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Savvy hairstylist and amateur sleuth Marla Vail enters a charity bake-off contest at a fall festival sponsored by a local farm. While she waits to see if her coconut fudge pie is a winner, Marla joins a scavenger hunt where people playing character roles are the targets. Instead of scoring points with a live person, she finds a dead body planted face-down in the strawberry field. Who would want to cut short the life of food magazine publisher and fellow bake-off contestant Francine Dodger? As she investigates, Marla learns there’s no shortage of suspects. A celebrity TV chef, food critic, olive oil importer, food truck owner, pastry chef, and cookbook author may be stirring up more than their next recipe. Can Marla unmask the killer before someone else gets trimmed from life?

RECIPES INCLUDED!
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Chapter One
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“Here they come. Look sharp,” Marla Vail said to her friend, Tally Riggs. The judges headed down the line in their direction. Marla’s heart rate accelerated as they got closer. Being the last two contestants might be a good thing. Tally and Marla’s entries would linger in the judges’ minds more so than the other ten, even if those included chocolate Kahlua cake, blueberry crumble, and plum almond tarts.

“The money raised by the bake-off goes to a good cause,” Tally reminded her. “It doesn’t matter if we win or not.” She stood next to Marla behind a table displaying her lemon bread pudding. Tally brushed a stray blond hair off her model-perfect face. Her tall frame made Marla’s five-foot six-inch height feel short.

“I know, but a ten-thousand-dollar business grant is hard to let go.” Marla wanted to add a bistro to her hair salon and day spa. Winning the prize would allow her to move forward with her plans. But she’d be happier if Tally won. Her widowed friend had yet to reopen her dress shop after the horrific car crash that had killed her husband and put her in the hospital. Despite having generous benefits from Ken’s life insurance policy, Tally could use the money to raise her son and rebuild her business.

“Look at the crowd,” Tally pointed out. “Ticket sales must be good.”

People gathered by the cluster of tables under white tent awnings. From the paper plates and plastic forks in their hands, they couldn’t wait for the judging to end so they could sample the goods. As instructed, both Marla and Tally had brought extra portions.

A strong breeze swept by, lifting the corners of their tablecloths. An early October cold front in South Florida made Marla glad she’d worn a sweater along with jeans and ankle boots. Dry grass crunched underfoot as she shifted her feet. The day had turned out sunny with clear skies for the fall harvest festival at Kinsdale Farms. Located at the western edge of Broward County, the produce farm hosted this event each year. Various businesses sponsored the competitions that entrants applied for months in advance.

One of the judges lingered at table number eight to speak to the caramel-skinned woman there. He must have said something that displeased her, because her mouth thinned and her eyes narrowed. Marla recognized the judge as Carlton Paige, food critic. His pudgy face and rotund figure were hard to miss. Rumor said restaurateurs cringed when he entered their premises. The lady’s response made his lips curl in a sneer before he moved on.

Now only two entrants separated the judges from Marla. She glanced at the women but they were strangers to her. She’d been busy setting up earlier and hadn’t met the other contenders, although Teri DuMond was a familiar face. The chocolatier ran tours at the factory where she sold artisan chocolates. Teri had waved a greeting to Marla before the judging began.

Marla’s breath came short as the judges neared. It was silly to feel so nervous. Nonetheless, she scanned the throng looking for her husband Dalton’s reassuring figure but spied him nowhere. He had entered his own competition for best homegrown tomatoes. That contest awarded a hundred-dollar gift certificate to a plant nursery.

“Number eleven, what is it you have for us?” said the sole female judge in a Southern accent. Marla’s attention whipped forward. The judge wore her bleached hair piled high atop her head like cotton candy. Her rosy lips formed a pout as she regarded Marla with an assessing glance. Huge gold hoop earrings matched the heavy chains around her neck.

“My entry is a coconut fudge pie. You must be Raquel Hayes. I watch your cooking show on TV. It’s an honor to meet you. All of you,” Marla amended hastily.

Tristan Marsh looked down his nose at her. The pastry chef from The Royal Palate made up the last of their trio. He had a thin face with a pasty complexion like the flour he used in his confections. From his slender frame, she surmised he had a fast metabolism, spent a lot of time at the gym, or didn’t taste too many of his own creations.

Carlton Paige, the food critic, picked up a plastic fork and a sample slice of her dish. “God, I hope this isn’t as awful as the last few entries. They tasted like cardboard,” he said in an annoying nasal tone.

Raquel grimaced. “I’ve had my fill of sweets for the day. This one had better be good.”

“None of them can equal my artistry,” Tristan announced. He put a piece in his mouth and rolled it around on his tongue before he chewed and swallowed. His face gave nothing away about his opinion.

“Oh, come on, you can’t expect these amateurs to do anything fancy,” Carlton replied. His brows lifted as he tasted her dessert. Marla took that as a hopeful sign.

