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CHAPTER ONE





  





O f all the places to which Olivia had delivered chocolates in Chester, this had to be the strangest. The interior of the Chester Fitness Center glimmered with polished workout machines, most of which Olivia couldn’t put a name to if she tried. Apart from the treadmill and the cycles, the machines were a mystery to her, and one she didn’t plan on solving any time soon.
Fluorescent lights glared down at the folks in their exercise gear; men and women in sweatpants and shorts, all in various degrees of pain or triumph.
Olivia shifted her feet and tightened her grip on two large boxes of Strawberry Fluff Truffles. She spotted the reception desk just ahead and heaved a sigh of relief. This was her last delivery of the day – she couldn’t wait to get home and take a bubble bath with a cup of cocoa.
Entering the gym and experiencing the pumping music and grunts from the exercise clan shoved her right out of her comfort zone.
“May I help you?” The tanned receptionist asked.
“Yes, please,” Olivia squeaked, and rushed toward the desk.
“Would you like to take out a membership plan?” The receptionist, the tag on her chest read Vanessa, looked her up and down from head to toe and twirled blond hair around her finger. “We have a seniors special at the moment.”
Thank you for that. Olivia’s self-esteem curled up into a ball. She was barely over forty for Pete’s sake. “No, I’m here to make a delivery.”
“Oh? That’s super weird. We don’t usually accept deliveries here. Unless its gym equipment,” Vanessa said, and continued twisting that section of hair. Gosh, she’d twist it right off if she didn’t stop. “But you don’t look like you deliver gym equipment for a living. Unless, are you – I’m sorry, are you a guy? Because –”
“Vanessa,” a voice whip-cracked through the air above their heads. Apparently, this wasn’t the first social faux pas the receptionist had made.
Another woman, this one lean, toned, and brunette marched up to them. “Sorry about that,” she said, and fixed Olivia with a million dollar smile. “I’m Tina.” She extended a hand.
Olivia shook it, juggling the chocolate boxes out of the way. “Olivia Cloud,” she said, “I’m here to make a delivery.” She checked the address card on top of the box. “It’s for Joe Kristin.”
“Ah, he’s one of my clients,” Tina said, but a frown wrinkled her flawless forehead. She wore tights and a black workout top. It was tight enough to show there wasn’t an inch of fat on her. “May I ask what’s in there?” She nodded to the boxes.
“Chocolates,” Olivia said, “Strawberry Fluff Truffles to be precise. Is Mr. Kristin around today?”
“Chocolates,” Tina whispered, then pinched the bridge of her nose. “I don’t believe it.”
Vanessa shrank back, moving toward the other end of her cordoned off reception cubicle, eyes wide. “Don’t panic, Tina. It’s okay.”
“I’m not panicking,” Tina replied through gritted teeth. “I’m not the least bit panicked. No, I’m seething. I’m furious. But I’m not panicked.”
Uh oh. “Is there a problem?”
“Oh, you could say that.” Tina dropped her hand and fixed Olivia with a piercing gaze. “I’m Joe’s personal trainer. He’s on a strict no-carb, no-sugar, no-fat diet and if he eats those chocolates he’ll relapse.”
Olivia didn’t know much about fitness training, but that was a diet that sounded both deathly and unattainable. “I’m sorry to hear that,” she said, and kept up her professionalism, “but these chocolates are paid for and I must deliver them.”
“Give them to me,” Tina said, “I’ll make sure he gets them.”
Vanessa shook her head frantically behind the trainer’s back.
“I have to give them to Mr. Kristin himself.”
“He’s busy at the moment. Either give them to me or come back later,” Tina replied through gritted teeth. “We’re closed later.”
“I’ll find him at home, then.” She mentally crossed her fingers that Tina wasn’t about to inform her that Joe didn’t go home, but rather camped out at the gym between meals of carrot sticks and pea juice.
Tina opened her mouth with another rebuttal.
“Ah, there you are!” A large man trundled out of one of the doors nearby, marked Dance Hall 1. He clapped his palms and rubbed them together. “I thought you’d never get here.”
“Joe,” Tina growled, “what’s the meaning of this?”
“Of what?” Joe reached them and patted his belly. “I’ve already lost like 10 pounds. I think I deserve a treat. I read up online that if you don’t allow yourself a treat every once in a while, you’re setting yourself up for disaster. Wouldn’t want to go on a binge, would we?”
“I wouldn’t class two boxes of chocolates as a small treat,” Tina replied.
“They’re not all for me.” He focused on Olivia, kind eyes wrinkling at the corners. “Hi, I’m Fat Joe Kristin.”
Olivia’s jaw dropped. She clicked her teeth together again. “Olivia Cloud. These are for you, if you’ll just sign the card.”
Tina raised a finger. “Don’t you take those chocolates, Joe.”
“Fat Joe,” he said, then focused on Olivia again. “I use the Fat part as motivation to lose weight. It’s working so far.” He picked up the pen and signed the card, then accepted the boxes.
Olivia let out a tiny sigh of relief. Another delivery made successfully, unpleasantness aside.
“You will not eat those chocolates,” Tina said, and reached for them. “Give them to me.”
“No.” Fat Joe darted back, holding the boxes aloft. “They’re mine and I’m going to enjoy them. In fact, I think I’ll go home early today.”
“No, you won’t. You’ve got a yogalates class in ten minutes and you can’t be late.”
Olivia backed away slowly, as if witnessing a clash of giants.
“I’m not going to yogalates. I’ve spent months in this gym and I deserve a break,” Fat Joe yelled, the warm smile slipping for the first time since he’d appeared. “You’re horrible. You’re working me like I’m a servant.”
“You’re a servant to your body, Joseph. You’re overweight and you’re –”
“I pay your salary!”
The argument continued.
Vanessa scooted out of her seat and around to Olivia, wincing at every insult. She drew Olivia aside. “Listen, I’m so sorry about this,” she whispered, “and about asking if you were a man. Oh gosh, look, the afternoon is almost done and everyone will leave soon. Please, let me buy you a drink in the juice bar to make up for the commotion. The owner of this place will be furious once he finds out.”
“I –” Olivia blinked at Fat Joe and Tina, both face to face and red as beets, yelling, spittle flying.
“It’s the least I can do to make up for the discomfort,” Vanessa whispered, and clamped her hand onto Olivia’s arm. She dragged her away from the fight, past the reception area and the staring gym bunnies, and toward the distant juice bar on the second level. “Don’t worry, they serve fruit smoothies too. Unless you’d like to try the spinach one.”
“No, thank you.”
The yells followed them all the way up the stairs.




