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Chapter One

If these two women don’t stop arguing, one of them is bound to kill the other before the day is done. Marla Shore tucked her shears into a drawer before the leggy bride sitting in her salon chair grabbed them to stab her sister.

“Your nail polish looks like blood,” Jillian Barlow said to her sibling and matron of honor. “Why did you wear such a horrid red? It’ll clash with your dress.”

“Who cares? It’s not as if you gave us a choice with your color scheme,” Torrie Miller replied, staring into the mirror from the station on their right.

“I thought lavender gowns would go perfectly with the flowers at Orchid Isle.”

“So they will, for your bridesmaids. You made me wear plum. I don’t look good in dark colors.”

“It’s not your wedding, is it? Oh gosh, I’m going to be sick.” Bending forward, Jill clutched her stomach. Damp strands of blond hair clung to her face.

Marla picked up her blow dryer and twirled the chair around to face her client. “You’ll be fine, Jill,” she said in a patient tone. “You’re having pre-wedding jitters.”

Owner of Cut ’N Dye Salon, Marla had done any number of bridal parties. She’d seen attacks of nerves ranging from throwing up to throwing a fit. This was no different, except the bride and groom were friends of hers. Marla’s bridesmaid gown waited in her Camry. She’d be heading to Orchid Isle along with the other wedding attendants right after their hair appointments.

“Am I making a mistake?” Jill’s blue eyes misted. “I mean, there’s a seven-year age difference between Arnie and me. While I adore his kids, I hope he doesn’t plan to expand the family. I have no wish to get pregnant at thirty-four and ruin my figure.”

Not after what you paid for cosmetic enhancements. Marla didn’t want kids either, but for different reasons. She, too, had jumped into the maternal arena by sharing the responsibility for her fiancé’s teenage daughter. Marla wouldn’t trade her relationship with Brianna for anything, and she suspected Jill felt the same toward Arnie’s family. Naturally Jill would feel nervous getting married for the first—and hopefully the last—time.

“You love Arnie,” she reassured her friend. “You’ve even converted to Judaism for his sake. You’ll be a great wife and mother. Now let me finish your hair, or we’ll never get out of here.” Without waiting for a reply, she switched on the blow dryer, using a round brush to lift and roll one section of hair at a time.

In the background, she heard the whirr of other dryers, the chatter of excited voices, and jazz music on the speaker system. Reflecting on her own choices, Marla hoped she’d made the right decision regarding her salon expansion. Rather than relocating to the new town center, she’d decided to remain in the same shopping strip to avoid inconveniencing her customers. Instead, she’d moved to a larger space that had become available while also renting the adjacent empty store for her new day spa.

Getting a new property manager—Marla didn’t get along with the old one—had clinched the deal. She’d signed a long-term lease with favorable terms and began renovations. Despite the chaos, she’d kept good her word to do Jill’s wedding party.

Finished with the dryer, Marla exchanged it for a curling iron. All of her other operators were busy doing Jill’s friends.

“That’s too severe,” Torrie said to her stylist, before the girl spritzed her with shine. “The upsweep works, but can’t you give me some curly things around my face to soften the look?”

“You, look softer?” Jill scoffed. “That’s not your norm.”

Torrie, a slim brunette, shot her a searing glance. “Don’t talk to me about my behavior. Look in the mirror. All that you see isn’t what you get.”

Jill stiffened. “You promised never to say a word—”

“I know. If you play nice, I will, too. Anyway, we need to talk about our property before we see Uncle Eddy later.”

Marla began working on Jill’s elaborate hairdo, trying to concentrate on her task and ignore the bantering between siblings. She hoped their fancy coiffures didn’t frizz in the humidity. Outdoor weddings in South Florida were always risky. At least November was a better bet than summer in terms of rain.

Clipping back a section of Jill’s hair, she used her curling iron to twist the remaining strands before assembling the massive waves with jeweled pins. Exhilaration swept through her. She loved using her artistic talents for bridal parties.

Her turn came next. In just four weeks, she’d become a bride for the second time. Her nuptials were set for December eighth. She swallowed hard. How will I ever be ready?

“Listen,” Jill said to Torrie. “Kevin said we might want to consider doing a land swap.”

“What’s that?” Torrie squeezed her eyes shut while the stylist sprayed her hair.

“A trade-off of sorts. I’m not clear on the details, but it involves selling our property and exchanging it for another.”

“No way, darling. Our lot has a great location on a busy corner. We shouldn’t have any problem finding another tenant.”

“Marla, give us your advice.” Jill lifted her gaze to meet Marla’s in the mirror. “You once owned that joint property with Stanley Kaufman. This concerns a parcel of land that Torrie and I inherited from our father.”

Marla paused, comb in hand. She didn’t care to be reminded of past dealings with her ex-spouse. “What are you talking about?” If it were me, I’d be more worried about the catering arrangements at my ceremony and my groom arriving on time.

“Torrie and I need to reach a mutual understanding before our cousin Kevin tries to smooth-talk us at the wedding. He’s a real estate agent.”

“Haven’t you two discussed this subject before now?”

“Torrie lives in Miami. We haven’t had the chance to get together. You know, what with the wedding plans and all.” Jill’s aloof expression told Marla that she hadn’t sought the opportunity, either.

“We’ve been talking on the telephone,” Torrie added, as though that would explain their lack of agreement.

Plucking a can of holding spray from the counter, Marla shook her head. “You don’t want to involve me. Every time I get sucked into a situation, someone ends up dead.”

Before either sister could reply, Nicole signaled to Marla from the chair on her left. “Babs says her scalp is burning. I used the twenty-volume peroxide like you said.”

Marla glanced at the blond woman occupying an empty manicure station while her hair processed. Babs had never reacted that way before.

“Will you excuse me?” she said to Jill, putting down her spray can. Rummaging in one of her roundabout drawers, she fetched a pink packet of artificial sweetener.

Striding toward the business executive, Marla smiled. “Hi, Babs, thanks again for letting me put you in Nicole’s book for today. What’s this about your scalp hurting?”

Babs winced. “I can feel the dye sizzling. It’s really uncomfortable, and I’m afraid it’ll damage my hair. Did Nicole use the proper solution?”

“Yes, I told her what to mix. Sometimes this will happen if you develop a sensitivity. You haven’t changed any of your medications lately, have you? Chemicals can affect your body as well as your hair.”

Babs’s face brightened. “Actually, I did. My doctor put me on something new for my blood pressure.”

“Well, let me sprinkle on some sweetener. This reaction happens a lot when clients change medicines and forget to tell us. We aren’t sure what the secret ingredient in the sweetener is, but it works.” Marla ripped open the package in her hand, applied the granules to the woman’s scalp, then kneaded it in after donning a glove.

“That feels better, thanks.” Babs’s posture relaxed.

“You have another twenty minutes on your timer. Can I get you a magazine or a cup of coffee?”

“No, I’m fine. Go back to your bride. She looks upset.”

Jill was still arguing with her sister when Marla returned. She was so agitated that she’d begun picking at her just manicured nails.

“I told you to get a durable power of attorney drawn up,” Jill told Torrie. “What happens if you’re incapacitated, and we have to make important decisions?”