“Marla might not be in the food industry, but she’s a great baker,” Tally said in Marla’s defense. “She used to experiment with rare fruit recipes. You’d love her lychee upside-down cake. I told her she had to enter this contest.”

Marla’s cheeks warmed. “Tally likes anything with chocolate. She doesn’t have to worry about her figure like I do. If I didn’t love her, I’d be envious.”

Carlton gave Tally a smarmy onceover. “You’re not too thin, which is a good thing. A man likes a good handful, if you know what I mean.”

“Keep it in your pants, lover boy,” Tristan admonished him. He glanced at Raquel, who’d tasted Marla’s entry. “Well, how do you like it?” The pastry chef’s effeminate gesture matched his manner of speech.

“You know I can’t talk in front of the contestants. You’ll see after the tallies are done. Tally, you get it?” Raquel flicked a glance at Marla’s friend and chuckled at her pun. Her breasts jiggled with her movements.

Dear Lord, this trio of clowns is judging our entries? They seemed less than thrilled to be there. The publicity must be worth it. All of them would benefit from being in the spotlight.

“I don’t have a hope in hell of winning,” said the lady on Marla’s left after the judges departed. All the winners from the various contests would be announced later. “I’m Alyce Greene, by the way.”

Marla admired the woman’s white bomber jacket with silver trim decorating each sleeve. “I’m Marla Vail, and this is my friend, Tally Riggs. It’s our first time doing a bake-off contest.”

“I’m glad to see so many guests. Ticket sales must be brisk. That’ll be great for the Safety First Alliance.”

The non-profit organization educated the public against leaving children and pets in hot cars. Marla had signed up as a volunteer when she’d heard about their cause. “Yes, I understand eighty percent of the proceeds will be donated to the group,” she said. “I wish it could be more, but I suppose the sponsoring company has to make back some of their administrative costs.”

The contestants handed out dessert samples to the crowd that converged on their booths. The guests had each paid a dollar per ticket, which entitled them to one item. Some gluttons descended on the tables with handfuls of tickets.

“What would you two do with the prize money if you win?” Alyce asked Marla and Tally once the mob dispersed.

Each contestant had paid a fifty-dollar entry fee along with the submission of a business plan that included a food component. City council members had vetted the proposals and selected the entrants. Marla felt lucky to be chosen, although she’d entered more due to Tally’s urging than a desire to win.

“I own a salon and day spa,” she replied. “If I had the extra cash, I’d add a bistro menu to my services.”

“And I plan to open a boutique café,” Tally commented. “It’s a hot concept, combining a clothing store with food services. How about you?”

Alyce gave them a wry glance. “I don’t need the funds for myself. I write a popular food blog, and it’s monetized through affiliate ads. My husband owns a food truck operation. I’d pay off his starter loan so he could expand the business.”

“What’s this I heard about funds?” The contestant on Alyce’s other side wandered in their direction.

Alyce frowned at her. “I was just telling them about my food blog. Ladies, have you met Francine Dodger?”

Marla and Tally introduced themselves, while Marla noted similarities between the other two women. Both had brown hair and similar statures. Alyce’s eyes matched her brunette hair color, while Francine had green eyes, but otherwise they shared the same even features.

“I love your hairstyles,” Marla said. “Those pixie cuts look cute on both of you. Where do you get your hair done?”

“We go to the same stylist. It’s Karen at Salon Style,” Alyce replied.

“Are you related to each other?”

Francine darted a glance at Alyce before responding. “If we were, I’d convince Alyce to blog for my publication. I’m the publisher of Eat Well Now magazine.” She shivered in the cool air and wrapped her arms around her chest.

Without a sweater, Francine must be cold in her short-sleeved top. Its purple color along with her green eyes reminded Marla of Mardi Gras in New Orleans.

“I’m a subscriber,” Tally said in an eager tone. “I love the Vintage Finds column. That’s my favorite section.”

Marla had heard of the periodical but hadn’t read it. “I like to cook, but my passion is doing hair. My reading tastes lean toward trade journals and hair fashion magazines.”

“What’s the name of your salon?” Alyce asked.

“It’s the Cut ’N Dye. May I give you my card?”

The other women reached into their purses, and they all exchanged business cards.

“You must be freezing in that skimpy top,” Alyce said to Francine. She took off her white bomber jacket. “Here, wear this. You’ll need it to stay warm during the game, but don’t get it dirty or you’ll pay for the cleaning bill.”

“Thanks, it’s colder than I’d expected today.” Francine accepted the jacket and threw it on. “Are you ladies joining the live scavenger hunt?”

Tally gaped at her. “Don’t tell me you’re Find Franny?”

Francine’s mouth split into a grin. “Yep, that’s me. The game is so much fun each year, and Kinsdale Farms has so many places to hide.”

Marla glanced at her watch. They had to load their supplies into the car before participating in other activities.

“We’d better get this stuff cleaned up,” she said. “The kids’ craft corner starts in twenty minutes, and I see the organizers eyeing our tables.”

