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Chapter One

Marla was busy sorting foils at her salon station when screams pierced the morning air. She glanced up, her nerves on edge. And here the day had started so peacefully.

Nicole, one chair over, paused in the midst of cutting a client’s hair. “What is that God-awful noise?” the other stylist asked.

Marla dropped the foils on her roundabout. “I don’t know, but it sounds as though it’s coming from our day spa next door. Maybe someone found a palmetto bug.”

But as she hurried outside and across the pavement to the adjacent spa facility—a recent expansion under her ownership along with the Cut ’N Dye hair salon—she doubted those blood-curdling shrieks could be due to an insect. They sounded too shrill and terrified.

A black bird squawked and dipped over the parking lot. Along with November and the season’s first cold front, the birds had returned from up north to South Florida. That wasn’t a vulture portending some disaster, was it?

Inside the day spa, patrons in the waiting area stood with their cell phones lifted, taking videos for social media. Her mouth compressed, Marla sped past them toward the rear, where staff members in smocks gathered. They all stared in one direction.

Traci, the receptionist, spied Marla and called out to someone beyond her range of vision. Just as abruptly as they had started, the screams stopped.

Marla reached the group huddled in front of one of their facial and waxing rooms. “What’s going on?”

An aesthetician, her complexion white as her lab coat, wiped her teary eyes. “I am sorry,” she said with an accent, her voice wavering. “Val was fine when I put the cream mask on her face. I only left for ten minutes to let her relax. When I returned, she didn’t move and I thought she must be asleep. I did not realize at first she was not breathing.”

“I’ve already called 911,” Traci said in a quiet undertone. “The cops and medics should be here any minute.”

“Your customer isn’t breathing?” Marla pushed past the crowd to enter the room and administer CPR, but the sight inside made her stop mid-track.

A woman lay supine half off the table, her hands encased in cloth mitts and her mouth wide open. Her face, coated with a greenish substance, aimed a glassy stare at the ceiling. New Age music played in the background, the soothing melody an incongruence to the scene. Air-conditioning blasted cool air into the room with a citrus scent. A discarded towel lay on the floor.

“Oh. My. God.” It might be too late for CPR if the woman had lain like this for longer than ten minutes. Could she have suffered a seizure? Her bluish lips could indicate anything.

Marla forced herself to at least palpate for a pulse at the lady’s neck. She tamped down the bile in her throat at the clammy feel of her skin. The hardened face mask gave the lady an almost alien appearance. Was that consistency normal for a facial?

Not feeling a beat at the carotid, Marla backed away. The best thing she could do would be to secure the room until the cops arrived.

She swallowed uneasily, anticipating her husband’s reaction. Would Dalton, a homicide detective with the Palm Haven police force, arrive on the scene when he heard the address from the dispatcher? From previous experience, she knew that unattended deaths were investigated. That would apply in this case since the aesthetician had left the client alone.

Returning to the corridor, she drew the sobbing woman aside. “What’s your name?” she said, her brain foggy under the circumstances. Consuelo? Magdalena? It hovered on her tongue.

“Rosana Hernandez. Do you think she had a heart attack, senora? Val might have been trying to get up and call for help.” Her gaze misty with tears, Rosana bent her head.

“Yes, you could be right. Had you done a medical survey on her?”

Rosana, a couple of inches shorter than Marla’s five feet six, nodded. “Si. Val had been with me for years. She followed me when I came here from my last salon in east Fort Lauderdale. She did not have any history of heart problems or other sicknesses.”

“So you’ve known her for quite some time.” Marla glanced inside the room and grimaced. “What are those things on her hands?”

Rosana drew a deep breath. “I was giving the lady a paraffin treatment. She had a manicure scheduled next. I don’t know how this could have happened.”

Stomping footsteps drew their attention. The other staff members parted like the Red Sea under Moses’ command. A pair of uniformed rescue workers headed their way carrying a load of equipment. Following at their heels were two patrol officers and a tall, broad-shouldered fellow whose piercing gaze made Marla’s heart flutter.

She exchanged glances with Dalton but avoided embracing him in front of the staff, even when she wanted nothing more than to sink into his arms.

“I’m glad you’re here,” she told the EMTs. “The patient is in that room. I don’t think you’ll be able to do much for her.”

A quick examination on their part confirmed her assessment. Dalton and one of the uniformed cops entered the room while the other officer began questioning onlookers.

“What happened?” Dalton asked Marla, tucking his cell phone away as he rejoined her. He must have made a call from inside the room.

“Rosana was giving her customer a facial. She put on the woman’s face mask and left the room for a few minutes. When she returned, the lady wasn’t breathing.”

“Can I speak with Rosana somewhere private?”

“Sure. How come you’re here? Did you recognize the address from the dispatcher?”

“That’s right. Good guess.” The corners of his mouth lifted. This was far from the first time he’d been summoned to her place of business.

“We can use one of the empty massage rooms,” Rosana suggested in a weak tone.

Marla introduced the aesthetician to her husband. She patted the woman’s shoulder. “It’ll be all right. Dalton will ask you some questions, and then you can take the rest of the day off. Traci will notify your clients.”

Dalton pulled out a notebook and pen and followed Rosana into another treatment room. Marla joined them, intending to offer moral support to her staff member. To her gratitude, Dalton didn’t object. But then, he’d come to value her contributions. He had even identified her as his unofficial sidekick to an Arizona sheriff during their recent honeymoon.

“Okay, can you please tell me exactly what happened?” he asked Rosana.

Her lower lip trembled. “I was giving Val a facial. She has been my customer for years, and we never had a problem before.”

“Her full name is...?”

“Valerie Weston. She lives east on the Intracoastal. Anyway, when I took the job here, Val followed me to this salon even though it was distant for her.”

“So you’ve given her facials before. And she’s never had a bad reaction?”

“No, sir.” Rosana gave a visible shudder. “Everything was fine. I put the facial mask on, set the timer for ten minutes, and left the room so she could relax. I went to get a cup of coffee. When I returned, I found her... like that.” Her voice choked on a sob, and she covered her face with her hands.

“Rosana, why don’t you make a copy of your client’s medical survey for Detective Vail?” Marla suggested.

“Si, I get it now.” The white-coated woman shuffled from the room like a condemned prisoner on her way to execution.

Marla’s heart went out to her. She knew how horrible Rosana felt. She’d been in the same position of losing a client when crabby Mrs. Kravitz died in the midst of getting a perm. The image of her head lolling against the shampoo sink remained with Marla even now. How many years ago had that awful incident occurred? She’d met Dalton, the detective assigned to the case, as a result. Back then, he’d suspected her of poisoning the woman’s coffee creamer.