CHAPTER TWO





  





O livia had spent the last fifteen minutes excusing herself from Vanessa’s presence. The woman had refused to let her go until she’d had two berry smoothies and one of their gluten-free, no-wheat, no-sugar carob chip cookies. The sun had already set and the fitness center would soon close for the evening.
Nothing in Chester stayed open later than 7 pm as an unspoken rule, unless it was a family restaurant like the pizza and pasta place down the street from the Block-A-Choc Shoppe, or the convenience store.
Olivia hustled down the stairs and between the now empty workout machines, stomach grumbling from the shock to her system. She surely wasn’t accustomed to antioxidant packed smoothies.
No doubt her evening would include extra time spent in the bathroom, apart from the soothing bubble bath. “Trust this to happen to me,” she muttered. If she’d sent Alvira or Alphonsine, they’d have delivered the chocolates without issue and excused themselves from the awkward situation.
And Albie? Forget about it. She’d likely have lectured both Tina and Joe mid-argument and had them bashful about their behavior within minutes.
A loud crash rang out to the left and Olivia jumped. “What on earth?”
Heavy footfalls. A door slammed.
“Hello?” The noise had come from Dance Hall 2, the doors of which were already shut and directly across from what looked like an ancient torture device but was most likely a machine for flexing glutes or pecs or other muscle buzz words.
Nothing but silence now.
Olivia’s pulse ticked up a notch. Perhaps it was paranoid of her, but every time she heard a loud noise she immediately equated it with disaster. Then again, she had spent the past few months investigating murders – strictly off the record, of course.
“Vanessa?” Olivia called out, but the receptionist didn’t miraculously appear from upstairs.
Olivia crept forward and took several deep breaths to calm herself. This was ridiculous – she’d heard a noise and footsteps. “Running, someone running,” she muttered. That didn’t necessarily equate to anything ominous. “Keep telling yourself that.”
She pressed her palm flat against the door, then entered. The studio was dark, but a shape lay in the center of the room. Two shapes. One that gave Olivia chills, and the other was nondescript.
She fumbled along the wall, found the switch and flipped it.
The fluorescents clicked, then flooded the space with light, showing up the mirrors along the walls, all of which reflected the polished sheen of the wooden floor, and the corpse that lay in the middle of it, next to a massive weight.
A pool of blood, brunette hair, and a sightless gaze.
Olivia gasped. “Tina!” She ripped her cell phone from her pocket, just as the door at the other end of the room slapped open.
Fat Joe darted in. “What’s happening? I heard a noise.” He held his boxes of chocolates, and had a gym bag slung over one shoulder. “Tina? No!”
“Don’t move,” Olivia said, and held out a hand. “I’m calling an ambulance and the police.”
“But she might still be alive. We have to help her. Who would do something like this? I can’t believe it.” Fat Joe was pale from head to toe and around the jowls too. His knuckles were white, fingers squishing the chocolate boxes now. “Tina,” he said, and tears swam in his eyes.
“Don’t move,” Olivia repeated. “If we touch her it could make her situation worse, if she’s still alive.” She’d already switched into investigative mode, which washed over her whenever she got a shock of this magnitude.
Tina is dead, and she’d heard it happen. The woman hadn’t cried out. Had the lights been on before it happened? Shoot, had Olivia touched the switch and consequently destroyed physical evidence?
Olivia dialed 911, then pressed the phone to her ear and spoke with the dispatcher. She gave the address and situation, studying the scene, nausea roiling in her belly. This time it had nothing to do with the berry smoothies and barely edible cookie.
She hung up after the dispatcher had assured her that the ambulance and police were on the way, then slipped her cell phone back in her pocket.
Fat Joe had dropped the chocolate boxes and gripped two handfuls of his thick, dark hair. “Oh gosh, I can’t believe I fought with her about chocolates. Poor Tina. Why?”
Olivia shook her head. She didn’t have an answer for him, but she didn’t doubt that whatever had happened, someone would answer for this. Keane would flip out at another homicide in Chester.
“She might not be dead,” Olivia whispered, more to herself than Fat Joe.
“But there’s too much blood,” Joe replied, and gulped. “Too much.”
And he wasn’t wrong there. Whoever had done this had to have been strong and big. Olivia’s gaze wandered to Fat Joe and his apparently distraught expression. A kernel of suspicion exploded inside her.
Perhaps the police wouldn’t have to look too far to find the culprit.




CHAPTER THREE





  