Alyce and Francine left to clear their spots, while Marla retrieved a large trash bag from her stash of supplies.

“Let’s meet back at the ticket booth,” Tally suggested, stacking the empty paper plates on her table. “We have some free time before the Find Franny game starts.”

“Okay, but I’d like to meet the other contestants before we leave.”

“Let me introduce you to Becky Forest. She’s the person who told me about this competition.” Tally directed Marla over to the woman who had exchanged words with Carlton Paige earlier. She’d just finished loading her plastic containers onto a foldable dolly. “Becky, this is my friend, Marla Vail. Becky is curator of the city’s history museum. She’s in charge of the exhibit detailing early Florida food practices.”

Marla raised an eyebrow. “I haven’t been over there, I’m sorry to say. Tally must love it, though. She’s into vintage cookbooks and the historical details that accompany the recipes.”

The woman’s cocoa eyes sparkled. “I know. Tally is one of my avid fans. I’ve had several cookbooks published, and she’s bought them all. Did you taste my blueberry crumble? It’s one of our original Florida recipes.”

“I’m afraid I didn’t have the chance.”

“Too bad. You should visit the museum. Ask for me, and I’ll give you a personal tour.” Becky handed her a brochure. Silver highlights glinted in her ebony hair as she angled toward the sun.

Marla scanned the information before stuffing the brochure into her cross-body purse. “My husband would enjoy your museum. He watches the History Channel all the time. I’m surprised he hasn’t mentioned it to me before.”

A frown creased Becky’s forehead. “Our publicity budget is so small that many residents haven’t heard about us. If I win today, I’d use some of the prize money for advertising. Oh, there’s Raquel. I have to speak to her before she gets stuck at the judging stand. Please excuse me.” After giving them a nod, Becky hurried off with her wheeled bundle in tow.

“Hey, guys, it’s good to see you again.” Teri the chocolatier meandered over. The blonde looked as perky as when Marla had first met her. She’d entered her chocolate Kahlua cake in the contest.

“What would you do with the prize money?” Tally asked her after they’d exchanged pleasantries. “You already own an artisan chocolate factory with a dessert café.”

“I’d like to start a line of beauty products with cacao as an ingredient. After all, every day is Valentine’s Day when it comes to chocolate.” Teri chuckled at her tag line.

“Good luck with that.” Tally signaled to another contestant. “Marla, you have to meet Gabrielle. She runs a home-based catering service and hopes to expand her business. I’d rather convince her to run the café in my new shop instead. She made the fabulous pineapple torte in today’s entries.” They went through another round of introductions.

Marla greeted the woman whose copper highlights blended in well with her medium brown hair. “I didn’t realize you knew so many people here,” she said in an aside to Tally.

Gabrielle heard her remark. “Tally and I met at a museum talk given by Becky,” she explained in a voice as smooth and sexy as aged whisky. “The curator’s research is so interesting.”

“So I gather.” Marla had been missing out on this gem. She’d have to visit the museum after all these recommendations. A flash of purple caught her attention, and she recognized Francine’s colorful top. “Hey, who’s that hunky guy over there talking to Francine?”

Teri pointed in the man’s direction. “Zach Kinsdale. He’s the eldest brother of the clan that owns the farm. They sell my signature chocolates in their farmers’ marketplace.”

“It’s generous of them to host the festival.” Marla scanned the crowd, searching for her husband. She didn’t spy his tall figure anywhere.

Tally nudged her with an elbow. “Are you kidding? This event is a gold mine for them. Thousands of residents come out every year. It must bring in tons of new customers.”

“That’s true. Look, I’d better find Dalton to tell him we’re entering the Find Franny contest. I’ll connect back with you at the ticket booth. Bye, ladies,” she told the others.

After she’d loaded her supplies into the car, Marla sought her husband. The judging at his homegrown tomato competition had ended, and he’d donated his specimens to onlookers. He stood by his designated table, peering at the crowd through dark sunglasses. A grin lit his face as he noticed her approach.

“How’d it go?” he asked. He cut a handsome figure in his belted blue jeans and tucked-in sport shirt.

Marla’s nerves fired at his proximity as her body responded. “Fine. We met the judges and the other contestants. Tally and I want to join the Find Franny hunt.”

“You go ahead. I’m starving. The barbecue wagon is calling to me.”

“I thought you wanted to pick strawberries when we finished here.”

“It might be better to come back another time when there’s less of a crowd.”

Marla surveyed the fields stretching into the distance. “Not too many folks are out there today. Guess they’re more interested in the fun goings-on.”

“Let’s meet inside the market at four o’clock,” Dalton said in his commanding tone. “Where’s Tally?”

“She’s talking to some people she knows.”

“Too bad she didn’t bring Luke. He might have enjoyed this place.”

The mention of Tally’s baby brought a twinge of longing to Marla’s heart. She’d cared for the infant while Tally was in the hospital and missed him dearly.

