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Chapter One
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“What do you mean, there’s a dead body at Goat’s place?” Marla asked Detective Dalton Vail. He stood on her front stoop, his expression as somber as his charcoal suit. Cool March air penetrated the toasty warmth of her South Florida townhouse while she waited for his reply.

“We received an anonymous tip,” he said, his tall form blocking the doorway. “Have you seen your neighbor recently?”

She craned her neck to glance down the street. “I haven’t talked to Goat since last week. You know, I’ve been worried about him. He promised to water Moss’s impatiens next door, but the flowers are wilting. Moss tried to reach him, but Goat hasn’t answered his doorbell or his phone.”

“Isn’t that his van parked in the driveway?”

“Uh-huh.” No one could miss the vehicle emblazoned with THE GAY GROOMER. Marla recalled the first time she’d seen it. Only a shmoe like her would assume he must be a wedding planner for gay couples. She’d learned Goat handled pets, not people, when a neighbor introduced them.

“I figured he must have gone away for the weekend,” she added. “A friend could have picked him up. But today is Tuesday, so he should have been back by now, unless he’s on vacation.” Her body chilled beneath the flannel lining of her sweatsuit. “I hope he isn’t lying there hurt, or worse. You may not believe me, but I’ve been trying to steer clear of trouble for a change.”

“That’s a switch.” His approving grin sent a spiral of heat through her. “Likely this is a crank call, so don’t beat yourself up about it. I decided to swing by and take a look myself rather than assign it to another detective.”

“Did you knock on Goat’s door?”

He grunted affirmatively. “No one answered. I thought I’d check with you before I do anything else.” His gray eyes brightened as he regarded her with a lazy perusal.

Hey, pal, what turns you on more, the notion of a stiff body or a live one? You liked mine all right two nights ago.

“When did you get the message?” she asked, probing for more information. She’d helped him solve cases before.

“This morning. I had voice mail on my office phone.”

She glanced at her Rado watch. “You must have gone to work awfully early. It’s only eight o’clock.”

“I got in at seven. I was hoping you hadn’t left for the salon yet.”

“I didn’t schedule any clients until later so I could catch up on paperwork. Let’s go next door. Goat gave Moss a spare key to use in case of an emergency. Wait here while I let Spooks inside.”

She strode through the kitchen to open a rear sliding glass door. When her poodle bounded inside, she stooped to stroke his cream-colored coat. “Sorry we missed our morning walk, precious. I’ll take you out tonight.” The dog dashed into the living room to sniff Dalton’s ankles. “He smells your golden retriever,” she told him. “Hurry, before Spooks seduces you into petting him.”

“Sorry, that privilege is reserved for you.”

Dalton’s sexy tone mitigated her anxiety, but not for long. “Come on. I’m really worried about Goat.”

She led the way to Moss’s adjacent townhouse, then rapped on his door via a miniature brass anchor that served as his door knocker.

“Ahoy, mates,” Moss greeted them in a hearty voice as he swung open the door. A naval cap topped his head of white hair. He and his wife were early risers; Marla needn’t have worried about waking them.

“We’re checking on Goat,” Marla explained. “You still haven’t seen him around, right?”

Moss’s leathery face crinkled with concern. “Nope, I haven’t seen the fellow in days, and his van hasn’t moved. Doggoned if I know where he’s been hiding.” His blue gaze switched to the homicide detective. “Morning, Lieutenant. What brings you here so early?”

“Marla is worried about your neighbor. You notice anything unusual over the weekend?”

“No, sir.”

“Do you have a key to Goat’s house?”

“Sure do. Wait here while I get it.” A few moments later, he handed it over. “I’d go with you, but I’m on my way to meet my golf buddies for breakfast. Emma is home if you need anything else.”

“I’ll let you know what we learn,” Marla reassured him, before she and Dalton turned toward Goat’s address.

“I’ll go in first,” Dalton announced. “You stay outside while I look around.”

“No way. If Goat is hurt, he’ll need me.”

He raised his eyebrows. “You may have worked as Miriam’s home health aide last month, but that doesn’t mean you’re Florence Nightingale.”

Miriam loved it when I took care of her, and I did a damn fine job as an undercover investigator. “We found her granddaughter’s murderer, didn’t we?”

“Only after both of us nearly got killed. Give me the key, and don’t move from this spot.”