“How well did you know Tina Hobb?” The detective, a young man with too many grays in his hair for his age, poised his pen above the notepad.
Olivia adjusted herself in the chair upstairs in the Juice It Bar and glanced past him at Detective Keane and Fat Joe in the gym proper. Keane had swept in and taken charge shortly after the medics had arrived and pronounced Tina dead on the scene.
The pair sat at a table that had been moved in between the workout machines.
“Miss Cloud?” Detective Willis pressed the nib of his pen onto the page. “Ma’am? Are you all right? Do you need a moment to gather your thoughts? I know this must’ve been a shock to you.”
“A shock,” she said. Yes, it’d been a terrible shock, but she was equally surprised by Keane’s total avoidance of her. Under usual circumstances, Keane would’ve jumped down her throat for daring to be anywhere near the scene of a murder.
“Yes,” Detective Willis replied, “would you like to take a minute?”
“No, no, I’m fine. I’m ready to talk.”
Keane didn’t look up from his conversation with Fat Joe, who was still white around the gills and kept shaking his head, vigorously.
“How well did you know Miss Hobb?”
“Not well at all,” Olivia replied. “I met her today. I came to deliver a few boxes of chocolates to one of her clients, Joe Kristin.”
Willis took notes. “Uh-huh, uh-huh, all right. Kristin. Got it. As I understand it, there was an argument between Miss Hobb and Mr. Kristin?”
“Yes,” Olivia said, “they fought over chocolates.”
“They fought over chocolates?” Willis’s brow wrinkled as if he couldn’t comprehend why anyone would argue over something as ridiculous as that.
“That’s correct. Tina was Fat Joe’s trainer.”
The detective’s eyebrows hopped up at Joe’s name.
“It’s the title he prefers,” Olivia said, but blushed regardless. Heavens, surely he wouldn’t think she was mean or a bully for saying that. Goodness, she’d provided Joe with the chocolates, hadn’t she?
“Right,” Willis said, and made some more notes. His ballpoint scraped across the pad and Olivia took the opportunity to sneak a peek at Keane and his suspect.
Fat Joe’s face was covered in sweat now, and he paused between head shakes and single word answers to wipe a handkerchief across his cheeks and forehead. Joe had taken this hard. And he’d been there minutes after the noise.
But not too fast, no, there would’ve been more than enough time for Mr. Kristin to jog to the bathroom and clean himself up before making a U-turn and heading toward the scene of the crime.
Would he do that, though? Why return if he’d committed the murder?
“Ma’am?”
And if so, he’d implicated himself already with the earlier argument. Granted, Olivia had no idea how that particular interlude had ended. They might’ve hugged and made friends again.
“Miss Cloud!”
“Sorry,” she said, “you know what, perhaps it’s better if I have a brief break. I’m not concentrating properly. This has been really distressing.” Less than an hour after the murder of a woman and already she was determined to investigate.
It wasn’t that Tina had been a friend, it was the principle of the matter. Murder in Chester didn’t sit well with Olivia, especially now that she was more a part of this town than she’d been before.
“That’s fine, ma’am. Perhaps I can find someone to fix you something to drink from this juice bar?”
“What? No, please. No, I had two smoothies this afternoon. I’d prefer just to step out of –”
A yell rang out from outside the glass doors of Juice It, and both Olivia and the detective snapped upright and peered outside.
Detective Keane and Joe were present and accounted for, but they were both focused on a point just out of sight, toward the stairs.
Olivia circled her table and stumbled on her path to the exit of the juice bar. Detective Willis made a strangled sound but didn’t stop her. Perhaps he was just as intrigued as she was.
Olivia pushed open the door and exited just as another woman charged into view.
Her red hair curled around her shoulders, and her matching lipstick was a little smeared at the corner of her mouth. She rammed orange-tanned fists onto her hips and stared at Fat Joe.
“Joe!” She shrieked. “What the heck is going on?”
“Lulu?”
“No, it’s the Queen,” Lulu replied, and tapped her high heel on the tiles. “Where have you been? I’ve been calling your cell phone for the past half an hour.”
“Ma’am, how did you get past the police line at the front of this building?” Detective Keane scraped his chair back and glared at her.
“What police line?” She asked, and blinked at him.
Willis groaned behind Olivia. “Shoot, I knew I forgot something.”
Another stellar performance by the Chester Police Department.
“Willis!” Keane grunted.
The detective rushed past Olivia and toward the stairs, metaphorical tail tucked between his legs.
“I’ve been worried sick about you, Joe. Everyone is at our place waiting for the chocolates and you’re here doing what? Exercising again?” Lulu wasn’t exactly skinny, but she wasn’t Joe’s size either. Her double chin wobbled as she spoke. “I can’t believe you think this is more important than your nephew’s birthday party.”
Did the woman refuse to acknowledge Keane or what he’d said?
“Lulu, Tina is –”
“Tina! Tina, Tina, Tina,” Lulu snapped. “You’re obsessed with her. Can’t you see? She isn’t interested in you. There’s only me and if you –”
“Miss,” Detective Keane said, and his cool tone sliced through her anger like a knife through butter. “You’re interrupting an ongoing investigation.”
“A what?”
“Tina’s dead,” Joe said, at last, and his voice quavered on her name.
Lulu sucked in a breath. “W-what?”
“She’s dead. Murdered. Someone threw a weight on her head,” Joe replied, and sank back into his chair, trembling. “She’s dead.”
“No,” Lulu whispered, and it was her turn to shake, but the fear didn’t quite reach her eyes.
“That’s enough,” Keane grunted. “Ma’am, I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”
“I’m not going anywhere without my Joe. Why are you talking to him anyway? He didn’t do anything wrong.” Lulu’s cheeks reddened to match both her hair and her lipstick. “Joe has been through enough without you –”
Detective Willis chose that moment to reappear and placed a hand on Lulu’s shoulder. “Please come with me, ma’am.”
Lulu shook free of him. “Why should I?”
“If you don’t, I’ll arrest you for obstruction of justice,” Detective Keane announced, in true bull-in-china-shop form.
The redhead glared for a minute longer at least, gaze flicking from Keane to Joe, who nodded for her to go, even waved her off. “Fine,” she said. “Fine, but this isn’t over, Keane. You’d better not upset him. Joe has been through enough. He doesn’t need this pressure as well, you hear me?”
Keane ignored her and took his seat again. Finally, Lulu turned and walked off, Detective Willis following her as if she was the one escorting him out.
Olivia reentered the Juice It Bar with a sigh. No doubt she’d still have questions to answer. Better to get it over with than hang around here, pondering the guilt of Fat Joe, and now, his overbearing girlfriend.




CHAPTER FOUR





  