“Won’t you be reassigned?” she asked him, leaning against the treatment table. “I mean, I own this place. You have a conflict of interest here.” Same as when our neighbor was found dead in his house next door after we’d argued with him.

“We’re short-staffed this time of year. A couple of the guys requested vacation time before the holiday crush. Come here.”

He held out his arms, and she rushed into them. She leaned her head against his solid chest, her anxiety easing under his embrace.

“I’m glad you came, even if your partner takes over later. I suppose you’ll order an autopsy?”

“It’s normal procedure. Does the woman have any close relatives nearby?”

“I have no idea. I’d never met her myself.”

“What can you tell me about Rosana? Is she an immigrant? Does she have citizenship papers?”

Marla stepped away, perturbed by his return-to-business tone. “Yes, she’s from Venezuela and married an American. Rosana is very good at what she does. Her customers highly recommend her.”

“What was her relationship to Valerie Weston?”

Marla spread her hands. “As Rosana said, Val was her customer, and they’d known each other for years.”

Rosana approached and handed a paper to Dalton. “Here is Val’s client survey.”

“Thank you.” He scanned the contents. “It says here Ms. Weston had a latex allergy.”

“That is correct, Detective. I was always careful not to use latex products in her presence and to wash my hands before touching her.”

“May I take a look?” Marla snatched the paper from his fingers.

The Confidential Consultation Card, as the survey was labeled, consisted of three sections. Marla scanned Val’s responses on the general health record. Topics ranged from dietary habits to female problems, sun exposure, implants, disease listings, skin-related ailments, and medications.

She nodded at that last one. Meds could affect hair as well as skin reactions. Most people didn’t think to tell their hairdressers when they started on a new drug, but certain medications could cause a stronger response to chemicals such as bleach.

According to this report, Val Weston appeared to be in good health. The next two sections regarding skin care and the beautician’s analysis didn’t raise any red flags.

“Was she married?” Dalton asked the beautician. “Do you know who her next of kin might be?”

“She was single. No children. I know she had a sister who died recently from breast cancer.”

Dalton asked a few more questions before dismissing Rosana.

Marla walked her out. “Go home and get some rest. This wasn’t your fault. Val might have had an unknown medical problem to cause her death.”

Rosana sniffled. “Gracias, senora. It is horrible.”

“I know, but the police will find out what happened.”

Once the staff member had left, Marla sought her husband again. He’d been conferring with one of the other officers and broke off at her approach.

She drew him aside. “What’s your theory about Val’s death?” The woman’s image kept replaying in her head. The glassy eyes and weird greenish tint of the facial mask became increasingly grotesque in her imagination. Her stomach lurched.

Stow it, Marla. You have to remain strong.

Dalton’s gaze grew warm as he regarded her. “Could be anything. Brain hemorrhage? Aortic aneurysm? Heart arrhythmia? Who knows?” His cell phone buzzed, and he squinted at an incoming text message. “The M.E. is here. Marla, you can go back to work. I’ll catch you later.”

“Shouldn’t I stick around to support the staff?”

“It’s not necessary. I’ll help the uniforms interview witnesses, and then we’ll close down the day spa until we complete our investigation. I know you want to keep chaos to a minimum, so I’ll tell the body removal guys to use the rear entrance.”

“Thanks. That’ll help.” But not by much. “I know this might sound harsh, but I don’t need the negative publicity right now. I’m in the running for that educator position with Luxor Products, and this won’t look good.”

“You’re right. It does sound harsh in view of a woman’s death. That’s unlike you, Marla.” The fine lines around his mouth tightened.

She knew her husband wasn’t thrilled about her accepting another job, especially one that would mean more travel. They were celebrating their one-year anniversary in a couple of weeks, and she had enough to do between work and her new family. While it was a second marriage for both her and Dalton, they’d become a tight unit in a short amount of time. Marla still felt odd as Brianna’s stepmother, but the role had grown on her. The teenager needed a woman’s guidance.

Still, gaining the new position meant a lot to her. She had contacted the hair product company—whom she’d worked for at a beauty trade show—to let them know she’d like to do the models’ hair on any advertisements they shot in the area. They’d called back saying they had an opening for an educator and asked if she would be interested. Her affirmative response had prompted the admission that they were considering one other candidate as well. Would this incident jeopardize her chances?

At any rate, Dalton was correct. She shouldn’t be thinking about herself right now. As the day spa’s owner, she was ultimately responsible for Val’s death. And poor Rosana. This would hang over her head. Marla should see to it that the rest of the staff didn’t hold it against her.

She went from person to person, speaking to each staff member in turn and reassuring them the place wouldn’t stay closed for long. Her own state of nerves wasn’t as steady as she appeared. Her stomach felt increasingly queasy, and she had a strong urge to sit down before her knees folded.

Nonetheless, she took time to apologize to any clients still waiting to be interviewed. “If you’re here for your hair or nails, we’ll fit you in next door. Just see Robyn at the front desk. Otherwise, Traci can reschedule you for next week.”

“That poor woman,” one of the ladies said with a sorrowful expression. “To die in the middle of getting a facial, which is supposed to be a relaxing treatment.”

“I hate them myself,” retorted a young blonde. “All that steam in your face, and then they squeeze open your zits. It hurts. I don’t find anything pleasurable about it.”

“Rosana cares about her customers,” Marla said, defending her employee. “She must be doing something right, since her appointments are almost always filled.”

“She messed up this time,” said Miss Sourpuss.

Marla stared the woman down. “No one can predict the sudden onset of a life-threatening medical emergency. Rosana had done a thorough assessment on her. The lady didn’t have any known heart conditions.”

“Maybe she had a reaction to one of the products,” the other customer offered with a frown. She was a middle-aged lady with tinted auburn hair, and she wore skinny pants that belonged on a thinner woman.

“Rosana would have used the same lotions on her before,” Marla replied in a patient tone. “Val had been a long-term customer.”

“Val, as in Valerie? That wasn’t Valerie Weston, was it?” Redhead gaped at her.

“Yes, it was, although the police detective will urge you to keep this information quiet. They have yet to notify next of kin.” Marla pressed her lips together. Gossip would be bad enough, but they didn’t need rumors flying along with videos.

“I have tickets to her fancy ball next month. I hope they don’t cancel.”

Marla had a sudden sneaking suspicion that made the hairs on her nape rise. “What ball do you mean?”

“The annual holiday fundraiser for Friends of Old Florida. It’s a historic building preservation society. They do the best party, especially with Yolanda Whipp showcasing her latest fashion designs. I can’t wait to see what she’s come up with this year.”

Marla’s heart sank. The dead woman had been the Valerie Weston? Oh, no. Putting two and two together, she slapped a hand to her mouth. Val’s demise in her day spa would have more repercussions than she’d thought. What would this mean for the fashion show?

