keith handed her an aerobics schedule. “Dancercize is popular with the ladies and not as strenuous as some of the other techniques. Now if you’re interested, I can get you started with the body fat analysis.”

“Sure, why not?” Marla knew she had nothing to worry about on that score. Tally was the one who always complained about her weight, even though the girl had a perfect figure to model the stylish clothes in her boutique, Dressed to Kill. Her friend’s downfall was a craving for chocolate, whereas Marla’s vice was caffeine. At least her addiction didn’t add calories.

“I’ll use the circumference method,” Keith said, approaching her with a tape measure. “Next time, ask Dave to do a bioelectrical impedance test. The fat machine, as we call it, is more accurate. Lift your chin.”

Marla held still while he measured her neck. He stood awfully close, leaning inward until she could smell his lime aftershave. His face hovered inches away, his mouth teasingly within kissing distance. The hairs on her arms prickled. Did she just now realize they were alone and barely anyone else was in the building?

She held her breath until he finished, then squirmed when he wound the tape around her waist, tightening it at the back so his fingertips rested on her derriere.

“Shouldn’t that be placed a bit higher?” she squeaked when he aimed for her hips. He’d twisted the tape around the biggest part of her butt. That wasn’t her hip measurement, was it? And why was he pinching the tape so tight in front while staring down at her bared thighs?

“You’re a thirty-four waist, thirty-seven hips, and thirteen neck,” he stated, unabashedly ogling her.

Get real, pal. I’m not that big. You don’t know what the hell you’re doing.

“So what’s next?”

He put the tape away. “Take your shoes off, and we’ll get your height and weight on the scale.”

Feeling oddly vulnerable in her tank top and shorts, she followed him to a corner and stepped onto the unit. His hand accidentally—or not—brushed her breast when he reached to move the lever.

“Watch it. My boyfriend is a police officer,” she muttered.

“Sorry.” His grin displayed his lack of concern. “Five-feet-six inches, one hundred and twenty pounds.”

“Wait a minute, my scale at home says I weigh one eighteen.”

“This one may be better balanced.”

Marla put her sneakers back on while he did the calculations at his desk. He seemed to take an overly long time, confirming her opinion that this wasn’t his customary job. Maybe he was faking it just for an excuse to put his hands on her.

“Your body fat percentage is thirty-one,” he said, glancing at her. “The recommended percentage for a woman is twenty-two. What’s your activity level at home?”

“I take my poodle for walks and work in a salon all day.”

“Any regular form of exercise? Aerobic workouts?”

“That’s been enough for me. I don’t have time for anything else.”

A frown creased his brow. “Would you say you walked your dog for thirty minutes, three times a week? I’ll put you down for a moderate activity level then.” At her nod, he did a further analysis. “Your lean body mass is eighty-three pounds, meaning you need to eat ten blocks a day.”

“Huh?”

“One block contains ten grams of carbohydrate, seven-point-five grams of protein, and three-point-three-three grams of fat. It translates to about one hundred calories.”

“So you’re saying I need a diet with one thousand calories? I’ll starve!” His numbers couldn’t be accurate. She wasn’t fat! Added to the insult, Sharon the receptionist’s remark surfaced in her mind: Is that your natural color? Fighting an impulse to dash to a mirror and check for gray hairs, Marla managed a demure smile instead.

“I don’t think you measured me correctly. I’ll see what Dave says when he uses that machine you mentioned.”

His eyes flickered momentarily with an emotion she couldn’t identify. “Regardless of the recommended blocks for your diet, you need to be aware of proper eating habits, such as avoiding foods high in arachidonic acid. Giving guidance in this area is my sphere of expertise.”

Rummaging in a drawer, he selected several papers, which he handed to her. “Make an appointment with me for next week, and we’ll personally roam over the details of your diet plan.”

His eyebrows rose suggestively, giving Marla the impression he wanted to roam over her person rather than discuss her health. Given Gloria’s rude behavior earlier, she wondered if personnel problems were par for the course here.

“I’ll be coming with my friend next week. Perhaps you can advise us both together.” Compressing her lips, she scanned the pages detailing foods to avoid, which naturally included many of her favorite snacks, foods to include on her targeted diet plan, and sample recipes. She liked the one for spinach pie since it used ingredients that were easy to buy, unlike the energy bars that required fructose, nonfat dry milk, and soy protein powder, among other uncommon components. Maybe it was healthy for her body, but not for her purse. She wasn’t about to stock items that weren’t normally on her shelf.

Glancing at her watch, she cleared her throat. “I didn’t realize it was so late. Guess I’ll have to wait until Sunday to try this stuff,” she said, gesturing at the exercise stations.