“Scott can make them for me.” Torrie watched in the mirror while her stylist patted a stray hair into place.

“Are you kidding? This is between us, not our husbands.”

“Don’t worry so much. We need to resolve one thing at a time. Then I’ll think about the next step.”

“At your pace, we’ll never solve anything.” Jill twisted in her seat. “Marla, is it better for us to form a limited liability company? I’m not sure a partnership agreement is the right way to go.”

Oh, like I’m a legal expert? If I were, I’d have avoided marrying Stan the big-shot lawyer during a bad time in my life.

Unsnapping Jill’s cape after a final spritz of holding spray, Marla shrugged. “From what I understand, the most important reason for putting your business assets into an LLC is to protect you from being personally liable.”

Torrie hunched forward. “Setting up an LLC would cost us more money in attorney fees. I can’t afford to keep paying these high bills.”

Jill arched an eyebrow. “Oh, like the salary you make isn’t enough, plus the money Scott brings in from his job?”

“Hah, that sheep is stuck in his pen. I can’t rely on him for much longer.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Jill stared at her sister.

Torrie collected her purse. “A gal has to look out for herself, that’s all.”

Jill turned to Marla. “Did Torrie mention she’s a fashion reporter for Boca Style Magazine? Maybe you can submit makeover photos of before and after hairstyles to her. I know you’ve been wanting to get some free publicity for your new day spa.”

“Good idea.” Marla nodded. “I’ve been hoping to do more photo shoots but haven’t had the time.”

“Marla worked with Luxor Products at the Supreme Show in January,” Jill explained to Torrie. “They brought models to her salon and took photos to advertise their new sunscreen line.”

“We did another session in the Keys. I’ve been meaning to follow up with the photographer,” Marla said. “I’ve been too busy between expanding the salon, getting ready to move into our new house, and planning my own wedding. I can’t believe the date is nearly here. We haven’t even—”

“I’d be happy to look at any photos you send,” Torrie cut in. “Think about tying them in with a holiday issue.” She glanced at her watch. “Are the other girls ready yet?”

Marla surveyed the bridesmaids. “They’re not quite done. I could take them in my car if you and Jill want to go ahead.”

“Karen is driving the others down.” Jill brushed some stray hairs off her jeans. She’d dressed casually for her appointment, her bridal ensemble delivered ahead to the gardens where the wedding would take place.

It had been a brilliant stroke to book Orchid Isle for her wedding the same weekend as its grand opening. Since the press would be in attendance at this new attraction, the fledgling nature park would get plenty of free publicity, a boon for its developer, Falcon Oakwood.

“Is Dalton picking you up after we finish here?” Jill asked Marla.

“He’s meeting me inside the park.” Marla’s fiancé, a homicide detective, often kept irregular hours.

“Why don’t you come with us?” Jill suggested. “It’s silly for you to drive by yourself.”

“Who’s taking Josh and Lisa? Their nanny?” Arnie had hired the woman after his wife died seven years ago. Marla assumed the children were under her supervision today.

“Graciella is coming, but Arnie is driving them all.”

“I’ll go with you then, if Nicole doesn’t mind closing up shop.”

Nicole waved her hairbrush. “You go, girlfriend. I’m cool here.”

Nonetheless, it took Marla another half hour to get ready. She made sure Babs’s color came out okay, went over details for the following week with her handsome Latino receptionist, and picked up her bag filled with tools of the trade.

Always be prepared for a hair emergency, especially in South Florida.

Outside, the humidity brought sweat to her brow as she walked to the parking lot. A cold front was supposed to arrive early next week, offering the break in the weather they needed. Today, scattered clouds hung overhead but it didn’t look like rain. For Jill’s sake, she hoped the blue skies held.

She transferred her gown and accessories to Torrie’s BMW trunk before climbing into the back seat. Then she spared a moment to call Dalton and inform him she was driving with friends to the wedding venue.

“Good idea,” Dalton said. “I’ll see you there later.”

She warmed to the sound of his deep, sexy voice. “What time do you think you’ll get off work?”

“Not before five. Don’t worry, I’ll make it.”

“Did you talk to Brie?”

“Your mother took her to the mall at Sawgrass. They’re having a great time. She’ll be fine without us for one night.”

What would I do without Ma to occupy the teen? I want to enjoy my time alone with Dalton. Is that selfish of me?

“Don’t forget to load our overnight bags,” she told him. “It’ll be late when we get to the hotel.”

“Not too late, I hope,” Dalton said in a husky tone.

Marla glanced out the window while Torrie fought the traffic heading east. “Have you checked on the dogs?”

“Your mom can handle them. I told her what time they usually go out.” He cleared his throat. “By the way, my mother wants to review the seating charts for our wedding. She thinks our cousins from Arizona might be coming. We’ll have to add three more seats but that leaves an odd person at one table.”

Great, another headache. They’d been bombarded with suggestions from her mother and Dalton’s parents, who were wintering in Florida while they searched for a condo to buy. “I gotta go. We’re turning onto I-95. Bye.”

Jill, sitting in the passenger seat, twisted around to address Marla. “Is everything okay with Dalton? He’s going to arrive on time, isn’t he?”

“Yes, he’ll be there.” Dalton may not have been selected to be one of Arnie’s ushers, but the bridal couple counted on his presence. Plus this was Dalton’s first Jewish wedding, and Marla wanted him to observe the traditions. Their own ceremony would be an interfaith marriage, but she hoped to retain some of the customs from her religion. They still had an overwhelming number of details to work out. She pressed a hand to her throbbing temple.

The sisters resumed their bickering.

“I don’t want to pay a lawyer to draw up a new lease when our current tenant hasn’t officially terminated,” Torrie said, gripping the steering wheel.

Jill gave her a reproving look. “Kevin says we need backup, otherwise we might end up without any tenant.”

“Yeah, but he won’t be paying the attorney fees.”

“He’s promised to find us a new lessee without charging a commission. Or is that lessor? I don’t understand the lingo.”

“Listen, Marla,” Jill said. “Torrie and I own property that’s been leased to an auto lube center. Our father passed it on to us, and we never had to do anything except collect the checks every month. Then one day, I got an e-mail from a stranger who informed me the building had been vacated.”

“Where is this property located?” Marla suppressed a yawn.

“In Miami, out west in the Kendall area. It used to be cow pastures and farms out there before the population exploded.”

“Weren’t you aware something was wrong when the rent checks stopped coming?”

“But they didn’t,” Jill replied. “Our lease is with the main company. We’re still getting paid, but for how long, who knows? We hope to get a new tenant lined up before the company terminates their lease.”

“They can do that?”

“There’s an early termination clause,” Torrie piped in. “And we want more money if we get a new tenant. We’re not getting enough according to what the property is worth now.”

“The land has escalated in value even with the volatility in real estate,” Jill said. “What bothers me is, how did this guy get my e-mail address? His name is Pete Schneider, and he’s a real estate agent. Or so he says.”

“I looked up his firm, and it’s legit,” Torrie countered.

Marla leaned her arm across the seat back. “So this guy tried to get your listing?”

“We hadn’t even been notified by the oil lube company that they were pulling out.” Torrie’s pitch rose a notch. “If it weren’t for Schneider, we’d never have known the lube center closed down. I drove by there the other day. The building is boarded up and signs are posted to warn away trespassers.”