She’d been hired, along with her stylists, to do the hair of the models backstage at the highly anticipated event that took place during FOFL’s annual gala. Why hadn’t she realized the connection earlier?

Because I’d been upset. Val’s death threw me for a loop. And it hadn’t been Val who’d hired her team. Marla’s contact had been someone else from the group.

Dear Lord, this was much worse than she’d anticipated.

Stunned by her new knowledge, she addressed Traci once she was free. The receptionist’s usual calm had given way to a frazzled exterior as she tapped at the computer keys to change people’s appointments. This was Wednesday. Marla hoped they’d be allowed to reopen by next week.

“Tell me, did Ms. Weston show any signs of trouble when she checked in earlier?”

Traci shook her head, her shoulder-length layers framing a face that looked pale in contrast to her sangria lipstick. “She seemed fine. I liked her. Val always had a pleasant smile and something upbeat to say.”

“Do you know if she had any relatives nearby?”

“Just a sister who died recently. She called FOFL her family. That’s Friends of Old Florida, an organization where she devoted her time. Somebody from there made her appointment for today.”

“Oh, really? Can you give me their number?”

Traci squinted at the computer as she retrieved the data. “Here it is.” She wrote it down on a scrap of paper, while Marla wondered if it could be the same person who’d hired her staff for the fashion show.

“Do you remember the person’s name who called? So you’re saying it wasn’t Val?”

“That’s correct. Sorry, I don’t remember much else.”

“Male or female?”

Traci’s shoulders lifted and lowered. “Could have been anyone. I field a lot of calls every day.”

“Okay, please let me know if anything else comes to mind.”

“There is one more thing. Patty didn’t come in to work today. I’ve called her cell a few times, but it goes straight to voice mail.”

They had hair stations here for backup when the salon got too full. Patty, the shampoo assistant, helped with cleanup and other assorted tasks. She should have come in today.

“That’s odd. Didn’t we just hire her?”

“She’s only been here two weeks. She applied when our last girl had an accident on her bike, remember?”

“And you don’t have any other contact number?”

“Nope.”

“That’s not good. She should call in if she can’t make it to work.” Marla shoved the scrap of paper into her skirt pocket. “After you settle things here, why don’t you take the rest of today off? Tomorrow, you can work with us at the salon. Robyn could use the extra help. And thanks for your quick action. You did good calling 911 right away.”

Not wanting to keep her own customers waiting any longer, Marla hurried next door. She’d have liked to tell Dalton her latest revelations, but he was busy. And if he stayed on the case, it would mean a late night for him.

She drew in a shaky breath as she entered her salon. The bright lights, familiar sounds, and chemical scents calmed her. No matter what her problems, she needed to keep her cool and get through her appointments for the day. Customers relied upon her.

Plastering a smile on her face, she approached Robyn and gave her the rundown in a low voice so others wouldn’t overhear. To her credit, Robyn gave her a reassuring grin.

“We’ll do fine, Marla. Your eleven o’clock is waiting. I told her you’d been delayed, but she didn’t mind.”

“Now I’m off schedule. Thanks, Robyn. I’ll tell you more later.” She’d been lucky to hire the marketing expert after Robyn had been laid off from her corporate job. They’d become good friends aside from work.

Nicole intercepted her in the backroom where she went to mix her customer’s highlights solution. Shelves of bottles and boxes faced her as she selected the proper products and then brought them over to the sink. After double-checking her client’s profile card, she grabbed a bowl and began measuring components.

“So what happened? Who was screaming? I saw all the flashing lights outside.” Nicole pursed her lips and leaned against a counter. The dark-skinned stylist looked svelte in a maxi-dress with a matching sweater wrap.

“You’ll never believe it. Rosana, the aesthetician, was giving her customer a facial. She applied the mask and left the room for a few minutes. When she returned, the lady was dead.”

“What? How?”

Marla paused to think things through. “Dalton said it could have been anything from a heart attack to a brain aneurysm. The only problem that showed up on Val’s medical survey was a latex allergy, but Rosana knew this. Val had been her client for years, when she’d worked in east Fort Lauderdale.”

Nicole folded her arms across her chest. “So I gather the spa will be closed for a few days?”

“Yes, but I hope we’ll be able to reopen by next week. I told Traci to send all their hair and nail people over here today. Are you between clients now?”

“I’m waiting on a touch-up.” The stylist glanced at her watch. “Ten more minutes.”

“Traci will help Robyn tomorrow at the front desk,” Marla said. “We’re bound to be busier if she shifts some of the spa appointments to the salon.”

“Careful, hon, you don’t want to add that 30 volume bleach.”

“Oops, I guess I’m more rattled than I thought.” She retrieved the correct item and added it to her bowl. Her hand shook as she mixed the chemicals with a brush.

“You need to calm down.”

“I can’t. We have to handle the overflow. But that’s not the worst of it. The woman who died was Valerie Weston from Friends of Old Florida.”

“So? What does that mean?”

“FOFL is the group that hired us to do the hair at their fashion show in a few weeks. I don’t want to lose that gig.” She didn’t mention her educator opportunity, not wishing to spring this news on her staff until it was a done deal. It would mean more hours away from the salon.

“But was this client someone you recognized? Is she the person who spoke to you about doing the show?”

“No, it was somebody else.” Marla put down her brush and spared a glance her way. “Lora Larue contacted me. She’s one of the board members.”

“So you don’t know how this Valerie was connected to the group?”

“Not really. I hope they don’t blame us and cancel our contract.”

“You’re jumping to conclusions. How can it be our fault? That woman might have dropped dead anywhere if she’d had a true medical emergency.”

“Rosana left her unattended for a brief interval. Otherwise, she might have called for help sooner.” Visions of a lawsuit entered her mind. Oh, God. Marla clutched her stomach.

“Hey, come here. Give me a hug.” Nicole strode forward to embrace her and pat her on the back. “We’ll be okay. Things will get back to normal.”

Marla sprang away, grasping the bowl and brush before the moisture behind her eyes turned into a waterfall. “I know. And I appreciate your support, as always.”

She didn’t express her misgivings about the negative publicity affecting her personal goals. But she wasn’t to be let off the hook so easily. Her customer, displeased at having to wait for her appointment, demanded Marla relate the whole story. She gave an abbreviated version, aware of listening ears around the salon. Her rendition left out any mention of the dead woman’s medical history.

“Have you heard of this organization?” Marla asked, hoping to gain some information. She knew pitifully little about the group for whom her staff had been hired. Her fingers moved automatically to section off a strand of hair, place the foil under it, brush on the solution, and fold the foil over.