Keith turned on a smarmy smile. “Do you want to grab a bite to eat somewhere with me? We can begin discussing your diet plan tonight. I know a great natural food restaurant where we can get the best veggie platters.”

“No, thanks. I think I’ll pick up a Big Mac on the way home. With a large fries and a chocolate milkshake. Yum!”

Grinning at his horrified expression, she whirled around and headed for the stairs. She was halfway there when a blood-curdling scream from below halted her dead in her tracks.
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Chapter Two
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Marla raced down the stairs, nearly stumbling over her own feet in her haste to find the source of the terrifying screams. Arriving in the lobby, she noticed Sharon gesturing wildly from the pool deck. Careful not to slip on the wet tiles, she rushed inside the aquatics area. The receptionist’s face resembled the color of an overdone bleach job.

Marla skidded on the damp floor. “What’s wrong?”

Her teeth chattering, Sharon pointed at the whirlpool, which gurgled and frothed like a witch’s cauldron.

As though in response, a flaccid hand bubbled to the surface and then sank.

“Someone’s under there,” Sharon wailed.

Not again. Marla’s vision blurred as past events collided with the present in her stunned mind. Get a grip. This isn’t little Tammy. That tragedy happened fifteen years ago.

She glanced up as Keith bounded into the room. “There’s a body underwater. You have to do something.”

Turning to the receptionist, he ordered, “Sharon, call nine-one-one.”

Covering her mouth, Sharon fled from the aquatics section. A few minutes later, Marla heard an emergency announcement broadcast on the PA system: “Code Six in the wet area!”

Keith kicked off his shoes. “Whoever it is may be trapped by the drain. I’m going in.” Charging down the steps into the seething water, he grimaced as the heat enveloped his legs. It wasn’t that deep—four feet according to a marker—so the water only reached his ribs. He slogged through the swirling current and stopped suddenly to reach down.

A few moments later, a woman’s limp form rested by the side of the pool. Marla felt the blood drain from her face as she recognized Jolene Myers.

“She couldn’t have been under long,” Keith said, “or her skin would have sloughed off from the heat. She’s not rigid yet. There’s a chance.” Dripping onto the deck as he knelt beside her still body, he began performing CPR.

“Can I help?” Marla asked, wringing her hands. Jolene couldn’t be dead. She’d just talked to the woman in the locker room. Maybe Jolene had slipped and bumped her head and could still be revived. If only her skin didn’t have that bluish tint. It reminded Marla of the Barbicide liquid she used at the salon to disinfect her combs.

“Go find Slate. He’s in the massage suite,” Keith said, perspiring from exertion.

In the lobby, Marla confronted Sharon. “Keith needs assistance. Where’s Slate? He must not have heard your bulletin.”

Her chin quivering, Sharon opened her mouth to speak, but words failed her. She lifted a trembling finger and pointed to the right.

Reaching the massage area, Marla faced an empty check-in desk and two closed doors. She rapped loudly on the nearest one and jumped back when it swung open. A tall young man wearing a staff shirt and shorts strolled out, his cool amber eyes assessing her. Marla got a quick glimpse beyond of a voluptuous blonde sitting on a treatment table adjusting her green knit top with the club logo. From the way it fit, she didn’t appear to be wearing a bra. A pair of long legs showed below matching shorts.

“What can I do for you?” The man plowed his fingers through his short, disheveled brown hair.

“Are you Slate?” she asked.

“Yeah, what’s up?”

“There’s an emergency, and Keith needs your help by the pool. Didn’t you hear the Code Six announcement?”

He glanced over his shoulder at the blonde. “Sorry, I was distracted. Amy, I gotta go.” Without wasting another word, he darted off.

The girl slipped on a pair of tennis shoes and sauntered from the treatment room. Her overly made-up face expressed curiosity. “What’s going on?”

“A woman had an accident in the whirlpool. She’s unconscious, not breathing.”

“Who?”

“Jolene Myers.” If Jolene was a regular, the staff member might know her.

“Hah!” Amy’s mouth spread in a smug grin.

Marla gave her a sharp glance. Why are you so pleased? “I gather you know Jolene.”

“I manage the juice bar. She bought a shake and a sandwich earlier. Maybe she should have let the food digest.” Her gaze cooled. “I’m Amy Gerard. And you are?”

“Marla Shore. A new member. Now if you don’t mind, I’m going to see what’s happening.” Her ears picked up the wail of sirens outside, getting louder.

Beside the pool, Keith and Slate attempted to revive Jolene. They leapt aside when rescue personnel thundered through the front door and were directed by Sharon into the aquatics section. While the paramedics performed their patient assessment, a uniformed police officer approached Marla.