G ossip circulated in the Block-A-Choc Shoppe. Women and men alike sat at tables, heads bent together, cups or mugs in front of them, chocolates either in their mouths or on the way to them.
“What’s everyone so excited about?” Albie asked as she tied on her apron beside the counter.
“You haven’t heard?” Olivia blinked at her. “Goodness, I thought news traveled fast in Chester. I must’ve been mistaken.”
“No, dear, I put myself in a self-contained silence last night. I needed a break. It gets difficult dealing with customers and all their chocolate-stained secrets. I imagine this is what being a bartender feels like.”
“With the exception that the secrets are alcohol-soaked rather than chocolate-stained.”
“Exactly. And there’s less scandal and more pure gossip.” Albie sighed. The oldest, yet spriest A of them all. “So? What is it? Lay it on me.”
Olivia patted Alberta on the shoulder in a form of pre-consolation. She relied on her three assistants heavily, and they relied on her right back, whether it was for comfort or a quick chocolate fix. She didn’t want to place undue pressure on the old woman. “You’ll hear soon enough. Why not prolong the peace?”
“I’d rather hear it from you than one of the customers, dear,” Alberta said.
Olivia checked that the coast was clear – the morning rush had just ended, but there’d be a brunch rush to follow it in no time. Still, there wasn’t anyone waiting to be served, only satisfied customers seated and whispering.
“Tina Hobb is dead,” Olivia whispered. “Murdered yesterday evening at the fitness center.”
Alberta gasped. “What? No!” She placed a withered hand to her lips – pink today to match the hue of her blouse. “How did it happen?”
“Someone hit her over the head with a weight,” Olivia replied. “I found the body shortly before Fat Joe Kristin ran in.”
“Fat Joe, huh?” Alberta dropped her hand and raised an eyebrow instead. “He’s big enough to lift a weight or two.”
“That’s what I thought, but I can’t be sure that he’s the one who did it.” Olivia leaned in and filled Albie in on the rest of the details, from the chocolate fight between Tina and Joe, to the discovery of the body, and the appearance of Lulu thereafter.
“Good heavens,” Alberta whispered, after Olivia had finished. “That’s quite the tale. Now, what are you going to do about it?”
“What do you mean?”
“Oh come on now, dear, you’re already talking about suspects and who might’ve done it. It’s not exactly a leap to figure that you’ll take the case.”
Olivia shrugged and picked up a rag from beneath the register. “It’s not my case to take. Keane’s on it.” She dragged the polishing rag over the glass countertop and smiled at the gathering of chocolates beneath it, each one glistening or matte or pink or white. Gorgeous little drops of heaven.
Recently, one of her customers had asked when she planned on making slabs instead of drops. It wasn’t a bad idea. She might come up with a packaging concept and a new logo for the store.
Yeah, there was far too much to concentrate on here. Surely, she couldn’t juggle another case, unless Jake needed her help. Or an extenuating circumstance presented itself.
“But you’re the only person in this town anyone trusts to investigate a crime. Keane has failed more times than I can count. And I heard that he’s in trouble with his superiors because of it. They want to have him replaced.”
No wonder he hadn’t spoken with her or warned her off. He was on thin ice – no doubt, a single cross against his name, even if it was a complaint from the infamous meddler Olivia Cloud, would send him over the edge.
“Come on, Olivia. Maybe this time, you could collaborate with him.”
She snorted so hard it actually hurt her nostrils. There wasn’t a chance Keane would ever consider collaborating on anything with Olivia. He’d expressed his distaste for her in no uncertain terms several times since she’d first arrived in Chester.
Or rather, since she’d first started involving herself in criminal investigations.
“And I bet I know the first place you could look for answers,” Alberta said, and stepped closer, the buckles on her ankle boots clicking.
“Oh?”
“Christopher Robin’s house,” Albie whispered, and winked.
“I – what? How does Winnie the Pooh factor into this?”
“No, dear, not that Christopher Robin,” Alberta replied. “He’s Tina’s boyfriend. Lives just around the corner along Butcher Lane.”
“This feels like a badly written fairytale.” Olivia dropped the rag and folded her arms.
“Christopher would surely know if Tina had any enemies,” Alberta continued, undeterred. “In fact, he was once a personal trainer too. I’m sure he’d understand the situation and what it would take to lift a weight that size, whatever it might’ve been. You might want to talk to him.”
“I don’t know –”
The glass front door slammed open and Alvira rushed into the store. Heads turned, but she ignored everyone and made a beeline for the counter. “There you are,” she said, and let out a long breath.
“Where else would I be?” Olivia asked.
“Keane’s been kicked off the case,” Alvira hissed, and sucked in another breath. “Sheesh, sorry, just ran all the way here.”
“He what?”
“Kicked off. Apparently, Fat Joe’s girlfriend threw a fit down at the police station and Keane was on his last warning. He’s been suspended.”
“No.”
“Yes,” Alvira whispered, and glanced over her shoulder. “I heard the news on the way back from that delivery to the shelter.”
Olivia didn’t dare look at Alberta, though the elderly woman’s stare nearly burned a hole in the side of her face.
“You know what that sounds like, don’t you?” Alberta asked.
“What?” Olivia finally turned to her.
“Extenuating circumstances.”




CHAPTER FIVE





  