“Sorry, I haven’t. How’s that husband of yours, dear? Won’t next month be one year you’ll be married?”

“That’s right,” she said. “Our anniversary is December eighth.”

“Any little ones in the barn yet?”

“Excuse me?”

“Are you planning on having children?”

“Dalton already has a teenage daughter. She’s taking driving lessons. That’s enough anxiety for us, thank you.”

The woman’s dark eyes met hers in the mirror. “You’re young yet. You can still get pregnant. I’m sure you’d make a great mother.”

All right, we need to change the subject. “Let’s discuss you instead. Weren’t you about to go on vacation when I saw you last?”

Marla skillfully steered the conversation away from her personal life. What concern was it to others if she and Dalton meant to expand their family? With her past history, she didn’t want children of her own. She had enough to do without the added responsibilities and constant worry. Besides, she looked forward to traveling, something she hadn’t had much time to pursue on her busy career path.

While she worked, part of her mind kept track of the cop cars coming and going outside, along with the scudding clouds overhead that heralded another cold front. It wasn’t until later in the afternoon that most of the police vans had left.

The body must be long gone by now, she thought, signaling for her next client to get shampooed. She was still behind schedule, but she’d catch up. And keeping busy prevented her from thinking too hard about what was happening next door. How long would it take before the autopsy results came in? She’d feel more vindicated if the woman had died from natural causes that couldn’t have been prevented or treated. Would Rosana quit her job there? Or if not, would she still want to work in that room?

“Hey, Marla.” Robyn approached her station, a friendly smile on her face. “There’s a sales rep here to see you from Luxor Products. Shall I send her over while your customer is getting washed?”

“Luxor Products? Oh, no!” She gulped. “I mean, yes, please send her on back. I have a few minutes free.”

Dear Lord. Luxor was the company where she hoped to work as an educator. Was this person truly a sales rep or someone come to evaluate her? If the latter, she was doomed.
Chapter Two

Marla’s jaw dropped as she spied a familiar blonde heading in her direction. She hadn’t seen Liesl Wurner, another stylist, since their jobs at the Supreme Show in Fort Lauderdale.

“Hello, luv.” The tall, willowy woman embraced her. “It’s good to see you again.”

“Likewise, Liesl. What are you doing in town?” They split apart and regarded each other with critical appraisals.

“I had an exit interview with the area supervisor. I’m finally moving to London. I got the position at a high-class salon in the theatre district that I’ve always wanted.”

“Good for you.” Marla beamed at her, genuinely happy that Liesl’s dream would come true. “I suppose you’ve heard I’ve been asked to apply for an educator position with Luxor.”

“Bang on. That’s part of the reason why I’m here. I hope you get the position, but you have competition.”

“So I’ve heard.”

“I’d really like to see you succeed, although it seems like you’ve already struck gold.” She swept her arm to encompass the salon bustling with customers. “But a word of caution. You’ll be scrutinized carefully. After that disaster at the show, the company is very careful about whom they select to represent them.”

“They asked me if I’d be interested in the job.”

“That doesn’t mean you’ll get it. Don’t do anything to jeopardize your chances.”

“It’s too late for that warning.” Marla sank into her empty salon chair and rubbed a hand over her face.

“What is it?” Liesl asked, her eyes reflecting her concern.

“We’ve just had a death next door at the day spa. I own the place.”

“Good heavens. What happened?”

Marla groaned inwardly. She didn’t care to repeat herself innumerable times, but it was inevitable. In a brief summary, she gave Liesl a rundown on what had occurred.

“That’s too bad, luv. Luxor won’t want even the hint of another scandal attached to their name.”

“Tell me something I don’t know.”

“Well, I just wanted to offer my support before I leave the country. I’ve given you a high recommendation to the district manager. He’ll be in on the decision.”

“Thanks, I appreciate it. Best of luck to you in London. Let’s keep in touch.”

This appeared to be a day for visitors. No sooner had Liesl left than the receptionist sent a guy her way. He wore a courier uniform from a private company and held a sealed envelope.

“Marla Vail?”

“That’s right.”

“I have a delivery for you. Will you please sign here?”

She did as directed and took the piece of mail. After the man left and she slit it open, an expletive escaped her lips.

“What’s wrong?” Nicole asked from the next station.

“You won’t believe this.” Seeing that the other stylist had a few minutes free, Marla showed her the message.

“Get out of town. Amber Connors is suing you?”

“It says that my careless use of hair dye caused her scalp to burn, resulting in hair loss and disfigurement.” Marla’s gut clenched. After the events of the day, she couldn’t handle another blow.

“Do you remember her complaining?”

“Yes, and I removed the color and put a conditioning cream on right away.” Sometimes a pink sweetener packet could help lessen the sting as well. “She’d never had that reaction before, and I’d used the same mixture on her for years.”

“So what was different this time? Could she have become more sensitive?”

“Possibly, but she’d also started on a new med and hadn’t told me. When I asked, she admitted she’d been prescribed a certain class of drugs.” Some medications could cause people’s body temperature to rise so they reacted faster to hair bleach. If Marla had known, she’d have adjusted the timing. “Even though Amber failed to provide this information, I’ll still have to file an insurance claim.”

“Don’t worry. She won’t have a leg to stand on.”

Marla’s next customer arrived, and she didn’t have time to think about her problems until later. At home, she got occupied taking the dogs for a walk, preparing dinner, and then driving Brianna to a school function. Between her extracurricular activities and her driving lessons, Brie seemed to be handling a hectic schedule better than Marla.

Depression weighed her down. After Brie retired to her bedroom for the night, Marla waited anxiously for Dalton to return home. As expected, he’d stayed late to work on his new case.

Her thoughts returned to Valerie Weston. Had Rosana missed something in the woman’s health history, similar to what had happened between Marla and her client, Amber Connors? Or had Val’s death been due to an ailment no one realized she had? And what would this mean for the Friends of Old Florida annual ball? Marla wasn’t sure of Val’s role with the organization. She should give her contact there a call tomorrow to express her condolences. Maybe she’d learn more that way.

Spooks nudged her ankle. She stooped to pet her cream-colored poodle, amused by his jealousy when their golden retriever vied for her attention. Playing with the dogs brought her a measure of comfort.

Sleep wouldn’t come, though, until she’d talked things out with Dalton.

“I hope we don’t lose the fashion show gig,” she said to him in bed later. “Yolanda attracts the publicity hounds when she debuts a new line. Our salon will be given credit for the models’ hairstyles.”

Turned on his side toward her, Dalton stroked her bare arm. “Is this designer the same person who hired you?”

“No, that was Lora Larue. She’s a board member for FOFL and is in charge of producing the gala event. I bet she’ll be devastated by Valerie’s death.”

“You said you hadn’t met the deceased?”

