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Salon owner Marla Shore is eager to start her job as assistant hairstylist at a high-ticket beauty show. She’s hoping her connection with Luxor Products will advance her career. That is, until company director Christine Parks is found dead in her hotel room, face-down in a foot bath. Suspect number one is Marla’s former college roommate, Georgia Rogers. Since Georgia recommended Marla for the glamorous job, the least Marla can do for her in return is to clear her name. As she launches her investigation, Marla learns that everyone who worked with Chris had a reason to hate her, and the list of possible suspects is longer than a pop diva’s hair extensions. Behind the thumping music and staged-platform hair artistry at South Florida’s hottest beauty show, something very ugly is going down. If Marla isn’t careful, she may end up on the wrong end of the killer’s sharp-edged shears.

“The perfect read for a beach chair or under the hair dryer.” Nancy Martin, author of the Blackbird Sisters Mysteries

“Perish by Pedicure is filled with hair splitting humor, unexpected nail biting twists, and a bad hair week caused by former in-laws while Marla cuts to the roots of the case.” Midwest Book Review

“This likable amateur sleuth handles a curling iron and murder clues with equal aplomb in this stylish series.” News Sun

“Nancy J. Cohen leads readers into the world of beauty shows, where salon owner and amateur sleuth Marla Shore finds things more tangled than a model’s tresses.” Miami Herald

“Marla’s suspenseful investigative efforts and her personal difficulties with the former in laws of her widowed fiancé Det. Dalton Vail make for a bumpy ride.” Publisher’s Weekly
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“I’ve probably made the biggest mistake in my life,” hairstylist Marla Shore confided to her friend and colleague, Georgia Rogers. Driving onto the I-595 ramp exiting from the Fort Lauderdale Airport, she headed east. “I mean, how stupid am I, to agree to let Dalton’s former in-laws stay with me? It’ll be a zoo at my house.”

Georgia’s sparkling dark eyes regarded her with amusement. “Don’t worry about me getting in the way as another house guest. I’m, like, totally cool with the idea. You can’t blame your fiancé for the foul up, either. Weren’t Pam’s parents originally supposed to come for Christmas? It’s not Dalton’s fault that they changed their plans at the last minute and decided to pop in on you in January instead.”

Keeping her eyes on the road, Marla plowed a hand through her chestnut hair. “If I had realized they’d be coming the same weekend as the hair show, I would’ve told Dalton to put them up at his house. He and his daughter, Brianna, are packing away Pam’s things before we move into our new place, and he didn’t want Pam’s parents to see the boxes.”

“That’s more his problem than yours.”

Marla heard the rebuke in her friend’s tone and inwardly agreed. It wasn’t as though her fiancé, Detective Dalton Vail, had given her much choice. His distress at the idea of his in-laws seeing Pam’s prized possessions packed away had forced Marla’s hand, and she’d reluctantly acquiesced to his request to house them.

After returning from her family reunion in November, she’d insisted they look at housing developments before setting a wedding date. Although she was quite willing to move from her townhouse, she refused to live in the same home where Dalton had resided with his late wife, Pam. Too many memories haunted the place. Dalton had finally acknowledged it was time to move on.

She’d liked the models right away in the Royal Oaks community, located in southwest Palm Haven. Leaving nothing to chance, they had plunked a deposit on a four-bedroom home with a two-car garage, formal dining room, living room with a vaulted ceiling, and a separate family room. One of the decisive factors had been the bright, airy kitchen that faced a screened pool in the back. Another had been the citrus trees in the yard. Dalton missed the orange trees he’d lost to the citrus canker eradication program, and this area hadn’t been affected by the disease. It would be a joint investment. She’d inherited enough money from Aunt Polly to pay back a loan she owed and to contribute to the new home. Renting out her townhouse would help with payments.

“Are you sure you don’t want to stop by my place first to leave your luggage?” she asked Georgia, who’d sagged in her seat. “You look tired. I’d think you would want to freshen up after a five-hour flight.”

“That’s okay, I can rest later. I’d rather go to the convention hotel and check in with the boss. Chris should have our schedule ready for the next few days.”

Marla’s passenger flashed a quick smile, her face showing few wrinkles from the interceding years since they’d been college roommates. Hints of silver showed in her black curly hair, giving Marla a twinge of anxiety. At thirty-five, she was only a couple of months younger. Should she be worried about gray at her roots?