“I’m confused. Didn’t you just say you had a lease through the main office?”

“Yes, and I’ve queried them, but they haven’t responded. Meanwhile, Jill called our cousin Kevin for advice. He’s a big wheel in commercial real estate. Kevin said he’d find us a new tenant without charging a commission, but Schneider claimed he could get us a higher rental income. I think we should see what he can offer.”

“We’d have to pay him a hefty commission.” Jill glared at Torrie. “Kevin is willing to help us for free.”

“What is this land-swap thing he mentioned?” Torrie shot back. “Sounds like a way for him to get our piece of land.”

Turning in her seat, Jill tilted her head. “Kevin’s already done some checking on the site,” she told Marla, “And apparently it’s not zoned for drive-ins. He’d only mentioned swapping as a means to get an equally valued location with better variances.”

“I don’t like it.” Torrie rolled her shoulder. “Now that the property is worth so much more, everyone is out to get it.”

“You’re too paranoid. We have to trust someone, and my vote is for Kevin.” Jill wagged her fingers at Marla. “I asked Uncle Eddy to advise us on termination procedures with our current tenant. He’s drawing up a partnership agreement for us and suggested this might be a good time to sell.”

“I won’t sell. I need the income,” Torrie persisted.

“Then we need Kevin to find us another tenant, so we won’t be left high and dry,” her sister said. “Give him a chance—”

“I still intend to communicate with Pete Schneider. He may come up with a better deal. It can’t hurt to sound him out.”

“We can’t talk to him if we’re giving Kevin the listing.” Jill spread her hands in exasperation.

“Look, you worry about the wedding. I’ll work on this.”

Sensing her friend was getting upset, Marla changed the subject. “Tell me about Orchid Isle. Our rehearsal last night went too quickly for me to scout around. It looks like a beautiful park.” She’d gotten a brief impression of lush tropical grounds, winding paths, and brightly colored flowers.

Torrie glanced at her in the rearview mirror. “I’m friends with Leanne Oakwood, Falcon’s wife. Falcon devised the idea of a local attraction for nature enthusiasts as well as orchid fans. He hopes to finance research into advanced horticultural techniques. It’s like a combo between the American Orchid Society place in Delray Beach, and Fairchild Tropical Botanic Garden.”

“I can’t believe the grand opening is today,” Marla told Jill. “Your wedding should be one of the highlights, especially when—”

“That’s how I got my magazine to provide coverage,” Torrie interrupted, which appeared to be a habit of hers.

Marla didn’t care for people who had to be the center of attention, but she cut Torrie some slack because of the wedding.

“I don’t get it. Do you mean Boca Style is covering Jill and Arnie’s event, or the park’s opening ceremonies?” she asked the matron of honor.

“The angle is ‘Where to Get Wed and Go to Bed: Romantic Locales in South Florida for Marriages and Wedding Nights.’ Our magazine photographer, Griff Beasley, and society reporter, Hally Leeds, will be present.”

“So you’re responsible for Jill being able to book the place?”

“That’s right.” Torrie lifted her chin. “She doesn’t give me any credit, even when I try to do the right thing. You don’t know how much effort I’ve put into her wedding gift. It’s—”

Her cell phone rang over the car’s system, and she grimaced. “That’s probably Scott wanting to know where we are.”

“So answer it,” Jill snapped.

Torrie hit the button for the speaker phone. “Hello? I’m in the car with Jill, and we’re driving to the venue.”

“Hey, I got a call from Kevin,” Scott’s voice said. “He advises you and Jill to remain tenants-in-common on the deed.”

“Why is he bringing that up now?” Torrie replied. “Besides, it’s not your problem. He shouldn’t get you involved. Tell him to take a hike if he calls again.” She pushed the end button, terminating the call. “Scott should stick to fixing clocks in that dusty old shop of his. He doesn’t have a good head for business. I can’t imagine why Kevin is bothering him. I’m the one who manages our finances.” Glancing in the side mirror, she changed lanes.

“You brag about that all the time,” Jill said, “but you haven’t done any estate planning. When are you going to fulfill your promise? You told me you’d—”

“Who are you to talk about promises, darling? You didn’t exactly hold true to yours in the past.”

“Maybe not, but knowing why I acted as I did, you shouldn’t blame me. And yet, that’s all you’ve done through the years.”

Torrie gave a heavy sigh. “I know, and that’ll change soon. Until then, let’s hope your vows mean more this time around.”
Chapter Two

Marla sped down a winding brick path at Orchid Isle. Or rather, she walked as fast as she could in her dyed heels and bridesmaid gown.

Why did Torrie say Jill’s vows should mean more this time around? Those words didn’t make any sense.

This was Jill’s first marriage. Surely Torrie must have been referring to something else? Maybe Jill had made a promise to Torrie that she hadn’t kept. That could account for their strained relationship, especially since Torrie hadn’t struck Marla as the forgiving sort. Then again, Jill had been known to lie in the past. She’d pretended to be an old classmate of Arnie’s when they first met.

Reaching an intersection, Marla examined the signposts. Even though she had been here last night, she couldn’t remember which way to go. She aimed to find the Bride’s Cottage, where Jill was getting dressed.

Lugging her bag full of supplies, she swiped at her forehead, beaded with sweat. Her lavender gown swished about her ankles as she swatted an insect, cursing the humidity. She’d left behind the other bridal attendants, still primping in a private room across from the banquet hall. They had the benefit of air-conditioning, while she sweltered in the afternoon heat.

An evergreen scent pervaded the moist air, likely from the pine needles used as mulch. Colorful orchids mingled among the tropical foliage along with red crotons, pink pentas, and Chinese fringe flowers. Dense growth peppered the area, broken by a trickling stream. Alongside the path, green liriope acted as ground cover while moss-draped live oaks and laurel fig trees provided shade. Ferns, palms, and bromeliads competed for space.

The wedding would take place in the gazebo by the Rose Garden. Should she go left or right? She couldn’t remember if the site was by the Floral Clock or the House Museum. As she listened to birds twittering in the branches, voices sounded and grew closer.

“Chill out, babe. The ceremony hasn’t started yet. And anyway, I’m not the danged wedding photographer. My job is to cover the event in conjunction with the park’s debut, remember?”

“So why are you in such a hurry?” a sharp female voice replied. “It can’t be because you want to see the matron of honor, is it? Her husband is here somewhere. You wouldn’t want him to see you having an intimate tête-à-tête.”

“Get off my case, Hally. Focus on what you do best: observing other people and criticizing them.”

The couple rounded a corner and fell silent when they spotted Marla. Her quick glance detected the man’s scowl and the woman’s taut expression. Hally, a tall redhead, wore a black dress with a deep V-neckline, an empire waist, and a skirt that fell to just below her knees. Floral appliqués at the bust and hem gave the dress a modest flare. Paired with dark heels, a shimmering metallic belt, and crystal jewelry, the ensemble fit in with the fashions displayed by Jill’s well-dressed guests.

Hally’s companion, on the other hand, seemed ill at ease in a tuxedo, although he’d differentiated it from the standard with a gold vest and tie. His tousled dirty-blond hair and naughty blue eyes, along with a trim beard and mustache, gave him a roguish look more befitting Robin Hood. The bulky camera in his hands revealed his trade.

