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Chapter One

“I don’t see Blinky anywhere, do you?” Marla Vail asked her best friend, Tally Riggs. They stood on the rear terrace of Tremayne Manor, a historic mansion privately owned but open to the public for special events and guided tours. A wide expanse of lawn faced them.

“She seems to have disappeared,” Tally replied. “Where were you supposed to meet her?”

“Blinky told me to wait here after her appearance as the Easter bunny.” Bonnie Morris, also known as Blinky, had hired Marla to fix her hair for a fundraiser luncheon that followed the children’s Easter egg hunt. Blinky was a customer at Marla’s salon as well as a friend.

Tally rocked the stroller holding her nineteen-month-old son, Luke, who sat happily playing with a squeaky toy. Marla had figured the duo needed an outing, so she’d invited Tally to join her. After her husband’s death, Tally was struggling to raise Luke on her own.

Marla shaded her eyes from the sun and peered at the manicured grounds in front of them. A few stragglers, children who hadn’t heeded the call to rejoin their parents, ran about shrieking and hollering as they sought to collect more Easter eggs hidden in the grass.

What could be delaying her client? Tardiness was not a habit where Blinky was concerned. The woman was never late for an appointment. If anything cracked her reserve, she blinked a mile-a-minute. Hence her nickname, that she told even strangers to call her.

“Do you think Blinky needs help getting out of her costume? It did look awfully bulky,” Marla said. “I can’t imagine what else might be keeping her.”

Tally gave Marla a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry; she’ll turn up. There’s still a half-hour until the meal starts. How about if I search inside the house and you check the yard? Blinky might have strayed off the beaten path and gotten lost.” Tally pointed toward a row of hedges that bordered the formal gardens. Tall, shady trees edged the rear of the property.

“You’re right. She wouldn’t want the kids to see her remove the costume, although it’s more likely she’s changing clothes inside the house.”

“Would you rather we switch places? You don’t want to fall in your condition.”

Marla patted her baby bump. “Now you’re sounding like Dalton. Don’t coddle me because I’m seven months pregnant.” Nonetheless, her back hurt more lately and the added weight made her feel clumsy. She’d better watch her footing.

She had just started down the marble stairs when Lacey Tremayne—their hostess and the estate’s owner—called, “Marla, are you free for a few minutes?”

“I suppose. What’s up?” Marla asked, turning toward the woman.

Lacey wore her blond hair swept into a chignon. A diamond necklace circled her neck. Her eyes mirrored the blue from her tea-length gown and held a friendly expression. As she drew closer, Marla caught a whiff of expensive perfume.

“I see you’re heading out for some fresh air. Would you mind gathering the eggs left in the field? I don’t want them hiding in the grass to muck up our gardener’s mower. The last of the children are coming in now, and my house staff is busy preparing for the luncheon.”

“Sure, I can do that.”

Lacey’s gaze lowered to Marla’s belly. “Are you even able to bend over? If not, I could ask our head gardener. He’s working in the greenhouse today. We’ve given the rest of his crew the weekend off to be with their families.”

“I’ll be fine,” Marla said, accepting the basket the woman offered. She couldn’t very well refuse the lady of the house, who’d been kind enough to invite her to stay for the luncheon.

Worried about Blinky, she hastened down the steps and then paused, wondering which way to go first. Would her client have headed toward the formal gardens with cultivated hedges, cascading fountains and geometric flower beds? She wouldn’t have gone to the café. Maybe she had ventured farther out on the lawn by the trees.

Deciding to search the level ground first, Marla roamed across the grass, glad she’d worn low-heeled pumps instead of sandals. She had on a dressy top over comfortable black pants, which made walking outside easier.

The Tremayne estate bordered the northern edge of Broward County in Southeast Florida. She’d never heard of it until now or she would have visited sooner. Her husband enjoyed touring historical houses as well as nature parks. Dalton would like the mansion with its museum-quality collections and extensive gardens.

Her cross-body purse bounced with each step. Today’s March weather had brought sunny skies and balmy breezes, but it could also bring a quick rain shower. She hurried forward.

A sweet scent cloyed the air as she approached the end of the field, picking up a leftover egg here and there. Thankfully, the ground was dry, and her shoes barely left any impression. She hurried toward a cluster of seagrape trees, eager for the shade. Being heavier these days, she overheated easily and had to pace herself.

As she dodged the broad leaves on overhanging branches, a glint caught her attention. What was that? A piece of metal reflecting the sunlight?

Oh, it’s another egg, she realized as she got closer. She picked it up and turned it over in her hand. That’s weird. This was not a child’s plastic toy like the others she’d retrieved. The egg she held appeared to be a real treasure, or else a fancy replica. Lines of rose-cut diamonds set in gold quartered its ruby enameled surface. Or were those crystals? Surely, this exquisite piece wasn’t meant to be lying in the grass. Someone must have dropped it by mistake.

A central seam split the surface. Did the thing open? She tried to pry it apart without any success. There must be a trick to it. Maybe pushing on the top gem would trigger the release.

Just then the sun exposed a flash of white among the shrubbery. She stepped over for a closer look. As she parted the branches, a gasp escaped her lips.

Dear Lord. Lying face-down on the ground was the missing Easter bunny, still in full costume.

“Blinky, are you all right?” Marla called. She stuck the jeweled egg in her pocket and dropped her basket on the grass.

The figure didn’t move a muscle. Had Blinky fainted? Maybe she couldn’t breathe in that outfit.

Marla fought an urge to remove the headpiece, because that would entail dragging her friend into the clearing. She shouldn’t exert herself that way.

How could she help? A zipper ran down the back of the costume. No indication of movement was present. Was Blinky breathing at all?

Maybe she could loosen the headpiece and feel for a pulse at the neck. But as she leaned nearer, her breath hitched. A blotch of red congealed on the ground beneath the body.

Marla’s heart thudded in her chest. Is that blood? You’d better not touch anything. Call for help.

She whipped out her cell phone and dialed nine-one-one. After giving the relevant information, she rang off and called Tally.

“I’m out on the lawn,” she said. “I found Blinky. She’s still in her costume and lying unresponsive on the ground.”

“Holy smokes! What’s wrong with her?”

“I’m not sure. I’ve called for the medics, and the police should be arriving.” Marla hesitated to mention her other observations. She shouldn’t say anything until the first responder confirmed her suspicions.

“Did you notify Dalton?”

“Not yet. I’d like to get a better assessment of Blinky’s condition first.” Marla thought of her husband, happily at home, relaxing on this Saturday afternoon, along with his teenage daughter, Brianna. Tomorrow was the proper Easter holiday when they were hosting a family dinner.

Sirens sounded in the distance. “You can tell Mrs. Tremayne,” she added, “but don’t let people come out on the lawn. We need to keep the place clear.”