“I  don’t know if this is the right thing to do,” Olivia whispered. “I haven’t spoken to Jake about it yet.”
“Since when have you ever worried about what Jake thought?” Alvira asked, and practically hopped up the two wooden front steps that led to Christopher Robin’s front door – painted pale green and decorated with stenciled flowers. Heavens, this had to be Tina’s handiwork.
“I care what Jake thinks,” Olivia said, belatedly. The door had distracted her. “He’s –” There wasn’t much she could say which would convince Alvira. Jake was what? Her boyfriend? Not technically, and she didn’t want to wander down that road, mentally or physically, yet.
And even if he wasn’t her boyfriend, did that mean she cared less about what he thought? Ugh, this was too much for her to process this early in the afternoon. “Fine,” she said. “But I’m not entirely sure I want to investigate this yet.”
“If you say so,” Alvira replied, but she clearly didn’t buy a word of it. “After you, non-investigator Cloud.”
“Don’t start with me.” But Olivia smiled at her A. She appreciated her opinion, even if it happened to make her crazy.
Olivia rapped her knuckles on the front door, then pushed the buzzer for good measure. A few seconds of silence, followed by quick footsteps, and the clack of a lock.
Christopher Robin – gosh, it was strange to even think of him by that name – had dark circles under his eyes. He was tall, tan, and muscled like any self-respecting fitness freak would be, but he’d definitely seen better days.
The robe he wore had a long ketchup stain down the front, and he squinted at them, raised his palm to shield himself from the burning sun overhead.
Birds chirped, and a door slammed somewhere nearby, but Olivia couldn’t tear herself from his face. He looked…normal. Nothing about him that would’ve jumped out at her in particular.
“Hi,” Olivia said.
“Hello,” he replied, and cleared his throat. His gaze touched on the box of chocolates in Alvira’s grasp. “I didn’t order any chocolates.”
“No, we’re here to offer our condolences for your loss,” Olivia said.
Alvira thrust the box toward him and he stared at it. Finally, he took it from her. “Thanks, I guess. Do I know you?”
“Not me,” Olivia said. “I’m fairly new to Chester, but we’ve got a few friends in common, I believe. I’m sure you know Alberta, and I’d just met Tina yesterday when –”
“Wait, what did you say your name was?” He asked.
“I didn’t.” She took a breath and forced a smile up for the poor man. “I’m Olivia Cloud.”
“Cloud, Cloud, why does that ring a bell?” Christopher rubbed the center of his forehead with two fingers. “Wait a second.”
Uh oh. Either he’d name her as an outsider, the suspect in a case, or the interfering investigator who’d gotten in the way. Her infamy preceded her. Most unfortunate.
“You’re the one who found her,” he said.
“Pardon?”
“You found Tina,” he whispered. “Come in, please. Come in.” Chris shuffled back, the end of his robe snagging on the bottom of the door. He tugged it free and gestured for them to enter the darkened hall.
Alvira and Olivia exchanged a glance, but entered regardless. He didn’t seem as if he’d attack them in his current distraught state, but Olivia had been wrong about that type of thing before.
Chris led them down the hall and into a warm, spacious living room. It was the opposite of what she’d expected.
“Take a seat, please,” he said, and gestured to the sofa.
Alvira and Olivia squished onto it together, side-by-side. “How are you holding up?”
“Not good,” he said, and choked on a sob. “I – Tina was my life. She and I had just moved in together.”
That explained the front door.
“I planned on…” he broke off and sniffed. “I planned on asking her to marry me this weekend.”
“I’m so sorry, Christopher,” Olivia said. “This must be such a difficult time for you. If there’s anything I can do to help…”
“What did she look like?” He asked.
“Pardon?”
“When you found her,” he said. “What did she look like? I only saw her after the police had finished what they needed to do. She was cleaned up. Did she look bad? Did she suffer?”
Olivia barely managed to keep the shock from her expression. Alvira didn’t manage at all.
“I’m not sure. I didn’t see much. She wasn’t supine,” Olivia said, and nausea tugged at her. Pictures in gilt frames stared down from the lemon yellow walls, each an image of the happy couple in different locations.
“Do you think it was instant? She didn’t suffer, did she?” He wiped tears from underneath his eyes. “Tina didn’t deserve this. I want to know that she didn’t suffer. Please, you have to tell me.”
“I’m sorry, Christopher, but I just don’t know. I only saw what I saw. I don’t want to tell you one thing if it didn’t happen that way. You should speak to the police about this.”
“The police, pah.” He spat without actually spitting, more like a curse to besmirch the very word ‘police.’ “They won’t tell me anything. They’re like a bunch of headless chickens down at that station.”
She didn’t doubt it after the news that Keane had been relieved of his duty. Or was it suspended? She hadn’t gotten to the bottom of that yet either. Olivia scanned the pictures, then Christopher’s stricken expression.
It would be cruel to push him for answers he didn’t have, especially since she couldn’t give him the information he needed.
“We’d better go,” Olivia said. “But please stay in touch and let me know if you need anything at all. I own the local chocolate store.”
“Block-A-Choc Shoppe.” He nodded. “Thank you, I’ll keep that in mind.”
Olivia and Alvira headed out, both silent after the encounter. Christopher’s grief had been overwhelming, and it was a relief to enter the sunshine and shake off the despair.
It made finding the killer all that more important, too.
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O livia stood out in the sun on the sidewalk. She caught a bit of warmth, and her breath, after the dankness of Christopher Robin’s house. Not what she’d been led to expect after reading the works of A.A. Milne. It should’ve been all decorations, toys, and happiness in there.
She groaned at her internal lack of humor, then massaged the center of her forehead. She wasn’t particularly looking forward to the walk back to the store, though it was just around the corner.
“Everything all right?” Alvira touched her on the forearm. “You look a bit pale.”
“I didn’t expect that,” Olivia said. “The absolute grief. Every time I’ve spoken with a widow or widower they’ve held back and hidden that pain from me. I guess it was only a matter of time until I saw it truly unleashed.”
“Come,” Alvira said, and pulled her toward the next door neighbor’s lawn, and the tree which sat right at its border. “Sit down here for a minute and relax.”
Olivia sank to the ground and placed her legs out in front of her, frowning at the chocolate stain on the knee of her jeans. She brushed it, then looked around at the pretty suburban street, accented with trees, their leaves drooping beneath the weight of a new spring.
Everyone was at work, and those that weren’t sunned themselves on their front porches. One man washed his car in a spray of water from a hose.
“Peaceful,” she said.
Alvira sat down next to her. “That’s what I love about Chester. For all the gossip and the desperation to keep things just the way they’ve always been, there’s that sweetness to this town.”
“You’re never going to leave, are you?”
“Not me,” she said. “Unless I meet a Prince who sweeps me off my feet.” She blushed, a bit of her usual shyness rushing back. “It’s a joke. I know I won’t meet anyone any time soon.”
“Don’t say that,” Olivia replied, brusquely. “You’re a natural beauty and a wonderful person. I don’t know what I’d do without you. When I first came to Chester, I was determined to start fresh and forget about the past, but it was so difficult. I spent a lot of time really upset.” Perhaps it was Christopher’s grief which had brought out this side of her, or the need to talk about how she’d felt back then. “Crying, if I have to admit it. And you three really helped pull me out of that sadness.”
Alvira slipped her arm through Olivia’s, then rested her head on her shoulder. “We’re glad to be your friends and your assistants.”
The suburban sounds – someone started a mower somewhere down the street – enveloped them and Olivia finally settled. Her mood lifted.
“This is the reason I petitioned the mayor to put benches on every sidewalk,” a man said.
They both jumped and looked up at him.
“You’re on my front lawn.” The corners of his eyes wrinkled with mirth, though.
Olivia struggled upright and Alvira followed her lead.