“Excuse me,” Marla addressed them, “are you familiar with this place? I’m lost, and I have to find the bridal cottage.”

“Yo, I think it’s thataway,” the guy said, pointing to the left. “Near the herb garden, if I remember correctly.”

“Thanks.” Marla fell into step beside them. “Are you here for the wedding?”

“Sorry, I’m Griff Beasley and this is Hally Leeds.” The guy tilted his head. “We’re from Boca Style Magazine.”

“Oh, isn’t that where Torrie works? I met her this morning,” Marla explained at their questioning looks. “I’m a friend of her sister Jill’s, the bride. My name is Marla Shore, and I own a hair salon in Palm Haven called the Cut ’N Dye.” She dug into her beaded handbag for a business card.

Hally took it and examined her card with interest. “Thanks. I like my current hairdresser, but you never know.” She patted her sleek, straight hair, flipped up at the ends. “So tell me, what do you think of Orchid Isle so far?”

“I haven’t had the chance to look around, but it’s really beautiful. Are you covering the grand opening for this entire weekend?”

“Yes, we’ll be here again tomorrow when the mayor shows up. We don’t normally do run-of-the-mill weddings. This ceremony is newsworthy because it’s the first one in the park.”

“Well, I’ll bet Torrie will be glad to see you.”

Hally snorted. “Don’t count on it.”

Griff sidled up and took Marla’s elbow as they approached an arch covered by winding vines with purple flowers. “Go through the arbor and hang a right at the citrus grove. Follow the brick path and you’ll come to the bride’s house. Be careful to watch your footing. We wouldn’t want you to trip and soil your lovely gown. Maybe I should accompany you?”

She shook him off. “That’s okay. Thanks for the help.”

“Griff, get your paws off her and hoist your camera. Isn’t that Falcon Oakwood over by the master curator’s office?” Hally pointed to a small white house with a slanted shingle roof.

“No shit? That’s the big man? What’s he doing talking to Torrie?” Griff squinted at the middle-aged fellow wearing eyeglasses and a formal black tuxedo.

Falcon looked as imposing as his reputation, Marla thought, observing his tall stature, wide shoulders, and graying temples. She’d figured the developer of Orchid Isle would wear an air of authority like a second skin, but it didn’t seem to be working with Torrie. His hunched posture and frown indicated his displeasure with whatever she was saying.

“I hope Torrie isn’t trying to edge in on my column.” Hally pulled a notebook from her bag.

“I doubt it, babe. Maybe they’re talking about Leanne. Torrie is friends with Oakwood’s wife,” Griff explained to Marla. “That’s how she got her sister’s wedding booked into the place.”

“So where is the wife?” Hally said.

“Who knows? Let’s see if Torrie will introduce us. Oakwood should be delighted to give an interview. Hey, Marla, catch ya later, okay? Save me a dance at the reception.”

“She’s engaged, you dolt,” Marla heard Hally mutter as they hurried off. “Didn’t you see the ring on her finger?”

“That hasn’t stopped me before.”

Marla turned away, wondering what Torrie was doing schmoozing with the park’s owner instead of helping her sister get ready. Never mind. You’re here for the wedding, not to snoop into anyone else’s affairs. She hustled through the arch, veered to the right, and located the bridal cottage, another white building shaded by a Southern live oak.

“Jill, how’s it going?” she called out, pushing open the door. A couple of other bridesmaids had made it inside, presumably via a different path than the one Marla had taken. They fussed over the bride, arranging her gown as she stood chewing on a fingernail in the center of the room.

“Marla, thank God. Where is everyone else? We’re due to start in twenty minutes.”

“They’re on the way. Stop biting your nails. You’ll ruin your manicure.” Spotting a water cooler, Marla grabbed a fast drink and filled a cup for her friend.

“Thanks.” Jill took it with a shaking hand. “Did you see Lisa and Josh outside? Their nanny phoned to say she’d arrived. They should be with Arnie.”

“I didn’t go by the groom’s house.” Marla’s cell phone rang and she answered. “Hello, Dalton. Glad you made it. What? You’re getting seated? Okay.” She held her hand over the mouthpiece and spoke to Jill. “He says the guests have filled most of the chairs, and the rabbi is there.”

“I know; he came in for me to sign the ketubah. The Jewish marriage contract,” Jill explained to another friend.

The door opened and the rest of Jill’s attendants bustled inside, followed by Arnie’s mom. Since the bride’s parents were deceased, Bev Hartman had been helping Jill make arrangements.

“Get your flowers, girls,” Bev said. The older woman looked attractive in a lilac suit and matching wide-brimmed hat. “Jill, you look beautiful. Where’s your bouquet? They’ll be starting up the music soon.”

A string quartet was set to play during the ceremony. The instrumentalists would move inside afterward as part of a larger band for the reception.

A man barged his way into their dominion to a muted chorus of gasps from the ladies. A couple of inches short of six feet tall, he had a narrow face, pale blue eyes, and a wide smile. He wore his longish ebony hair tied in a ponytail.

“Jill, sweetheart, you’re absolutely gorgeous. Absolutely,” he said, waving his hands. “Did you unpack my boxes? Is everything wonderful?”

“Marla, this is Philip Canfield, our florist.” Jill raised an eyebrow. “Marla is getting married next month at the Queen Palm Country Club.”

“Really? Do you have someone to do your flowers?”

“Ah, yes, thanks, but I’ll keep you in mind,” Marla replied.

“Bev, did you find my bouquet?” Jill called. Bev handed her the arrangement. “Oh my, it’s lovely.” She sniffed the white carnations and roses. “I hate to have to toss them.”

“Tradition, sweetheart, tradition.” Philip patted her shoulder. “Now if you’ll excuse me, duty requires my attention elsewhere. Wait until you see the reception hall. It’s absolutely fabulous.”

Torrie breezed in, just as he departed. “Are we ready to go, people?”

Her hair was starting to wilt, Marla noted with alarm. Why had she stood outside so long in the humidity?

“Let me fix those curls in front.” Marla withdrew a portable curling iron from her bag.

After fixing Torrie’s hairdo, she helped Jill don her veil.

“Really, Jill, you’re going all out,” Torrie said with a sniff. “This getup suits a virgin more than you.”

“Maybe you’re not aware,” Marla said, insulted for her friend, “but in a Jewish ceremony, the bride is veiled. The tradition honors Rebecca, who veiled her face when she was first brought to Isaac to be his wife.”

“Oh, yeah? Veils can also be used as a disguise.” Torrie leaned over and whispered a few words in Jill’s ear.

Jill jerked back as though she’d been burned. “How dare you mention her name to me? If you say one word to anyone, you’ll be sorry. It’ll be the last thing you ever say.”

“I’d better run along,” Bev said, after glancing at her watch. “It’s almost your turn. Good luck, girls.”

While Arnie’s mother charged out the door, Marla wondered what Torrie had said to Jill that visibly upset her. Or maybe Jill’s trembling was simply due to nerves. Marla could easily sympathize. Soon she’d be in the same position. Along with a matron of honor, she’d have four attendants, including Dalton’s daughter, Brianna. Since it was her second wedding, she didn’t want a fancy affair. Their relatives had different ideas, though. Their guest list kept climbing.