Turmoil erupted as the authorities pulled into the driveway. Marla waved her arms until they spotted her on the lawn. The paramedics approached, carrying their equipment, while Marla snagged the police officer who was first on the scene.

“Hi, I’m the one who called for help,” she mentioned, pointing to the figure on the ground. “I didn’t want to touch anything, or I might have felt for a pulse.”

“You did right to call us, ma’am.” He took one look at the crimson blotch and yanked out his radio. He moved aside to make some calls she couldn’t overhear.

The medics withdrew the prone woman from the bushes. They unzipped her furry white suit and turned her over. Marla had been right in that the headpiece could be removed separately. But as they lifted the bunny head away, she cried out in stunned surprise.

It wasn’t Blinky.

A man’s face greeted her. And from the stranger’s dilated, fixed pupils, he wouldn’t be telling them his identity any time soon. Her gaze swept downward, noting a bloody gash in the costume’s midsection.

Blinky had disappeared, leaving a dead guy in her wake.

Her shock notwithstanding, Marla had enough presence of mind to snap a couple of quick photos with her cell phone. Maybe it would help in identifying this man.

“Ma’am, I’ll have to ask you to put away your phone and step aside,” said the police officer. “We need to secure the scene. Can you tell me what happened?”

She stuffed the mobile device inside her purse. “My name is Marla Vail. I was picking up stray toy Easter eggs after a children’s egg hunt. I’m a guest at the manor. My friend had been dressed up as the bunny, but now she’s missing. I don’t know how this man got her costume.”

“Why do you look familiar to me?”

“We’ve probably met at a social event. I’m married to Detective Dalton Vail.”

The officer’s face split into a grin. “Of course. I’m Henry Matson.” They shook hands. “I’ve heard about your exploits, Mrs. Vail.”

“No doubt,” she murmured. She could imagine the look on Dalton’s face when he was informed about her involvement in yet another case.

She didn’t have to wait long to see him in person.

“Marla, I got a call you were here,” his concerned voice said from behind, as she was relating what she knew to Officer Matson. Dalton had arrived along with the backup team. “The boys tipped me off when they heard your name on dispatch. What’s going on?”

Marla whirled to greet her husband. Reassurance flowed through her like warm honey at his familiar countenance. “Sorry I didn’t notify you. I thought Blinky might have fainted, but it wasn’t her in the costume at all. I’ve never seen this man before.”

“Whoa, slow down. Are you all right?” His glance dropped to her belly.

“I’m fine, thanks. Physically, at least.” She’d started to tremble. Maybe his arrival had triggered her reaction. She hadn’t allowed herself to think about the body lying there until now.

A lock of peppery hair spilled onto his forehead. He ignored it, withdrawing a notebook and pen from his pocket. “Henry, I’ll take over the interview,” he told the first responder.

Before he could begin, one of the medics signaled him over. “Detective Vail, you should see this.” They’d partially removed the costume, confirming a slash wound in the victim’s body.

“Has he been stabbed?” she asked in a raspy tone. Her throat had gone dry.

Dalton flashed her a look of exasperation. “Marla, the M.E. is on his way. He’ll determine the cause of death. Please stand back so my men can do their work.”

While he gave orders, Marla made another quick call to Tally, suggesting her friend go home with Luke. She could catch a ride later, or else Dalton would give her a lift.

“Mrs. Tremayne wanted to come outside, but I told her you had things under control. She’s needed as hostess for the luncheon,” Tally said.

“The person in the costume is dead,” Marla confided in a hushed tone. “And it isn’t Blinky. It’s a man I’ve never seen before. Has Blinky turned up inside the house, by any chance? Did you see if she’s among the lunch guests?”

“No, she’s not. How did this person die?”

“It looks as though he was stabbed and then thrown under the bushes.”

“That’s awful. How would he have ended up in Blinky’s costume?”

“Good question. I’m worried about her, but I haven’t searched everywhere. She might be over by the formal gardens. Maybe she got lost on the trails, as you’d suggested.”

Tally drew in a sharp intake of air. “You don’t think she did this, do you?”

“I doubt Blinky could have managed to toss the man’s body under the shrubbery. But why give her costume to someone else and then vanish? Hang on. I’m coming up to the house.”

She informed Dalton of her plans and then tromped across the grass to the mansion dominating the landscape. The white-columned structure had originated as a winter home for the wealthy Tremayne family, who’d made their early fortune in Florida railroads and later in road barricades.

Luke was in his stroller, squirming restlessly. He’d probably sensed the tension in the air. Lacey Tremayne had come outdoors and stood alongside Tally on the rear terrace. Her forehead creased as she rubbed a hand over her face.

“I can’t believe this has happened in the middle of our holiday event. What am I to tell my guests? They’re wondering why the police and rescue vehicles are here. However can I explain this to them?”

“Say a staff member collapsed,” Marla suggested. “Would you know this person?” She displayed the photo on her cell phone.

“Good heavens. That’s Paolo, our head gardener. He looks...”

“Yes, I’m afraid so. You can positively identify him?” She’d have to tell Dalton this news.

Lacey nodded, her complexion pale. “Is that the bunny suit he’s wearing? What is he doing in it? And what happened to Blinky?”

“Your guess is as good as mine.” Marla shoved her hand into a pants pocket, where her fingers encountered an oval object. “Omigosh, I forgot about this. It was lying on the ground near Paolo.” She held out the jeweled egg to their hostess.

Lacey’s jaw gaped. “That’s one of the eggs from our collection. I can’t imagine how it got outside.” She plucked the egg from Marla’s fingers.

“What do you mean? It belongs in the house?”

“Come with me and I’ll show you.”

Marla addressed Tally. “I know you want to stay, but Luke is restless. The little guy needs a nap. It’s been a long morning.” The child’s fussy cries confirmed her assessment.

Tally’s concerned gaze swept over her son. “I don’t want to leave you alone.”

“I’ll be okay. Dalton is here if I need him. Go ahead. We’ll catch up later.”

They said their farewells, and Marla hustled to follow Mrs. Tremayne inside the house.

Marla had only gotten a quick glimpse of the interior at her arrival. The entry hall at the front had faux stone walls, a crystal chandelier, and a grand staircase leading to the second level. Portraits of famous Russian royalty adorned the walls. Marla had gotten a kick out of it, since her own heritage went back to Russian aristocracy before the Revolution.

Voices rose in laughter from the dining room as Marla followed Lacey through a series of rooms. The guests appeared to be ignoring the turmoil outside. Then again, the action was happening back toward the tree line, so it might not be visible from their window view.

“I wish I’d taken the guided tour of your house,” Marla said as they passed into a room containing built-in, lighted display cases holding fancy porcelain dinnerware.

Lacey halted to regard her with a proud smile. “My husband’s grandmother became interested in Imperial art when she visited Moscow and St. Petersburg. Many of these pieces come from dessert services used by Catherine the Great. They bear the insignia of Russia’s most elite orders. The Queen would give dinners each year to honor the people who’d earned knighthoods.”