“That’s correct. Why, what have you learned about her?”

“People respected the woman. I haven’t heard a negative word about Miss Weston yet.”

“She shouldn’t have died. How old was she?”

“Fifty-nine.”

“And she has no close relatives in the area other than that sister who passed away? How sad. Had she ever been married?”

“Marla, I know the lady expired on your property, but it’s my investigation. Don’t you have enough on your mind?”

“I can be curious, can’t I?”

“Maybe. Why is this fashion show so important?”

“It’s about recognition, Dalton. That’s the same reason why I’d like our salon to be involved in photo shoots. I want to believe I’m doing more than just operating a salon.”

“You’re serving your customers. Isn’t that enough?”

“Ever since the excitement in Arizona, I have an urge for something more.” She couldn’t explain her restlessness, but their honeymoon adventures had left her dissatisfied with the status quo.

“Oh, yeah? I have a suggestion.” His hand drifted to her belly. “We could increase our family.”

“What?” His remark blindsided her. They’d already discussed this issue. “You know how I feel about having my own kids. Why are you bringing this up now?”

“You just said you’re restless. And you’re a wonderful mother to Brie. Having a baby would give you a new focus.”

“That’s exactly why I don’t want more children.” Sweat broke out on her brow. She’d thought Dalton and she were on the same page regarding this subject.

Marla had been through hell and back when, as a nineteen-year-old babysitter, the toddler under her charge had drowned in a backyard pool. After seeing the parents’ grief, she never wanted to risk that pain herself. And until Dalton, she’d never considered herself capable of properly caring for a child. She’d gotten over that insecurity but still had too many plans to give up her life to child-raising for twenty years.

“I’m just saying we shouldn’t dismiss the possibility like we have in the past,” Dalton said, his tone persuasive. “Maybe it’s something we should consider.”

“I didn’t know you felt this way. I’ll think about it. Meanwhile, let’s talk about Brie instead. Your daughter wanted to take the wheel tonight.”

He groaned. “She’s far from ready to drive after dark. That’s a big step. You know how much traffic University Drive has most of the time.”

“You’ll have to face it sooner or later. The driving instructor will take her for the test when the time comes. She needs practice.”

“Fine, I’ll take her around the neighborhood over the weekend. In the meantime, let her get a few more lessons under her belt.”

Marla’s hand roamed to parts of him that sprang to life at her touch. She’d rather change his focus away from troubling topics.

*****
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The next day at work, Marla found time during the day to call her friend Tally. Being a new mother, Tally would reinforce her belief that having kids wasn’t on Marla’s bucket list.

“Hey, how’s it going?” Tally said on the other end of the line. She sounded tired, which was her usual complaint these days.

Marla cradled the cell phone by her ear in the back storeroom, her favorite place for private calls. “Have I got an earful to tell you,” she said before relating her news.

“Holy smokes, you weren’t kidding. Uh-oh, let me do a diaper change and call you back.”

While waiting for the phone to ring, Marla stuck a batch of laundered towels into the dryer along with a fabric softener sheet. She set the dial and started the dryer before an interruption could occur. The familiar scent of chemicals in the air-cooled atmosphere brought her a sense of comfort.

“Marla, the coloring agents have arrived.” Robyn carried a package into the room. Her shoulder-length, glossy brown hair swayed as she walked.

“Okay, thanks. Leave them on the counter. I’ll sort the boxes on the shelves.”

She’d begun that job when Tally called again. “So what’s this about Dalton wanting you to have kids?” her friend asked in a hushed tone. She must have put Luke, her almost four-month-old son, down for a nap.

“He knows how I feel about having children. We talked about it before we agreed to get married. So why bring it up now?”

“Brianna will be going to college in a couple more years. Maybe he’s experiencing early separation anxiety and is thinking ahead.”

“What, to start all over again with another kid? We can travel once Brianna leaves home. And she’ll be back for the holidays and over the summer.”

“Well, it’s something you two need to discuss further.”

“How is Luke? Is he sleeping through the night yet?”

“Huh, I wish. I hope to go back to work part time at the shop by the first of the year. Or not. I haven’t decided what to do. I love being home with Luke.”

“You could take him to work with you since you own the place.” The Dressed to Kill boutique was a popular destination in Palm Haven. Tally’s assistant was filling in as manager while she was on maternity leave. But her words struck fear into Marla. What if she ever had a baby? She’d never want to give up the station in life she’d worked so hard to achieve.

“I’m giving myself until New Year’s to make a decision,” Tally said. “Considering how you feel about kids, I hope you don’t have any regrets about agreeing to be Luke’s guardian?”

“Certainly not. I love Luke as though he were my own. And you’re like a sister to me.”

“You know we think of you as family, too. Ken and I are grateful you accepted the role. Neither of us would want to leave Luke in his brother’s care. But I want to be sure you truly understand what it would mean, if anything happened to us.”

“Nothing is going to happen. I’m honored that you chose me. Dalton agrees as well.”

“All right. Now what’s this about another client dying in your salon?”

“Not the salon. It happened in the day spa while the lady was getting a facial. I’m hoping the autopsy says she died from natural causes. Have you heard of Yolanda Whipp, the designer who has a shop on Las Olas?”

“Sure. Her creations are gorgeous, but they cost thousands of dollars.” Tally took in a sharp breath. “Your staff is doing her fashion show? That’s an awesome opportunity.”

“Tell me about it. Now I’m afraid they might cancel.”

“Why, has anyone said so? Was Yolanda the one who hired you?”

“No, it was Lora Larue. The show is part of a charity event for Friends of Old Florida, and Lora is on their Board of Directors. She’s the one who approached me.”

“So call her and express your sincere condolences over the woman’s death. You said Valerie Weston was connected to their group?”

“That’s right.” Marla knew she had to make that call. She dreaded doing it, however.

“Do you think they’d cancel the entire fundraiser because of her passing?”

“I would doubt it. Maybe they’ll acknowledge her death at their event, though. I’m not sure what her role was in the organization.”

“You probably have nothing to worry about.” A wail sounded in the background. “I have to go. Luke just woke up. Let me know how things turn out.”

Marla got busy with her customers and didn’t have a chance to follow through until late Thursday afternoon. But when she finally put in a call to Lora, she got the lady’s voice mail. After leaving a message, she recalled the scrap of paper Traci had given her the day before. Marla had copied the phone number into the Notes section of her iPhone. Retrieving the note, she compared the number of the person who’d made Val’s appointment to Lora’s contact info. They weren’t the same.

Anyway, what did it matter? Dalton would track down the details. He might dismiss the whole case, depending on the coroner’s report.