“Tell me what to expect,” Marla said, heading north along Federal Highway. This wasn’t the best part of town to show her guest. Rundown shop fronts bordered the road with nary a palm tree in sight. A truck zoomed past, spewing diesel fumes, while Marla got stuck behind a slow driver. Forced to slam on the brakes, she muttered a curse. Even for a Friday, traffic was heavy, thanks to the thousands of snowbirds who descended on Florida during the winter. Merchants loved the seasonal residents, while the natives barely tolerated them.

Georgia straightened her rose-colored cashmere sweater, careful not to snag the fabric on her chunky bracelet. She wore dangling earrings with rose quartz stones, a funky necklace, and carried a pink Coach purse. “I’m so excited,” she said, glancing at Marla. “This is the first time Supreme Shows has come to Fort Lauderdale. Did you go to the one in Vegas last year? Luxor Products did a really good volume in sales at that show.”

“The last one I went to was in Orlando. That always gets a good crowd,” Marla said. “I attended most of the seminars on business management.”

“Oh yeah? Our focus is on hair care and styling. Luxor will be introducing our new sunscreen products during the demos. You’ll have to learn about them, so you can answer customer questions.”

As sales rep for Luxor Products, Georgia had recommended Marla for a fill-in position as assistant hairdresser for this exhibition. It would be her first such experience and possibly the start of many more if she had a good time.

“When can we get inside to set up the exhibit?” Spotting the 17th Street Causeway up ahead, Marla put on her right turn signal.

“Tomorrow morning, unless they plan to bring in the heavy equipment tonight. Christine Parks will tell us. She’s the company director who’s in charge of the whole shebang.”

As Marla pulled into the parking lot by the convention center hotel, she wondered if she should reserve a room for herself. Once Dalton picked up his former in-laws at the airport that evening, things could get hectic. It really annoyed her how he’d been more concerned about Justine and Larry’s feelings than hers. But she was madder at herself for falling for his excuse, that the faster he packed, the faster they could move into the new place. She had her own packing to do, and now, with a house full of guests, she’d get nothing done.

“Don’t be nervous,” Georgia said, misinterpreting her friend’s scrunching eyes as a sign of anxiety instead of anger. “I’ll introduce you to everyone, and you’ll find out when they’re coming to do the photo shoot at your salon. I can’t wait to see the Cut ’N Dye.”

Thinking about the fact that each day away from her salon kept her from tending to clients, Marla frowned as she shut off the ignition, threw her car keys in her purse, and emerged into the chilly winter air. Not wishing to be burdened with a jacket, she’d dressed in a skirt-and-sweater set. Today was informal, but Sunday, when the trade show started, business attire would be de rigueur.

Fresh sea air blew off the harbor from Port Everglades, adjacent to the convention center. The wind whipped her skirt about her knees and tossed grit into her eyes. Blinking, she hurried across the asphalt toward the grand entrance. An interior concourse connected the hotel to the exhibit halls. It was a shorter walk, not to mention less costly, than the convention parking offered next door for a ten-dollar fee.

Inside the lobby, Marla paused to survey the reception desk on the left, a bank of elevators, and a lounge situated just past a corridor on the right. Men in suits chatted at a nearby seating arrangement while a waiter pushed a catering cart full of rattling trays toward a wing that must have held the ballrooms.

“Where do we go?” Marla asked, watching a smartly dressed couple emerge from the elevator and stride purposefully down the hallway.

Georgia walked with a swinging gait, punching her arms in and out as though she carried weights. “I’ll call Chris to see where she wants to meet us. Everyone may not have arrived yet.” She pulled a cell phone from her bag and jabbed in a code. “Chris? It’s Georgia. I’m here in the hotel lobby along with Marla. Okay. You got it.” Clicking off, she stuffed the phone back inside her purse.

“So what’s the score?” Marla asked, eager to meet everyone. She wasn’t sure what an assistant hairdresser did at a show. She would need to learn her job as well as the product line.

“She said they’ll come downstairs. We should put some tables together at the café for about ten people.” Grinning, Georgia grabbed her stomach. “I’m starving. Can I get you anything?”

“Just a cup of coffee, thanks.” They approached the deli, where sandwiches and fresh salads were made to order. Self-service items were available down aisles and in refrigerated cases along the walls. While Georgia went to the counter, Marla explored a few paces down the corridor. Next to the café was a large, airy restaurant serving daily buffets, and beyond was an elegant, reservations-only dining room. The hallway stretched into the far distance, where Marla surmised it connected to the concourse leading to the convention center.