“These little cups are cute,” Marla said, examining a set emblazoned with silver stars.

“Those are my favorites. The ice cups were used for sorbets and custards, and I have a fondness for gelato. But come, I must see if this egg is truly from our collection.”

They passed through several rooms that would befit a palace with their ornate furnishings and valuable artifacts. Marla wondered why more security measures weren’t evident. She’d noticed the guard patrolling the interior, and each room had video monitors, but what about motion detectors and infrared lasers like she’d seen in movies?

Lacey headed directly to a tabletop display case in the center of one room. “Oh, my Lord,” she said, staring in disbelief.

“What is it?” Marla peered at a label that said the items in the case were made by Carl Fabergé, the famous jeweler commissioned by Russian royalty to make precious works of art. Three jeweled eggs rested on individual stands inside the glass case.

Uh-oh. One of them didn’t look right.

“This Fabergé egg belongs in that spot.” Lacey pointed a shaky finger at the case. “Someone must have stolen it and substituted a fake one in its place.”

Lacey was correct. Those crystals glued onto the egg’s scarlet surface had a dull tint. At a glance, it might pass muster, but not when tour groups came through and people got a good look.

Marla’s stomach sank as she realized what this meant. The theft must have been planned for today while Lacey’s attention was diverted. Somebody had prepared to steal the valued treasure by obtaining a substitute to take its place.

Had this same person also attacked the gardener? If so, it meant someone in the house might be a thief and a murderer.
Chapter Two

“Aside from the twenty guests at your luncheon, who else was present in the house today?” Dalton asked Mrs. Tremayne, who sat in the library being interviewed. He’d allowed Marla to remain, in case she picked up nuances he missed.

After replacing the treasured egg where it belonged, Lacey had rejoined her guests. Marla had accompanied her since her husband was occupied examining the crime scene. She may have lost her appetite earlier, but the crab and avocado salad brought it back in full force.

“The kitchen staff was on duty,” Lacey replied, clasping her hands together. “We’d hired extra catering help, so they were here, too. Heather, our head docent, had the day off because we weren’t conducting tours today. And Sarah, our gift shop manager, left after the egg hunt.”

“I’ll need the names and addresses of everyone on your guest list as well as the staff members present. How about outside?”

“Other than Paolo, you mean? Our café manager, Michelle Stringer, came in to meet some suppliers, although the restaurant was closed for the holiday weekend. It’s a private concession.”

Marla half-listened as she scanned the wood paneling and cozy fireplace. The marble mantelpiece held a set of tall brass candlesticks that reminded her of the classic Clue game. You could easily brain someone with one of those heavy objects. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves lined the walls, where the musty odor of books mingled with the fresh scent of lemon oil. Her gaze rested on a plush armchair. It tempted her to relax and escape reality with a good book.

Especially when the real world outside included murder. Dalton suspected that was the case, which the medical examiner would confirm. But how had the head gardener ended up in the bunny suit, and where had Blinky gone?

Concern for her client made her bite her lower lip. Something was wrong in this place. She could sense it. Lacey seemed more upset by the near-theft of her precious egg than the fact that her gardener was dead and Blinky was missing.

The estate’s owner had unlocked the display case with a key she wore around her neck and replaced the fake egg with the real one.

“This key opens all the cases,” Lacey had admitted. “It’s old-fashioned, I know, but we have enough security otherwise. Or at least, I thought we did until today.”

“Maybe the video footage will show more,” Marla suggested. She had neglected to mention the incident with the egg to Dalton and knew he’d be annoyed she had tampered with evidence.

Lacey outed her first. “I can’t imagine how Paolo got hold of the egg,” she said, brushing a straggling hair off her face. “Maybe he was responsible for the other missing items as well.”

Dalton tilted his head. “Excuse me?”

“Oh, didn’t your wife tell you? Marla found one of our priceless Fabergé eggs out on the lawn near where she discovered... you know. A fake egg had been substituted for the real one in the display case, which was still locked, by the way.” Lacey’s brow furrowed, as though she’d just realized this fact for the first time.

Dalton shot Marla a reproachful glance, no doubt because she should have mentioned this nugget earlier. She ignored him and asked Lacey who else had a key.

“Daniel, my son, has one. So does Rick Eaton, our security chief.”

Dalton tensed, his pen poised over his notebook. “Is Eaton present, or is he off today?”

“Rick has the weekend off. And before you ask, Daniel made sure he had other things to do to keep himself occupied. My son doesn’t like these house parties. He says we shouldn’t invite riffraff into our home. His attitude isn’t very charitable.”

She spoke of her son in a disparaging tone, Marla noted. “How many security people are on duty?” she asked.

“Three people are on the team. Normally, two of them patrol the house. One covers the upstairs while another person stays down here. The third patrols the perimeter. We gave two of them the day off for today, though, since we’re not doing tours.”

Dalton’s eyes scrunched in the way they did when he was applying logic. “Let me see if I’ve got this straight. This morning, the kids and their parents were here. Most of them have left by now.”

“That’s correct. People buy tickets to the Easter egg hunt and then separately for the formal luncheon, which is for adults only. Thank you again for letting me finish lunch with my guests. They paid enough to dine with me and deserved my full attention. People like to visit with the aristocracy, so to speak.”

Marla hid a cough behind her hand. Dalton let the remark pass, considering his next question while she squirmed in her armchair. Her back had begun to hurt, and her hand inadvertently settled over her belly. He must have noticed because his lips pursed.

“Marla, why don’t you go home? You look tired. I’ll catch up to you later.” He turned to the hostess. “We’re having our family over for Easter dinner tomorrow. I told my wife it would be easier for us all to go out, but she insisted.”

Lacey gave Marla a polite smile. “How far along are you?”

“I’m seven months. I shouldn’t have eaten so much, but your meal was delicious. Thanks again for including me.”

“My pleasure. It’s too bad your friend Tally couldn’t stay, but she’d brought her son along.”

“I know. Blinky would have sat next to me. I can’t imagine where she’s gone. How did Paolo end up in her costume?” She gave Dalton an alarmed glance as a sudden thought occurred to her. “Have you searched the grounds? Maybe whoever stabbed Paolo got to her first.”

Lacey clapped a hand over her heart. “Stabbed, you say? Why didn’t you tell me this before, Detective?”

“We won’t know for sure how he died until the medical examiner officially determines the cause of death, ma’am. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t share this information.”

“Of course not. How horrifying. Poor Paolo.” Lacey shook her head, her face sorrowful.

“My men are searching for Blinky. Hopefully, we’ll find her alive and well. Maybe she witnessed what happened and ran off scared,” he suggested in a calming tone.