She noticed he didn’t draw his gun after pushing the door open. Ignoring his advice, she trailed after his rangy figure.

“Goat? Are you here?” she called in a tremulous voice from the foyer. A loud squawk in response made her shriek.

Dalton whirled around, his eyes flashing. “I thought I told you to wait outside.”

“I’m the concerned neighbor checking on a friend, remember?” Her nose wrinkled. “Dear Lord, what is that stench?” Clapping a hand over her mouth, she glanced at the kitchen to their left, but the odor didn’t seem to be coming from there. The counter appeared clean, with no dirty dishes littering its surface or clogging the sink drain. From the top of the refrigerator, a Siamese cat glared down at her. Its haunches raised as it hissed ominously. She hadn’t warned Dalton about the menagerie Goat kept at his place.

“Ugamaka, ugamaka, chugga, chugga, ush,” chanted a loud voice that sounded startlingly like Goat’s.

Her lips parted as she scanned the living room furnished in Garage Sale motif. A brightly colored parrot in a cage stared back.

“Oh, so you’re the one making all the noise.” She wondered if the stink came from its confines.

As she entered the family room, a gust of wind rattled an open door leading to the backyard. Dalton headed for a ground-floor bedroom that held the master suite.

“Don’t touch anything,” he said in a flat tone as he peered inside. His gaze narrowed, and his mouth went taut.

“What’s the matter?” One glance into the bedroom showed her what was rotting.

A man’s body sprawled across the queen-sized bed.

She pressed a hand to her throat. “Is it Goat?”

“You tell me.”

She forced herself to take a closer look. The victim lay on his back. After a brief glance at the telltale red blotch on his shirt, she swung her gaze upward to his broad nose, wide forehead, and deep-set vacant eyes that stared into space.

“Thank God, it’s not him.” Bile rose in her throat, and she swallowed with difficulty. “Goat has stringy hair like straw,” she said, focusing on the one thing she knew best. “This man’s level is deeper, with bronze tones. Hey, that pattern looks familiar.”

“How so?”

“Cutter Corrigan applies a similar design when he does highlights. It’s distinctive to his style. He used to be my teacher in beauty school,” she explained, “and now he runs a salon on Las Olas. Maybe this guy was one of his clients.”

Dalton pulled out his notebook, ever handy in a pocket, and scribbled some notes. “Have you noticed the victim talking to Goat or visiting his house?”

She shook her head.

“Did Goat tell you anything about himself, his background, or where he came from?”

“Nothing.” Moisture stung her eyes. She hadn’t taken the time to get acquainted with her neighbor except for a polite hello during her daily walks. She’d been put off by his weird mannerisms. Maybe if she’d known him better, he would have confided in her. “You don’t think Goat is responsible for this man’s death, do you?”

Dalton yanked his cell phone from his belt. “I’m damn well going to find out. You can leave now. I’m calling in my team. Don’t put your hands on anything.”

“Goat couldn’t have done it. He’s a gentle soul who cares about his animals.” Marla felt compelled to defend her neighbor, but how well did she really know him? Holy highlights, she didn’t even know his last name.

“Do you see extra feed and a full water bottle in that birdcage?” Dalton pointed out. “It’s a miracle the cat hasn’t knocked it over for a meal. My guess is, Goat did the deed and left in a hurry. He didn’t spare the time to think about his pets.”

The detective completed a quick search of the rest of Goat’s house, including the second floor, after calling for backup. While he was occupied, Marla glanced into the master bathroom. No bodies met her anxious gaze, just the usual male toiletries and a hairbrush that needed a good cleaning. Prowling across the living room, she sidestepped a fat gray cat whose sly expression was fixed on the parrot.

While Dalton took notes at the crime scene, she climbed upstairs. One bedroom had been made into a study, with a worn leather armchair, wood desk, sleeper sofa, and tables with lamps. Another cat snarled as she crossed the threshold. It appeared to be guarding an iguana in a fish tank, or else it was figuring out how to reach the creature. She wouldn’t like to be the target of its malevolent glare.

Keeping in mind Dalton’s warning not to touch anything, she scanned the room for clues. Her jaw dropped as she glanced at the desk. Goat had been reading a biography of Martha Matilda Harper. Could it be mere coincidence that this woman was one of her idols? Marla had written a paper about her for a college history class. At a time when women were struggling for their rights, Harper had opened the first public hair salon in Rochester, New York. By the early 1900s, she’d created the first business franchise system in the country. What interest might Goat possibly have had in her?

