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[image: image]


“I can’t imagine why anyone would want to dress up in a hot costume, ride through the woods on horseback, and shoot at moving targets between the trees,” Marla told her husband while on their way to a battle reenactment. She supposed as a history lesson, it would bring home the point that war wasn’t a game.

Dalton focused on driving as they sped along the western fringes of Broward County in Southeast Florida. Shady oaks, melaleuca trees, and palms dotted a landscape consisting mostly of agricultural fields. Their destination was Pioneer Village, a recreation of early Florida life.

“It’s the U.S. Army versus the Seminoles,” Dalton said, casting an aggravated glance her way. He took his history seriously. “This skirmish actually took place north of here in 1836.”

“Then why hold it at Pioneer Village? I thought their focus was early twentieth century life in Florida.”

“It’s part of their mission as a living history museum to keep our past alive. They only do the reenactment once a year over July Fourth weekend. It’s their biggest fundraiser.”

“How sad that we have to remember a massacre this way. I guess we were lucky to get tickets,” Marla said to mollify him.

She’d been attempting to understand his interests better, especially when he was slated to retire from his job as a homicide detective in a couple of months. She’d even taken today off from work to attend this event despite Saturdays being her busiest day at the salon.

“It was kind of Becky to tell you about it, but she did have an ulterior motive in mind,” Dalton said, raking his fingers through his silver-streaked black hair. “Will she be there today?”

Becky Forest was the curator of the local history museum and a friend of Marla’s. She had scheduled a book signing for her new cookbook at Pioneer Village. Her studies involved early Florida food practices, but she modified her recipes for modern kitchens.

“I’m not sure which day she’ll be stopping by,” Marla replied. “I’ll get a copy anyway. What’s the fairground like? I’ve never been there before.” Pioneer Village was located on a segment of the county fairgrounds.

“Pam used to like their antique shows,” Dalton said in an offhand manner.

Ugh. Marla recalled when she’d first met Dalton. His house had been filled with heavy furniture pieces and knickknacks that had belonged to his deceased first wife. She’d refused to advance their relationship until he’d agreed to make changes. It was hard to believe they’d been married three years now.

“Did you ever bring Brianna with you?” she asked. His teenage daughter had made plans for today, or she might have joined them.

Dalton shook his head. “Brie never cared about the shows at the annual fair, and Pioneer Village didn’t exist back then. I didn’t even know about it until you told me.”

“Maybe we can find something fun for her in the gift shop. That’s where we’ll find Becky’s book on display.”

Dalton gave Marla a lopsided grin. “If I remember, I wasn’t too fond of her dishes last time you made them.”

His comment sparked an idea. “Hey, maybe we can take cooking classes together after you retire. Or it might be something we could do as a family when Ryder is older.”

They’d left their thirteen-month-old son at home, figuring a battle reenactment wasn’t the proper place to bring him. Dalton’s parents had offered to babysit for the day.

“Are you kidding?” Dalton said. “Ryder will be into sports as soon as he can throw a ball. We can go to games together.”

True, but in the meantime, I’m afraid you’ll get bored after a few months at home. Dalton had put in for retirement after twenty years on the force. She had mixed feelings about this major change in their lives.

“When will you hear back on the instructor position at the academy?” she asked. “It’ll be nice to know when you might be starting there. Otherwise, you could put out feelers for the consulting work you’d mentioned.”

“I’ll get to it.”

His annoyed tone didn’t stop her from saying what else was on her mind. “I hope you realize I have a salon and day spa to run. Between Ryder and work, I won’t have much spare time to spend with you.”

He gave her a surprised glance. “Is that what worries you? I’m hoping to have more time to help you out. That’s a big reason why I’m stepping down now, in addition to the safety factor.”

“I know.” She couldn’t wait until he was no longer at risk of being shot by murder suspects. Although his current duties were mostly administrative, he chose to be hands-on for select investigations. Having Ryder had muted his enthusiasm for being out in the field.

Then again, who was she to talk? She’d put herself at risk numerous times with her amateur sleuthing. They both needed to focus on the home front.

Dalton followed signs to the fairground. Once inside the hundred-acre property, they veered toward the village and drove under an arched overhead sign. The gravel parking lot was already crowded as they searched for a space.

Pebbles crunched underfoot as she and Dalton trudged toward the ticket booth. Today’s event would bring thousands of visitors, according to the fairground’s website. People streamed in a steady flow toward the gate, beyond which spread grounds graced by tall, shady trees.

The sleeveless top she’d worn with a pair of Capri pants stuck to her back in the hot and humid summer air. Dalton had on a comfortable polo shirt with khakis. They’d been smart to wear sneakers, anticipating they would be walking over grass for the reenactment.

Marla showed the confirmation email for the tickets she’d bought online. The clerk handed her a map along with a sheet of paper listing the day’s activities and a flyer asking for donations to help with renovations. A box on a pedestal with a slit for cash stood next to the booth for the same purpose. Marla wasn’t surprised. Most museums asked for contributions these days.

After they passed the turnstile, she paused to survey the scene ahead. Pines and oaks shaded a maze of concrete walkways with a broad grassy square in the center. Numerous buildings dotted the site with signs labeling each structure.