After she’d switched costumes with the guy? Marla thought. Had she been forced to do so, or had it been a deliberate act on her part? Maybe she’d observed the thief in action. He caught her spying and went after her. She did a costume switch, hoping he’d chase Paolo instead. But that didn’t make any sense. It wouldn’t explain Blinky’s continued absence.

“You’d mentioned other missing items besides the egg,” she told the lady of the house. “What did you mean?”

Lacey glanced at the room’s entrance and lowered her voice. “Other artifacts have disappeared. Small things that might not be noticed right away, but still valuable. I’ve told Rick to be more vigilant, but he hasn’t detected anything. Nor have the video cameras picked up any unusual sightings.”

“I’ll want copies of all recent footage,” Dalton said, his brows drawing together at this latest revelation. “And a list of these missing objects. We should probably see if we can get any prints off the eggs that were touched and the display case handle.”

“You’re not getting black dust on my treasures, Detective. I’d rather you focus on finding Blinky and the person who killed my gardener.”

“Have you told anyone else about the thefts?” Marla asked.

“Only my son. He says it’s good because it reduces the clutter. I’m afraid my offspring doesn’t appreciate history the way I do. I’ve been thinking I should donate the house and its contents to the historical society instead of leaving it to him. Daniel will sell the house and squander his inheritance if he’s my sole heir.”

Marla was surprised by her statement. Had Connor Tremayne left nothing to his son when he died? “The money from the tours must help pay for maintenance,” she said, curious about the estate’s finances. “I assume a place like this requires constant work.”

“That’s why I initiated the guided tours. Our admission fees go toward restoration.” Lacey gave her a wan smile. “Things were falling apart when dear Connor married me. He had a brilliant mind, but he couldn’t see his nose in front of his face when it came to common sense. I consider myself the estate’s custodian. It’s my greatest wish to see this house and its contents preserved for future generations to enjoy.”

So who had brought the money into the marriage? Had Lacey wed her husband to gain a fortune? Or had she been the one to provide needed funds for renovations, much like the cash-poor noblemen did in England when they wed American heiresses?

A sudden notion gave her pause. Could Lacey have orchestrated the theft of the valuable egg in order to collect insurance? Maybe the lady of the manor needed more money than she let on. Dalton should examine the estate accounts if he thought it might relate to his case.

So many questions, and she lacked the energy to pursue the answers. Blinky’s disappearance bothered her the most, but she couldn’t deal with it now.

Pressing a hand to her lower back, she rose. “I can’t sit any longer. Please excuse me, but I need to go home. Dalton, you can get my formal statement later.”

He leapt from his chair. “I’ll give you a ride.”

“No, don’t bother. You have other people to interview.”

“Call Brie to come and get you then. She’s doing homework and will be glad for the excuse to take a break.” His teenage daughter, a junior in high school, had her driver’s license.

“Okay. Brianna can use my car since Tally picked me up earlier.” Marla turned to Mrs. Tremayne, who’d also risen. “I’m sorry my visit got cut short. I would have loved to see more of your house. I’ll have to come back under better circumstances.”

“It’s been a pleasure meeting you, dear. I can see why Blinky raves about you so much. I hope you’ll pay us another visit soon.”

Marla handed her a business card. “Can you please notify me if Blinky turns up? I’m really worried about her.”

“Of course. This is all so troubling. I’m beginning to get a headache.”

Marla waggled her eyebrows at Dalton as she took her leave. He’d have his work cut out for him interviewing the staff and then following up with the guests who were there that day.

Brianna arrived about a half hour after Marla’s call for pickup. “I can’t believe you found another dead body,” she told Marla during the drive home. The teen focused on driving, her gaze straight ahead. “You said he was stabbed?”

“He had a bloody gash in his midsection, so it looks that way.”

“Did Dad find the murder weapon?”

“Actually, he didn’t mention it. The killer could have dropped it in the bushes.” Would the size or shape of the wound fit a thin knife or a wider one, like a sword from the mansion’s collections? Then again, the weapon could have been a kitchen knife or even a gardening tool, considering the victim’s identity. Or it might be a personal blade belonging to the killer. Why else would the culprit have removed it?

Without the weapon, they wouldn’t get any answers until the M.E.’s report came in.

“I’m more concerned about my client who’s missing,” she told her stepdaughter. “When I last saw her, Blinky was wearing the bunny costume. How did the gardener come to be wearing it? And where has Blinky gone? I hope your father can locate her.”

Brianna’s brow creased. “Now he’ll want to work tomorrow. I’ve set the table for Easter dinner as you asked, but there’s still a lot to do before company comes.”

“He’s already picked up the ham, and I’ll be making a lamb roast. We should be okay as long as he shows up in time for dinner. His parents would be grievously sorry if he couldn’t make it.” When on a fresh case, Dalton often worked long hours. She expected him to go into the office tomorrow, but hopefully only in the morning. He’d want to interview people, but they would be busy with the holiday, too.

****
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As Sunday rolled around, Marla’s prediction came true. Dalton left early to get caught up on paperwork. Marla started preparing the leg of lamb to put into the slow cooker. Kate—Dalton’s mom—had bought the pot for her as a holiday gift. She said Marla would be super busy once the baby arrived, and putting in a meal to simmer all day might be helpful.

As per the recipe she’d found, Marla cut slits into the meat and inserted sprigs of rosemary and garlic cloves. After drizzling olive oil over the roast, she placed it into the slow cooker. Next she squeezed cut halves of lemon over the top and dropped the rinds into the pot. With the temperature on low, she set the timer for eight hours.

She considered what to do next. A spinach salad would start off the main meal. That was Dalton’s domain. He’d put all the ingredients together when he got home. Rosemary red potatoes and fresh asparagus were the accompaniments, but she wouldn’t fix those until later.

She’d come across a recipe online for acorn squash slices and had asked Dalton to bring home some squashes so she could try it. The recipe used herbs, not brown sugar or maple syrup, so it should be healthier with fewer calories. She figured they couldn’t have enough side dishes, and this occasion gave her the excuse to try something new.

Marla’s mother, Anita, was bringing a carrot cake for dessert, while Dalton’s parents, Kate and John, were bringing wine. Brianna had called dibs on making garlic cheese biscuits.

Soon the house was filled with delicious aromas. Brianna, after segregating the ingredients she would use later, went to her room to finish her homework. Marla assembled the stuffed mushrooms and chili dip she’d serve for appetizers and refrigerated them to bake later.

Weary of working in the kitchen and wanting some fresh air, she took the dogs for a walk. Spooks strained on his leash. The cream-colored poodle had spied a squirrel, his favorite prey. Lucky, a golden retriever, prowled the sidewalk with her nose sniffing the ground.

The day had turned out temperate and sunny. Marla waved hello to Susan Feinberg a couple of doors down. Susan, a friend and neighbor as well as a client at Marla’s salon, was the same age as Marla. She had two school-age children and baked the best brownies on the block.