Summoned outside, Marla took her place in the procession. She grasped the flowers, their scent heavy in the heat. Her palms sweated but she dared not wipe them on her gown.

Swallowing, she scanned the rows of seated guests, the rabbi up front in his white robe, and the gazebo decorated with flowers to become a chuppah. She looked forward to standing under one herself again, and hopefully the canopy held up by four poles this time would symbolize a better home for her and Dalton than her previous marriage.

Josh and Lisa, Arnie’s children from his first wife, paraded down the aisle scattering rose petals. Music played in the background, drowning out the drone of an airplane overhead.

She braced herself, and then it was her turn to walk down the aisle. She held her head high, hoping she wouldn’t trip, her gaze finding Dalton among the seated guests. He looked magnificent in a dark tuxedo, tall and broad-shouldered with his usual air of authority. She swallowed. In just four weeks, they’d be man and wife. Taking her place in the lineup with the other attendants, she turned to face the audience.

Jill acquitted herself admirably to the awww’s and ahhh’s of the assembly. Once under the chuppah, she circled the groom seven times. Not being particularly religious, Marla would readily forego this ritual during her interfaith ceremony, but she respected its meaning, nonetheless.

As a convert to Judaism, her friend Jill didn’t expect her relatives to understand. She’d explained the traditions in the program, which she had showed Marla last night at the rehearsal dinner. Marla had learned something new, having tuned out at Sunday school to imagine different hairstyles on her friends.

Just as the world was created in seven days, the bride, representing Mother Earth in her seven turns around the groom, reminded people that marriage was part of the creation process. At the same time, she symbolically built the walls of the couple’s new dwelling, embodied by the chuppah.

Facing away from the assembly, Jill settled at Arnie’s right side. Once they were in place, the rabbi recited several psalms before beginning a series of blessings that conveyed the holiness of marriage.

“Blessed are You, our God, King of the Universe, Who created the fruit of the vine.” The robed clergyman paused while the bride and groom drank from a cup of wine.

Smiling, Marla felt a surge of joy. She always liked to recite the Kiddush, the special sanctification prayer over wine included on Shabbat and festivals. Marriage demonstrated the ultimate sanctification of a man and woman to each other. Too bad her ex hadn’t extended that belief to her.

Marla blocked out the rabbi’s words when her attention caught on Falcon Oakwood in the front row. Perched at the edge of his seat, he was flanked by a younger woman with short reddish-brown hair in a pixie cut, and a stern-faced matron with snowy white hair and a pearl satin suit. Which one was his wife, Leanne? Surely not the older lady. From the similarity in their prominent noses and double chins, Marla would guess she and Falcon were related. The younger woman, wearing a low-cut cream shift under a lacy black dress, looked markedly unhappy.

Marla swung her gaze back just in time to see Arnie place a gold ring on Jill’s finger.

“Be sanctified unto me with this ring according to the Law of Moses and Israel,” he said in a clear, firm tone.

Seeing the joy radiating from his eyes, Marla blinked back a swell of tears. Her dear friend had found happiness at last, and she mentally wished him and his bride years of conjugal bliss.

While the rabbi read the marriage contract out loud, she wondered if it was true that a ketubah existed for interfaith ceremonies. She’d have to look into it for her own nuptials.

Time sped while the rabbi recited more blessings. After the bride and groom took a sip from their second cup of wine, Arnie bent his knee and stomped on the traditional wrapped glass.

Marla’s heart exulted. Even though this practice was supposed to remind people of the holy Temple’s destruction in Jerusalem, she assigned it a happy connotation. Her mother said this was the last time the groom got to put his foot down.

Accompanied by shouts of mazel tov! and applause, Arnie and Jill faced the audience, smiled broadly, and strode down the aisle.

The cocktail hour got into full swing on the porch attached to the main building. Marla and the others in the wedding party lingered behind, having been corralled by the photography team for more outdoor shots. Griff and Hally hovered nearby, the former snapping pictures for their magazine while the reporter scribbled notes. As the group broke up, Hally scurried after Falcon Oakwood to get an interview.

Griff attached himself to Marla, offering to get her a drink. “Like, you can tell me about your salon.”

“Thanks,” she said, aware of his seductive undertone, “but I have to find my fiancé inside.” They trudged along the path together, while Marla took care not to soil her shoes.

“Griff, where are you going?” Torrie snapped, catching up to them. “I need you to take photos of what everyone’s wearing for my fashion column.”

“That isn’t my job,” he replied with a hint of annoyance. “We’re covering the wedding in its nature setting.”

“What do you mean, we?”

“Me and Hally.” He scraped stiff fingers through his unruly blond hair. “You know we got this assignment for today.”

“Yeah, at whose suggestion to our senior editor?” Torrie’s voice rose, while Marla pretended to hurry on ahead. She put a stretch of distance between them and then slowed her pace so she could remain within hearing range. “Dellene is aware I’m writing up the event.”

“Bug off, babe. This isn’t your gig. I saw you talking to Falcon Oakwood earlier. He say anything about his enterprise that Hally can use as a quote?”

“Why should I help her?”

“Because some cooperative spirit might advance your cause better than your usual bitchy attitude?”

“Oh, right, like I’m gonna boost Hally’s career.”

“I thought you were friends with Leanne Oakwood. Surely you got enough of a scoop from her.”

“My discussion with Falcon was private, you moron, so stop pressing me. Hally can interview him if she wants to pepper her article with his words of wisdom.” Her voice turned sugary. “Now behave, darling. When are we going to meet again?”

“I’m tied up for the next few weeks,” he replied in a sullen tone. “Can’t pin down any dates right now.”

“You’re not avoiding me, are you? I’d hate to think you were lying, Griff, especially when I’ve put myself at risk for you. Scott hasn’t said anything, but he’s given me odd looks lately.”

“So let’s chill for a while.”

“Are you kidding? I’m ready to make my move.”

“I’m just saying it may be too soon.”

“You’re not backing out, are you? Because if you’ve made empty promises to me, you’ll be sorry.”

“Don’t threaten me, babe.”

“You know what I can do.”

“Oh, yeah? Well, let me give you a word of warning. If you rat on me, you’re dead.”

Marla heard scuffling noises, then smooching. “Now that’s better,” Torrie crooned. “You always did like it rough.”

Griff laughed, but it sounded more like a sinister snicker.

Wondering about their discussion, Marla zoomed ahead to join the gaily dressed guests sampling hors d’oeuvres on a shaded porch. Drinks in hand, Dalton waited for her by the steps.

“Here, I thought you’d need this.” He handed her a wine glass filled with a light golden fluid.

“Thanks.” She stood on her tiptoes to give him a brief kiss before greedily gulping the dry white wine. After quenching her thirst, she moved under a ceiling fan to cool off. “Have you seen Jill? I wonder if she needs help.”

“She’s fine, sweetcakes. Did I tell you how ravishing you look?” His smoky gaze dropped to her figure.

“Thanks, but pastels aren’t really my color.”

“No? What are you wearing to our wedding? You still haven’t found a dress, have you?”