“There’s so much to see,” she said with a swell of interest. “We’ll never do everything in one day.”

Dalton tapped his watch. “The battle reenactment isn’t until two, and it’s only ten o’clock. We have plenty of time to look around. Let me see the map.”

She handed it over, more intrigued than she’d expected by the prospect of a living history museum with costumed actors. She couldn’t imagine living in an earlier era without modern conveniences, but people had managed. They’d even considered themselves more fortunate than their predecessors.

“Awesome; there’s an old jail. Let’s go there first,” Dalton suggested.

Naturally, where else?

“What about these buildings by the entrance? We’ll be skipping by them.”

“We can come back.” He led the way along the path and approached a small building painted white with green trim and a slate gray roof.

The paint had peeled off along the edges and the roof lacked a few shingles. If they were going for the antiquated look, it worked. Otherwise, repairs were definitely needed.

A sign labeled “Jail House” hung above a large front window. Off to the side swung a noose on a post. Marla grimaced as she considered how many criminals had met their ends there if it was a true relic.

A rangy fellow wearing a shiny badge stepped out from the interior. He wore a tan cowboy hat that covered his dark hair except for a few stray tufts. His keen hazel eyes regarded them from a sun-speckled complexion as they climbed a set of rickety steps to the porch.

“Howdy, folks. Welcome to the historic jail. I’m Marshal Phileas Pufferfish, although everyone calls me Phil,” he said with a drawl. “Is this your first time visiting our village?”

“Yes, it is,” Marla replied. “Pardon me for asking, but how come you’re a marshal and not a sheriff? What’s the difference?”

“A sheriff is an elected official. I was appointed as town marshal—unrelated to the federal marshal system—by the town’s aldermen. I also serve as tax collector, fire chief, and building inspector.” He stuck his hands in his pants pockets, the motion giving sparkle to the fancy silver buckle on his belt that matched his badge. He wore black jeans with an embroidered steel-gray western shirt.

“That’s a lot of duties,” Dalton remarked with a rapt look on his face.

Phil chuckled. “We’re cross-trained to do various jobs in case someone gets sick. In a real-life parallel, I’m also the administrator for the village.”

“How does that work? We’re not familiar with the organizational structure.”

“I’m stepping out of character to tell you this, but we’re owned by the fairground, which is a nonprofit corporation. It’s run by a board of directors and a group of advisors. Each tract has its own administrator like me.”

“What do you mean by tracts?” Marla asked.

“The fairground consists of four sectors. The village is one of them.” Phil made a sweeping gesture. “The parking lots, amphitheater, and exhibit halls make up the rest. The latter includes a barn for animal shows and competitions. During the annual fair, the southern parking lot turns into a midway with games, rides, and concessions.”

“And the nonprofit runs the whole shebang?” Dalton said.

“Yes, that’s correct.” His sardonic tone hinted at a sense of dissatisfaction.

Did he feel overburdened by his dual roles, or did he not care for the oversight by detached directors?

“Tell us about this building,” Marla said to get them back on track with a historical perspective. Dalton was peering at a plaque detailing the jail’s history.

Phil’s face brightened. “As you can read on that sign, the jail house is a calaboose built in 1895. It’s twenty feet in width and the same in length. The walls are made from pine and are twelve inches thick. See how the structure is built on runners with a slatted wood floor? That’s so the entire building can be moved when the smell gets too bad, as happens with prisoners. Please, come inside for a short tour.”

Wary about the stench, Marla stepped across the threshold and sniffed. An odor of dust and mildew met her nose but not much else. With a sigh of relief, she glanced around and focused on a mannequin staring straight at her.

Dressed in a striped prison uniform, the figure stood inside a single barred cell. A secured window faced the rear of the property and helped to brighten the interior, lit by a lone overhead bulb.

To her left stood a couple of roll-top desks. A colorful Mexican blanket hung on the wall along with a black cowboy hat, a horseshoe, and various “wanted” posters. A round wooden tabletop sat on a barrel with two chairs off to the side. The quarters were tight but serviceable.

“Take my picture,” she said, shoving her smartphone at Dalton. “Brianna will get a kick out of it.” She entered the open cell and posed with her hands on the bars, careful not to dislodge the mannequin.

Dalton complied, then went over to one of the desks. He ran his fingers lovingly over the surface. “I’ve always admired these pieces of furniture,” he told the marshal, who then launched into a detailed description of the desk.

Marla’s ears closed. It was too hot inside this small space for her to concentrate. Without waiting for Dalton, who listened intently to the marshal’s spiel, she descended the steps outside to wait for him in the fresh air. The two-story Edwardian mansion across the village square drew her attention. It was painted yellow with white and cocoa trim and served as a bright beacon among the other ramshackle structures. She’d like to see how the rooms were decorated.

“I want to tour Baffle House before the battle,” she told Dalton when he finally emerged. “And then we have to stop by the general store so I can buy Becky’s book.”

“Let’s do that at lunchtime. They sell snacks and we’ll be hungry by then. We have to backtrack first if you want to see the buildings we missed by the entrance.”

They took a quick peek at exhibits showcasing an antique printing press, fire engines, a telephone switchboard, and a railroad depot with a switching station and caboose. Marla admired the model trains, especially the motorized one running around an overhead track.