“You look nice,” Susan commented while her kids fumbled over a basketball. Her son won the skirmish with his younger sister and tossed the ball into a portable weighted net. “Are you going out for a holiday dinner?”

“Our families are coming over,” Marla said. “I did my hair and makeup. I’ll change into something nicer later.” Susan already knew that Marla was Jewish and Dalton was Catholic. Although neither was very religious, they’d made the decision early in their two-year-old marriage to honor their respective traditions.

“How many people are you having?” Susan asked.

“Dalton’s parents are coming, along with my mother and her boyfriend. We’re also expecting my brother and his family, which will be nice since we haven’t seen each other in a while. That makes eleven of us altogether.” Twelve, if you count the baby growing inside me.

Marla rubbed her belly, feeling a kick in response. She smiled inwardly, her heart swelling with love for the child joined to her. It was still difficult to conceive that she and Dalton were expecting a baby boy. Marla hadn’t wanted kids of her own until recently, and now at thirty-nine, she hoped there wouldn’t be any complications.

“We should go to lunch,” Susan suggested. “I see you at the salon when you do my hair and around the neighborhood, but we haven’t had a good schmooze in some time.”

“I know, and I could use your advice. Dalton wants to buy baby furniture, but I’m afraid to tempt fate. Things could still happen, if you know what I mean.”

Susan gave her a bemused glance. “Things can always happen, Marla. You can’t think that way. It’s fun to go shopping to furnish your nursery. Better now than later, when you’ll have a hundred other things to do. Call me this week, and we’ll set a date to get together.”

As Marla continued along the sidewalk, she mused over the pending changes in her life. Hopefully, Dalton’s parents wouldn’t pressure her about furnishing the baby’s room. She heard enough on that topic from her own mother. Maybe she could steer the conversation to their latest case rather than personal issues. Ma’s boyfriend, Reed, got a kick out of her sleuthing. The former literature professor enjoyed a challenge.

Speaking of challenges, she gave Dalton one in the kitchen that afternoon. He’d come home from work with the acorn squashes she’d requested. Occupied with retrieving serving platters, Marla asked him to stick a squash in the microwave for five minutes. Once softened, she could slice it and save the baking part for later.

She’d lined up her serving dishes and was drying dishes by the sink when a loud popping noise sounded from behind. She whipped around just as the microwave door burst open. With a shriek, she leapt back. That thing might have cracked her on the head if she’d been nearby.

Her heart pounding, she dropped her dish towel and rushed over to cancel the programming. Steam billowed from the interior. Her pulse calmed as she regarded the mangled mess inside the oven. Thank goodness no one had stood within range of that door.

“How long did you put this in for?” she asked Dalton, who’d hurried over from his perch in front of the TV. He gaped at the microwave unit, his astonished expression diminishing her ire.

“Fifteen minutes.”

“I said five minutes, not fifteen. No wonder it exploded. You should have pricked the skin to let air escape. It’s a good thing we have more squash to cook.”

Brianna wandered into the room. “What did you do, Dad?”

He pointed to his chest. “Hey, why does everybody blame me? How am I supposed to know about these things? At least nobody was hurt.”

“It’s okay, hon.” Marla sidled closer and kissed him. “I’ll clean it up, and no one will be the wiser. That is, if the microwave isn’t broken.”

The only thing broken was Dalton’s pride. He slinked off to the family room to watch TV, while Brianna and Marla discussed baking times for their respective dishes and the order for oven usage. Coordinating a holiday meal took advance planning.

All went smoothly when their families arrived. Kate and John brought two bottles of wine. Dalton chilled the white and left out the red. Anita and Reed contributed carrot cake as expected, along with a package of decorated sugar cookies. Marla’s brother, Michael, and his wife, Charlene, brought homemade guacamole and corn chips.

They made small talk during the first hour. Marla enjoyed chatting with Jacob and Rebecca. Her nephew and niece seemed to get bigger every time she saw them. Jacob, nine years old, had dark hair and expressive eyes that would make him a stunner to the ladies when he hit his later teens. His sister, who would turn six in June, was a girly girl who loved to dress in sparkly clothes and watch Disney princess movies.

Their parents seemed to be avoiding each other. Michael and Charlene added to the conversation but kept their distance. Nobody else seemed to notice the strain between them, so Marla didn’t say anything. Perhaps she was misinterpreting.

“I saw something on the news about an incident at Tremayne Manor,” Reed said in a dignified tone befitting a retired university professor. His jacket and tie came from old habits, while the other men had dressed casually.

Seated at the dinner table, Reed dug into a bite of his spinach salad. He sat between Anita and John to Marla’s right. Kate was next to John, with Brianna squeezed in on his right. Michael and his family sat opposite them.

Dalton, heading the table at the other end, raised his eyebrows. “Marla stumbled across a dead body on the Tremayne estate,” he remarked as though it were a daily occurrence.

All eyes turned to stare at her.

Anita’s mouth pursed. “Don’t you have enough to do getting ready for a baby without being involved in another murder? What were you doing there anyway?”

Marla chewed and swallowed a fresh strawberry. “My client, nicknamed Blinky, was dressed as the Easter bunny for the egg hunt. She’d hired me to do her hair before the fundraiser luncheon that followed. When I went to find her, Blinky had vanished. In her place was Paolo, the head gardener.”

“You mean, they’d switched places? And that man ended up dead?”

Marla broke a cheese biscuit in two and slathered butter on one half. “Yes, but that’s not all. Somebody had dropped a valuable Fabergé egg on the grass near the body. It belonged to a collection in the house.”

“Curiouser and curiouser,” Reed said, quoting Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. “The house was built by the Tremayne family, who wanted a winter residence in Florida. When Connor’s grandmother traveled to Moscow and Saint Petersburg, she fell in love with their palaces. She began collecting art from the Imperial Russian era. Her husband hired architects to add lighted display cases throughout their house to showcase her acquisitions.”

“Have you seen the place?” Marla asked him. “It’s like a treasure museum more so than a lived-in residence.”

Reed nodded, lifting his water glass. “Tremayne Manor and Whitehall in Palm Beach are my local favorites, along with Vizcaya in Miami. Hmm, maybe I should run guided tours of historic houses in the tri-county region.”

Anita beamed at him. “That’s a terrific idea. It’ll give you something to do after—” she broke off, her face flushing. “Oh, heck. I was going to save this announcement until after dinner, but I almost spilled the beans anyway. Reed and I have decided to get married.”

“What?” Marla half rose from her chair. Wasn’t this too quick? It seemed as though they’d only just met. And yet, Ma and Reed had cruised together and appeared with each other at all their recent family events. She forced a pleased smile to her face. “Congratulations are in order. Let’s raise a toast, everyone!”

“That’s fantastic, Ma.” Michael got up and kissed Anita and shook Reed’s hand.

Marla heard Charlene’s quiet snort. What was going on there?