“Sorry,” Olivia said. “We needed to take a quick rest before we left for work.”
“That’s called loitering, you know,” the man replied.
Olivia focused on him properly and took in the messy hair, the loose cotton t-shirt with a Polo sign on the chest. Preppy. “Apologies. Olivia Cloud,” she said. “We were here delivering some chocolates and the, uh, the heat got to us.”
“Mike Cox,” he said, and shook her hand. One firm shake, then let go immediately. “Did the mope tire you out?”
“Pardon?”
“I saw you came out of Robin’s house,” he said. “He’s been moping around for the past day or two. Can practically feel the waves of sorrow from his windows.” Mike snorted and tucked his hands in his pockets.
“You don’t know what happened?”
“Oh, I know. His girlfriend died. Tina,” Mike said. “I just think – no, never mind. I’ve said too much.” He eyed them as if he’d remembered that he’d never met them before.
“It’s all right,” Olivia said. “You can tell us. We’re just the delivery gals.” She internally grimaced at that. According to Tina, she wasn’t as close to a ‘gal’ as she was to a grandmother.
Mike worried his bottom lip, then shrugged. “I guess. There’s no harm in a bit of gossip. Everyone seems to be a gossip around here, so why not join in, right?”
“Right.”
“A few nights ago, maybe three, I heard a commotion next door,” Mike said. “I was out back, see? I got a new grill and I figured I’d try it out. I threw a few patties on, went inside to get some spices, and when I came out, that was when I heard it.”
“Heard what?” Olivia asked.
“The yelling. Tina and Christopher having an argument,” Mike said. “I believe they’d only been living together a week at that point. I remember all the boxes out front and the noise. Anyway, Tina screamed at him that he wouldn’t hold her back.”
“Hold her back?”
“Yeah. I didn’t try to eavesdrop, all right? They were just so loud. I could hear them over the meat cooking for heaven’s sake. And they were furious with each other. Tina screamed that, and Christopher must’ve broken something because there was a huge crash.”
“Wow. What did you do?”
“I ran over there,” Mike said, and brushed the hem of his shirt. “I was worried that he’d hurt her or someone needed medical attention. But when I got there, everything was quiet. Tina opened the door, cheeks red and eyes all puffy like she’d been crying for days, and told me everything was fine. They’d dropped a cup.”
“A cup,” Olivia said, in a monotone.
“That was the best excuse she could come up with, I guess. I didn’t believe it either.” Mike shifted in his shoes. “I’m not into spreading rumors or speculating, but I think it’s strange.”
“What is?”
“That they had that argument not three days ago and now Tina’s dead.” Mike gave an exaggerated shudder and peered at his neighbor’s house. “I hope the police find who did it soon. I didn’t move to Chester for this type of excitement.”
“You and me both,” Olivia replied.
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J ake twirled his fork through the spaghetti absently, far off despite the warm atmosphere in the Italian restaurant that was just down the road from the Block-A-Choc Shoppe. He lifted the fork and ate, then put it down with a clatter, barely heard over the pop music that jived through the speakers.
Happy families surrounded their table, all eating or talking, breaking into raucous laughter. The theme in here was Italy; green, red, and white, along with the delicious scent of balsamic vinaigrette and garlic.
Olivia loved that he’d chosen this place for their date, but not that he was preoccupied with heaven-knew-what while they were on it. “Jake?”
He didn’t hear her, but scooped up another forkful of spaghetti and sauce and deposited it into his mouth. He chewed slowly, and scratched the bridge of his nose with the side of the fork’s handle.
“Jake?”
“Huh?”
“You know, if you’d have preferred to eat alone, you should’ve told me. We could’ve rescheduled if you weren’t in the mood for company.”
“What? No,” Jake said, and put down his fork again. He grabbed a napkin and dabbed his lips, but missed the spot of sauce at the corner of his mouth. “No, no. I want to be here with you, Olivia. I’m sorry, it’s just this business with Keane at the police station. They’re understaffed now that he’s been suspended and there’s a rumor they’re bringing in a detective from upstate.”
“That’s good.”
Jake shrugged. “We’ll see.” An ominous note to his voice. Goodness, what had gotten into everyone this week? If it wasn’t unadulterated tears and begging, it was rumors or out-of-character concern.
Fair enough, Jake Morgan was usually cautious. “You’re on the case again, right?”
“Yes,” he said, “they brought me in as a consultant after Keane was kicked off, but no one likes it. I take it you’re interested in the case?”
“Is that even a question?” Olivia chuckled, but sobered right away. “I found Tina’s body. I didn’t know her well, but it feels…serendipitous in the worst possible way. Like I was meant to find her, perhaps to give her the justice she deserves afterward.”
“Whatever helps you sleep at night,” Jake muttered.
“What?” Olivia halted, hand halfway to the garlic bread basket. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m just tense about everything and I shouldn’t take it out on you. You’re the best help I’ll have on the case, especially now that the cops are short staffed. Not that Keane was great or anything.”
“Better than nothing, though,” Olivia said, barely placated by the apology. Jake had been nothing but supportive of late. The change in attitude disconcerted her.
“You want the details?” Jake asked, and scooted to the edge of his seat. He leaned his elbow on the table beside the half-eaten spaghetti bolognaise.
“Only if you want to give them to me.” She always needed more information, but if Jake thought she was nothing but a menace then she’d find that information elsewhere.
“Blunt force trauma was the official cause of death,” he said. “But I’m sure you gathered that from what you saw. And someone gained entry to the building through the back door.”
“How could you tell?”
“The lock was broken off. They think it was because there are surveillance cameras in the front of the center. The killer followed a route which wasn’t documented by any cameras.”
Olivia let that one sink in. She sat back and folded her arms. “So the killer must’ve been familiar with the fitness center to have known where the cameras were and how to avoid them.”
“That’s the theory. They took fingerprints but haven’t heard anything back about who they belong to yet,” Jake said, then spread his arms. “And that’s it, basically. That’s all I know. Or rather, all the cops know at this point.”
“Well, interesting, I guess.” She hadn’t known about the back door entrance or the cameras. “Are you checking out anyone in particular?”
“They’ve got me on Fat Joe Kristin at the moment. I don’t know what other leads they’re following.”
“Why not? Surely, if you’re involved in the investigation –”
“I think some of Keane’s paranoia rubbed off on Detective Willis,” Jake said, and sighed. “He doesn’t trust me. And he shouldn’t since I just told you everything I know about an ongoing investigation.”
“We’re partners,” Olivia said, and smiled at him. “This is what we do.”
“Yes, but they don’t know that, and if they did, I’d be booted to the curb before you could say obstruction of justice.”
Olivia took his hand and stroked it in both of hers. “I’m sorry. I don’t want to put pressure on you to do anything you don’t want to. I just want to help.”
“I know. And I trust your instincts implicitly or I wouldn’t tell you any of this,” he said. “Don’t worry, Cloud, I’m on your side.”
It was good to hear, but it made her stomach twist. She had landed Jake in trouble before and it hadn’t felt good at all. She cared about him, even if they weren’t technically a couple, yet.
Good heavens, why did things have to get serious so fast? Why couldn’t they slow down and enjoy their time together instead of putting pressure on the relationship to be more than what it was already?
“Olivia?”
“Huh?”
“You haven’t touched your cannelloni,” he said.
“Sorry, just thinking about the case.” She grabbed a slice of garlic bread from the basket, bit into it, and enjoyed the buttery richness, the softness of the bread, and the tang of the garlic. The food was great, the company was better, and she could allow herself one night of enjoyment regardless of the questions that popped into her mind every other minute.
Was it Fat Joe?
Was it Christopher?
And how had they known about the back door and the routes to follow in the fitness center?