“I’m looking for the perfect outfit.” Someone bumped her rear, and she turned to face a stout man in a tuxedo. He had thinning gray hair, florid skin, and deep-set oak brown eyes under prominent brows.

“Oh, I’m terribly sorry,” the man said in a slurred tone. He held a wine glass that was empty except for a few dregs.

Jill chose that moment to sidle up to them. “Uncle Eddy, I see you’ve run into my friend, Marla and her fiancé, Dalton Vail. Marla, this is Eddy Rhodes and his wife, Alexis.”

“Nice to meet you,” Marla said to the large-boned woman by his side. Eddy’s wife had rather masculine features, like a cross-dresser wearing heavy makeup. Marla couldn’t help staring, while inwardly berating herself.

Alexis addressed her husband. “Come on, Eddy, you need to sit down.” She grasped his elbow.

He shook her off. “Nonsense, I’m always delighted to meet friends of my niece. How are ya, folks? Isn’t this a grand wedding? Except for the liquor. Cheap stuff, but whaddya expect?” He signaled a passing waiter. “Hey, my good man. Can you kindly get me a refill?”

“You’ve had enough.” Alexis gritted her teeth.

“Hell, no, I’m just getting started.” He elbowed Dalton. “If you want a real vintage, you should see my wine cellar.”

“Thanks, but I’m not a connoisseur.” Dalton stepped back a pace.

“Kevin appreciates a good bottle, don’t you?” Eddy drew over a long-faced man with short tobacco hair and sallow skin. “Kevin is my brother Luke’s kid. Tall fellow, isn’t he?”

Kevin’s ears turned red. “Hi, Uncle Eddy, Aunt Alexis. Jill, allow me to congratulate the bride.” He kissed her on the cheek. “I hope you’ll be happy. Arnie seems like a nice guy, even if he is Jewish.”

“So am I, cousin,” Jill reminded him. “I hope you respect my choice. Where is Dana?” Her blond head twisted to regard the company. Arnie waved to her, and she gathered her skirt prior to hastening over.

“My wife is chatting with Torrie and Scott,” Kevin said. “Yo, Jill, before you go, we have to talk. I drove by your property on the way here and—”

“Not now, please. I think it’s almost time to go in for dinner.” She moved off, and Marla trailed along to offer her congratulations to the groom.

Events followed in a whirl. Guests paraded into the magnificent reception hall decorated in dark lilac, lavender, and cream, with tiny white lights strung throughout lavish floral centerpieces. Tea candles on the tables and chiffon ceiling drapes added to the romantic ambience.

Marla and Dalton didn’t make the head table, reserved for the bride and groom, Arnie’s parents, and Jill’s sister and brother-in-law. Instead, they found their places among the other attendants, mostly recent acquaintances.

“I’d rather seat people at our affair with their friends and family,” Marla whispered to Dalton.

“Later,” he rasped back as Arnie and Jill marched in to a round of applause before starting the dancing with their special song. Marla recalled the elaborate reception she’d had with Stan. Too bad she hadn’t saved her dream wedding for Dalton.

“Come on,” she yelled to him when the band started playing a lively tune. She grabbed his hand and pulled him into the circle being formed, kicking her legs and sidestepping with the rest of the laughing crowd dancing the hora.

Meal courses intermingled with the music. When it was Arnie’s turn to be lifted in a chair in joyful celebration, she pushed Dalton onto the dance floor to assist. At first reserved, he’d mellowed after several drinks, and he gamely joined Arnie’s friends in hoisting the wedding couple to shouts of cheer and rousing music.

Hours later, after the entrée had been cleared, Jill approached their table. “Have you seen my sister?” she asked Marla. “I want to do the bouquet toss before people leave.”

Marla glanced at Torrie’s husband, whom she’d met earlier. The man stood alone, staring morosely at his drink. His face reminded her of Edward G. Robinson when the actor played Dathan in The Ten Commandments, one of her favorite films. He wore round eyeglasses, a mustache and goatee, and a permanent hunch.

“Maybe she’s gone to the ladies’ room. You haven’t cut the cake yet. Don’t you want to do that first?” Marla glanced at the alcove where the tiered wedding cake was displayed on a decorated table. “I can get a waitress to wheel it over.”

She looked for the young woman she’d seen earlier, who had appeared fascinated by the bride. The girl’s creamy complexion didn’t match her severe black hair, making her stand out to Marla’s expert eye. Something wasn’t quite right about her appearance, but she didn’t see the girl anywhere now.

“Where’s the photographer?” The bride craned her neck to survey the room. “I’ll have to drag Arnie over.”

Marla spotted Dalton talking to one of Arnie’s relatives and signaled that she’d be occupied. “Go look for them. I can take care of the cake.”

“Torrie shouldn’t just disappear like that.” Jill shook her head. “I hope she isn’t talking to Kevin about our property without me. He’s not here, either.”

Marla left her friend muttering to herself as she headed for the recess at the side of the stage. A slow, romantic tune played on the speaker system. She noticed a service door right behind the clothed round table on which the cake sat. The confection was beautifully done, with three layers culminating in a ceramic bride and groom at the top. The buttercream frosting was embellished with edible ribbons and rosettes that made her smack her lips in anticipation of a sugary treat.

“There’s no knife,” she said in dismay, figuring she’d have to get a waiter after all.

Until she stepped behind the table with her back to the wall. Until she saw the woman’s arm poking out from under the tablecloth. And until she pushed back the drape and saw the cake knife embedded in Torrie Miller’s chest.
Chapter Three

Oh, God. She must be seeing things. But when Marla lifted the drape again, Torrie’s body lay there, unmoving, in the same spot.

Was the woman dead? Making that determination would decide her next action.

Thinking fast, she clutched her ear and said aloud to any passersby, “Oh, my, I’ve lost an earring back.” That should justify her dropping out of sight for a few seconds.

She crouched quickly, drew in a deep breath, and felt Torrie’s clammy wrist for a pulse.

Nothing.

She couldn’t bear to touch the woman’s neck, not with her glazed eyes half-open. Torrie’s chest—dear Lord, Marla had to force her horrified glance away from the knife—wasn’t rising, but the bile in her own throat choked her.

Coughing, she covered her mouth and stood upright. Come on, don’t throw up. Think what you should do next.

Regret swelled within her. Jill expected Torrie to watch the cake-cutting ceremony. How awful. She may not have gotten along with her sister, but this presented a horrible end to their troubled relationship.

Uncertain how to proceed, Marla nudged Torrie’s arm under the table and released the cloth so nothing showed.

Catching Dalton’s eye, she signaled frantically. He’d know what to do. When he reached her side, she sagged against him.

“Don’t look now, but there’s a dead body under the table,” she murmured under her breath.

“What?”

“You heard me.” She smiled tremulously at a couple who strolled past. Could they tell she was sweating? That her face had lost its color? That she was about to lose her dinner?

Dalton half bent, his dark hair falling forward, but then he straightened with a grin. “Good one, Marla. You almost got me.”

She shuffled her feet. “I’m not kidding.” Any minute they’d call for the cake, or Jill would broaden the hunt for her sister. Chewing on her bottom lip, she lifted a portion of the drape so Dalton could see for himself. Her stomach heaved as she almost stepped on a trickle of congealing blood. Forcing down the acid reflux, she grimaced.