“This is wonderful news,” Kate added. She and John clinked glasses with each other in tribute to the engagement.

Marla glanced at her mother’s hand. Anita didn’t wear a diamond ring to signify her status. Had the proposal just taken place? “Will you be planning a wedding?” she asked, her throat tight.

“We’ll set a date after you have the baby. We don’t want to rain on your parade.”

“So will Reed move into your house? His condo would be too small for both of you.”

Anita gave her an excited grin. “We’re going to sell our places and move into a senior community in Boynton Beach.”

“What? You’re moving away?” It wasn’t that far, but considering how Marla had expected to rely upon Ma when she had the baby, they might as well be going to the next planet.

“Oh, come on. We’ll be less than an hour or so from you. Besides, we’ll be closer to Reed’s son and his wife, whom you’ve never met.”

“Hey, what about us?” Michael said, reaching for his wine glass.

“We’ll be nearer to Boca than we are now. Your children can see us more often.”

Marla fell silent. She should be happy for her mother, and yet, she couldn’t help feeling a sense of loss.

“I’m excited for you,” Brianna said, picking up the slack. “Now I’ll have an excuse to get a new dress. Reed, does this mean we’ll get to meet your family?”

He had two sons from a previous marriage. With his extended family, their holiday dinners would get larger. Marla wasn’t sure how she felt about losing their sense of intimacy. She’d have enough to contend with once the baby arrived and had counted on her mother’s full attention. This change would disrupt everything.

Feeling as though she’d been gob-smacked, she rose to deliver the next course.

“We’re thinking of holding an engagement party,” Reed replied. “We’ll let you know the plans when we’re ready. You can meet my kids then.” He turned to Dalton. “I hope you’ll be finished with this case soon with all the family events in the works.”

“Me, too.” Dalton stood to help Marla collect the empty salad bowls.

“Speaking of momentous occasions, I want to do a baby shower for you,” Ma said, once Marla and Dalton were seated again. “How about the Saturday before Passover?”

Marla consulted her cell phone calendar. “I’m free that day. I’ll reserve the date. Nicole’s bachelorette party isn’t until the following weekend, so she’ll be able to come.”

“Great, then I’ll start looking into venues. All the brides with June weddings will have booked the popular places, so we can’t waste time. How about Tremayne Manor? You have connections there.”

“Are you kidding? I just found a dead body on their grounds. Plus, I’m worried about Blinky. Maybe I should talk to her neighbors to see if anyone’s heard from her. You wouldn’t mind, would you?” she asked her husband.

He nodded. “Go ahead. We’ll be busy interviewing everyone from the estate. Just be careful not to paint a target on your back. You’re responsible for two people now, and your safety comes first.”
Chapter Three

The best way for Marla to avoid thinking about all the changes to come was to keep busy. And so on Monday morning, she ran a bunch of errands before driving to Blinky’s house to look for clues to the woman’s absence. Her time was limited since she had an appointment at the veterinarian’s office later for the dogs.

Blinky lived in an upscale gated community in a subsection of Palm Haven. Typical of southeastern Florida enclaves, the development boasted manicured lawns, flowering hibiscus and shady live oaks. Marla loved the Queen palms, their graceful fronds swaying in the breeze. Tropical foliage always brought her a sense of calm.

She searched for Blinky’s address, which she’d obtained from her client files. As she approached the two-story Mediterranean-style house, she noted the absence of any cars in the driveway. Wide hurricane impact windows stared back at her from the sand-painted façade as she emerged from her parked car and stepped toward the front porch. A sweet scent perfumed the warm spring air.

Storm season was only a couple of months away, and with it came humidity and averages in the nineties. She should be enjoying this weather before the baby came and it turned too broiling hot to go outside. Instead, she might be on a fool’s errand, doing what should be Dalton’s business. But so far his colleagues had failed to locate her missing friend.

Marla rang the doorbell, listening for a response from inside. Nothing. She rapped on the cherry-stained door with the same results. Now what?

Hoping neighbors weren’t watching, she loped around the house, thinking Blinky might be lounging on the patio out back. That was unlikely, considering she’d have notified Marla when she came home. So it didn’t come as a surprise that no one occupied the chairs on the screened-in porch. Clear water glistened in a rectangular pool with nary a ripple in sight.

The kitchen appeared dark inside, and so did the garage when Marla made her way around to that side of the house. She peeked in a window, observing the empty space inside. Was Blinky’s car still parked at the Tremayne estate? She called her husband to ask, telling him she’d found no one at home.

“Her vehicle hasn’t moved. It’s parked at Mrs. Tremayne’s place,” he confirmed.

“I’ll speak to Blinky’s neighbors. They might know where she could be hiding.”

“Be careful what you say. Her disappearance may be linked to the murder case. We’re focusing our investigation on Tremayne Manor right now, but eventually, we’ll broaden our scope.”

Marla viewed the silent street. “Maybe I should let your department handle it. I don’t want to sabotage your efforts. Besides, Blinky might surprise us by turning up with an innocent excuse. It’s only been a couple of days. What else have you learned?”

“She didn’t go in to work today. People in her office are puzzled by her lack of communication. They say it’s unusual for her. Nor has she been in contact with her son or daughter, both of whom live out of town. They wanted to fly in, but I told them to hang tight until we have more information.”

“Do you think they’re telling the truth?” she asked, remembering that Blinky’s real name was Bonnie Morris. She was a widow with two grown kids. How frightening for them if their mother was truly missing. Or were they aware of her location?

“I didn’t hear any nuances in their tone to suggest either one was lying,” Dalton replied. “Hey, aren’t you supposed to take the dogs to the vet today?”

“Yes, but the appointment isn’t until two. I have the morning free.” Mondays were her day off during the week. She patted her belly as the baby kicked, as though to say, Not for long, Mom. Soon your time will be mine.

“My men are interviewing the estate’s gardening crew this morning,” Dalton told her. “None of them were present on Saturday, but they might know something about Paolo that’s relevant.”

“You can’t be certain he was the intended target. It might have been Blinky. I couldn’t tell who it was in that costume. Hold on, I’m getting another call.”

“Marla? It’s Lacey Tremayne,” the woman’s tremulous voice said on the other end. “I’d like to see you again if you have time.”

“Sure. What’s it about?” Marla’s pulse accelerated. Had Lacey found something related to Blinky’s absence? Or was she merely making a friendly overture?

“I’ve been doing some checking around, and I hear you’re good at solving crimes. I’d like to talk to you regarding the thefts we’ve been having.”

A flash of disappointment swept through her. She’d hoped it was news about her friend. “I’m actually free right now if you want me to come over,” Marla offered.

“That would be great. Have you heard anything about Blinky?”

“Sorry, no. I was hoping she might have called you.”

“Her car is still parked where she left it on Saturday. That can’t be a good sign. But we’ll continue this discussion once you’re here.”