CHAPTER EIGHT





  





T  he morning after her date, Olivia couldn’t shake the discomfort of last night or yesterday afternoon. For heaven’s sake, everyone in Chester was up in arms about Tina’s death. Everywhere she turned there was someone gossiping about it. Even her own A’s couldn’t get enough.
Perhaps, it was because Keane couldn’t investigate. Now the good folks of the town had something to worry about. Without a lead detective to solve the mystery, a killer remained on the loose and in their midst.
Olivia adjusted her grip on the end of Dodger’s lead and stretched her neck. Dodgy dragged to go faster, panting from excitement rather than effort.
“Easy boy,” she said, and patted the Labrador’s back. “You’re working yourself up.”
Dodger gave an enthusiastic bark and strained even harder.
They headed toward the park, the scent of spring in the air and the pleasant sounds of birds chirping in the trees drawing them ever onward. Olivia couldn’t enjoy the ambience though, not with the case on her mind and Jake’s strange behavior the night before.
He’d hugged her goodbye in front of the store instead of coming in for coffee, and not a sign of a kiss on the cheek, even. Very unlike him. It confused her that one week he could profess his undying love and the next seemingly avoid contact with her.
Sure, she could be a little distant, but at least she was consistent in that.
Dodger barked and whined – the entrance to the park had appeared.
“All right, almost there,” Olivia said, and lifted her thoughts from the morose and into the present.
Her assistants had practically chased her from the store and insisted she take the morning off. Dodger had been itching to get out after a rash of storms the previous week. This was the perfect opportunity for a little sunshine and relaxation.
She’d work on the relaxation part.
Olivia led Dodger between the park gates and over to the line of trees near the open playground. She sat down on one of the benches, then let her dog off of his leash. He bounded through the grass and let out a few happy yips.
He raced back in no time and skidded to a halt in front of her.
“All right, all right,” she said, and rooted around in her handbag, bringing out a tennis ball. “Here you go, Dodgy pie.” She threw it and he scooted off, kicking up clods of grass and dirt.
Olivia’s shoulders finally eased and the tension seeped from her bit by bit. This wasn’t so bad at all. It was a lovely break from the bustle of the store, and the frantic worry over Tina’s death.
Dodger sprinted back with the ball in his mouth, then dropped it at her feet. She picked it up gingerly, picking around the slippery bits, then threw it for him again. And off he went.
If only life could be as simple as it was for her doggy sweetheart.
Olivia’s phone erupted with a shrill tinkle in her handbag. She sighed and brought it out, then frowned at the unknown number on the screen. Who could it be? Jake wouldn’t call her with his number hidden.
“Hello?”
“Is that Olivia? Olivia Cloud?”
Well, it certainly wasn’t Bond, James Bond. “Yes, to whom am I speaking?” She asked.
“This is Lulu Jessop,” she said. “I saw you in the fitness center the other day. After – well, after the police started acting like my Joe would ever hurt a woman.” Her voice grew rough as rocks.
“I remember you,” Olivia replied.
An awkward silence and Dodger chose that moment to return for another toss of the tennis ball. Olivia swept it up, grimaced at the clamminess, then chucked it for her boy again. “Is there something I can help you with?”
“Yes,” Lulu said, and cleared her throat. “I – I know they want to lock up my Joe, but he hasn’t done anything wrong. There’s a man that keeps coming to see us. He’s not a policeman but he asks lots of questions.”
Jake. It had to be the private investigator. He’d done his job as the cops had expected of him and followed through on a lead. That probably wouldn’t sit well with Lulu, though.
“The authorities are doing everything they can to catch the person who murdered Tina.”
“Tina,” Lulu spat out her name. “The woman was a plague when she was alive, and now that she’s gone it’s even worse. Look, I don’t care if they find the killer. I just want them to stay away from my boyfriend. That Tina drove him to distraction with all her diets and instructions. Joe was hardly ever home thanks to her, and now that he is and he can finally relax, he’s being harassed by idiots with badges.”
Olivia bristled. “They’re not idiots, Miss Jessop. They’re just doing their jobs.”
“Whatever. I didn’t call to ask you your opinion, only to beg you for help. I know that you’re the woman who does investigations in town. Everyone talks about all the murders you helped solve.”
The bristling transformed into downright humiliation. The townsfolk spoke about her? She couldn’t imagine all of what they said was pleasant. “I don’t know what you want me to do.” She settled for that.
“I want you to clear Joe’s name. He doesn’t deserve this stress. He’s hardly eaten since Tina died. I think the shock of seeing the woman’s body like that…” Tina trailed off into a whisper, then huffed a sigh. “Trust her to go ahead and get murdered and make life uncomfortable for everyone else.”
That was no way to speak about a dead woman. “Miss Jessop, I can’t interfere in an ongoing investigation. If I hear anything that might exonerate Joe of their suspicions, I’ll surely report it.” But she wouldn’t go out of her way to clear Joe’s name when she wasn’t entirely convinced that he hadn’t committed the murder in the first place.
It was entirely too much of a coincidence that he’d been there when Tina had been murdered. That he’d crashed in mere minutes after Olivia had found her body.
“Is that all you can do? Really? That’s all?” Lulu’s voice careened upward in pitch. “He’s in danger!”
“I’m sorry, Miss Jessop. I have to stick within the bounds of the law. Have a good day.” She hung up before Lulu could bully her into it.
It wasn’t that she couldn’t help, it was that she didn’t want to. She didn’t trust that Lulu’s motives were pure. Something about her and Fat Joe scratched at the back of Olivia’s mind and brought suspicion from the murk.
Did Lulu Jessop have something to hide?
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L ulu hadn’t meant to do it, but she’d lit a fire under Olivia – under the bit that may or may not have gotten a little too big due to snacking on late night chocolates. She finished up in the park with Dodger, hurried to the store, then took him up the back stairs and into her home. He padded straight to his water and food bowls in the kitchen.