By the time Georgia returned with a take-out Caesar salad and apple juice for herself, and a Styrofoam cup of coffee for Marla, Marla had pulled two tables together and scattered several chairs around to accommodate later arrivals.

She had just burnt her tongue on her first sip of coffee when a woman with a confident smile and a cute turned-up pixie haircut reached them. Her hair was a color that matched her medium brown eyes, with gold highlights that gave a hint of contrast. “Hey, Georgia,” she said in a sexy contralto voice.

“Christine Parks, this is Marla Shore,” Georgia replied, standing to introduce them.

Marla rose, considering it proper to do so, and extended her hand. Christine gave a firm handshake. Her almond-shaped eyes were enhanced with mascara and a touch of peach eye shadow. With her high-cheekbone structure, she’d make a good model, Marla thought, admiring the other woman’s haircut again and wishing she could wear her own hair short like that. On her, the style would lay flat because her hair was too straight.

“I’m so pleased to be part of your team,” she said.

“We’re glad to have you, Marla. Please call me Chris. We don’t stand on formality.” The other woman pursed her glossed lips. “Here comes Tyler. He’s our area supervisor.”

The man’s mouth stretched in a wide grin as he sauntered closer. Deep creases on his face showed that he smiled often. Marla liked his outfit, a checkered camel vest over a white shirt, tan trousers, and a Union blue jacket with suede trim. It gave him a rakish look, especially with his caramel-colored hair tumbling across his forehead.

“Hey, Georgia, good to see you again,” he said, giving the sales rep a two-fingered salute.

“Tyler Edgewater, this is Marla Shore, one of our assistant stylists,” Chris told him. “Marla has been kind enough to offer her salon for our photo shoot next week.”

“Awesome.” His acorn brown eyes regarded her with interest. “I guess that means you live here?” he said, extending his hand. He squeezed hers a moment more than propriety dictated. “Maybe you can show us some sites in our off time. Like, we could use a local guide, especially to point out the hot spots.”

“Sure, you can come along with Georgia and me. I’ll ask my fiancé to accompany us, too,” Marla replied in a smooth tone, folding her hands in such a way that he couldn’t help but notice her diamond engagement ring.

“I doubt we’ll have much free time,” Chris said with a hint of disapproval. “Our schedule is pretty full.”

“You’re the bomb, boss.” Tyler turned to Georgia. “Let’s hope we rack in the orders like we did in Birmingham.”

Georgia beamed at him. “Yeah, that was cool. Who else is here that I might know?”

“The usual gang. Here comes Jan.” He turned toward Marla to add, “She’s our regional manager.”

Janice Davidson had keen hazel eyes and chili red hair in a smart angled cut that dipped in at chin level. She wore a black scoop-neck sweater and slacks. Diamonds glittered in her ears.

“Welcome to the team,” she told Marla in a pleasant voice. “I’m so thirsty. Did anyone notice if they sell carrot juice in the café?”

“Yuck.” Tyler grimaced. “How can you drink that stuff?”

“You should try it sometime. Then you wouldn’t be adding to your beer belly each time I see you.” Smirking, Jan strode toward the counter to peruse the menu.

At least Jan’s interplay with Tyler had seemed affectionate, Marla thought, unlike Chris’s attitude towards him. The managing director’s sleek looks had an icy edge—not in her clothing, a boldly-colored patchwork jacket over an amethyst pants set—but in her facial expression. Chris narrowed her eyes whenever she glanced at Tyler, hinting at undercurrents that rippled their relationship. 

An African-American woman arrived, chewing gum as she greeted everyone with a welcoming wave. The gesture brought attention to her blue-painted fingernails with angel appliqués.

“Amy Jeanne Wiggs is our salon coordinator,” Chris said to Marla, introducing them.

“I’d shake your hand, but I’ve just touched up my nails,” Amy Jeanne said, blowing on her thumb for emphasis.

“That’s okay. I love your hair,” Marla responded, admiring Amy’s glossy black ringlets.

“Marla, over here.” Chris drew her away before she could blink. “This is Ron Cassidy, our master stylist, and Liesl Wurner, our other assistant hairdresser.”

The pair strolled arm-in-arm into the café, the woman a sultry blonde wearing a pout on her pink lips, and the guy sporting a cocky grin. His light, frosted hair stuck up in a short, spiky style like a rooster’s comb.