“It’s good for Tally to get out on her own and meet new people. It’ll help her heal and accept her loss. When she reopens her dress store, she’ll have even less free time. Besides, she spends hours with Luke already.” Her friend still had to recover psychologically, if not physically, from her hidden wounds.

“She’s checked in with the sitter, hasn’t she?” Dalton asked, a crease between his brows. As a homicide detective, he tended to be suspicious of everyone, especially after the last case that had hit close to home.

“Of course she’s called. Don’t be such a worrywart. With her video monitoring system, Tally can see Luke on her cell phone.” When Dalton opened his mouth to speak, Marla put a finger to his lips. “Don’t say it. If we ever have children, we’ll have to learn to trust someone as well. I’m not going to be glued to the house with a baby.”

His gaze sparked, and he rubbed her belly. “I can’t wait for you to have that choice.”

Marla stepped back. “We have Brianna in the meantime, and she keeps us busy enough.” Her stepdaughter would be a senior in high school next year, and then she’d go away to college. They’d be empty nesters unless Marla got pregnant.

“I’d better see what Brianna is doing, now that you’ve reminded me,” Dalton said.

“Leave her alone, Dalton. She might be driving, and you don’t want to distract her.”

His frown deepened. “Why does that thought upset me?”

“She’ll be fine. You have to let the baby bird learn how to fly.”

As Marla turned away, she realized she had her own issues with letting go. An ache in her chest for Tally’s son hit her hard. She missed his sweet innocence and powdery baby smell. Her gaze fell upon all the couples with strollers at the fair, and she heaved a sigh. It had taken her a long time to consider having children of her own. Now she had to live with her decisions.

The Find Franny game would be a fun diversion. She paid the five-dollar registration fee and received a printed set of rules along with a card divided into eight sections. Gamers had to get each square stamped before finding Francine.

“We have to split up,” Marla said to Tally with a note of disappointment. They’d met up again at the registration table. “This says no teams are allowed. That sucks.”

Tally chuckled. “You should love this game. It will test your sleuthing skills, Marla. You might be the expert in solving murder cases along with Dalton, but I’m good at finding things. I bet I win first place.”

Marla’s heart warmed. Seeing Tally happy was a prize in itself. “Hey, I’ve got this. It’ll be easy. All we have to do is follow the clues. May the best woman win!”

As Tally loped off in another direction, Marla grinned at the challenge ahead. After all, what could be so difficult about a live scavenger hunt?
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Chapter Two
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Marla scrutinized the squares on her card, reading the instructions on how to identify the individuals involved. Each person wore an item of clothing depicting a particular character. Patty Pepper, Eddie Eggplant, Tommy Tomato, Betty Blueberry, Carl Carrot, Mabel Mushroom, Laura Lettuce, and Kenny Kale made up the eight squares.

To earn a stamp, participants had to correctly answer a question. Franny the Queen Bee would present each gamer with a token when they found her last and had all eight squares stamped. The first person to turn in the stamped card and token won the grand prize.

Marla discovered Patty Pepper weaving through the crowd. The middle-aged woman had on a sweater with red and green peppers woven into the design.

“Here’s your question, dear,” Patty said when Marla stopped her. “Which foods are better for you—red or white?”

Marla didn’t even have to think about it. She’d been told often enough by Tally to avoid white foods like pastries, breads, and pasta. “Beta-carotene is a pigment found in many fruits and vegetables. It gives them their color and has healthful properties, so the answer is red.”

“That’s correct. The human body converts beta-carotene into vitamin A. We need this substance for healthy skin and good eye health.” The woman stamped her card and gave her a spiel about colorful foods like carrots, cantaloupe, sweet potatoes and peppers.

As Marla moved on, she decided the game wasn’t as easy to play as she’d thought. An hour or more passed before she tracked down the other individuals. They kept moving and could be anywhere on the property.

Finally, she had one more to go. Eddie Eggplant was the most elusive, but she finally discovered him in the thatched-roof hut chowing down on barbecued chicken.

“Should you eat the skins of certain produce, like eggplant, apples, or potatoes?” he asked her between mouthfuls.

Marla’s stomach growled. The aroma of grilled food was hard to ignore. “Skins can contain a lot of nutrients, so the answer is yes. I’ve been peeling my eggplants, though. Is that wrong?”

He stamped her card. “Eggplant is a vegetable belonging to the nightshade family, which includes potatoes, tomatoes, and bell peppers. Its skin contains an antioxidant that protects your cell membranes from damage. You can eat the skin, although you’d probably want to peel it on larger eggplants.”

Marla nodded her agreement. Eggplant skin could be tough to chew when too thick. “Is eggplant flesh beneficial at all?” She liked eggplant parmigiana but wasn’t clear on its nutritive value aside from the tomato sauce.