“Ryder would love this when he’s older,” she told Dalton.

He nodded. “It would be a great place to bring him. It’s sad how many of these crafts are lost arts.” His gesture encompassed the adjacent shoe repair place redolent with the smells of leather and polish.

“These artisan shops remind me of Scott Miller’s clock repair place,” she said. She’d met a horologist during a previous investigation after a murder at her friend’s wedding. Horology involved the study of timekeeping, and graduates were able to design or fix clocks and watches. The memory of all those timepieces ticking and chiming in Scott’s shop still rang in her ears.

Dalton took her elbow and steered her along the outdoor path. “Butter house, blacksmith shop, or smokehouse? Or should we check out the fishing hut next?”

“Let’s go to Baffle House before it gets too crowded.”

They had to pass by the jail again. The marshal stood in the doorframe talking to a wiry fellow in a denim overall.

Dalton’s cell phone buzzed. He’d put it on silent at the jail house. “I have to answer this text. It’s from Captain Williams. Wait here a minute,” he told her before walking away.

Marla’s steps lagged as raised voices reached her ears.

“You won’t get away with it, Phil,” the man in overalls said in a gruff tone. “Don’t try to cut in on my operation.”

“It isn’t yours, Simon. You may have some fancy title, but you’re not in charge.” The marshal adjusted his cowboy hat while glowering at the other man.

Marla froze in place, hoping they wouldn’t notice her. Just in case, she made a pretense of looking at the site map.

Simon jabbed a finger in the air. “They couldn’t have gotten far without me. So don’t imply that my contributions aren’t important.”

“I’m just saying they’re using you. You’re too blind to see it.”

“Oh, and you’re perfect? You think you’re so high and mighty bossing it over on us. But let me tell you something, I can bring you down like an avalanche if you don’t leave this alone.”

Marla’s bones chilled at the hostility in the man’s tone. Was he another cast member?

Phil gave a nasty chuckle. “You wouldn’t dare, because then you’d bring attention to yourself. That’s the last thing you want, isn’t it?”

“There are other ways of blocking you. Be warned,” Simon said before scurrying off.

A tap on her arm startled her. Dalton had returned. He gestured that they should move on. Keeping pace beside him, she dared a glance over her shoulder. The men were nowhere in sight. Phil must have disappeared back inside the jail house.

“Did you hear any of that argument?” she asked Dalton. “And what did the police chief want? I hope it wasn’t a new homicide case.”

“Nah, he had a question about some paperwork I’d turned in. What argument?”

Marla repeated what she’d overheard. “Maybe this Simon fellow wants to be marshal. I wonder if the staff are required to audition for their roles. It can’t be easy to learn the history and stay in character all day.”

Dalton pointed to an older woman wearing a long skirt and a high-buttoned blouse along with an apron. She stood a couple of buildings over. “You could ask her about the requirements.”

Most of the early visitors had already made it past this section, leaving it rather empty. The woman hummed a tune while stoking a campfire in front of a derelict shack. Her eyes sparked at their approach.

“Hello. I’m Millie Bleecher. If you have a few minutes, I’ll teach you how to make homemade biscuits in an outdoor oven.”

Marla hesitated. She wanted to tour the large residence, but the mention of cooking tempted her. The aroma of freshly baked bread convinced her to stay.

“Something smells divine,” she said with a friendly smile. “I’d like to see your demo.”

“If you don’t mind, I’ll head over to the blacksmith shop,” Dalton told her. “Let’s meet at the church when we’re done and then we can go to Baffle House.”

“Okay. I won’t be too long.”

He gave a two-finger salute and headed off. Marla turned back to Millie. “What ingredients do you use for the biscuits?” she asked to get the conversation flowing.

Freckles spattered the woman’s face, while wisps of ash blond hair escaped a bonnet that tied under her chin. Millie looked to be in her forties and had the sturdy form of a Swedish masseuse. Maybe she got her strength from kneading dough or from lifting those heavy cast iron pots. Either way, she looked capable of managing a campsite on her own.

“All you need is flour, baking powder, salt, butter and milk. I use milk left over from our buttermilk project.”

“What about equipment?” Marla’s glance roved to a wooden plank that sat atop a series of buckets. Various items lay strewn across the makeshift worktable.

Millie regarded her with a kindly expression in her deep-set blue eyes. “You don’t need much. A cardboard box with a lid, aluminum foil, wire coat hangers, aluminum pie pans and a baking tray will suffice. If you have food in the freezer that needs baking and the power goes out, you’ll be able to prepare it with this handy pioneer method.”

Marla moved closer to observe Millie’s movements. Birds twittered among the trees as she stood in the dappled sunlight.

“First, we’ll cover this carton and the lid on both sides with foil. Be sure to double layer the bottom. We’ll double the pie pans as well. Then place them on the bottom of the box to hold your charcoal. Each briquette changes the temperature of the oven by eleven degrees. This means that for three hundred and fifty degrees, you’ll need thirty-two briquettes.”

Marla’s brows raised at this tidbit of info. Dalton liked to barbecue. She’d have to pass on this tip to him, not that he’d be baking bread outside. Still, it might be useful when he grilled foods with the lid on.