Marla had just said her hellos to the trendy couple when a bald guy rushed up, spewing Spanish phrases. “Sorry I’m late,” he finished in English. A gold hoop glinted from his left ear. “Hi, I’m Miguel Santiago,” he addressed Marla after greeting the others. “And you are?”

“Marla Shore, assistant stylist.”

“I’m one of the sales reps. Glad to have you join the gang.” He pulled out a set of earbuds from his pocket and twiddled with his iPhone.

As the tenth person stormed onto the scene, Marla hoped no one would quiz her on their names. She felt dazed by meeting so many people at once. How would she ever fit in? They all knew each other from past shows.

The last man wore a navy turtleneck sweater and gray cargo pants. His ash-colored hair was swept back in a bold style that suited his serious demeanor and piercing dark eyes.

“Why did you call me down here?” he spat at Chris. “I don’t have to attend your administrative meetings.”

Chris arched an eyebrow. “You may be our artistic director, but you’re part of the team, like everyone else. Need I remind you of your obligations?” Her sharp glare tamed his temper. He stepped back, clamping his lips shut. “Sampson York, this is Marla Shore. We’ll be doing our photo shoot at her salon next week.”

The master trainer pumped Marla’s hand. “We have to prep our models for the stage demos,” he told her in a lofty tone. “I was hoping we might use the facilities at your place.”

“Huh?” Marla had no idea what he meant.

He scraped an empty chair closer and took a backwards seat on it, while Marla regained the place next to her friend. “One of your jobs is to get the models ready before the show,” Sampson instructed, enunciating as though talking to a child. “We won’t have much space in the exhibit hall. If we could do the coloring tomorrow at your salon, that would be stupendous.”

Marla stiffened, thinking of the Saturday clients she’d had to postpone and the busy scheduling for the rest of her staff. “I guess we could use my chair, and there’s always the shampoo sinks. Sure, no problem. Then you could see the layout for the photo shoot ahead of time. Which day is that, by the way?”

Chris withdrew a sheaf of papers from a briefcase. “Here’s a schedule for each one of you. Most of you know your jobs already. Amy Jeanne,” she said to the nutmeg-skinned woman, “you’re in charge of our local store managers. They’re coming in tomorrow, and you can show them what to do. Georgia and Miguel will manage the cash registers. The rest of us will take turns manning the sales counters.”

Sampson puffed out his chest. “I am removed from such common activities. It’s my show that will bring in new customers. They are coming to observe my techniques.”

The younger artist, Ron Cassidy, scowled at him. “How come my only demo is on Monday morning? I thought I was onstage twice. This schedule sucks.”

“You’re merely a master stylist,” Sampson sniffed, “whereas I am reviewed in the trade magazines as a top educator. It is my vision that we bring to the show, my creation. You’ll do what I’ve assigned you.” He turned to the sullen blonde at Ron’s side. “Liesl, you can instruct our replacement regarding her duties. Note that my demonstrations are at two o’clock each afternoon. I don’t want any screw-ups, understand?”

Hey, if you want to use my salon, take a lesson in courtesy. I don’t like being called a replacement.

He must have noticed Marla’s disquiet, because his intense gaze fixed on her. “I don’t mean to be curt, but a lot is at stake here—my reputation, as well as the success of our new product line. People respect an artist’s endorsement.”

“I’m a quick learner,” she said in a reassuring tone, “and I also hope to study your techniques and improve my skills under your tutelage.”

As usual with big egos, flattery worked. He granted her a small smile. “Then I’ll look forward to working with you.”

“Our boys will move in the heavy equipment tonight,” Chris announced. “We have all day tomorrow to set up the exhibit, starting at nine o’clock. You can pick up your exhibitor badges at the registration desk in the morning. Marla, I hope you’ll come to our kickoff cocktail party tonight. It gives us the chance to get into the team spirit.”

“Thanks, I’d love to come.”

“Can we go to your salon Saturday afternoon to work with our models?”

“Sure. Do you want me here in the morning, or should I meet you at the salon later?” Either way, she’d have to pick up her badge and drop off Georgia.

“You’re on our payroll now, dear. I expect you to be here with everyone else.”

“Hey, the schedule says we don’t do the photo shoot until Wednesday,” Ron griped. “What are we supposed to do after the show ends?” Grabbing a spoon from the table, he twirled it round and round before using it to check his reflection.

“Tuesday is for tear-down, whatever we don’t get done by Monday night,” Chris answered. “And if we finish early, we’ll have some time off to relax before the photo shoot on Wednesday.”

Marla pointed to the sheet of paper. “What’s that item scheduled for next weekend?”