He stuffed a forkful of cole slaw into his mouth. “Eggplants contain chlorogenic acid, which has anti-cancer properties among other benefits.” The man didn’t seem inclined to elaborate. His meal clearly interested him more than their conversation.

“Thanks; I’ll try to pick one up at the fresh market. Enjoy your dinner.”

Aware that it was almost time for her to meet Dalton, Marla scanned the crowd, looking for Francine. Was she still wearing Alyce’s white jacket over her purple top? Francine was listed as the queen bee. Marla presumed this was because of the worker bee’s role in pollination. Would Francine be wearing a fake crown? Or perhaps a hat with a bee stinger?

The sun beat down on her head as she traipsed from one site to another without spotting her quarry. Francine didn’t seem to be anywhere around the main buildings or vendors’ alley. Marla had even sped through the petting zoo and kiddie area, peeking inside the bounce house.

Maybe Francine had taken refuge in the sparsely populated fields. The crowd tended to congregate near the festival tents. Soon the judges would gather on the makeshift stage to announce the winners from the day’s competitions. Country music from the band was still going strong, but the musicians should be winding down soon.

Wait, what about the open shacks behind the marketplace building? Marla had passed various sheds on her way in from the parking lot. They held empty crates, farm equipment, and a variety of tractors. Francine could be hiding in their vicinity. But when Marla tromped over, she didn’t see any sign of her target.

Had anyone else finished the game? Marla meandered over to the registration desk and asked the lady in charge. Nobody had turned in a finished card, the woman told her with a puzzled frown. Usually they had a winner by now.

A pit of worry gnawed at Marla’s stomach. Where could Francine have gone? She didn’t spy a bee-themed hat or a glittering tiara anywhere.

That left the fields. She wasn’t keen on trudging down rows of strawberry plants. A text message to Tally confirmed that her friend hadn’t finished the game yet either. Marla called Dalton next. If he was free, maybe he could help. Otherwise, she’d have to give up for lack of time.

“We have twenty minutes before they announce the winners at the judging stand. I’ll help you find her,” Dalton said in his deep voice that never failed to thrill her. “You take the left side facing the fields. I’ll go to the right when I get over there. I’m at the olive tent. I bought a couple of jars of their tapenade mixture.”

“Okay, but Francine could be pretty far back if no one else has found her.” The rows of plants stretched endlessly into the distance. Tall stands of sugar cane placed at periodic intervals acted as a wind breaker to protect the crops. Could Francine be hiding behind the nearest clump?

Concerned about the woman’s absence, Marla headed down the dirt path. The scent of sun-warmed fruit entered her nose. Too bad they didn’t have time to go picking this visit.

Why would Francine make it so hard for people to find her? The game was due to end shortly.

Nobody else was around when Marla crossed the second set of sugar cane barriers. The tall grasses exceeded her height and blocked the view ahead.

On the far side, a water-filled ditch bordered the tall plants before the U-pick rows started up again. A sparkle in the sunlight caught her glance.

She veered left, stopping short when she saw a tiara on the ground. Bile rose in her throat, and she stifled a scream. Lying beside the fallen crown was a woman sprawled face-down, her white jacket marred with blotches of red. She lay as still as the over-picked plants.

Marla clapped a hand to her mouth. Oh. My. God. This couldn’t be happening.

Her gaze swung to the matted blood at the back of the woman’s head. What did that signify? Then again, did it matter right now?

Marla knelt to feel for a pulse. She retracted her hand quickly from the clammy flesh. There wasn’t anything further she could do to help Francine.

Her identity was obvious. She still wore the jacket Alyce had given her. Marla recognized the woman’s pixie haircut and the purple top peeking out from her borrowed outerwear.

No wonder the gamers couldn’t find Francine. The sugar cane hid her body from view.

What now? Should she call for help, or go to get someone in person? Her heart raced as she made a decision. She’d call Dalton. He would know what to do.

Marla grabbed her cell phone and punched in his number, reassured by his quick response.

“I found Francine,” she said in a squeaky tone. “Come quick. I’m beyond the second set of sugar cane plants.”

Dalton couldn’t have been far because he made it there in minutes. He halted beside her and peered at the woman’s body in disbelief.

“Good God, Marla. Not another one.” This wasn’t the first time she’d summoned him for similar reasons. He stooped to palpate Francine’s neck. “She’s gone. Did you see anyone else around?” he asked as he straightened and surveyed the field.

“No, but this could have happened a while ago. The game has been going on for a couple of hours.”

“You’re certain it’s Francine? When was the last time you saw her?”

“We’d split up after the bake-off contest. I registered for the scavenger hunt, and then I had to get my card stamped by the other characters. Francine may have come out here to hide before the game even started.”

“So that would have given someone plenty of time to whack her on the head and get away.”

“Do you think the blow is what killed her?” Marla’s glance darted to the rows of strawberry plants, the water-lined canal, and the tall sugar cane. Was the culprit watching them from some hidden viewpoint? Should they be worried he might return?