“Marla, I thought I told you to leave,” Dalton’s voice thundered as he approached.

“I’m on my way out.” She turned to face him. “What will happen to Goat’s pets if he doesn’t turn up?”

“I’ll see that they’re put into shelters. You should go home and take care of Spooks.”

“How will you find Goat? It might be helpful to interview Cutter Corrigan. He may know something about the victim’s identity.”

“Let me deal with it.” Dalton’s mouth tightened as he steered her toward the front door.

“You’re excluding me again.”

“You’ll contaminate the crime scene if you stay, and you don’t really want to be here while the team is working.”

“How was...the man killed?”

“That’s for the medical examiner to determine.”

Sensing Dalton knew more than he cared to reveal, Marla told herself to be patient. Eventually she’d worm the details out of him. “Look,” she called as they passed the kitchen. “That’s a sound machine on the counter.” She delayed her departure to peer at the markings. “This is where the whale cries come from and some of the other weird noises I’ve heard. And I always thought Goat had more exotic creatures inside.”

Perhaps her neighbor wasn’t as looney as he appeared. Curiosity made her wish she could explore further, but Dalton ushered her outside. Besides, the odor was enough to make her gag.

Facing the street, she drew in a deep breath of fresh air while considering her next move. Goat must have gone somewhere. Maybe he was cowering in the backyard. Even if he didn’t commit the murder, he might be afraid of talking to the police. If she could find him first, she’d convince him to tell his story to the authorities.

Around the side, she trod over brittle grass badly in need of watering. Orange blossoms lent a honeyed fragrance to the air. It was a welcome contrast to the tainted atmosphere inside the house. As she drew open the gate to Goat’s fenced backyard, her glance zeroed in on a scrawny goat tethered to a pole. The poor thing bleated at her presence. Had he been tied up the entire time Goat was missing?

Rushing forward, she intended to loosen his harness when she tripped over something spongy. She recovered her balance and glanced at the object. For a moment, the item didn’t register in her consciousness. It was pink, with darker patches, except for the head, where its snout pushed through a mass of tangled black fur.

Her stomach lurched, and she let out a scream that brought Dalton running.

“Bless my bones,” she gasped between sharp intakes of air, “I think it was a dog.”

“This creature has been skinned,” Dalton noted, jotting in his notebook. “Had you seen this animal before?”

She raised her hands. “I didn’t meet any of Goat’s pets. You know I never went inside his house, although he’d invited me. I was too nervous, hearing all the strange noises. My mistake. I should have given him a chance. Uh-oh, what’s that?” Needing a closer look, she headed toward the fence where an empty aquarium lay on the ground. “I’ll bet it’s Junior’s container. Either he’s loose in the neighborhood, or Goat took his snake with him.”

“That’s just dandy, but I’m more interested in the dead dog. It brings to mind something we’ve been noticing lately in the area. Another department is investigating, but I’ll give them a heads-up that this case might be related.”

She shielded her eyes against the morning sunlight. “What’s that about?”

“An operation involving pet-fur products, but it’s just conjecture at this point. I can’t say more.”

Marla backed away. “Goat couldn’t have done this horrible thing. He rescued Spooks after my house got broken into, and he took good care of my poodle. Goat loves animals. For God’s sake, he’s a pet groomer.”

Engine noises drew their attention. “My techs are here. Do you want me to escort you home?” Dalton asked.

“Yes...no. I can manage. It’s all so awful.”

He accompanied her to the front lawn, issued orders to his team, then turned his focus back to her. His gaze softened as he thrust a hand through his peppery hair. “I’ll stop by your place later to make sure you’re okay.”

She must look as green as she felt. “I may not be home. I’ll be at the salon until six, and then I have some errands to run.”

“You need to hire a manager. Wearing too many hats will stretch you thin.”

“You just want more of my attention for yourself.”

His lips quirked in a smile. “It’s tough to maintain a client list while managing your own salon, not to mention sleuthing on the side.”

“You seem to appreciate my playing sleuth. That’s why you sought me out this morning. You want my help.”

“That’s not all I need. When can we get together again?”

She flushed, aware of what he meant. At least you’re finally admitting why you really knocked on my door earlier. “I’m not sure.”

“How about Friday?”