She leaned over to peer inside the box. “What do you do with the coat hangers?”

Millie lifted one to show her. “We take each wire and stretch it out lengthwise. Use a screwdriver to poke three holes horizontally about one-third down the box on each side. Then fit the wires into the holes like this and twist them on the ends with a pair of pliers. I like to snip the extra lengths with these cutters.”

“How clever. It looks just like a grill with those racks,” Marla said, impressed by the simplicity of the design.

“Once the charcoal is ready, we put our baking pan on top of the rack and seal the lid. The bottom of the box will get very hot, so be careful where you place your oven.”

Marla doubted it was something she’d want to try in her backyard. She’d probably set fire to the entire neighborhood.

Millie picked up a basket. “Here, you can taste one of these freshly baked biscuits. I’ll slather on some of our homemade butter for you. They’re also good with honey or molasses.”

Marla bit into the baked good, bending over so as not to get any crumbs on herself. The butter helped to moisten the biscuit, otherwise it was too dry by her standards.

“Have you been working at the village for long?” Marla asked after swallowing the last morsel. She could use a drink of water to chase it down.

Millie chuckled. “I’ve been here for a couple of years, but you won’t always find me baking biscuits. I’m also in charge of the sewing circle. Our meeting room is over yonder,” she said with a wave. “You should stop by there for a tour.”

“I will, thanks. I suppose you’ve met most of the other villagers who act as guides.”

“Sure, we’re all passionate about explaining our way of life to visitors. See this fire pit, for example?” Millie walked a few feet away to where a campfire burned. “Historically, flint was used to start fires. When struck with steel, it can produce enough sparks to ignite a fire with the proper tinder, such as hay or dried leaves. Today, you can buy fire starter kits online.”

“Is that so?” Marla wrinkled her nose. She’d never been good at outdoor-type skills.

“See these tools? This part is a ferro rod and this one is a steel striker. The rod contains ferrocerium, an alloy composed of iron and cerium, a rare-earth element. You scrape the metal blade along the rod to get a spark.” Millie showed Marla how to do it.

“That’s a lot easier than using two rocks to start a fire,” Marla said, visions of cavemen coming to mind. However, she was more interested in getting the woman to talk about her colleagues. “I didn’t realize you had to be so skilled to work here. Would you know a man named Simon? I saw the marshal talking to him at the jail. He looked like a cast member.”

Millie nodded, the skin crinkling beside her eyes. “Simon Weedcutter is the town’s farmer. You’ll want to stop by his place to view his crops.”

“What does he grow?”

“An assortment of vegetables. If we had an on-site restaurant, we could use them to prepare fresh food for guests. You haven’t tasted anything until you’ve had my black-eyed peas over rice with cornbread and dandelion greens.”

“Have you met Becky Forest?” Marla asked out of curiosity. “You two would have a lot in common. She’s the curator of our local history museum. Becky recreates old Florida recipes for modern kitchens. She’s doing a signing at the store this weekend for her latest cookbook.”

“I know Becky. We’ve shared recipes for hominy grits among other southern specialties.”

“I like the idea of a café on site,” Marla said, realizing the only snacks available now were prepackaged items at the gift shop. “A restaurant would bring in more revenue. From what I’ve seen, this place could use it. Many of the buildings need repairs. Isn’t the fairground responsible for the upkeep?”

Millie’s shoulders slumped. “They provide our funding, but the last budget cuts are killing us. Phil has a plan that would give us more control.”

“I noticed a donation box by the entrance. My husband and I might contribute if it’s for a worthy cause. Is that what you mean?”

Millie lowered her voice. “Phil has proposed that we should buy the village from the fairground. He’s looking for investors as well as donors if you’re interested.”

Marla gave her an astonished stare. “That would be a major change.”

“True, and not everyone is pleased by the prospect. But I’m losing sight of my role.”

“I understand.” No, she didn’t. Did the staff really want to be responsible for this burden? Sometimes being a tenant was less worrisome than being a landlord. And what did Phil personally hope to gain from his proposal?

Maybe he truly was dedicated to the village and feeling stumped by the directors. If the village fell into further disrepair, it might end up having to shut its doors permanently.

A glance at her watch told her she’d better move on. Dalton had said to meet up at the church and yet he wasn’t in sight. However, a minister exited the sanctuary as she glanced that way. He headed in their direction.

Millie quickly grabbed a wooden spoon. “As you can see, it’s easy to bake biscuits using this simple pioneer method. I hope you’ve learned a thing or two from my demonstration.”

“Oh yes,” Marla replied, wondering if the woman was afraid she’d said too much. “I might use a regular oven, but I like your recipe for homemade biscuits. Thanks so much for your time.”

The minister sped past without lifting a hand in greeting. Clearly, he was in a hurry to get somewhere else.

Millie cleared her throat. “If you don’t mind, I have work to do before the battle begins.”

But instead of moving off, Millie watched the minister disappear behind the bait and tackle shed. Her mouth curved down and her eyes slitted, making Marla wonder what she had against the man.

Let it go, Marla. This tranquil setting might not be all it appears from what you’ve observed, but you’re here for enjoyment and not to stir up trouble.