“That’s not for me to say. The medical examiner will determine the exact cause of death. Hey, you’re trembling. Sorry, you don’t deserve this.” Dalton pulled her into his arms, where she nestled to absorb his strength.

“Why is it always me?”

He chuckled against her hair. “The universe must know you’re a seeker of justice. You can stay out of it this time. We’re still in Palm Haven, meaning it’s my jurisdiction. Has Tally left? She could give you a ride home. I’ll be here for a while.”

Marla stepped back, her pragmatism restored. “Can’t I help? We’re better as a team. You’ve even called me your sidekick before.”

“You’ll be in the way when my men arrive. It’s smarter for you to go home. We can review things later.”

He still needs me as a sounding board, Marla thought with an ounce of gratification.

While he used his cell phone to call for backup and then to take photos, Marla contacted Tally. “Where are you? I may need a ride home.”

“I’m at the judging stand. Where are you? They’re about to announce the winners.”

“Do you see Alyce anywhere?” Marla asked.

“She’s over here. What happened to Francine? I got my card stamped but couldn’t find her for the final token.”

“I’ve discovered her hiding place. Stay there. I’ll join you in a bit.” She turned to Dalton. “Tally says Alyce Greene is at the judging stand. She and Francine knew each other. They’re similar in appearance. Alyce loaned Francine her jacket because she was cold.”

“Both women participated in the bake-off contest?” Dalton asked for clarification. “Did Francine come with anyone else, or was she alone?”

“I have no idea, but I can ask around. Meanwhile, you should get a list of names and addresses from the bake-off organizer. That would include three judges and ten other contestants besides me and Tally.”

“Good idea.” He pulled out his notebook from a pocket and scribbled in it. “Has anyone noticed Francine’s absence from the scavenger hunt?”

“None of the contestants would have finished the game. If someone did, they might have been the last person to see her alive.”

“And the winners are being announced now? Why don’t you go over there and see what’s going on.”

“Can I tell Tally anything?”

“Yes, but don’t let anyone overhear you.” He bent to examine an imprint in the dirt.

Aware his attention had diverted, Marla trudged down the central aisle back toward the raucous crowd. A loudspeaker blared with the announcer’s voice from the makeshift stage.

“And the homegrown tomato award goes to Dalton Vail,” Marla heard as she approached. The emcee scanned the crowd for the winner.

Marla jumped up and waved her hand. “Hey, that’s us!” She rushed over to accept the hundred-dollar gift certificate to a local nursery on behalf of her husband. “Have you done the bake-off competition yet?”

“No, ma’am. That comes after the Apron Artistry award.”

Marla searched the crowd for Tally’s tall form and found her standing off to the side. On her way over, she passed Carlton Paige ambling toward the assemblage. They bumped arms. Marla meant to excuse herself, but Carlton’s eyes nearly popped out of his head as he spied Alyce. The slim woman stood by the judging stand with an impatient expression.

“What are you doing here?” he demanded, his face reddening.

“What do you think?” Alyce retorted, turning up her short nose. “I have as much chance of winning as anyone. I’m sure you voted against me, though.”

Raquel sidled up to them. “We’ll see. I’m sure it won’t be Francine, despite her threats,” she remarked with her Southern accent. “Hey, Tristan is still here. I thought he was leaving early to return to his restaurant.”

“What do you mean about Francine?” Marla asked, but just then the third judge hobbled into view.

“Isn’t it almost time?” Tristan said. “I have to leave, but I wanted to stay for the photos.”

“You’re limping.” Raquel pointed to his dirt-encrusted boots.

“The soil here is uneven. I twisted my ankle at a dip in the grass.”

Marla’s eyes narrowed. None of them had remarked upon Francine’s absence. Francine had been wearing Alyce’s jacket. Carlton had been more surprised than the others at seeing the food blogger. Was that significant?

Come to think of it, Tristan had a limp she hadn’t noticed before. And Raquel had stated definitively that Francine wouldn’t win. Why? Was she aware the woman was out of the picture?

“Who else is still around?” Marla asked upon reaching Tally and telling her she’d spotted their judges.

“I think everyone is here, except for Francine. Whatever happened to her?”

“I’ll tell you if you don’t breathe a word.” Marla leaned inward and whispered into her friend’s ear.

Tally’s eyes widened. “Omigod, Marla, that’s horrible.”

“It looked as though she’d been bashed on the head.” Marla shuddered at the visual image.

“Why was she out in the fields in the first place?” Tally asked.

“To hide for the Find Franny game, I would presume.”

“Is Dalton taking charge of the investigation?”

“Yes, this falls under his jurisdiction in Palm Haven. Can you give me a ride home? He’ll be here late. I’ll have to transfer the veggies I bought into your car.”

“Of course. This place is going to turn into a madhouse.”

At that moment, the emcee announced the award for the apron design contest. Marla’s ears perked up. Their competition came next.