Marla switched back to Dalton and informed him about her plans.

“Let me know if you learn anything interesting,” he said before ringing off.

After she arrived at Tremayne Manor, Lacey invited her into the French Drawing Room. Lacey ordered refreshments from a maid as Marla seated herself on a fancy armchair. She noted the set of porcelain dinnerware in a display case, the oil paintings on the walls, and the figurines on a marble mantelpiece. A crystal chandelier provided overhead illumination, but Marla preferred the softer lighting from lamps placed around the room. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooked the rear garden.

She waited for Lacey to start their conversation. Lemon oil fragrance drifted her way along with the heavy scent of lilies from a fresh bouquet on a table. Did the gardeners provide cut flowers from the gardens? Wait, hadn’t Paolo been working in the greenhouse the day he was killed?

She’d have to ask Dalton if he’d checked the place. Maybe that was where Paolo and Blinky had exchanged the bunny costume.

Lacey distracted her with small talk before the maid returned. “Is this your first baby?” she asked with a pleasant smile. She wore a comfortable slacks set with yellow gold jewelry.

“Yes, it is. We’re very excited. Dalton wants to buy furniture for the nursery, but I’m superstitious in that regard. I’d rather wait until it’s nearly time.”

“I hear you. It was the same for us. Will you be having a baby shower?”

“My mother wants to host one for me.”

“You work in a salon, don’t you? The staff might be planning a surprise party.”

Marla didn’t explain that she owned the salon and day spa. “You could be right. Then again, my mom will probably invite the staff to her event.”

“Ah, here comes Ginny with our tea.”

Marla picked up a delicate bone china cup and took a sip of fragrant jasmine tea. After the maid left, she resumed their conversation. “Do you just have the one child?” she asked.

Lacey chewed and swallowed a bite from a lemon poppy seed scone. “When we married, Connor didn’t want children. He liked to travel and live a jet set lifestyle. But I was younger and didn’t feel fulfilled. Eventually, I convinced Connor to expand the family but with only one child. I stopped taking birth control pills, and a year later, Daniel arrived. We might have been better off had I listened to my husband.”

“What do you mean?” Marla put her teacup down on a side table.

Lacey cast a glance toward the doorway and lowered her voice. “Daniel always gave us problems. He was a spoiled child who wasn’t happy with anything. I think he was troublesome because Connor didn’t pay him enough attention.”

“Some men get jealous over a firstborn son.” Or so Marla had heard from a few of her clients.

“You’re right. Daniel stunted his lifestyle. I wanted to be home to raise our son. Connor resented having to make any adjustments. I think he regretted his behavior in the end. That day when he went out on his yacht, he said, ‘Take care of our son.’ It was an odd thing for him to say, but I couldn’t ask him about it. He never returned from that trip.”

“I’m sorry,” Marla said, wanting to learn more about the circumstances of her husband’s death but too polite to pry.

“He concerns me, you know,” Lacey continued, her head bent. She wore her wavy hair down today, and curtains of it shaded her expression.

“Who? You mean Daniel?”

“It’s the reason why I haven’t told anyone about the items missing from the house. I’m afraid my son might be the one taking them.”

Marla stared at her. “Why would you think that?”

Lacey met her gaze with sad eyes. “I don’t know him very well anymore. He’s secretive and keeps to himself. What I do know is that he’s a whiz at computers and could tamper with the security feed if it suited his purpose. He doesn’t need money. He gets an adequate allowance. So I don’t know what he would hope to gain.”

“I appreciate you confiding in me, Lacey. This doesn’t mean Daniel is the thief, especially because he doesn’t have a viable motive. It could turn out to be someone else.”

“Yes, and that’s what I’m hoping. I want you to investigate. The cops don’t care about petty theft when they’re dealing with a murder and a missing person. Will you help me identify the crook? If not my son, it has to be somebody intimate with the house. I trust my staff, but we do have temporary help sometimes, and people come and go here all the time on the tours. You’ll have your work cut out for you. I’ll pay you, of course.”

Marla waved a hand. “That’s not necessary. I help my husband with his cases all the time. This could be part of the same investigation.” She had a hunch they were related. It couldn’t be a coincidence that a Fabergé egg had been stolen from Lacey’s collection and ended up outside by the dead body.

A shadow appeared out the window, and she spotted a masked figure scooting past. She leapt from her seat. “Did you see that?”

Lacey gave a snort of dismissal. “Oh, don’t mind him. That’s Karl, our beekeeper. He always goes around in his protective gear. Says it protects him from the hives, although he’s nowhere near them when he’s in the vicinity of the house. Maybe he’s spraying today. He’s also our exterminator.”

“You have your own beekeeper?” Spraying for pests would account for the mask if he wasn’t near the bees. Otherwise, anyone could be wearing that outfit.

“It was Sarah’s idea,” Lacey replied. “She’s our gift shop manager. She thought it would be a boon to sales to sell our own labeled honey. It’s been a huge success. But never mind Karl. He mostly keeps to himself out by his shed, and we rarely interact.” Her gaze turned wistful. “He does vaguely remind me of someone, though. It must be the way he walks. Anyway, that’s irrelevant. Where will you start your inquiries?”

Marla pursed her lips. “If it’s okay with you, I’d like to talk to your neighbors to make sure these thefts are confined to your house alone. We want to be certain there’s not a broader scheme going on here.”

Lacey rose and smoothed her pants. “Let me know what you need, Marla. My resources are at your disposal. And if Blinky shows her head anywhere, I expect you’ll notify me immediately.”

“Yes, of course.” They shook hands, then Lacey led her to the door. Once outside, Marla glanced at her watch. She had time to speak to a few neighbors before rushing home for lunch and taking the dogs to the vet.

She didn’t hit pay dirt until the third house, a two-story structure with stone turrets and a second-floor balcony. It was farther down the road from the Tremayne estate, which had its own private lane. All the houses here were so spread out that Marla had to drive from place to place.

“I love the manor,” said the occupant, a brunette whose makeup and dressy clothes indicated she might be about to go out. “My name is Julie Sprinkle, by the way.”

“I’m Marla Vail and a friend of Lacey’s. My husband is the detective investigating the incident from the other day.”

“You mean, the murder.” Julie put her hands to her face. “How awful! And weird, too. I heard the fellow had on a bunny costume when he was killed.”

“There had been an Easter egg hunt for the kids. Did you know the victim? I understand he was the head gardener. Maybe he did other lawns in the area.”

“I doubt he’d have time. Tremayne Manor employs a full-time gardening staff. They’re kept busy maintaining the landscaping. I’m so envious of their formal gardens.”

I need to explore the grounds, Marla resolved. She hadn’t gone beyond the house or the rear lawn to date. “Lacey gave me permission to mention that a few items have gone missing from her house. Have you noticed anything similar? We’re wondering if somebody is targeting the neighborhood or if it’s just her place.”