“I promised Ma I’d go to services with her. It’s my father’s yarzheit. Anniversary of his death,” she added in explanation. “Are you free on Saturday night?”

“I’ll see what I can arrange for Brianna. My daughter mistakenly believes that because she’s turning thirteen, I’ll ease the rules. She’s been nagging me to let her stay home alone for one night, but I won’t go for it. Teenagers require discipline, or they get too wild.”

“Can’t have that, can we?” She gave him a quick kiss, her mood returning to earth with a solid thunk. “I’ll see you later.”

His voice deepened. “Be careful. You don’t seem to go anywhere without trouble finding you.”

“Maybe it’s my way of keeping you close to me, Lieutenant. But never fear; I know you’ll be busy this morning, so I’ll behave myself.”

“I’ll believe that when hell freezes over,” he muttered as she walked away.

She didn’t get too far toward her house. A crowd of neighbors accosted her on the sidewalk.

“What’s happening, Marla? Why are all those police cars here?” Lyn asked her. The married woman with two school-age children lived in one of the larger townhouses.

Marla had been attracted to this affluent community because of its architectural variety. Her modest home was a one-story unit. She’d been lucky to find a place for sale in this upscale development in Palm Haven, Florida.

“A man was found dead in Goat’s house. Goat is missing. Have any of you heard from him?” Marla scanned the faces of her fellow residents, which represented a mixture of ages and cultural backgrounds.

“He was here on Friday,” offered Hector, a handsome Latino man. “He must have gone to work early that day, because I didn’t see his van parked there until later in the evening.”

“Did you see him come home?”

Hector stroked his mustache. “No, he still wasn’t back by six when I returned.”

“So how did you know he was here?”

“I went outside after dinner, and the van was parked in his driveway alongside a small black car.”

“I remember,” Lyn cut in. “My kids were playing ball out front, and I warned them to stay away from that junk heap.”

Marla’s pulse accelerated. “What kind of car was it?”

“How would I know?” Lyn raked a hand through her ash blond hair. She glanced at her house, as though she expected her kids to charge out the door and into the street. “You could ask Craig later tonight. He studies car magazines and can identify the different models.”

“I think it was a Corolla,” Hector said with an intent look on his face.

Marla shifted her feet. “What time was this?”

“Just past eight o’clock.”

“Did you see the Corolla leave?”

“No, sorry. I don’t think it was much later though, because I heard a commotion outside. Doors slammed and tires screeched, like someone was leaving in a huff.” Hector gestured at Lyn. They were the closest neighbors to Goat, having houses on either side of his place. “When did you go indoors with your kids?”

“We didn’t stay out for too long. Shanna and John had to finish their homework before bedtime. It might have been around seven.”

“I heard something else, like a motorcycle,” Hector added.

So, it appeared Goat had a visitor after he came home from work on Friday. Something happened shortly thereafter to cause a ruckus. By the next morning, the Corolla was gone, along with Goat.

“I’ll tell Detective Vail your news when I talk to him later,” Marla said, not wishing to disturb him now. The medical examiner would determine the exact time of death, but she wondered if it had occurred on Friday evening. Who had driven the Corolla? If it belonged to the dead man, had Goat stolen the vehicle to make his escape? Or was another party involved?

There could have been someone else in the Corolla, she figured on her way home. Perhaps several passengers. They had no way of telling if Goat had more than one visitor, unless Dalton found evidence inside his house. And what about the motorcycle Hector claimed to have heard?

This isn’t your business, she reminded herself as she showered at home and changed into work clothes. But when she drew up her agenda for the next day, visiting Cutter Corrigan’s salon took top priority on her list.
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Chapter Two
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Wednesday morning, Marla pulled into a metered parking space in a lot behind Las Olas Boulevard. She hoped to reach Cutter Corrigan before Dalton had a chance to interview him. After paying for a couple of hours at the meter, she stuck the receipt on her dashboard and hurried toward the boutique-lined avenue.

Her shoes clacked on the sidewalk as she passed La Bonne Crepe, one of her favorite restaurants. Heavenly Hair Salon should be ahead on the next block. A glance at the window display of an art gallery reminded her that she still needed to get a birthday gift for Brianna.

Not today. Time is running short.

Marla paused inside the entrance to Cutter’s salon, dazzled by the décor. Curved modern furnishings, along with a blue-and-silver mosaic floor, added a splashy appeal, but her focus fixed on a neon-blue circular platform with a glass enclosure at the center of the room. Cutter Corrigan worked his magic there on a client in full view of everyone, as though he were a platform artist onstage at a beauty show.