With those thoughts, Marla ignored her prickle of unease and left to find her husband.
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“I’m hungry,” Dalton said when they finally met up again. He glanced at the site where she’d had her baking lesson and lifted his brows. “Did you eat a biscuit? Maybe I should have asked for one.”

Marla grimaced. “It was too dry, although the homemade butter helped. The villagers need an air-conditioned restaurant that serves moist scones instead of Millie’s pastries. They were too doughy as well. Nor was being near an outdoor oven fun in this heat.”

He must have noticed her flushed skin. “You need to get cooled off. We’ll still have time to eat lunch by noon if we stop at Baffle House first. It’s probably air-conditioned.”

They headed in that direction. “How was the blacksmith’s shop?” Marla asked.

He gave her a quick grin. “It’s hard work hammering molten metal, not something I’d ever want to do. Angus said he learned the trade from his father. He volunteers here full-time and makes products useful to the village, such as horseshoes, nails and farm tools.”

Marla glanced at him. “What about swords and bayonets?”

“He serves the community, not the military. Did you know that around 1860, blacksmithing was the fourth most popular trade in the U.S. after lumber, flour milling and shoemaking?”

“No, I didn’t.” She could see the appeal of a simpler time with artisan shops, but she’d miss her modern conveniences.

They climbed the front steps of the house where a group was gathering. Green plants in ceramic pots sat on the porch along with two rocking chairs and a small wicker table. The single wood front door held an autumn-themed wreath.

While they waited, Marla told Dalton about Phil’s plan to buy the village. “I don’t understand why the fairground would consider the offer unless the village wasn’t profitable. Maybe revenues are down, and Phil feels this is a good time to make an offer.”

Dalton’s brow creased. “He has a good position here as administrator. Why rock the boat?”

“The man I saw at the jail arguing with him was Simon Weedcutter, the town’s farmer. Maybe he was blaming Phil for the state of disrepair. As liaison to the fairground, it would be Phil’s job to request more funding for improvements.”

“Seems like the army soldiers versus the Seminoles aren’t the only conflicts around here. We can visit the farm later. I’d like to see their tomato plants.”

Dalton took pride in his home garden. Maybe she could encourage him to expand his efforts in that regard once he retired. She’d love to have a source of fresh herbs for her kitchen. She’d had little time to cook since Ryder was born, relying on quick prep meals and take-out, but it would be nice to use her cooking skills again.

A middle-aged woman dressed in an old-fashioned rose blouse with a cameo brooch and a long skirt appeared in the historic home’s doorway. She smiled at the crowd, making lines crinkle beside her warm maple-colored eyes.

“Welcome to Baffle House, folks. I’m Miss Lizzy. Please step into the parlor.” She spoke in the refined voice of an upper-crust aristocrat. Marla liked the way she’d secured her champagne blond hair into a twist with a jeweled comb.

They entered a cozy sitting room with white lace curtains adorning the windows. Marla didn’t know what to look at first—the ornate fireplace mantel, the oil paintings on the walls, the fringed lampshades, or the porcelain doll with large eyes sitting on a couch.

Lizzy began her lecture, while the guests held back at a polite distance.

“I’m a descendant of Adam Canfield, who bought this property in 1859. It had been a thriving sugar plantation until the price of sugar declined. Then Adam switched to citrus groves. He built this house for his wife, Elizabeth, in 1860. All went well until the Civil War came along, and our luck plunged downhill after that.”

“How so?” a woman in the back called out.

“Adam was sympathetic to the Confederate cause, and he paid the price with his life. Later, the Great Depression forced his grandson, Zachery Winthrop, to sell most of the land. The house remained in the family along with the last hundred acres.”

“How did the fairground come to own it?” Marla asked.

Lizzy’s gaze turned thoughtful. “In 1956, the county donated land to establish a fairground. Our property was adjacent. Zachery’s son, Ian, owed debts due to a gambling addiction. He sold our remaining acreage, including this house, to the fairground. Rumor says he was tricked into selling. But that’s another story, and we need to move on.”

“Why is this place called Baffle House?” Dalton queried as Lizzy led them toward a spinet piano in one corner.

“The house has a secret I’ll tell you about later. It’s baffled people for generations.” She proceeded to describe the furnishings and pieces of art before they entered a hallway with a staircase to the second level.

In the hall, Marla paused to admire a fancy framed mirror. Beneath it was an accent table with a vase of fresh wildflowers. The leaves fluttered in a draft from an air-conditioning vent. Marla went to stand under it, removing her hat to let the breeze cool her scalp. The chilled blast felt so good that she wished she could linger.

Afraid to be left behind, she hurried after the group where they gathered in the dining room. A rectangular table set for six stood in the center. Ivory lace curtains, a crystal chandelier and floral-patterned wallpaper decorated the room. Lizzy pointed out a walnut sideboard.

“My father crafted this piece. He was a carpenter and did beautiful work. Dad could have sold his furniture, but he never had the ambition.”

Dalton ran a hand over the surface. “He was a highly skilled craftsman. It’s too bad he didn’t take his artistry more seriously.”

“I know, right? I’ll show you his other pieces as we move through the house.”