The announcer gestured for a large man to ascend the stage. He wasn’t big so much as muscular, Marla decided, observing his arrogant stride across the raised platform. The man wore a sport coat, which seemed out of place at a farm festival.

“Allow me to introduce the bake-off sponsor, Tony Winters,” said the emcee. “Tony is vice president of Amalfi Consolidated. His company supplies the wonderful olive oils and other imported goods you can buy at the marketplace store. His lovely wife, Janet, organized today’s events for us.”

Tony crossed the stage to loud applause. He held an envelope in his hand. “As you know, the prize for this contest is a small business grant. In addition to paying an entry fee, each entrant had to submit a business plan related to the food industry. The city council selected the twelve competitors. At the festival, members of the public were invited to purchase tickets to sample the entries. Our company donates a portion of the proceeds to the Safety First Alliance. This worthy organization aims to protect our children and pets from being left in hot cars. I urge you to stop by their booth over there and collect a brochure. Meanwhile, it gives me great pleasure to announce the winner of this year’s bake-off competition.”

The crowd fell silent as he tore open the envelope. A ten-thousand-dollar award was a significant prize. Local news people up front poised their cameras to snap photos while others took video recordings.

“And the prize goes to Gabrielle Sinclair for her pineapple torte and her plan to go public with her catering business. Gabrielle, I offer my sincere congratulations. You’ll do us proud.”

The highlighted brunette rushed onstage to accept her award. “Thank you so much. I can’t wait to use this money to expand my services. We’ve been home-based until now, but with these funds I can hire more staff and lease a place in town.” She kissed Tony on the cheek and took the check from his hand.

“Darn, now I’ll have to find another partner for my boutique café,” Tally griped.

“Have you spoken to anyone else about it, or did you have your heart set on Gabrielle?” Marla asked.

“I haven’t really been looking, but I can start a new search. I’m eager to get my business up and running, Marla. I think I’ve found the perfect location. We should make a date so I can show you.”

“Most definitely. I’d love to see it.” Sirens sounded in the distance, while Marla’s attention returned to the emcee, who stood alone on the stage once more.

“Unfortunately, nobody has brought in a token for the Find Franny game this year. Francine must have hidden herself so well that she couldn’t be found.” He chuckled at his remark. “But we have prizes for those of you who’ve earned your stamps. Local businesses have generously donated goods and services, so please turn in your cards at the ticket desk. The first twenty people with filled cards will get a prize.”

A ripple of excitement passed through the crowd, but it quickly turned into confusion. A bevy of police cars arrived along with a crime scene van and a sedan that Marla recognized as belonging to the medical examiner. A cloud of dust trailed in their path as they skidded to a halt on a patch of grass.

She swallowed hard, anticipating what would follow.

Soon word would get out that a body had been found in the fields, and it was none other than the elusive Find Franny.
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Chapter Three
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Dalton, taking over as lead investigator on the case, dismissed Marla and Tally. He’d get their formal statements later. Meanwhile, Tally had to get home to her son.

“I hope you’ll let me know what you learn about Francine,” Tally said during the drive east on I-595. “I can’t believe she’s dead.”

“Tell me about it. Dalton isn’t happy I found another body.”

“He must be used to it by now. Someone had to be upset with Francine to whack her on the head.”

“That would make it a crime of opportunity, especially if this person followed her to the fields. I can’t help wondering if it was one of us. From the bake-off, I mean. Francine had words with some of the other contestants.”

“Oh, come on. Francine wasn’t all that friendly with the judges, either. Or it could have been somebody from the scavenger hunt.”

“Not as likely. The people who played characters in the game stuck around the festival area and weren’t hard to find.” Marla stared at the scenery as they passed an IKEA store on the left and shopping strips on the right.

“Did you notice anyone missing from the bake-off contestants before we met up at the judging stand?” Tally asked.

“I was busy looking for Francine. What about you?”

“I’ve got nothing. How do we know Francine was the intended target? She wore Alyce’s jacket. If she got hit from behind, the bad guy could have mistaken her for Alyce.”

“That’s always a possibility.” Marla recalled Carlton’s surprised expression upon spotting Alyce by the bandstand.

“Anyway, let’s put aside this unpleasant topic,” Tally said, her grip firm on the steering wheel. “Too bad neither of us won the bake-off. At least Dalton got the prize for best homegrown tomato.”

“He’ll be very proud. I haven’t let him know yet. He has enough on his mind right now. As for our competition, I’m glad the Safety First Alliance benefits from the ticket sales and entry fees, although I would have liked for you to win.”

Tally shrugged. “I’ll use some of Ken’s life insurance money to restart the shop. I’d planned to do that anyway. I love the new location I’ve found. The restaurant on the corner will draw in visitors from Sawgrass Mills Mall, and the rates are reasonable since the center is still new. Plus, this would be a five minute drive to the day care center, so that’s a bonus.”