“We’re doing another shoot in the Keys. Our publicist figured we should get some beach scenes for our new advertising campaign. Where better to showcase the product’s sunscreen properties than in Florida? I hope you can come.”

Oh joy, won’t my clients be happy when I rearrange their appointments again? Maybe she could get out of it later, if Chris felt they had enough help without her. She didn’t want to jeopardize her chance to work with Luxor in the future by backing out herself.

“What will I have to do?” she asked Liesl, who had sidled her chair closer to Tyler when Ron Cassidy ignored her. Tyler, making eyes at Georgia, didn’t spare Liesl or Marla a glance.

Liesl replied with an insouciant shrug. “It’s not so hard, luv. You’ll help get the models prepped, and then you’ll assist our artists at the show.”

“I love your accent. Where are you from?” Marla remembered a character named Liesl in The Sound of Music. 

“I grew up in England. Anyway, when Sampson and Ron are onstage, we stand by with their combs, shears, and sprays. You can learn a lot if you watch them.”

“It sounds exciting.”

Her enthusiasm brought a reluctant smile to Liesl’s lips. “Bang on, luv. I get a real kick from doing the shows.”

“You should watch me,” Ron told Marla. “Someday people will call me The Great Rinaldo. That’s the name I plan to use when I get famous.”

“Excuse me?” Sampson sneered from across the table. “Rinaldo sounds like a magician’s name, but then, you’ll need magic if you hope to replace me.” Addressing the women, Sampson said, “Ronan is his real name. It means little seal. I guess his Irish mama thought it was cute for her eighth child.”

“Shut up,” Ron growled, and Marla saw the flash of hurt in his eyes.

“Hey, cut the crap, dudes,” said Tyler. “We’re supposed to be having fun. Listen to this joke I heard.” Sipping from a Coke can, he told a story that made them laugh.

This is just how I want to spend my week—getting caught up in company rivalries, Marla thought, shifting her feet to ease the tension in her back. Her colleagues would have to put aside their petty jealousies to function as a team, although she suspected that when crunch time came, they worked like a smoothly oiled machine. Otherwise, Chris wouldn’t have brought these same people together again.

Personality differences aside, she couldn’t wait to learn what the master stylists could teach her. She didn’t know which excited her more: learning new techniques or benefitting from the publicity to the salon that association with Luxor would bring.

It sure beat the unwanted publicity she usually received from solving murders.
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“Can we stop by your salon on the way home?” Georgia asked, glancing at Marla rather than out the car window where traffic crawled west on I-595. Rush hour on Friday was not the best time to be on the highway. At least the sky was still light, since the sun didn’t set until after six in January.

Marla tightened her grip on the wheel. “I’d love to show you the Cut ’N Dye, but my staff will be finishing up their last clients now. Besides, I might get stuck there if we stop off. If you don’t mind waiting, we’ll be there tomorrow. I would like to stop off at the police station, though, to make sure Dalton is ready to pick up Pam’s parents tonight. I’d planned to go with him, but the cocktail party gives me the perfect excuse.”

“Way cool. I’m gonna meet your cop. Is he a real hunk?”

“You bet. Are you on the lookout, or do you have someone?” She hadn’t exchanged much personal news with Georgia when her former roommate called. They’d both dropped out of college after two years to become hairdressers, and their relationship had lapsed until they met again at a hair show. They’d kept up a desultory correspondence ever since.

Georgia gave her a wicked grin. “I’m open to meeting somebody new. Maybe your guy has some single friends.”

“What about the men from Luxor? Tyler’s cute, and Ron isn’t any slouch either. Miguel might look better if he grew his hair in. He looks like a pirate with that gold earring and bald head.”

“Miguel is a teddy bear when you get to know him, but good luck detaching him from his cell phone. Ron is too self-absorbed, and Tyler will flirt with anyone in a skirt.”

Marla didn’t even mention Sampson York. The artistic director was out of their league, and her immediate impression hadn’t been favorable. No doubt she could learn a lot from him, but his ego matched his height.

Focusing her attention forward, she drove off the exit ramp and turned north. “This is Palm Haven,” she said when they entered her city limits. Stately royal palms lined the road heading toward the town center. A suburb of Fort Lauderdale, the city consisted mostly of tree-shaded lanes and brick public buildings sandwiched between the metropolis to the east and the Everglades to the west. Affluent residential communities fed the shopping malls, private schools, and parks.