Traci strode her way before Marla could greet her next customer. The spa receptionist wore a concerned look on her face. “I still can’t get hold of Patty. What could have happened to her? Not that we need her to come in to work, but she should at least notify us if she has a problem.”

“I agree.” Marla didn’t condone employees who were no-shows without notifying them. “Did she give any indication of something being wrong on Tuesday?”

“Now that I think about it, she did seem a bit jittery.”

“Maybe she had a family emergency. Did you try sending her a text message?”

“Yes, no response. I left her a voice mail, too.”

Marla frowned. “Give me her contact info, and I’ll ask Dalton to look into it. This is damn strange, especially considering what happened on Wednesday.”

The hours flew by and so did the weekend, and Marla forgot about her concerns for the moment. On Sunday, she finally had time to think things through while taking a walk with Brianna at Treetops Park. Dalton had gone in to work and couldn’t join them.

The cooler weather was perfect for hiking along the woodland trails. She sniffed earth-scented air as they trod over the soft dirt path. Branches of live oaks spread overhead in a shady canopy. Birds sang a greeting, and the occasional creature slithered under the brush.

“So as I see it,” Brie said, her brow folded thoughtfully, “you have one main concern. You’re afraid the lady’s death in your day spa will affect your staff’s engagement at the society ball. How was she connected, again?”

“I’m not sure. My contact there is Lora Larue, a board member. I’d never heard of Valerie Weston before Wednesday.”

Marla had filled in the teen on recent events. She liked telling the girl about her concerns. While Brie was her stepdaughter, she’d also become a friend. It was gratifying to be able to talk to her this way in an even exchange. Marla didn’t believe in holding things back, like the older generation might have done to protect their offspring. Reality intruded soon enough, and it helped develop character to face it straight on.

“It seems to me you’re worrying ahead of time. Why not wait and see how things turn out?” Brianna paused to take a photo on her cell phone of a green bird that had alighted on an overhead branch. She punched a few buttons to send it along to her social networks.

“You’re right. I should just chill. It’s so beautiful out today. Let’s head toward the lake.”

As they walked across the boardwalk fielding the marsh, she surveyed the ducks and turtles under an azure sky with lazy white clouds. While the north braced for a blast of cold air, here in South Florida the days were glorious. Her shoulders relaxed, and she inhaled a deep breath with a sense of tranquility. She’d tamped down her other anxieties, about the pending lawsuit at work and her application for the educator position. Those would work out somehow, too. She couldn’t be pessimistic in such beautiful surroundings.

“Can I drive home?” Brie asked, staring at a white bird with a long neck.

Marla eyed the water for alligators, but she’d never spotted them here. That didn’t mean they were absent, though. “That’s a good idea. You need the practice, and your dad hasn’t had time to take you out this weekend.” Her cell phone buzzed. “Speak of the devil, that’s him. Hello?”

“Hey, Marla. Wish I could have joined you at the park, but things have taken a significant turn on this case with Valerie Weston.”

“Oh? How so?” Her stomach churned. From his somber tone, she guessed she wouldn’t like his response.

“We got the preliminary autopsy report. It shows she likely died from anaphylactic shock related to her latex allergy.”

“What?” Marla gripped the phone tighter to her ear. “But Rosana was careful not to use latex gloves with her client.”

“She wouldn’t need to wear gloves. Traces of latex were found in that stuff on the victim’s face.”

Victim? What else did he know that she didn’t? “You mean the face mask?”

“If that’s what you call it. We’re having the products used by the beautician analyzed.”

“So you’re saying one of the lotions might have contained latex? But wouldn’t Rosana have known that? She told me she used different creams depending on the customer’s skin analysis and medical conditions.”

“We’ll see what turns up. We took the jug of water she uses for the steam machine, too.”

“Surely you’re not suspecting this was a deliberate act on someone’s part, if not Rosana’s mistake?”

“I’ll let you know. Meanwhile, don’t count on my being home before dinner. I just wanted to give you a heads up.”

“Wait, there’s something I’ve been meaning to mention. Our new hire, Patty, hasn’t been in to work since Tuesday. She’s a shampoo assistant at the day spa.”

“You said she’s a new hire?” Dalton’s voice sharpened.

“That’s right. She’s filling in for our regular girl who had a biking accident.”

“Has anyone been in touch with her?”

“The receptionist has tried to reach Patty, but she doesn’t answer her phone. We’re both worried about her. She should have contacted us by now. Can you follow up? I have her phone number and address.”

“Sure, text them to me when you get a chance. Talk to you later.”

Marla pocketed her cell phone and resumed their walk. “Rosana wouldn’t have used any products containing latex,” she said after relating to Brianna what her dad had said. “How could that stuff get into a face cream anyway? Isn’t it a powder?”

Brianna’s soft brown eyes regarded her. “Marla, let Dad work the case.”

“I hope he dusted for fingerprints. Maybe somebody else came in during the night when the cleaners were there. That’s what happened with Bertha Kravitz. Her killer came in when the back door was unlocked and put poison in the coffee creamer I kept just for her.”

“Don’t panic. This isn’t the same thing.” Brianna patted Marla’s arm.

“We don’t know that yet. Good God, what if someone murdered the woman?” Without watching her steps, she almost tripped on a tree root when they reentered the shady forest trail. She skirted the obstruction and headed along, her sneakers crunching on dead leaves.

“This could be an error on the beautician’s part. Maybe she got in a new product and didn’t read the ingredients. You shouldn’t jump to conclusions.”

“You’re absolutely right.” Marla observed a squirrel leaping from branch to branch. “But just in case, I’d better make contact with the people involved in that fundraiser.”

“It’s Sunday. You’ll have to wait until tomorrow. Let’s talk about the upcoming holidays.”

“Okay.” Her spirits lifted. “Your grandparents are looking forward to taking you to Disney World over Christmas break.”

“We have to get a tree in the next few weeks. And plan the family dinner.”

Last year had been the first time Marla had decorated a Christmas tree. Previously, she’d been accustomed to lighting a menorah this time of year. Combining the holidays had been a new experience for her and one she looked forward to repeating with their extended families.

“It’s our anniversary coming up, too. I’m not sure what to get your father. And I have to finalize arrangements for our holiday work party.” The weight of her responsibilities crowded in on her. This was always a hectic time of year. She should let this business with Valerie go until they learned more details. Her death still could have been accidental.

But that’s not what the initial reports indicated when they came in a few days later. The face cream showed components of liquid latex. None of the ingredients listed contained the substance. So how did it get there?

“What is liquid latex?” Marla asked in an undertone to Nicole at work the following Wednesday. She’d confided in the other stylist, having to share her news with someone else.

“I have no idea, girlfriend. You can look it up during your break.”