“Excuse me, miss,” he said. “Can you tell me what happened here?”

Marla glanced uncertainly at the club attendants. “Sharon is the lady at the reception desk. I was upstairs when I heard her screaming. She found Jolene in the whirlpool. That’s Jolene Myers.” She pointed to her client. The officer scribbled in a notebook while she spoke.

“Do you work here?”

“No, I’m a temporary member. They work here.” She indicated Keith, Slate, and a couple of other staffers who had joined them, including Gloria, whose supercilious expression had been replaced by one of mingled confusion and fear.

“Just a minute, please.” The policeman strode away to confer with the paramedics, who had attached various devices to Jolene’s prostrate form. Their faces were intent as they worked on her without apparent success.

When they called for a stretcher, Marla’s desire to flee struggled with her sense of morbid curiosity. Frozen limbs glued her to the spot until the rescue truck departed with Jolene aboard, and the officer returned to resume his questioning.

“Shouldn’t you be talking to them?” she asked, her voice hoarse. Now that the action was over, she felt an intense urge to sink down in a corner and cover her face with her hands. It might not blot out the images of Jolene’s unconscious body from her mind, but she needed the chance to recover her composure. She’d started to shake—doubtless a delayed reaction. And the chicken wings she’d eaten on her way here were creating havoc with her stomach.

“Are you all right? You don’t look so good,” the officer said, his tone suddenly solicitous. “Say, haven’t I seen you before?”

Marla gave him a closer examination. Her eyes widened when she recognized his ruddy face and kindly, pale-blue eyes. “Bless my bones, you’re one of the guys who came to my house with Detective Vail after I had that break-in several months ago. I’m Marla Shore.”

Light dawned in his expression. “Of course, you’re the lieutenant’s... friend. My name is Barkley.”

“Well, listen, Officer Barkley. Is it possible Jolene slipped and cracked her head on that ledge inside the whirlpool?”

“Medics said there were no signs of a head injury, ma’am. How well acquainted are you with the woman?”

“Jolene Myers is one of my customers at Cut ’N Dye Salon.”

The stocky officer took notes while she spoke. “Does the lady have family nearby? Where does she work?”

“She’s not married; her parents live up north; and she’s a research supervisor at Stockhart Industries.” A pause. “Jolene swallowed a couple of pills in the locker room, if that’s relevant. She said they were gelatin capsules. She always took them before soaking in the whirlpool because she believed they’d strengthen her nails.”

“Were you alone with her in the locker room?”

Marla hesitated. Should she mention the argument between Cookie and Jolene that had caused her client to become upset? Maybe not, at least for now. If Jolene had succumbed to an illness or accident, the discussion she’d overheard would be irrelevant.

“Another club member may have been there,” she hedged, wondering where Cookie had gone. The woman was heading for the pool when Marla went upstairs. Had Cookie left the wet area by the time Jolene arrived?

“Jolene mentioned she’d been having a bad day,” Marla continued. “After Dancercize class, she’d scheduled a massage and then planned to soak in the whirlpool.”

“I see. If you’ll pardon me, I have to call my sergeant for instructions.”

The officer turned and nearly collided with a tall, athletic man who’d just entered. The newcomer wore a charcoal suit, expertly tailored to fit his broad shoulders. A crimson-and-navy tie added a splash of color to his otherwise somber appearance.

“Detective Vail, sir,” Barkley muttered, giving him a respectfully wide berth.

“Dalton,” Marla cried. “What are you doing here?” As a homicide investigator, he wouldn’t be present unless foul play was suspected. “You weren’t called in because—”

“I was in the area and heard the dispatcher.” His steel gray eyes narrowed. “I didn’t expect to see you, however. Dare I ask why you’re in the vicinity?”

She moistened her lips. “I, uh, joined the sports club for a trial period. Today is my first day.” Her glance strayed to his peppery hair, neatly parted to the side.

“No kidding. How am I not surprised that someone ended up unconscious in your presence?”

Are you implying it’s my fault? “Now wait a minute. Jolene’s accident happened through no intent of mine. Just because Bertha Kravitz croaked in my salon and Ben Kline got his head bashed in after we met doesn’t mean I’m a jinx.”

“Maybe not, but a magnet for disaster is a possibility.”

His eyes smoldered, and Marla recalled his earlier warnings for her to stay out of trouble. Warnings she hadn’t heeded.