She faced a wave-shaped reception desk staffed by an attractive young woman with spiked black hair. The lady wore wire-rimmed eyeglasses and had relatively plain features, yet she made herself look striking with model-worthy makeup and an eye-catching hairstyle. It just goes to prove, anyone can be beautiful with a little effort.

“Can I help you?” the receptionist asked with a bright smile.

“I’m Marla Shore, owner of Cut ’N Dye Salon in West Broward. Cutter used to be my teacher in beauty school. I’d like to talk to him.” She handed over a business card. “Is he nearly finished?”

The girl glanced over her shoulder. “It’ll be a few more minutes. Can I get you a cup of coffee?”

“No, thanks.” While she waited, Marla ruminated on the staff members she meant to replace in her salon. Another stylist, a shampoo assistant, and a receptionist were high on her list. This last one was the most difficult to find. She sought a well-groomed, friendly person familiar with computers who could run their salon management software program. It wasn’t easy finding a motivated individual with the required skills at the pay level she offered.

“Marla Shore!” Cutter descended upon her. As she rose to greet him, he caught her in a bear hug. “How are you, my dear?” he asked in his customary nasal twang.

She stepped away to regard him with a grin. “I’m doing great, thanks. This place is amazing. How long have you been located here?”

His pale blue eyes observed her with pride. “It’s been nearly seven years. I heard you have your own salon, too.”

“That’s right. I opened my business eight years ago. You must have stayed on at the beauty school after I graduated, then?”

“For a while, but after so many years working as a stylist in other people’s salons and then as a teacher, it was time to move on.”

“Tell me about it. I’ve never liked working for anyone else.”

“A lot of stylists feel that way, but they’re not ready for the responsibility that comes with running a business. As our reputation grows, I’m pulled away from the chair more every day. I have a business manager as well as an artistic director. In order to run a successful salon, you have to constantly challenge yourself and your staff. How’s your turnover rate?”

She cleared her throat. “Pretty high.”

“Do you have booth rentals?”

“Yes, although I’d like to get away from them. I want more control.”

“Then get involved with your political associations.” He jabbed a finger in the air for emphasis. “If you join the state board, you’ll have a chance to influence decisions about our industry. Did you know I’m supporting a measure to prohibit booth rentals in Florida?”

“I had no idea.”

“I’ve been instrumental in forming a political action committee for the Professional Beauty Federation. Our aim is to raise awareness for the Cosmetologists’ Tax Fairness Act, similar to the one in the restaurant industry. If you want to make a difference, you need to participate in your professional organizations.”

Marla swallowed, feeling as though she were back in class. “I belong to TSA.”

He nodded sagely. “The Salon Association focuses on business. It’s good for networking and exchanging ideas. When we first opened, we had a high turnover. After talking to several people at TSA, I realized the ambiance in my salon didn’t offer anything special.”

“I would disagree. This place is fantastic.”

“The décor is exceptional, yes?” He tapped her arm. “But I’m not talking about the physical setup. If you wish to keep personnel, you have to offer an environment that makes them want to stay. Continuing education is one of our main thrusts. You need to keep yourself fresh and provide a comfort level so new stylists aren’t afraid to ask questions. They want more than money and medical benefits. Every two months, we have a meeting where we conduct training sessions and practice new trends. The entire staff is responsible for our success, not just any one of us. That’s why you shouldn’t hire stylists off the street. You need people with enthusiasm and passion to join your team, but you have to provide opportunities for them to grow.”

Having a good location helps, too. Marla noted the jewelry adorning his yuppie clientele. Las Olas was a tourist mecca, and the winter season saw pedestrians crowding the sidewalks. His salon was perfectly located to attract walk-ins as well as regulars. He offered good advice, though. She had to try harder to fill her vacancies.

“Come, I’ll give you a tour.” He gestured for her to follow him.

His hair had grown thinner, she observed, admiring the light wheat shade that colored his gray. And he kept himself fit for a man in his mid-fifties. Despite his effeminate gestures, he could easily use his charm on female clients to turn them into regular customers.

He took obvious pleasure from pointing out the accoutrements at each station. “We have fourteen styling chairs, six shampoo sinks, four nail-care consoles, three rooms for facials, waxing, and massage, plus a color lab,” Cutter boasted with a proud grin.