Dalton’s remark sparked an idea in Marla’s mind. “Hon, maybe you should take up woodworking in your spare time. We could use extra shelving in the laundry room and a couple of chairs for the front porch.”

His brows arched. “That’s not a bad idea. I’ll think about it.”

“I can look into online classes if you like.”

“No, thanks. If I’m interested, I’ll do it myself.”

Marla realized he must be getting tired of her constant suggestions of things to do in his retirement, but she didn’t want him to get bored. He’d be home alone when Ryder was in day care and she went to work.

They entered the kitchen and her attention diverted to their surroundings. Appliances from the 1930s ringed the room while a big square table took up the middle space. An old-fashioned electric refrigerator and range drew her interest before she noted a carved wooden ship on the windowsill.

“Dalton, look over there. You could make toys for Ryder if you got into wood crafts. It’s not only about furniture and shelving.”

“True. I did like the set of model trains we saw at the depot. Railroad barons played a large part in Florida history. If anything, I’d like to learn more about that subject.”

Bingo! He could follow the history trail for Florida’s railroad industry. He might even become busier than before retirement, especially if any of his part-time jobs panned out. That would ease her concerns that he might regret his decision.

She and Dalton trudged upstairs after the group and strolled through a series of bedrooms, including a nursery with a handmade crib and shelves holding antique cast-iron toys. A dollhouse occupied one corner, while a child-sized table and chairs took up another.

Marla gravitated toward a tall hat rack. A fireman’s helmet, cowboy hat and boat captain’s cap would be fun for boys to try on, while girls would like the frilly hats bedecked with ribbons.

She gave a quick glance at a trio of porcelain dolls sitting on a crimson settee. Their placid faces and staring eyes reminded her of horror movies, same as the doll downstairs.

I’d rather have my Barbies. They might be skinny, but they’re not creepy like these dolls.

“You said you’d explain why this residence is called Baffle House,” Dalton reminded their hostess before the tour concluded.

Lizzy eyes twinkled. “It’s an interesting story. Folks, if you have to leave, don’t be shy about it. I know you want to get over to the bleachers before the battle.”

Most of the crowd dispersed at her words, leaving only a few people lingering along with Marla and Dalton.

“As I said earlier, my ancestor, Adam Canfield, sided with the Confederates during the Civil War. He housed Captain Matt Lowry and his men who were marching north to deliver a Confederate payroll. When they heard a troop of Union soldiers was headed this way, they hid the gold and escaped to the Everglades.”

She paused for dramatic effect before continuing the story. “Adam and his wife, Elizabeth, stood on the front porch and faced the Union troops. When Adam wouldn’t tell them where Captain Lowry had gone, they shot him.”

Marla clapped a hand to her cheek. “That’s horrible.”

“What happened to the gold?” Dalton asked, while Marla was still absorbing the scene in her mind. Imagine Adam’s wife seeing him killed before her eyes.

“Captain Lowry’s men failed to return, so the coins were never recovered. Nobody knew what happened to them. People have tried to find the lost payroll, but the ghost of the White Lady chases them away.”

“Who’s the White Lady?” Marla liked this legend. After her encounter with a playful spirit at Sugar Crest Plantation Resort, she believed in otherworldly phenomenon.

“Elizabeth is still here, searching for the gold so she can stave off the Union soldiers and save her husband. She’s wearing the same dress she had on the day he died. Meanwhile, the secret of the missing treasure continues to baffle people.”

“Do you believe this story is true?” Marla asked, remembering her own treasure hunt at the resort on Florida’s west coast.

Lizzy winked at Marla. “Maybe. If you want to learn more, join our nightly ghost tour. Now, you’d better hustle along if you want to get a good seat for the battle. The bleachers get filled fast.”

The other guests left, leaving Marla and Dalton dallying on the front porch. Marla still had some questions she wanted to ask.

“I gather you volunteer to act as tour guide?” she asked the other woman.

Lizzy gestured. “Who else could provide this much background information? As a descendant of the property’s owner, I’m the best person for the job.”

“It must be distressing to know Baffle House would have belonged to you if your ancestor hadn’t gambled away his inheritance.”

“This is true, although I’m hoping to make things right.” 

“How so?”

Lizzy leaned forward and lowered her voice. “I’ve offered to buy back the house along with the land it sits on, but the directors won’t budge.”

“Why would you want it?” Marla’s curiosity spiked as they moved from past issues to present. Or was this part of the story?

“I know this place better than anyone, and I’d make sure it’s properly maintained. That bunch of old fogies opposes anything to do with progress.”

“I’ve heard about Phil’s proposal. Do you think it will be accepted?”

Lizzy expression soured. “I doubt it. Besides, his plan wouldn’t give me any advantage since I still wouldn’t own this property. However, we are united in trying to get the directors to make changes.”

Why would Lizzy go to such an expense when she couldn’t live there? The house was a museum, not living history in the literal sense. Taking control of the house’s maintenance didn’t seem like a good enough reason to want to own the place. There had to be something Lizzy wasn’t telling them, if this wasn’t another fabrication meant to entertain.

Marla and Dalton departed after promising to consider the ghost tour.