Dalton’s department was being mum on the case, but they’d finally released the body to Val’s brother-in-law and cleared the day spa to reopen. The funeral was scheduled for tomorrow. Thursdays being Marla’s late day at work, she’d be able to attend in the morning. She hoped to run into Lora Larue there and save herself another phone call. The woman had never called her back. Marla didn’t know if that was a bad sign or if Lora had merely been out of town.

“Do you want anything from Bagel Busters?” Marla asked Nicole. “I’m heading over there to get our order.”

At Nicole’s negative shake of the head, Marla grabbed her purse and strode outside. Chilly air made her shiver. She hastened along the concrete toward the deli owned by Arnie Hartman. He’d been a friend for years. Aware he’d just returned from a vacation, she wondered if he’d heard about the commotion at her place.

His mustached face broke into a grin as he spotted her. Wearing his usual apron, he rounded the corner from the cash register to embrace her.

“Marla, what’s been going on around here? My staff said there was some emergency next door that I missed.”

She gave him a quick rundown.

“Oy, vey. It’s like Bertha Kravitz all over again.”

“Tell me about it. Anyway, Dalton hasn’t actually said there’s foul play involved. I’m trying to stay calm, but it’s not easy.”

“Let him handle it. He’s good at his job.”

“I know. How are the kids? Is everyone okay?”

He grinned at her, while the scent of garlic and onions drifted her way from a nearby table busy with patrons. Her mouth watered. She hadn’t eaten much that morning.

“We’re fine, thanks. Isn’t this weekend your anniversary?”

“That’s right. We’re going out to dinner to celebrate.”

“How is Brianna doing?”

“She wants to drive every chance she gets. Dalton isn’t too happy about it.”

“I’ll bet. Here, your order is ready.” He handed her a paper bag.

Back at the salon, Marla called the insurance agent about the case pending against her. He said he was still doing his research, but he didn’t believe the damage to the woman’s scalp was permanent. He would aim to get the case dismissed before it went further.

Hoping the guy was right, she sat at the computer by the front desk while Robyn set out a platter of bagels and cream cheese for their customers. When she put liquid latex into the search feature, a list of resources popped up. As she read on, her eyebrows lifted.

Latex was a natural milky substance derived from rubber trees. Liquid latex solutions were commonly used for special effects makeup and body paint. Flesh-colored liquid latex was applied in the entertainment industry to create scars, alien features, and other enhancements. When put on skin, the body cosmetic dried to a rubbery consistency and shrank about three percent. It was easy to apply and just as easy to peel off. Liquid latex came in different colors including metallic tints.

Marla noted the product was sold in sizes ranging from two ounces to gallon jugs. Multiple outlets sold the stuff online. Or you could buy it at party stores. In other words, the substance was cheap and plentiful, meaning anyone could obtain it.

But only one person might have acquired it in this case. It had to be someone who knew Valerie had a latex allergy and was coming in for a facial that particular morning.
Chapter Three

Marla entered the funeral home in Hollywood, Florida, with trepidation. A large crowd milled in the assigned room where guests could express their condolences to family members prior to the service. Their attention focused on a man with two children. That must be Val’s recently widowed brother-in-law and his kids.

Not being a personal friend, Marla didn’t care to intrude, so she took a seat in the chapel once the doors opened. Comfortably upholstered pews faced forward. A maple-colored coffin with brass trim rested up front among displays of fresh flowers. On a side table sat several framed photos of Val, smiling and happy. She had vibrant eyes framed by softly layered hair. Marla’s gaze rose to the electric candelabra mounted on a far wall. Its reverse V-shape pointed toward heaven.

A sickly sweet scent drifted into her nose, bringing to mind the less desirable smells surrounding death. An air-conditioned flow whooshed into the room, while fans rotated lazily overhead. Fortunately, she’d chosen a location without a draft. Nonetheless, she tugged her black blazer a bit tighter as her mood sobered.

Her thoughts drifted to her father’s funeral as everyone took seats before the family members entered. A minister began the service from behind a podium. Lost in her own memories, she didn’t hear much of what he said. However, her attention sharpened once people started coming forward to eulogize Valerie Weston. When the little boy got up to remark upon his aunt, and mentioned how she’d joined his mother, Marla reached for her tissues.

She blinked away the moisture from her eyes as she followed the mourners outside and into the bright sun at the gravesite burial.

When people lingered following the service, Marla approached Val’s brother-in-law. He was a square-jawed fellow with salty hair, even features, and sad eyes. A small scar marred his upper lip.

“Hi, I’m Marla Vail from the Cut ’N Dye Salon and Spa. I’m sorry for your loss.” She peered down at the youngsters clutching his hands on either side. “I feel terrible about what happened, Mister . . .?”

“Sean Knight. I was married to Val’s sister.”

“Yes, I gathered as much. I own the place where she... where it happened. Val’s death was a horrible tragedy. If there’s any way I can help—”

“Thank you, I appreciate the offer.” He stared at the ground, a pensive expression on his face. “Val was extremely sensitive to latex. We’d known something like this could happen, but not so soon after Cathy died. It’s almost like the sisters couldn’t stand to be apart.”

“Were they very close?”

“The girls had their differences, but their parents were gone, and the only other relatives were some distant cousins in Colorado.”

“Val never married?”

He hesitated for a tad too long. “She was single. Val never had any children, so she doted on mine.” Sean ruffled his kids’ hair. The girl appeared younger than her brother. “Didn’t your aunt adore you?”

“We’ll miss her, Dad,” his son said in a tearful tone.

This couldn’t be easy on the children, having lost their mother not so long ago. “Val will be missed by a lot of people,” Marla added. “I didn’t know her personally, but she appeared to be a strong influence in the community. Did she spend all her time working for charitable groups?”

Sean shot her a sharp glance. “Why do you care? I mean, other than the obvious. The woman died under your supervision.”

She stiffened. “Val wasn’t my customer, but I feel responsible nonetheless. I’d just like to fill in the blanks. And I might add that we called 911 right away, but Val was gone in the blink of an eye.”

His mouth tightened. “Look, I’d rather not talk about it now. In fact, I probably shouldn’t be talking to you at all.” With a curt nod, he moved off, the children at his sides.

Oh, great. Now she’d blown it. Was he intending to sue for negligent death? Maybe he hadn’t given it a thought before she’d stuck her nose in. Would Dalton disapprove?

She scoured the crowd, but her husband’s tall form wasn’t evident. Usually he attended a victim’s funeral. But he hadn’t publicly declared this case to be murder. Maybe he was waiting for all the reports to come in.