“What’s over there?” Marla indicated a couple of booths where customers hunched in front of computers.

“Those are digital imaging stations. Clients can see how they might look with different cuts, styles, and colors.”

That’s a little too high-tech for me. Providing quality customer service was her priority. A good scalp massage with a shampoo went a long way toward making your client feel relaxed, not to mention promoting healthy hair. That was more important than gadgetry, in her opinion.

“I’m impressed,” she said aloud. “Tell me, are you still doing your signature highlights? I remember you tried to teach us in class, but no one could get it right. It’s the blend of different levels you use, plus the technique.”

“That’s not all. You must have the requisite talent. So much of what I do is pure artistry.”

Baloney. You don’t want to give away your secret. “I’ve met one of your customers. He had your distinctive highlights pattern in his hair. It’s such a great look, Cutter. I was really hoping to learn the technique now that I’m more experienced. Are you willing to teach me?”

“You’ll have to come to one of my seminars, dear.” His voice had lost its warmth.

“Do you have a mailing list, so I can be notified when you’re doing a workshop?”

“Yes, you can give the girl at the front desk your contact info.” He grasped her by the elbow and steered her toward the reception area. “How do you like working in West Broward? I’ve been considering an expansion out that way.”

“It sounds as though you’re plenty busy with this place.”

“If you make good money, you can do what you want with the surplus. You should bring in per day what you pay out each month in rent, for example.”

Easy for you to say, pal. It won’t happen at my salon anytime soon. “What’s your average tab?” she asked, curious to know. Maybe she should raise her prices, although that wouldn’t please her customers.

“Between sixty and seventy dollars per client.”

“That’s a lot by our standards. You bring in the right demographic at this location.”

“You can do the same, if you nurture your creative side. You’ll burn out if you neglect that part, even if you have a viable business plan. Do you travel to any of the shows, participate in community outreach, involve yourself in any professional groups besides TSA?”

She freed herself from his grasp. “Managing my salon and working behind the chair keep me fully occupied. How would I fit in anything more?”

Playing detective lately has been a time drain, too. So is this discussion. I came here for a reason. How could she turn their conversation to the dead body in Goat’s townhouse?

He perused her face. “You’re ambitious. I could tell when you were in my class. I knew that either you’d go back to school and finish your college degree, or you’d seek an outlet for your creativity beyond the confines of a salon. Tell me truthfully, have you never thought about teaching, entering competitions, or becoming a platform designer? There’s so much more to do than stand behind a chair all day.”

“I love fixing hair. It’s what I do best. Client satisfaction is my primary goal.” She sought the right words to describe her philosophy. “If you promote healthy hair with quality products and pay attention to details like a soothing scalp massage, customers will know you care. And if you’re a good listener who makes each person feel special, they’ll leave the salon feeling better about themselves. Beauty is more than style and products. Self-confidence is an essential component. Clients will return when they anticipate a pleasurable event that gives them a boost.”

“If you get carried away by idealism, you’ll lose sight of the business aspects. Maintaining balance is crucial to success.”

“I don’t think you can ever get carried away by caring too much. Martha Matilda Harper is the perfect example.” Marla noticed his mouth tighten at the woman’s name. “Harper understood what quality service meant. She attracted customers to her community’s first public hair salon by giving them a clean, luxurious experience. Her business network expanded, and eventually she had more than five hundred salons across the globe.”

Harper, she recalled, had floor-length hair that she used to advertise her healthful treatments. Marla glanced at herself in a mirror. Her chestnut hair had a glossy sheen as it curved inward toward her chin. She wore a cream-colored top, khaki pants, and a caramel blazer. Which one did she look like—a businesswoman or a talented artist? Both, or neither?

Maybe Cutter was right, and she’d been neglecting important aspects of her business. This could account for her high turnover rate and the fact that her rival, Carolyn Sutton, had been siphoning off customers.

“Why do your beautiful brown eyes turn away from me?” Cutter demanded. “I read people well, and my perception tells me you are not fulfilled, regardless of what you claim. What really brought you in to see me today? Did you want help from your old teacher?”

She met his keen gaze. “I told you. I want to learn your highlighting technique.” A deep breath fortified her. “The man I saw had a broad nose and a wide forehead. He might have been in his forties. He had bronze highlights with your pattern.”