“This village keeps getting more intriguing,” she said once they were out of earshot. “What did you think about Lizzy’s tale?”

“Which one? She told us a lot of stories. I’m not sure how much was truth and how much was fiction.” He poked her arm. “I thought you were more interested in the décor than the history lesson.”

Marla shrugged. “I got caught up in her spiel. Lizzy is a good storyteller either way. She seems devoted to keeping her part of the legacy alive. Do you believe she really is a descendant of Adam Canfield?”

“You can look it up when we get home. Meanwhile, let’s grab lunch.” He set a pace toward the general store. “We need to eat fast and head over to the battle site.”

Marla squealed with delight as they entered the gift shop. Its old-time atmosphere drew her in along with a dazzling array of goods for sale. The air smelled like orange blossoms.

“Look at these,” Dalton said, pointing to a selection of metal dinner bells and souvenir horseshoes. “I’ll bet the village blacksmith made them.”

“A lot of these things appear handmade.” Marla wandered off to browse the shelves while Dalton headed across the wood-planked floor toward the refrigerated section. He’d pick out their lunch choices.

Marla fingered some aprons and bonnets that must have been crafted by the sewing ladies. Further over was a collection of handmade soaps and candles. Her nose filled with a bouquet of scents as she skirted a stash of logo mugs, baseball caps, tee shirts, and shot glasses. She paused to eye a colorful set of ceramic canisters then shook her head. They were pretty, but she didn’t need any more tchotchkes to clutter her kitchen.

She glanced at a display of jams, jellies, tea, and honey on her way to the kids’ section. Buckets and barrels spilled over with toys. Ryder was too young for most of them, but she could buy a book to read to him at bedtime.

After she found a couple of stories she liked, she grabbed a copy of Becky’s new cookbook from a display stand. Dalton stood perusing a section on local history. He handed her their packaged sandwiches and sodas.

“I’m sorry to miss the book signing,” she told the storekeeper as she paid for their purchases. “Becky is a friend of ours. She’s the one who told us about the battle reenactment.”

“Is that right? I expect her books will sell well after today’s event.” The manager, whose name tag read Uriah, spoke in a gravelly voice. He wore a button-down dress shirt and a vest along with charcoal pants. His receding dark brown hair needed a trim over his ears.

She took the shopping bags from his outstretched hand. “We’ve only been to see the jail, the blacksmith shop, and Baffle House so far. What else do you recommend?”

He pushed his wire-rimmed spectacles to the top of his nose. “You don’t want to miss the schoolroom. Miss Violet is great with children. Do you have kids?”

“We have a son. Ryder is thirteen months old.”

“When your boy is older, Miss Violet holds workshops for children on weekends. We have field trip programs for local schools, too. You can view the full list on our website.”

“Thanks, I’ll do that. What’s this remedy for arthritis?” she asked, picking up a labeled bottle on the counter. “My mother could use it.”

“That’s one of my formulations. When my mom got sick, the docs said she wouldn’t have long to live. It was holistic medicine that saved her. I’m a licensed pharmacist and would offer tonics and elixirs in the store if we had an apothecary. Phil said I could add one once his proposal gets approved.”

“I’ve been informed about his plan. Do you support him, then?”

“As long as he keeps his promises. I like his idea of opening a café where guests could get freshly prepared foods instead of these packaged items. I’d convert our refrigerated section into my chemist’s corner.”

Marla pictured the village map in her mind. “There doesn’t appear to be any available space for new buildings. Would one of the existing structures have to be modified?”

Uriah’s expression soured. “Yes, it would, and not everyone is happy about that idea.” A chime tinkled as other guests entered the shop. “Now if you would excuse me, I need to help these customers.”

“One more minute. Do you have any portable fans? It’s hot as an oven outside.”

He retrieved several items from a drawer. “We have these paper ones. They’re handmade by our sewing circle ladies and cost five dollars each.”

Marla made her final purchase and then left with Dalton. In a hurry to head over to the reenactment site, they gobbled down their turkey and cheese sandwiches at a picnic table. While they ate, she told him about her conversation with Uriah.

“It sounds as though he’s in favor of the marshal’s proposal,” Dalton said. He finished off his cola and stood to gather their trash.

Marla swiped a dribble of perspiration from her face. “Maybe they have a petition we can sign, although nobody has mentioned one. Or we can give a donation online if you want to support the village.”

Dalton lifted an eyebrow. “We could also become members and visit when it’s less crowded. Anyway, let’s get going. We need to find seats.”

Marla grabbed her shopping bags and stood, ready to see what the fuss was all about with the battle. Hordes of people milled about the exhibits along the way. Demonstrations were offered for barricade building, musket loading, tomahawk throwing, and basket weaving. Animal skins flapped in the breeze at one tent where a costumed fellow described the tannery process.

Marla glanced at a table holding a wooden apple press. An apple cider demo would be fun to watch, but they didn’t have time to linger. Too bad these exhibits were only here during the reenactment.

They found seats a few levels up on a hot bench. Thank goodness she’d worn a wide-brimmed hat and sunglasses. She’d also had the foresight to apply sunscreen.

Soldiers wearing blue uniforms with high collars, shiny brass buttons, and tall hats marched past to take their places on the field. They carried muskets and had canteens strapped to their chests along with other equipment.