They stared at each other, his keen assessment making her knees weaken. His spice cologne and powerful stature made her heart race erratically. Damn, must she react like a hormone-driven adolescent? All right, so they hadn’t seen each other for a few weeks. After Taste of the World at her cousin Cynthia’s estate in December, they’d gone out together on New Year’s Eve. Since then, busy schedules had claimed their spare time.

Someone cleared his throat beside them. “Excuse me, sir,” Barkley cut in, “shall I take statements from witnesses?”

Dalton dragged his gaze from hers. “Go ahead, I’ll be with you in a minute.” His deeply resonant tone slid along Marla’s nerves like warm brandy. Before he could continue his conversation with her, his cell phone rang.

“Lieutenant Vail,” he answered. Listening, he nodded once, his face impassive. “I’m on it.” He hung up, his demeanor grim. “That was our man at the hospital. The lady didn’t make it.”

“Oh, no. Jolene is...” A lump rose in her throat. An optimistic part of her had expected Jolene to survive.

“I gather you knew the victim. I’ll want to interview you, but I have to give some orders first. Wait here.” He strode away while punching numbers on his phone.

Marla stood by, wondering how she could help. There would be plenty of witnesses to question, judging by the uniformed staff clustered around. She didn’t recognize everyone. Keith and Slate quietly chatted with the blonde, Amy, on the pool deck. In the lobby, Sharon sat at her post, her face a frozen mask of fear. Gloria leaned against the reception desk, watching the commotion. Her expression of cool disdain belied her earlier distress.

What about club members? Maybe someone had noticed Jolene entering the whirlpool.

No one paid Marla any attention when she headed for the women’s locker room.

“Marla Shore! What’s going on out there?” demanded a woman with intense moss green eyes, auburn hair, and a fiftyish face devoid of wrinkles.

Marla stopped short inside the entrance. “Eloise, I didn’t know you were here.” A successful mortgage broker, Eloise Zelman had become a regular at Marla’s salon after Cynthia introduced them at Taste of the World.

“I was in the sauna.” The older woman gestured to her salmon-colored shorts set. “I came in here to change and heard someone screaming. I was afraid to come out.”

“Well, Jolene Myers dunked herself in the whirlpool and didn’t surface. Keith pulled her out, but apparently too late. She drowned, or so I presume.” Marla shook her head, unable to believe her own words. “Jolene is just too smart to let that happen. I’ve known her for several years.” Realizing she was speaking in the present tense, Marla gulped.

“Jolene drowned?” Eloise’s face paled.

“I should get her things and give them to Dalton,” Marla murmured thoughtfully, eyeing a rack of plastic bags on a wall hook. Ignoring Eloise, who trailed after her, Marla obtained a paper towel from the bathroom. Careful not to touch the turquoise sack with her hands, she placed the deceased woman’s belongings into a plastic bag, but not before peeking inside. Jolene’s shorts outfit was on top. She must have changed into a swimsuit after her massage. A bottle of something called Bite No More was tilted on its side.

“How did it happen? Were you there?” Eloise queried, her pitch rising.

Flushing guiltily, Marla rested the plastic bag on the shiny tile floor. “I was upstairs getting a tour with Keith. Did you see anyone else when you came out of the sauna?”

Eloise fluttered her hand in the air. “I didn’t notice anybody, but I’ll ask Sam. He was in the steam room with Wallace Ritiker.”

“Wally is here?” Marla knew the city councilman from her activities with the Child Drowning Prevention Coalition.

Eloise shifted uneasily. “Yes. He and Sam wanted to talk about something. I wonder if they’re still cooking or if they went to get dressed.”

Where had they been during the crisis? Marla didn’t bother asking aloud.

“How many policemen are out there?” Eloise said with a worried frown.

“The place is swarming with technicians.” Or it would be soon, once Dalton called in his team. Jolene’s death may have been accidental, but the detective had to cover all the bases. Time for me to skedaddle.

Eloise put a clammy hand on her arm. “Who was screaming before? Was it Jolene? Was she being attacked?” Her eyes widened with fright or some other hidden terror that wasn’t readily evident.

Marla shrugged her off. “No, Sharon shrieked when she found the body. The girl is upset. I’ll go talk to her.”

Eager to get away before Eloise hounded her with more questions, Marla scrambled to the exit. Outside, the police presence had increased. Dalton was at the hub, giving orders. Catching sight of Marla, he broke away and hurried to her side.

“Here’s Jolene’s bag,” Marla said, handing it over.

“Okay, thanks.” He passed it to a tech. “Look, I’d rather talk to you in private. How about if we meet at Silver’s Café?”

“Don’t you have to get home to Brianna?” His twelve-year-old daughter would be there alone. Marla knew their housekeeper departed around five after preparing dinner for the pair. A widower after his wife died of cancer over two years ago, Dalton had hired part-time domestic help. But Carmen had to get home to her own family and didn’t normally stay late.