The police station was located in an older part of town where branches from overhanging live oak trees stretched across the road like the crossed swords of a military honor guard. Marla pulled into a parking space for visitors and grabbed her purse after shutting off the ignition. She touched up her lip gloss before emerging from her white Camry, signaling Georgia to follow her toward the building entrance.

“Marla Shore and Georgia Rogers to see Detective Dalton Vail,” she told the receptionist, who sat in a separate room behind a thick glass window. After presenting identification, they received visitor badges and were buzzed in. “This way,” she told her friend, gesturing. They had to go upstairs, and she decided to take the elevator. A couple of uniformed officers passed by while they stood waiting for the lift to arrive.

Georgia giggled. “Would you believe I’ve never been inside a police station before? It kinda makes me nervous.”

Marla’s gaze traced the firm butts of the receding policeman and the equipment dangling from their utility belts. “I had that reaction my first few times, too, but now I’m used to it. Hiya, Ralph,” she called to another guy down the hall.

“I suppose it helps if you know the people,” Georgia replied, fluffing her raven locks. “How do I look?”

“You’re gorgeous. Did I tell you I love your hair? Half my clients would kill to get those curls.”

“Omigosh, when I was younger, all I wanted to do was straighten it, and they didn’t have the processes like they do now. Luxor has a really good relaxer on the market. I’m hoping we can entice you to set up a display in your salon. As I’d mentioned when I called you about the job opening, you can earn reward points for selling our products.”

Marla adjusted her handbag strap. “And that gets me what?”

“Vacations, additional products, opportunities for more photo shoots. It’s a great way to get free publicity.”

“I can’t wait. I’ve been wanting to expand our services, but I’ll tell you my plans later.”

The elevator had arrived. They entered as the only occupants, and Marla pushed the button for the second floor. 

“Here’s where the homicide division is located,” she said as they exited on the upper level. She threaded her way through a cubicle warren toward a private office in the rear.

Dalton spied them through the glass wall and rose from his desk chair. A few steps later, and Marla lifted on her tiptoes to kiss him on the lips. Wolf whistles played in the background as she turned to introduce Georgia to her fiancé.

His smoky gray eyes twinkled. “A pleasure, ma’am. Any friend of Marla’s is a friend of mine.” He inclined his peppery head in her direction. “This show has made her hyper for weeks. I hope she gets some benefit from it.”

“It’ll be a great learning experience,” Georgia replied, her dark eyes wide with awe as she noticed the poster that read, Nail ’Em With Good Forensics.

Dalton closed the door behind them as they entered his office. Although he wasn’t in uniform, he wore his gold badge on his belt and a name tag over the breast pocket of his sky blue shirt. His navy sport coat lay draped over the desk chair. Papers littered the desktop and overflowed from a plastic garbage can. An empty coffee cup shared space with a sickly looking plant on the top of a metal file cabinet.

“How come you don’t wear a uniform?” Georgia squeaked.

Marla smiled inwardly. Her friend was obviously intimidated. Running a finger along the shelf, she winced at the layer of dust that came off.

“It’s optional for detectives,” Dalton said, shooting Marla a look that melted her bones. With so many guests, they wouldn’t be able to get together, in the intimate sense, for at least a week. “So Marla, what’s up? Did you have a reason for stopping by, or did you just want me to meet your friend?” Perching on the corner of his desk, he appeared to have all the time in the world for her whims.

She shuffled her feet. “I was, um, wondering if everything is okay regarding your in-laws. Former in-laws. You know what I mean.” Her anxious gaze lifted to his face. Even sitting, he stretched taller than her five feet six inches. “You’ll call the airport to make sure their flight’s on-time, right? I have towels set out in their bedroom. Georgia is using the sleep sofa in the study, so Justine and Larry will have the guest room. I’ve stocked the refrigerator, too, since I won’t have time to cook while the show runs.”

“Aren’t you going to the airport with me?”

“Sorry, but I’ve been invited to a cocktail party with the group from Luxor, and I got the impression it’s more like a royal command, where people are expected to attend. Besides, this will present a good opportunity for me to get better acquainted with everyone. They’re using my salon tomorrow to prep the models.”

“Oh. And that’s a good thing?” He looked doubtful.

She thought of all the shuffling she’d have to do with her staff and customers. “Yes, because then they’ll see the layout before our photo shoot on Wednesday. This is a great opportunity, Dalton. The publicity will be helpful, especially after we move to bigger quarters.”