Cutter’s face paled. “You saw...when was this?”

“Over the weekend.”

“Where?”

Standing in the middle of the salon, Marla shifted her purse to her other shoulder. “He was hanging out with a friend of mine,” she hedged.

“Who?”

She wondered why Cutter seemed able to speak only in monosyllables. “My friend’s name is Goat.”

He stared at her, his jaw dropping. “Where did you see them? I must know.”

“Goat is my neighbor,” she said, without directly answering his question. Did Cutter know his client was dead? “What was...is your customer’s name, the man with those highlights?”

A mask shuttered his face. “I have no idea who you mean. I do bronze highlights on lots of people.”

You’re lying. I can tell by the way you’re sweating. “Would a search through your client records jog your memory? The man’s name might help me remember where I saw him.”

Cutter’s gaze turned glacial. “I have to get back to work. Let me give you some advice, Marla. Stick to salon business. If you get too involved in other people’s affairs, trouble will find you.”

Didn’t Dalton say the same thing earlier? “Thanks for the tip as well as the tour,” she replied in a sardonic tone. Cutter may not have identified the dead man, but he knew something, and it involved Goat.

Outside, Marla hovered on the sidewalk and glanced at her watch. She still had time left on the meter.

“Hey, doll,” called one of Cutter’s stylists. The woman leaned against the wall, smoking a cigarette. She had the typical chain-smoker’s look of dry skin, pinched face, and a thin frame.

Too many people in their business still smoked. Marla couldn’t understand why, but then, she didn’t comprehend why anyone would inhale toxic substances into their lungs. She remembered the story told by one of her mentors who had been a beautician in the seventies. The hairdresser had just sprayed her lady after a shampoo, set, and comb-out. This customer lit a cigarette. The hairspray had alcohol in it, and her bangs started smoking.

Marla smiled, pushing the image from her mind as she approached the young woman. “Hi, I’m Marla Shore from Cut ’N Dye Salon.”

“Call me Jax. I couldn’t help overhearing some of what you said to Cutter.”

“Oh?” Marla raised an eyebrow.

“That man you described, I know who he is.”

Marla stepped closer, unable to suppress her eagerness. “He’s one of Cutter’s clients, isn’t he? Do you know his name?”

“I believe you mean Yani Verkovich. He’s more than a client to Cutter. You can tell they’re close by watching them together.”

“They’re friends outside of business?” Marla used the present tense on purpose while trying to ascertain what Jax meant.

“Intimate friends, I’d guess.”

Marla had always suspected her instructor was gay. Was it that obvious to others as well? “Why are you telling me this?”

Jax cast a furtive glance toward the salon. “Cutter has been acting strange lately. Like, it’s getting tough to work with him. I’ve been here for five years, and I’ve never seen him so hyper.”

“What do you think is bothering him?”

“I was hoping you could tell me. He talks on the phone a lot to this Yani dude. The calls seem to upset him.”

That won’t be a problem anymore. An image of the man’s body materialized in Marla’s mind. What had Yani been doing in Goat’s house?

“Did you ever catch anything the two of them said to each other?” she asked.

“I don’t normally listen in to other people’s conversations, doll. Maybe they’re having, like, a lover’s spat.”

“So you think Cutter’s tension stems from his personal problems.” Here was a witness corroborating that Cutter knew the dead man. But how did her neighbor enter the picture?

Jax’s dark eyes studied her. “Where did you meet the guy?”

Marla moved aside as a couple of tourists charged past. “As I told Cutter, we met through a neighbor. Have you ever seen your employer with a fellow named Goat? He’s a scrawny type with straw-colored hair and a sparse beard. Goat wears Hawaiian shirts and likes to imitate animal noises.”

“He sounds weird.”

“He’s different, that’s all. He loves his pets.” A pang of sorrow pierced her. Marla missed his unique presence in the neighborhood. He’d dance to a jingle whenever she saw him, and she realized that his antics had brightened her days. If she hadn’t been so hesitant, she would have gotten to know the man better. Shoulda, woulda, coulda. Regrets bind you to the past. They wouldn’t help her find Goat now.

“Can I have your number in case I have further questions?” Marla said, ready to move on.

Jax smashed her cigarette butt on the ground with her shoe. “This is still a good place to work, if Cutter would get his act together. I don’t want to piss him off and get in trouble.”