A man’s voice on a loudspeaker rang out, welcoming the guests. She recognized the marshal’s southern drawl.

“Today we are commemorating a massacre that occurred on July 3, 1836. That was one year after the Dade Battle in Bushnell that started the Second Seminole War. One hundred and ten U.S. Army troops were on a mission to deliver a cannon to Fort King in Ocala. Along the way, they were attacked by one hundred and eighty Seminole warriors. Only two soldiers survived.”

“They must have been terrified,” Marla said to Dalton. “It’s so sad.”

“Hungry and wounded, the two men made it to the fort,” the marshal continued. “They explained what happened and a contingent returned to bury the dead.”

The blue-coated soldiers moved forward in a column. They followed a narrow dirt trail among the pines and scrub brush but still in view from the bleachers. A small group wheeled the cannon, the only artillery in sight. Three officers rode on horseback behind the troop’s drummer. The soldiers looked weary, as though they’d been on the road for days.

The narration resumed. “The troops weren’t ready for action. Their muskets were not loaded, and their ammunition was stuffed under their jackets. They’d grown tired and didn’t notice the tribesmen following them.”

Suddenly, shots rang out.

“The captain is hit!” the marshal exclaimed as the other officers shouted orders. The soldiers scrambled for defensive positions. Then the lieutenant toppled from his horse.

“Another officer down! The Seminole chief is a wily fellow. He knows which men are commanding the force, and he’s taking out the leaders one-by-one. Oh, no! There goes the sergeant. Now the rest of the troops will be mowed down like blades of grass.”

Did the army troops even stand a chance? Marla watched with dismay as they seemed to realize they were surrounded and outnumbered.

From beyond the trees, Seminoles carrying weapons closed in on them. Riders on horseback set covering fire with the crack of rifles. Meanwhile, the troops fired the cannon with an explosive blast. Smoke filled the air.

Marla could barely hear what the marshal was saying over the constant pop of gunshots and the screams of the troops. The scene became a haze of moving figures.

Dramatic music swelled as the scene progressed.

“See how the poor chaps are attempting to build a barrier with those logs,” the marshal’s voice boomed. “Unfortunately, their efforts will be in vain. The Seminoles are encircling them. You can feel their desperation.”

Dalton nudged Marla. “The army soldiers had muskets that were smooth-bore and more suitable for short-range firing. The Native Americans used Deringer percussion rifles given to them in the Treaty of Paynes Landing. These had greater accuracy from a distance but took longer to load.”

“Why was that?” Marla asked, following his cue.

“Both were muzzle-loaders, at least until 1850 or so. This means a powder charge and ball had to be inserted into the end of the barrel and pushed down to the firing mechanism. It was easier to do this for a smooth-bore musket with a larger barrel. Pushing the same ball down a tighter-fitting rifle took longer. However, the spiral grooves, termed rifling, inside this barrel meant greater accuracy. For tribesmen shooting at a distance on horseback, it gave them the advantage.”

Soon most of the soldiers lay motionless on the ground. The Seminoles prowled among them, checking for survivors. Their colorful costumes made them stand out amid the greenery. Then they scuttled off into the woods leaving a dead silence behind.

“This concludes our show,” said an unfamiliar voice on the speakers. “Let’s give a big round of applause for our reenactors, many of whom have come from across the state to join us.”

The cast of characters lined up and bowed to the audience, who cheered and clapped. Then pandemonium ensued while everyone descended from the bleachers. Several actors remained for guests who wanted to speak to them. These included a Native American with a ring through his nose and war paint on his face, an infantry sergeant in a blue uniform and tall hat who introduced himself as a Second Seminole War reenactor, and a historical educator dressed as a hunter.

Dalton paused to engage the latter. “Why was this battle so important?” he asked. “It didn’t even take place here.”

The man shrugged, rattling the necklace of pointy teeth around his neck. “This massacre was one of the key incidents in the Second Seminole War. We do our best to portray it as closely as possible to actual events. Andrew Jackson was President then, and he wasn’t fond of the indigenous population. His policy was to remove them so settlers could come in.”

“Yes, I read that Florida had recently become a territory of the United States,” Dalton said. “The government wanted to move the tribes to Oklahoma, but the Seminoles refused. It was a sad and shameful part of our history.”

“No matter how painful, we don’t want the past to be forgotten.” The man clapped a hand to his chest. “I’m a fourth-generation reenactor, and I believe in living history. You can see it, smell it and taste it through our recreations.”

“What about those guns?” Marla asked. “Couldn’t someone get hurt for real?”

“Nah. There’s a lot of inspectors who make sure the weapons are safe and that everyone knows what they’re doing.”

“That’s good to know. Thanks so much for your time,” Dalton told him before steering Marla away and back toward the village.

“I’m surprised the marshal didn’t conclude the festivities,” she said. “You’d think it would be the perfect opportunity to ask for donations.”

Dalton shrugged. “Maybe he got called off site for some reason.”

They strolled along until a high-pitched scream tore through the air and shattered the peace.

Oh, no. Marla had heard similar cries before, and it hadn’t ended well. She hoped history wasn’t about to repeat itself.
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