“How will the publicity help when you move into your new house?” Georgia interrupted. She’d been staring with fascination at a plaster mold of a footprint.

“I’m not talking about us,” Marla explained. “This is what I started to tell you earlier. I’m thinking of moving the salon into a bigger space. But let’s not keep Dalton from his work. I might be getting back late tonight,” she told him. “Are you sure you can handle Justine and Larry on your own?”

His frown indicated his displeasure. “No problem.”

Feeling awash in guilt, she reacted defensively. “Look, you could have had them stay at your place. So what if they saw your boxes? They know we’re moving in together.”

He slid to his feet. “It would hurt them to see Pam’s dishes packed away, and her angel figurines missing from their cabinet, not to mention the furniture that’s already gone to the auction house.”

Marla suppressed a shudder. His home already looked brighter without those heavy wooden pieces. “Well, they’ll have to get used to the idea. Brianna has kept the things that mean the most to her. You might offer Pam’s folks some of the items neither of you want.”

“I’ll think about it,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest.

Sure you will. “I won’t have time to chauffeur them around. Why don’t they rent a car for the week? Then you won’t have to worry about picking them up, either.”

“It’s the least I can do.”

She walked up to him and stroked his jaw. “I know this visit will be difficult for you. I said I’d be willing to help, but I’d like to see them acknowledge where you’re coming from, too. You don’t need to revisit your pain.”

“They tried to get custody of Brianna after Pam died,” he reminded her. “I don’t want any roadblocks while they’re here.”

They stared at each other, each locked into their own view of the situation.

Georgia cleared her throat. “Marla, I hate to interrupt, but it’s getting late, and I need to shower before we dress for the cocktail party.”

“Of course. See you later, Dalton. Don’t forget my house key when you go to the airport. And watch out for Spooks when you bring their luggage in. I don’t want him running loose outside.”

“I forgot you have a dog,” Georgia said on their way out.

“A poodle,” Marla specified. “Dalton suggested I bring Spooks to his house, but he’s already got Lucky, a golden retriever. They get along fine, but I’d rather keep Spooks with me.”

As soon as they got home, Marla let her cream-colored pet into the fenced backyard. Georgia headed to the refrigerator to assuage her seemingly endless hunger pangs, while Marla retrieved phone messages, sorted through mail, and grabbed a drink of water.

“I love your house,” Georgia gushed after Marla gave her a tour. “The rooms are so huge. I don’t see how you can give it up unless you’re moving into a larger place.”

“I’m not selling; I’ve already got a renter lined up.” She gestured to her living room. “The new house will be more modern, with high ceilings and the latest appliances. I’m really excited, although I don’t know how I can handle two moves at the same time. Come on, I’ll show you where to put your things.”

She led her friend into the study, now converted into a spare room. Lemon scent lingered from her earlier cleaning.

Georgia slung her suitcase on the sleep sofa. “Did you already find a location to move your salon? What’s the advantage?”

“I’ve been wanting to initiate day spa services for quite some time,” Marla answered. “Many of my clients would like more choices than just a lip wax or facial, so we need to expand our service menu. Going more upscale means we’ll be able to raise our profit margin as well. Working with your company will give us added exposure, and I can bring the new techniques that I learn at the shows to my staff.”

“So you’ll be getting married, moving into a new house, and expanding your salon, all at once? That’s a heavy load, hon.”

Marla grinned. “I get more accomplished by multitasking. Besides, the psychic I consulted in Cassadaga said change was very positive for me right now, and it involved a career aspect.”

Georgia gave her a skeptical glance. “You don’t believe in that stuff, do you?”

“Reverend Hazel Sherman was right about a number of things. She said I’d have a change of residence, and that’s coming to pass. Then she predicted a family member would die on an upcoming trip, and I told you about Aunt Polly. But let’s not dwell on the past. What are you wearing to the cocktail party?”

Before they left for the evening, Marla made sure everything was in readiness for her later houseguests. She left them a note apologizing for her absence, saying she’d see them in the morning if not that night. To make them feel welcome, she’d stopped off and bought a box of Godiva chocolates that she placed on the kitchen counter with her note. If she could just survive this weekend, she’d focus on the people who mattered in her life.

“Too bad your fiancé has to go to the airport tonight, or he could have joined us. I think Chris wouldn’t have minded if you’d brought him,” Georgia told her in the car on their way back to the hotel. She looked smart in a simple black dress and Swarovski jewelry. “In fact, Chris probably would be happier if you had an escort other than me.”