“Holy Mother, you aren’t joking.” He gave her an incredulous glance that she read as, Not again.

“I didn’t feel a pulse. Can you believe this? I mean, it’s bad enough that Torrie met her end this way, but couldn’t it have happened after Jill and Arnie left? Their wedding has gone so smoothly until now.” She didn’t intend to sound callous, but she felt so bad for her friend, considering the unpleasant events that would follow.

Dalton’s lips compressed. “Let me take a look. Anyone watching?”

“Not right this minute.”

“Good.” He bent, muttered an expletive, then straightened. “I have to call this in.”

She let the cloth fall back into place. “Can we do it quietly? I hate to put a pall over everything, at least until Jill concludes the ceremonies. Give her a few more happy memories for the wedding album, if you will.”

“Are you proposing we should keep the lid on an obvious crime scene?” Dalton asked, flabbergasted.

“I’m proposing that we don’t let anyone move this table to disrupt the evidence. Think about it.”

Dalton’s glance met hers, and she saw by the stormy gray in his eyes that he understood Marla’s overwhelming concern for her friend.

“Stay here. I’ll go out in the hall to make the call.” He started toward the door behind the alcove, appeared to have second thoughts, and veered in the opposite direction.

Marla gave a sick smile to anyone who passed, saying she was guarding the cake table until Jill and Arnie had rounded up the photographer.

“We’ll leave the table here,” Dalton said upon his return, “and just move the cake. That should buy us about fifteen minutes or so before the shit hits the fan.”

“Thanks, Dalton. We can do this.”

Steeling herself, she lifted half of the cardboard base holding the tiered confection while Dalton gripped the other side. Together they started a slow shuffling dance toward the head table. Her breath came short and rapid from the labor, or maybe she was hyperventilating out of fright that someone would discover the body.

“Hey, guys, what are you doing?” Philip Canfield intercepted them. His ponytail had come loose, and he looked hassled.

Marla hadn’t realized the florist was still around. “It’s time for the cake ceremony.”

“What happened to my beautiful table?” He gestured toward the nook. “Didn’t you see the flowers I put around the rim? My magnificent orchids? They match those candied violets to perfection.” He air-kissed his fingers for emphasis.

Marla paused before she tripped and sprayed the crowd with buttercream frosting. “Uh, one of the legs is broken. We were afraid the table would topple over if we wheeled it out. Can you imagine the disaster?” She gave a nervous laugh.

“Good heavens, then allow me to assist you. I’ll get a tray. Don’t go anywhere.”

“Never mind, we’ll be all right,” Dalton reassured him.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t introduce you,” Marla said hastily, hoping to distract the man. “Philip, this is my fiancé, Dalton Vail. We’re getting married in four weeks.”

“Yes, I remember. I should give you my card in case you run into a snag with your decorator.” He fumbled in his pocket and handed her a business card. “December is such a busy month, what with holiday parties and all. I’d find a way to fit you into my schedule.”

Seeing that she had her hands full, he tucked the card into Dalton’s tuxedo jacket. Leave already, Marla commanded silently, her arms trembling. If she didn’t put the darn cake down soon, she’d splatter it all over the floor.

“Your centerpieces are fabulous,” she said, hoping to spur him on his way. “And I loved how you decorated the gazebo into a chuppah. You did a wonderful job.”

Dalton inclined his head, meaning they should resume their pace. She picked up speed, her grip slick with sweat. Biting her lip, she concentrated on their destination.

“Don’t forget,” Canfield said, dogging their steps. “Call me if you need me. I’m tops in the business.”

She grunted with relief when he strolled away and they’d put their burden to rest at the bride’s place of honor. Her body shook from head to toe. She dreaded the scene that would follow.

“Where’s the cake knife?” Dalton’s brow creased in a perplexed frown.

She stared at him, aghast. “Didn’t you see? That’s what... it’s in Torrie’s chest.”

“Hell. Wait here.”

He ran off and returned a few moments later brandishing a meat knife. “This will have to do. Let’s move things along. Yo, Arnie,” he hollered to the groom, dancing to an oldie but goodie at arm’s length with an elderly matron.

Arnie’s expression, a sort of weary resignation, brightened. “Come and join us on the dance floor.”

Dalton shook his head. “Can’t. Time to cut the cake. Where’s the bride?”

Marla spotted Jill across the room, chatting with Leanne Oakwood while the wedding photographer jostled with the man from Boca Style for the best angle to snap pictures. She could just imagine Falcon’s reaction to a murder on Orchid Isle’s opening weekend. Then again, sensational news coverage often brought curiosity seekers to a site. Attendance might increase as a result.

“Excuse us, please,” she told Falcon’s wife, steering Jill away by the elbow. “Arnie is waiting for you to cut the cake,” she informed the bride. “We moved it over to the center where everyone can see better.”

“Thanks, hon. I saw you chatting with Philip. Aren’t his flower arrangements magnificent? Leanne was telling me how he keeps her vases filled at home. I gather he was instrumental in helping Falcon obtain some of the rarer orchids for his collection.”

“Is that so? He must have good suppliers. Tell me, how are you holding up?” You’d better be strong, considering the bad news that’s about to ruin your day.

“I’m fine.” Jill bustled forward, her gown sweeping the floor. “The cake looks so beautiful, it’s almost too perfect to destroy. Don’t forget to save the top layer for me to take home and freeze.”

“Here.” Dalton shoved the knife handle at her and Arnie. “Smile for the camera.”

Arnie stared at the knife but didn’t make a move to take it. “What’s this? It isn’t the one we picked out at the store.”

“What do you mean?” Marla’s heart skipped a beat.

“We bought a special cake knife. Jill liked the ribbons and engraving. You must have left it on the table.”

“I don’t know why you moved the cake, Marla,” Jill added. “The lighting over there was better for photos.”

“It’s good here, too. Why don’t you go ahead with the ceremony, since your guests are waiting? I’ll find your knife later. You can use it on your anniversary when you defrost the remains.”

Her unfortunate choice of a last word brought a different type of remains to mind. Gulping, she pushed that thought aside with another unpleasant memory.

She’d frozen the top layer from her wedding to Stan and easily recalled its bitter taste one year later when their marriage dissolved.

“Arnie, will you look on the other table?” Jill said in a peevish tone.

“I’ll go.” Dalton loped off before anyone could object. He returned a moment later, shaking his head. “Sorry, can’t find your knife anywhere. We’ll ask the caterer later. Meanwhile, I’d suggest you proceed. It’s getting late, and people will start leaving soon.”

No bride wanted to see her guests depart before she’d completed all the rituals.

As Jill and Arnie fed cake to each other and the assistant photographer caught them on video, Marla reflected how Jill seemed more concerned about her missing cake knife than her sister. Nor did the bride comment on the matron of honor’s absence during the garter and bouquet tosses. How odd, unless she figured Torrie was occupied elsewhere.

Dalton had gone out to make a second call for backup. He’d just reentered the ballroom when a shriek rent the air. A young blond waitress, attempting to move the round table in the corner, stood rooted to the spot with an expression of horror on her face. A pair of legs stuck out from beneath the floor-length cloth, plum high heels stained with a sickly crimson.