Julie frowned, still poised in the doorway. “They let in the public for tours at that house. What else do you expect? I gather Mrs. Tremayne needs the money to maintain the place, but all kinds of people can gain access that way.”

“Guests still have to pay an admission fee,” Marla noted. “And they have guards patrolling each level during tour hours.”

Julie’s lips pursed. “Obviously, security needs to be beefed up if things are being taken. One solution would be for Lacey to donate the house to the historical society. Then it would become their problem. She and her son could still live there, but the responsibility wouldn’t be on their shoulders anymore. The treasures inside belong in a museum anyway.”

“Lacey had mentioned that idea to me, but how would Daniel feel about losing his inheritance? I imagine after Lacey, the property goes to him.”

“That depends on how Connor left things. If the property is in a trust, Lacey might be acting as trustee rather than owning the house outright. You’d think Connor would have made provisions for his son that way. Otherwise, what if she remarries? Her new husband could inherit the estate.”

“Good points.” She should ask Dalton to look into the estate documents. Meanwhile, she might have a chat with the son to sound him out on things. “As far as you know, have any other thefts occurred in this community?” she asked for confirmation.

“Not that I’ve heard. I keep in touch with people on our neighborhood app, and we usually share the news if there’s a problem.”

“Okay, thanks. I appreciate your information.” Marla handed over a business card. “If you remember anything else, please give me a call.”

Julie’s face brightened. “You own the Cut ‘N Dye Salon and Day Spa? I’ve been thinking of getting bronze highlights. What do you think?” She ruffled her medium brown hair styled in a cute bob.

“They’d look great on you. Stop by when you can. We give a discount to new customers.”

Marla strode away, pleased with herself. She’d gained information and possibly a new client all in one swoop. It appeared the thefts were limited to Tremayne Manor after all. Dalton could verify this by checking the police reports for the area.

She touched base with him at home before taking their two dogs to the veterinary office. “Thanks for the update,” he said after she’d related her news. He didn’t offer anything in return, and Marla had to hang up since time was short.

At the vet’s, the technician called for Lucky and Spooks to come inside. The poodle shivered as Marla placed him on the treatment table. Visiting the doctor was not his favorite activity. Lucky sniffed the edges of the room, her tail down, until it was her turn. The golden retriever took two people to hoist her onto the table.

Dr. Nelson pronounced the animals to be in good shape, administered their shots, and renewed their prescriptions. She gave them each a pat for good behavior.

Marla proceeded to the checkout desk where she bought a new supply of heartworm medication, anti-tick pills, and eye drops for Spooks. The bill tabulated to several hundred dollars. Dogs cost as much as people to go to the doctor’s, she reflected during the drive home.

She offered each pet a treat in the kitchen and let them out into the fenced backyard. Then she considered what to do for the rest of the day. A nap might be in order. This morning’s activities had tired her, and she needed to conserve her energy. But right after she’d let the dogs back inside, the phone rang.

“Marla, are you busy?” Ma asked in her singsong voice.

“I was just going to take a nap. What is it?”

“I’d like you to come over and tell me what things you want to keep. If I’m going to move in with Reed, I have to get rid of stuff. We’ve enough furniture between the two of us, but I can’t take all my tchotchkes. I need help sorting through them.”

Marla’s temples throbbed. “Right now? I’ve been out all day and was hoping for some downtime to relax.”

“All right,” Anita said, her voice softening. “We can make a date for another afternoon. I suppose I’m being selfish in wanting more time with you.”

A wave of guilt washed over Marla. “What about Michael? He could help you pack.”

“Your brother said he’d come on Sunday. His wife won’t be able to make it.” Anita clucked her tongue. “Charlene has some kind of work event the next day that requires preparation.”

“Is everything okay between the two of them? I sensed some tension at our dinner yesterday.”

“Michael said she’s been under pressure at work. I’ll ask him more about it when he comes over.”

“Let’s check our calendars for a date when you and I can get together. I’d rather visit you when I have more energy.” Marla would rather not go there at all, but she did want to have a say in how Ma disposed of her goods.

“We also need to talk about your baby shower, and I want to show you the plans for the place we’re buying in Boynton Beach.”

“I’ll look forward to it,” Marla said without any enthusiasm. She hung up and stretched out on the family room sofa. More comfortable lying down, she dialed Tally at her dress shop.

“Hi, have you got a minute? I wanted to give you an update,” she told her friend.

“I was going to text you later,” Tally said. “Has Blinky shown up yet?”

“I’m afraid not.” Marla brought her up to date on events. “I spoke to one of Lacey’s neighbors. The woman hadn’t heard about any other thefts in the area. It appears the thief is only operating at the manor.”

One person missing, another one dead, plus stolen heirlooms. How did these tie in together? Or did they?

“Did you speak to any of the staff?” Tally asked.

“I don’t want to step on Dalton’s toes until he finishes his interviews. Lacey seemed concerned about her son. She said he has the skills to tamper with the video surveillance. He also possesses a key to the display cases.”

“What would be his motive? To make money selling these things to a buyer?”

“Lacey said he gets a generous allowance. Daniel could be afraid his mother will gift the house to the historical society, and he’s getting his cut this way. Or else he’s taking the items he wants to keep before she donates everything.”

“Those could be possible reasons.” Tally spoke to someone at her shop and then resumed their conversation. “You might also consider who needs money desperately enough to steal from the estate. That could apply to the property’s finances and not only the artifacts.”

Leave it to Tally to come up with a new angle. Marla knew she could count on her best friend to have a fresh perspective.

“I’m always glad when I review a case with you,” she said. “You’ve a different way of looking at things. It seems logical that the thief most likely is a staff member. Dalton is checking into everyone’s background.”

“Then let’s hope he discovers the crook as well as the killer. Keep me informed, will you?” After a few more parting words, Tally rang off.
Chapter Four

Marla couldn’t do anything further on the case until later in the week. Meanwhile, she told Nicole what was going on during a break at work on Tuesday morning.

“No way, girlfriend,” said the cinnamon-skinned stylist with an astonished expression. “You went to an Easter egg hunt and turned up a dead body along with a Fabergé egg? That would only happen to you.”

“I know. How am I so lucky?” Marla stacked foils for her next appointment, ignoring the background music from the speakers and the splash of water from the shampoo sinks.

Nicole cleaned her counter with a lemon-scented spray. “What do you suppose has happened to Blinky?”

Marla shrugged. “I haven’t a clue, and her disappearance gnaws at me. Why would she give her costume to someone else? None of it makes any sense.”

“She could have had any number of reasons to run away, especially if she saw the gardener being murdered.”

“What if she was the intended target?” Marla suggested. “Blinky might have convinced the gardener to put on her bunny suit, maybe even paid him. Then while the killer went after him as the decoy, she vanished. But that would assume Blinky knew the guilty party and was
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