“Why is that?” Marla hoped her Tahari suit would be proper. She’d bought it at an outlet mall, and it had still cost over one hundred dollars. The platinum-colored material had a satiny look and went well with the white gold necklace she’d inherited from Aunt Polly. She’d bought herself a pair of sparkly earrings to match.

Georgia grimaced. “Chris is in charge because she likes to control people. Try not to be too noticeable. She’ll resent it if you get too much attention from the guys.”

“But I’m engaged, so no one will hit on me.”

“You’d be surprised.”

Marla was surprised when Tyler offered to get her a drink at the company party. Elegantly dressed people milled about the hotel conference room reserved for their function. Other industry professionals had been invited, and leg room was getting tight by the time she and Georgia had entered. Georgia had just wandered off to greet someone when Tyler approached.

“Thank you,” she told the area supervisor when he returned with her glass of chardonnay. He’d gotten himself a beer, which went along with his football-hero looks. His broad shoulders, square jaw, and ruffled hairstyle were enhanced by two dimples. He had a killer smile, and he used it to his advantage. At the moment, he’d turned it on her.

“Yo, Marla, so where’s your boyfriend? He’s taking a risk letting you roam loose.”

Marla couldn’t tell if his leering grin was meant to entice her or the result of too many pre-cocktail hour glasses of brew. “He had to go to the airport to pick up some other houseguests of mine. I feel bad about not going with him, but I felt that Chris would want me to be here.”

“You got that right.”

“Where do you live? Have you been to Fort Lauderdale before?”

“I’m from Atlanta. You wouldn’t want to show us out-of-towners a good time while we’re here, would you? I’m looking for, like, a personal tour guide.”

Marla laughed. “You’ve already tried that line. Sorry, but my fiancé’s former in-laws are visiting, and he expects me to help entertain them. Between coming to the show, working in my salon, and housing all these guests, I’ll be lucky if I have space to breathe.”

“Well, that sucks.”

Marla noticed his glance toward the regional manager. “What about Jan? You could always go sightseeing with her, or someone else from Luxor. Ask Georgia. She’s looking to have some fun while she’s here.”

“Georgia is a blast, so maybe I’ll do that. As for Jan, she wouldn’t go out with me.” Tyler’s tone had turned sullen. “Our regional manager is too high-and-mighty after her promotion.”

“Oh?”

“I qualified for her position, and I should have gotten it, but Chris passed me over. Watch out for that one. If you cross her path, she’ll make you pay.”

“Who do you mean, Chris or Jan?”

“Chris.” Tyler frowned before leaning forward and lowering his voice. “I won’t give her what she wants, no matter how hard she tries to crush me. And sooner or later, the tables will get turned, and she’ll be sorry.”

With those words hanging in the air, he stalked off, leaving Marla alone. She stared after him for a few minutes, then decided to query Jan about what he’d said. The redhead had just broken off from a cluster of people and was heading toward the hors d’oeuvres table. Grabbing a plate, Marla slid next to her.

“I love your hair color,” she said, eyeing the vibrant hue. “It goes so well with your eyes.”

“Thanks. I like your mahogany, too. It suits your olive complexion.”

“I may grow my hair longer. I’m tired of this length.” Marla helped herself to some stuffed mushrooms, spring rolls, spinach wraps, and carrot sticks. “I’m hoping to learn more about Luxor’s color products when we prep the models. What’s really hot this season?” She figured Jan would be willing to talk about the company, and then Marla could ease her into discussing the personalities involved.

Jan raised an arched eyebrow. “We’ve got a great look for a brunette who comes into your salon as a natural level five. You can take her to a rich red mahogany. Or we have a technique called ‘diffuse highlights’ for someone who is more conservative. You apply three different colors of the same tonal family. This leaves some depth at the scalp, meaning there isn’t any grow out factor. The ends are lighter, so it will look as though the sun colored the hair. If you have a medium blonde, we have a warm gold, a cognac blonde, or a vintage amber for variety. My favorites are the coppery reds.”

Marla gestured to a couple of free seats at a small round table. She had trouble juggling her wine glass and plate until they were able to sit. “Is the UV protection in the coloring agents or the reconstructive treatments?”

“Both, but of course we’re going to recommend our color-protection system. That’s where you can bring up the point-of-sale. Dryness is another concern for people who get a lot of












d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/image001.jpg
Perish ]31]
Pedicure

Nancy J. Cohen





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg
ORANGT
Gl E
PRESS





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