“Hold on.” Dalton rushed over. He whispered a few words to the woman, who then stumbled from the room. “Listen up, people,” he said to the shocked assembly, while the musicians on stage froze, instruments in midair. “There’s been a, er, an accident. Why don’t you gather your belongings and wait on the porch where we had cocktails?” His commanding tone brooked no arguments. “The police are on their way, and they’ll want to ask questions before you leave.”

“Who is it?” Jill asked, the words barely escaping her lips. Arnie’s mouth compressed as he put an arm around her waist.

Marla scanned the room. Fortunately, his kids were nowhere in sight. They must be outdoors with the other youngsters. “I’m afraid it’s Torrie,” she said, feeling she should be the one to break the news. “I’m so sorry, Jill.”

“My sister? Oh, my God. Did they call an ambulance? I’ll go with her to the hospital.”

Her next stop is likely the morgue. Marla’s heart went out to the newlyweds. How she’d wanted this day to be joyous.

When Jill started to move toward her sister, Marla blocked her path. People filed past them toward the patio in a somber and silent fashion. In the periphery of her vision, she saw Dalton barring anyone from going near the crime scene.

Marla exchanged a glance with Arnie. There was no avoiding the truth. “Jill, your sister’s been stabbed. Torrie is beyond help. I’m sorry,” she repeated.

“She’s... she isn’t...” Jill sputtered to a stop.

“Yes.”

“Oooh.” The bride sagged against Arnie, whose eyes reflected painful awareness.

“Look, why don’t you guys wait in the bride’s room? We’ll tell the detective in charge to question you first. There isn’t anything you can do by hanging around here,” Marla said.

“I should find our nanny and let her know what’s going on,” Arnie told Jill. “She can take Josh and Lisa home.”

“Call her on your cell phone,” Marla suggested. “Dalton and I will handle the traffic at this end. Go on, you two. At least you can have some privacy while we’re waiting.”

“Shouldn’t I at least look at her? For identification, I mean.” Jill’s eyes filled with tears.

“Scott can do that. See, Dalton is talking to him.” Torrie’s husband stood with his shoulders slumped and a hand on his mouth while Dalton spoke to him alone by the raised platform.

After more coaxing, Jill finally acquiesced. Watching Arnie lead her away, Marla slouched. She wanted nothing more than to crash at the hotel with Dalton. That wasn’t about to happen any time soon, especially when the cops arrived.

Dalton held a private conference with the paramedics on the scene. They had to wait another half hour before a detective showed up, along with his team of crime lab technicians.

“Marla, this is Detective Brody.” Dalton signaled her over from where she drooped by their dinner table. The staff, told not to clear the room yet, hovered by the perimeter.

Brody, in his forties, wore creases beside his eyes like a badge of honor. “I’d like to get your statement, ma’am, before I interview the bride and groom.”

“How can I help you?” Her throat went dry. They sank onto seats draped in lavender.

“Tell me how you discovered the victim.” Brody’s deep baritone was worthy of a radio announcer.

Glancing at Dalton for comfort, Marla folded her hands in her lap. “It was time for the cake-cutting ceremony. I meant to help by rolling out the side table, but then I saw an arm sticking out from underneath.”

Brody scribbled in his notepad. “You were able to ID this person?”

“Yes. I took a peek beneath the cloth. Torrie, the bride’s sister, had been stabbed with the cake knife.”

“Torrie Miller, right?” He squinted at her, his gaze keen. “Tell me what you know about the deceased.”

“She’s married, works for Boca Style Magazine as a fashion reporter, and drives a snazzy BMW.”

“I’m guessing this is a crime of passion, because whoever did it grabbed a handy weapon and didn’t put much thought into hiding the body.” Brody tilted his head. “We won’t know the cause of death for certain until the medical examiner’s report. In the meantime, can you think of anyone who had cause to harm her?”

“Can I!” Just about everyone I met today.

Her comment drew a snort from Dalton. “You’re asking my unofficial deputy here. She’ll tell you more than you want to know, buddy. And if you don’t stay on top of things, she’ll find the bad guy before you get anywhere close.”

She swiped at a couple of stray hairs cutting her vision. “No way. I’m keeping my ears clean on this one. We have too much to do planning our own wedding.” Smiling sweetly at her betrothed, she waited for the detective to prompt her again.

“I’d like to take brief statements from everyone and then let them go home,” Brody said, “so if you have anyone in mind that I should interview further, please share that information.”

A flash of light drew her attention to the forensic guy snapping pictures. The cake table had been moved out of the way, and Torrie’s body lay in full view. Someone had drawn a chalk outline around it.

A wave of dizziness assailed her. “The photographer,” she murmured. Dalton’s warm hand squeezed hers, giving her strength. “Not the man doing wedding photos, but the other one. Griff Beasley. He works with Torrie at the magazine.”

“He’s here?” Brody said with a puzzled frown.

“Yes, apparently Griff and Hally Leeds were assigned to cover the wedding because it takes place the same weekend as the grand opening for Orchid Isle. Hally is a society reporter,” she explained. “They came as a team.”

“When did you meet these people?” Dalton inserted, as though wondering why he’d been left out.

“Outside, just before the wedding ceremony, when I was headed toward the bride’s house. I overheard a brief conversation between them.”

“And?” both men said in unison.

Marla folded her arms across her chest. “Hally implied that Griff had more than a professional interest in Torrie. Hally didn’t seem happy about it either.”

“You’re saying she acted jealous?” Brody held his pen poised over his notebook.

“I can’t be sure. After all, I don’t know these people very well. Hally also said something about Torrie edging in on her column. When Torrie spoke to Griff later, she sounded less than eager to boost Hally’s career.”

“Friendly rivalry between colleagues is nothing new,” Dalton commented.

“Right, but if you’re looking for motives, Hally came across as resentful either way.”

“Had you noticed any hint about more than a professional relationship between this Beasley character and the deceased?” Brody asked.

Marla’s face pinched in thought. “Actually, yes. Torrie said something to Griff about putting herself at risk for him and that she hoped her husband hadn’t noticed. She said Griff would be sorry if he backed out on his word.”

“What did he say in return?”

“That if she ratted on him, she’s dead,” Marla ended in a hushed tone.

Brody scribbled madly. “Those two sound like persons of interest. Who else?”

“Um, Torrie had a conversation with Falcon Oakwood. I know she’s friends with his wife, Leanne. That’s how Jill was able to book the wedding at Orchid Isle.”

“So?” Dalton yawned.

The poor man looked exhausted. Marla felt bad, embroiling him in another murder investigation. It wasn’t his district, but he wouldn’t let go so easily.

“Whatever Torrie and Falcon were discussing wasn’t making the real estate developer happy,” Marla said. “Then again, they could have been talking about the weather, for all I know.”

“Anything else?” Brody gripped his pen.

“Well, there are the family issues.”

“Oh?” Brody straightened, his keen eyes alert.

“Jill and Torrie own a piece of commercial property together. It’s been rented on a steady basis until recently, when their tenant left. Their cousin Kevin, who’s in the real estate business, offered to get them a new lease without charging a commission.”

“This property, is it worth
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