The grounds were relatively quiet, except for their group. She didn’t see any other awnings or chairs set out across the vast property. A few concrete crypts arose among the plots of land, competing for height with shady oak trees. Here and there, benches sat facing gravesites, additional memorials to the beloved departed. The place wasn’t hilly and scenic like the cemeteries up north, where tall headstones stretched toward the sky. These stones were flat, needing maintenance so weeds didn’t cover them. We’re all covered over in the end, she thought.

Her heart quickened as she spied a familiar face. Lora Larue stood in a circle of people, her ample figure encased in a black dress with an inappropriately low neckline. Her bosom nearly spilled out, while the short hem exposed thighs too thick for display. The sun glinted off bronze highlights in Lora’s hair, a swirl of curls framing her face. Her blue-shadowed eyes swung in Marla’s direction as she approached. The woman’s splash of bright red lipstick provided contrast to her pale complexion.

Marla plopped on a pair of sunglasses before greeting Lora. “Hello,” she said in a subdued tone. “I’m sorry to see you again under these circumstances. Marla Vail, remember?” She stuck out her hand. They’d met in person once before, when Lora had stopped by the salon to hire her staff for the fashion show.

Lora turned away from her group of friends and accepted her handshake. “I got your phone message but haven’t had the chance to return your call.”

“That’s all right. I wanted to express my condolences.”

“Thank you. We’re all a bit shocked over Val’s death.”

“I can imagine.” How could she tactfully ask if the fundraiser would go on? “This must be a blow to your organization.”

“No kidding. Val’s contribution will be sorely missed.”

Meaning what? Her contribution of money, or her volunteer work?

“I’d been hoping to meet her at the charity ball.” Marla idly smiled at a passerby. People were starting to head to their cars. She hoped to gain more information before she had to leave. Swinging around to face the sun so Lora would be more comfortable, she waited for a response.

Lora’s head lowered. “It won’t be the same without Val there.”

A whoosh of relief escaped Marla’s lips. Thank goodness, they weren’t planning to cancel the event. “What was her role in the organization? I’m sorry, but you’re the only person from the group that I really know.”

“Val was a major donor. She’s the one who recommended your salon to us. I thought you’d met her before this.”

“She was a long-term customer of our aesthetician. Evidently, she followed Rosana from an establishment east of us.”

“I see.” Lines creased the woman’s forehead as though she were having second thoughts about her hiring choice for the ball.

Marla hastened to reassure her. “My staff is looking forward to the fashion show. We can’t wait to work with the models.”

“This Rosana, will she be there?”

“No, she does facials and waxing. Only our hairstylists will attend.”

“People confide in their beauticians, don’t they? Rosana must have known Val pretty well.” Lora raised her penciled eyebrows.

“Well, yes, I guess so. They’d been together for years.”

“Is it likely Rosana forgot about Val’s allergy?”

Both Lora and Sean were well informed about Val’s means of death. To her knowledge, Dalton had not made that information public. Had he interviewed them already?

“Rosana knew about her client’s condition. I saw her customer survey form myself,” Marla said, hoping to provoke Lora.

A sheen of sweat covered the woman’s face, and it couldn’t be due to the heat. A cool breeze swept the cemetery, making Marla glad she’d worn a long-sleeved jacket.

“We’ll talk more later,” Lora promised, waving to someone in the distance. “I have to go. Sean has invited people over to his house.”

Not wishing to press her luck, Marla nodded a farewell. She took her leave, grateful Lora hadn’t fired her from the gig and that the group still planned to carry on the event. That took away one worry.

On the way to her car, she heard raised voices that gave her pause. Two people were speaking under a shady oak tree. One was a slender brunette; the other, a towering guy with silver hair, wore a dark suit.

“What are you doing here?” the woman said, her tone hostile.

“I came to pay my respects. Val was a formidable opponent, and I admired her tactics.”

“Don’t think your development will go through now that she’s gone, Rick Rodriguez.” She emphasized his name as though it were distasteful. “Our group backs her efforts one hundred percent.”

“I know that, Sue Ellen. She fought a good fight. That’s all I’m saying.”

“You shouldn’t have come. You’ll upset her spirit.”

“Maybe she’ll see my presence as a peace offering. Good day to you.”

He stalked away, while Sue Ellen glared after him. Marla hastened along, wondering what that meant. Just another puzzle piece to add to Val’s personal life, she figured.

Back at the salon, she grabbed her printed schedule from the counter where Robyn had left it and studied her client list. She had a few minutes to spare before her first customer. As she headed to a sink to scrub her hands, her stomach rumbled. It was nearly lunchtime.

“Hey, Marla, how’s it going?” Nicole stopped by, a bowl in her grasp.

“I went to Val’s funeral this morning. Her group still intends to put on their holiday event.” Finished washing her hands, she dried them with paper towels.

“Thank goodness, right?” Nicole grinned at her.

“I’m glad we’re still part of it. Val’s brother-in-law was there with his children. She didn’t have any other close family members.”

“That’s sad. I’d like to hear more, but my highlights is waiting.”

“Sure, go ahead.” Marla set about her own business with a heavy heart. Funerals left her depressed. They reminded her of her father’s passing.

Her mood lifted as the day went on and she chatted with customers. They got talking about the holidays, making Marla ruminate about her own plans. First there was their anniversary dinner, then the charity ball, a work party, and the holiday celebrations at home. She had plenty to do. This should be a joyous time of year, not a sad one. And yet it must be sorrowful for anyone who’d lost a loved one.

The way she saw it, it was her duty to make her clients feel better about things. As she cut, colored, and trimmed, she listened with a sympathetic ear to their inner thoughts and concerns. She was gratified when each person left the salon with a smile.

By eight o’clock that evening, weariness assailed her. She arrived home to the mouth-watering aroma of homemade tomato sauce. It being Dalton’s turn to make dinner, he’d done spaghetti and meatballs.

“How was your day?” He stood in the kitchen with a wooden spoon in his hand and wearing an apron.

Her mouth curved upward. “It’s good now that I’m with you. Seriously? I attended Val’s funeral this morning. How come you didn’t go?”

“It’s not officially a homicide. Besides,” he said with a sexy grin, “you’re my unofficial sidekick. I’m sure you worked the crowd. What did you learn?”

“I spoke to Lora Larue, the board member who’d hired my salon staff for the charity event. They still intend to put on the ball, and she didn’t fire us.”

“That’s a plus.” He stirred the sauce bubbling in a pot.

“I also met the brother-in-law. His name is Sean Knight and he has two kids, a boy and a girl. He’s the one whose wife died recently from breast cancer.”

“How did he appear to you?”

“Saddened by Val’s passing. He said the two sisters were together now.”

Marla, having put down her purse and washed her hands again, began setting the kitchen table with utensils. Brie wasn’t in sight. She must be doing homework in her room, or else she was chatting on her cell phone. Did kids even chat today or merely text?
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