“Brie will be fine. She’s used to my irregular hours.” He glanced at his watch. “I’ll be here for a while yet, but I realize you have to get up early tomorrow for work. Is nine o’clock too late for you to meet me?”

“Not a problem.” She gave him a coy glance, pleased at the notion of having his company to herself. Unfortunately, they always seemed to talk about suspects when they got together.

Crinkles appeared beside his eyes. “This is strictly a business date.”

“Sure, if you say so.” She noted his darting glance at her figure. “I suppose we’ll have our usual discussion about whodunit.”

“There is no whodunit until the medical examiner issues his report. I’m only gathering information at this stage.”

“Naturally,” she agreed in a mild tone, although from the way he was looking at her, that wasn’t all he wanted to cover. A vision of his tall, lean body entwined with hers flashed through her mind, sending a delicious shiver along her nerves. She hastily pushed the temptation aside. No time for that. This was business, remember?

She rushed home to shower and change into a black-and-jade dress before meeting him at the restaurant.

Silver’s Café reminded her of a cozy Victorian parlor. They secured a table at an end row so no one could overhear their conversation. Settling into her seat, Marla drew a black shawl around her shoulders. It was cool outside, at least by her standards. Any time the temperature dropped below seventy, she needed a sweater. Too long living in the tropics.

A waitress came and took their order for dessert and coffee.

After they were left alone, Dalton rolled his broad shoulders as though to relieve tension, then he pulled out a notebook and pen. “So tell me exactly who was present in the club tonight. And why did you join? I got the impression you don’t have time for that sort of thing.”

Marla stared pensively at her water glass. “Tally and I need to get in shape, so we signed up for a temporary membership together.” Was she only five years away from the big Four-oh? At home, she’d examined her roots for gray hairs but had found none. Her weight scale hadn’t been as accommodating. She’d gained two pounds since her last weigh-in. Maybe it was water, she thought hopefully, subconsciously sucking in her stomach.

“I ate too much at Taste of the World,” she added wryly.

Dalton grinned, transforming his craggy features. “Me, too. You and your cousin did a great job with Ocean Guard’s fundraiser.”

“Did I tell you they offered me a position on the board?” Marla laughed. “As if I’d want to associate with that bunch of lunatics again. Cynthia can manage without me. Wait until I tell my cuz there’s another suspicious death to investigate.”

“I don’t think she’ll want to be involved this time.”

“You’re right.” Their desserts arrived, and Marla swallowed her guilt over the calories. A few sweet mouthfuls of vanilla crème brûlée wiped away any remorse over the transgression.

“Gloria Munoz was the first staff member I encountered at the club,” she mentioned while Dalton scribbled notes. “She tried to sell me a full membership and became rude when I refused. Maybe Gloria works on commission, but her behavior was inexcusable. Sharon is the receptionist. She seems like a decent person. Amy Gerard is the juice bar attendant. She didn’t seem too upset by Jolene’s accident.”

“Go on.”

A spoonful of creamy custard melted on her tongue. “Keith Hamilton is a fitness instructor. He tried to put the moves on me when he showed me the equipment. Oh, don’t worry. I told him he’d better keep his hands off because my boyfriend is a police officer.” She grinned at Dalton’s pleased expression.

“Slate is one of the massage therapists,” she went on before he could comment. “Jolene warned me not to use him because he’d hit on her and wouldn’t take no for an answer.” Hesitating, she frowned. “Jolene had a massage before she went into the whirlpool, but I don’t recall seeing another therapist in the massage suite. If Slate didn’t take Jolene’s appointment, who did?”

Dalton’s eyes narrowed. “I have a list of employees, so I can check it out. What about club members?”

“It was a quiet night. Most people were at Dayna’s Gym for some competition, or so Sharon told me. I met Jolene in the locker room, and she introduced me to Cookie Calcone. Cookie must have left after her swim, because I didn’t see her later. Eloise and Sam Zelman were at the club.”

Dalton nodded at their names. He’d met the Zelmans at Taste of the World.

“Eloise said her husband was in the steam room with Wallace Ritiker,” Marla went on. “She was in the women’s locker room when she heard Sharon screaming.”

Dalton asked a few more questions before putting away his notebook. Then he attacked his dessert, a rich chocolate layer cake. He devoured it in a few bites. Marla noted his unusual silence after he’d pushed his plate aside. His brows drew together in a troubled expression.

She reached out and tapped his arm. “What’s the matter? Do you know something about Jolene’s death you’re not sharing
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