“I assume there isn’t anywhere in Palm Haven you can go?” Marla said in a wistful tone. She didn’t the idea of Tally moving farther away.

“I need a fresh start, Marla. I’ll likely sell the house and move closer to my new shop. I’ve told you all this before. But what about your plans? We’re always talking about me. You’ve been trying to get pregnant for months now.”

Marla, startled by the remark, emitted a cough to hide her reaction. “We’re not getting anywhere in that regard. Do you think it’s too early for me to see a fertility specialist?”

“What does your gynecologist say?”

“He says to be patient. I’m thirty-eight, and it could take me longer to conceive. But what if my chance has come and gone?”

“So make an appointment with another doctor and get a second opinion.”

“Dalton says I shouldn’t stress over it. We hadn’t planned on having children when we got married.”

Tally nodded. “And now that you want them, it’s more difficult. I wish I’d had the opportunity to have more than one child. Luke is a doll, but he could use a brother or sister.”

Marla cast her friend an oblique glance. She’d been hesitant to broach this subject. Tally had been mourning her husband ever since she’d woken from the post car-crash coma. “You might meet someone else,” she suggested.

“True, but the thought of dating scares me more than being alone for the rest of my life.”

Marla lifted her brows. It sounded as though Tally had been considering the prospect of going out again. Although she was six months younger than Marla, Tally could pass for a woman in her late twenties. Any guy would be lucky to snag her attention.

“You’re still young,” Marla told her friend. “Ken would want you to be happy. When you’re ready, I’ll bet there will be some decent guys out there for you.”

“I’m not rushing into anything in that regard. It’s too soon.” Tally’s grip tightened on the wheel. “I can’t apologize to you enough for keeping secrets between us. When Ken got involved in that insurance fraud case and I found out about it, I should have confided in you. Instead, I shut you out.”

“Ken swore you to secrecy. He meant to protect you. We’ve talked about this.”

“But I alienated you and put the cold freeze on our friendship. My silence almost cost Luke his life. I should have told you what I knew.”

“And what was that? Someone in Ken’s office was filing false claims, but he didn’t know which team member was involved? He reported his suspicions and agreed to help track the culprit. You got involved once he told you what was going on.”

Tally winced. “You don’t have to remind me. I wonder what would have happened if I hadn’t been in the car that night.”

“You went along because you loved your husband.” Marla recalled her friend’s explanation of events once she’d regained her wits. Tally had confessed the whole sorry story and begged forgiveness from Marla for not confiding in her. “If Dalton told me about a case and swore me to secrecy, I’d do the same. We’re past this, Tally. No matter what gets thrown at us from now on, we’ll be here for each other.”

Tally nodded, her eyes glistening. “You got that right. Moving on to the present, who can I ask to work with me on my business plan, since Gabrielle will no longer be interested?”

Marla was glad to change the subject. She and Tally had discussed the secrets of the past ad nauseam. It had restored their friendship and made them stronger together.

“You’ll find another chef,” she offered in a soothing tone. “Look for a talented professional who’s starting out and wants a place to display her skills.”

Tally’s face brightened. “That’s an idea. I could approach graduates from the local culinary school. But they’ll eventually want to move on to bigger and better things.”

“Not necessarily. They might want to keep a foothold in your shop as an advertisement. If people get a taste, they may follow the chef to her newest restaurant.”

“True, I can play up that angle. Thanks, Marla.”

They fell silent during the rest of the drive home, while Marla pondered on how far Tally had come since she’d opened her eyes in the hospital.

The news that Ken had been killed in the accident and that it had been a deliberate attempt on their lives had hit hard. Marla had stayed by her side while Tally underwent months of rehab to regain her strength. Eventually, she’d rallied for the sake of her infant son. Tally had sold her husband’s insurance agency and invested the money. Along with Ken’s life insurance proceeds, she had enough for a comfortable life.

“Let me know what you learn from Dalton,” Tally told her after they’d pulled into Marla’s driveway. “It was such a fun event until you found Francine.”

“Sure, we’ll talk soon. Give Luke a kiss for me.”

Marla entered her house through the front door. Their two dogs leapt to greet her. She bent to give Lucky and Spooks each a friendly pat. The golden retriever and cream-colored poodle trailed her into the kitchen.

Brianna called out a greeting from the family room. The sixteen-year-old slouched on the sofa watching one of her recorded shows. Her straight brown hair hung down her back, and a smidgen of dark liner ringed her eyes. She wore a pair of jean shorts and a patterned top and had kicked off her sandals.

After putting her show on pause, Brianna gazed at her with curiosity. “Where’s Dad? Why didn’t you come in through the garage?”

“Tally brought me home. There was an incident at the fair. Your dad has been delayed.” Marla related what had happened, ending with Francine’s death and the subsequent storm of police vehicles on the farm’s property.

“You’ve got to be kidding. A woman was murdered?” Brianna exited the recording and switched off the TV.

“I can’t believe it either
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