“Here’s my card, then. If anything else comes up, please give me a call.”

“Why are you so interested in this Yani fellow?”

Marla gave a casual smile. “I recognized his highlights pattern and hoped Cutter would teach me his technique.”

“Hah! Cutter is a great educator, but there are some secrets he keeps.”

“Tell me about it. Anyway, thanks for the information.”

As she headed toward the parking lot, Marla glanced at her watch. She still had time to swing by the Palm Haven police station on her way to work.

Twenty minutes later, she approached Dalton’s desk. He rose from his chair upon spotting her, a grin lighting his face. “Marla, this is a surprise. I thought you’d be at the salon by now.”

She sauntered up to him and kissed him boldly on the mouth. “I can’t stay away from you,” she replied in a seductive tone.

“Yeah, right. Why do I get the feeling you have something to say that I won’t like?”

An inner warmth stole into Marla’s veins as she sniffed his spice cologne. He seemed so overwhelmingly tall. Or maybe it was her flat-heeled shoes and how close together they stood.

She stroked his clean-shaven jaw. “Isn’t it enough that I couldn’t wait until this weekend to see you?”

Their bodies touched, and his arms tightened around her. “If you’re trying to distract me, you’re succeeding too damn well. How am I supposed to do my job?”

“I have information that will help. But, first, did you locate Goat?”

“Not yet.”

“Find any clues at his place as to who killed that guy?”

“You know I can’t discuss the details.”

“You can trust me,” she coaxed, running her finger down his chest.

His lips firmed. “This is bad business, Marla. I don’t want you to get hurt.”

“I know, but I’m worried about Goat. He might be in trouble.”

“That’s an understatement.”

She stepped away from his embrace. “You didn’t find any evidence that he murdered Yani Verkovich, did you?”

“Who?”

“I found out the dead man’s identity. Or should I say, his presumed identity? I visited Cutter Corrigan at his salon on Las Olas. He’s the hairdresser who used to be my beauty school teacher. Remember, I’d mentioned how Cutter was known for his distinctive highlights design? I didn’t reveal that his client was dead, only that I’d seen the guy recently. Cutter got upset and wanted to know where I’d met him.”

Dalton scowled at her. “I knew it. You’re screwing things up again. Interviewing persons of interest before I get to them is not acceptable, Marla.”

“Another stylist told me Yani’s name and confirmed he was Cutter’s client.”

“In the meantime, you’ve raised a red flag to Cutter.” Dalton’s gaze reflected his disapproval. “If he is involved, you’ve not only forewarned him, but you may have put yourself in danger.”

“I got the impression he doesn’t know Yani is dead.”

“In that case, he may blab about your visit to his friends, one of whom could be involved in the murder. Gossip flies in your business, doesn’t it?”

“Well, yes, but—”

“You should have let me handle it.”

“You never told me how Yani was killed, assuming you confirm his identification.”

He opened his mouth to speak, but just then the phone rang. “Lieutenant Vail here.” His eyes widened as he listened. “Brianna, what do you mean, you’re bleeding?”
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Chapter Three
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“Brianna!” Dalton called his daughter’s name as they stormed into his house.

Marla hadn’t let him go home alone. She’d accompanied him, nightmarish thoughts crawling through her mind. As he reset the alarm, she noted with relief that his house security hadn’t been breached. Their golden retriever, Lucky, barked a loud greeting and slobbered over Marla’s knees. The dog’s ruckus should have been enough to scare away intruders.

“Honey, where are you?” Marla cried.

“I’m in my room,” Dalton’s daughter called, her voice sounding as nonchalant as though she’d phoned asking if she could go to the mall.

“Why isn’t she in school?” Marla asked as they pounded down the hallway, the dog bounding excitedly at their heels.

“Teacher workday. What the hell happened?” He halted in the doorway to Brianna’s bedroom.

Marla peered over his shoulder. Brianna’s wide brown eyes regarded them with scorn. She lay on her bed, dark hair in a ponytail, a towel wrapped around her slim body. Another towel, streaked with blood, lay heaped on the rose Berber carpet. Apparently, she’d been reading, because a book rested spine-up on her stomach.

“I cut myself in the shower. I’m sorry if I scared you, but I didn’t know what to do. It stopped after a while. I put a couple of Band-Aids on.”

Dalton’s jaw thrust forward as he stomped into the room. “What do you mean, you cut yourself?”
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