Olivia left him there, closed up behind herself, and headed out. The assistants wouldn’t expect her back any time soon, and if they realized she’d dropped Dodger and left again, they wouldn’t mind either.
The walk to the Chester Fitness Center was enough exercise to tide her over for a box of chocolates. She climbed the stairs and entered the reception area, breathing a little harder than she should’ve been.
Yeah, it was definitely time to cut back on the sweets.
“Miss Cloud,” a woman said.
Ah, it was Vanessa. She rose behind the reception desk and waved her over.
“Morning,” Olivia said, and met her at the front. “How are you today?”
“I’m all right.” But Vanessa shimmied her shoulders as if she couldn’t shake an itch. “The mood is a bit, how do I put it?”
“Somber?”
“Depressing,” she said. “Everyone’s here as usual, except for, well, you know, for Tina. Gosh, I just can’t believe it happened in our gym.” She sniffed and drew a crumpled Kleenex from her pocket and dabbed at the end of her sharp nose. “Sorry, sorry. I’m just a bit emotional after what happened. I still can’t believe it. I –”
“It’s okay.” Olivia placed her hand on the woman’s back and patted. “Everything will be okay.” She searched for a topic of conversation to ease the tension. “I’m surprised you’re operating, actually. I thought the cops would have you closed down for longer than this.”
“Oh, they planned on it,” Vanessa said, and gave one final sniff. “But they decided to shut off just the dance hall. It’s sealed from both ends so no one can go in there.” She shuddered. “Not that anyone would want to after what happened.”
“I see,” Olivia said, and scanned the half-empty center, the fitness machines standing silent and unused in most places. Except in two. Her eyebrows shot up. “Is that Fat Joe?”
“Yes, he came back this afternoon. He’s been assigned a new trainer but he’s not too happy about it, I’ll tell you. He misses Tina. We all do.” She broke into another bout of sniffs and tissue dabbing.
And beside Fat Joe, laboring along on a treadmill, was none other than Mike Cox, Tina’s neighbor. “And Mike too,” Olivia breathed. She’d had a feeling she should return to the fitness center, and that gut feeling had been correct once again.
“What did you say?” Vanessa asked, and stowed her moist Kleenex.
“Mike Cox,” she said. “He’s a friend. I didn’t know he worked out here.”
“Yes, he was one of Tina’s clients. He wasn’t really friends with Joe before this happened, but I’ve noticed them hanging out together since. I wonder if they’re seeking comfort in these troubled times. I’ve got no one to talk to.”
“I – sorry to hear that.”
“It’s all right.”
“You say they were Tina’s clients? For how long?”
“Joe for months now, and Mike for even longer. I’m surprised they stuck it out this long,” Vanessa said, then went pale. “Oh, I’ve said too much. It’s terrible of me to speak ill of the dead.”
“What do you mean?”
Vanessa licked her lips and looked around to make sure no one was within hearing distance. “Well, it was Tina. She wasn’t exactly the easiest person to be around or get on with.”
“Oh?”
“She was notoriously hard on her clients. She said it was because she wanted what was best for them, but sometimes…I don’t know, sometimes I felt there was another reason for it.”
“Like what?” What on earth would drive a trainer to be overly strict? Heavens, she had no idea. Olivia was way out of her depth here.
“I don’t know,” Vanessa replied, but her gaze darted away and she didn’t look back again.
Olivia let the silence brew between them. Vanessa had a secret about Tina. One she wouldn’t tell, which made Olivia’s intrigue double. “I wonder,” Olivia said, and tapped her chin. “Would I be able to speak with Mike and Joe?”
“I – well, you’re not allowed into the fitness center without a membership or an employee as an escort. It’s company policy.”
“Oh,” Olivia said. She didn’t have money on her to pay a joining fee, and if she did become a member, she couldn’t see herself using it. “I don’t have the cash to pay for a membership now.”
“That’s fine!” Vanessa rushed around to her side of the desk. “You see, you can sign up to join and give us your banking details. Then we’ll just take the money straight from your account each month. No hassle for you.” She smiled as if it was a good thing.
Olivia couldn’t envision anything that would make her more uncomfortable. She glanced over at the treadmills and blinked. Fat Joe and Mike Cox were off them now and on their way to one of the halls.
“Where are they going?” Olivia asked.
“Yogalates. You want to sign up for that too?”
There was no use hanging around if the men would be busy with a class for the next hour or so. And she certainly wasn’t prepared to take one of those classes herself – not where everyone could see her stretching and gasping for breath. “On second thought, I’d probably never use it. Thanks anyway, Vanessa.”
“But, you would love it here. There are so many people to talk to. It’s like a party every day.” Except with spinach juice and murder.
“I’ve got to get back to the store,” Olivia said, and waved to the receptionist.
Poor Vanessa looked positively heartbroken. “Oh, okay.”
“I’ll catch up with you another time.” Olivia rushed out and down the stairs before Vanessa could ply her with offers of berry smoothies. But intrigue burned in her mind – Mike and Joe, both of them Tina’s clients, and one who lived next door.
There was something there, Olivia just wasn’t sure what it was yet.
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O livia passed the rest of the day in the Block-A-Choc Shoppe serving customers. She tried her hardest not to think about Tina’s death or the circumstances that surrounded it, especially not the fact that Mike and Joe were friends. Or that Tina had been impossible to please.
No, especially not that.
By the end of the day, Olivia was exhausted from the constant back and forth mentality, and having to avoid concerned looks which would only lead to questions from Albie.
She shuffled up the stairs – Alphonsine had already gone up and likely retired to her bedroom for the evening – and let herself through the front gate. Dodger padded down the hall, claws clicking on the boards and tail wagging.
“Hello, darling,” she said, and dropped into a crouch in front of him. She held out her hands and Dodger almost bowled her over in his excitement for a hug. She squeezed him tight, then rose and walked through to the kitchen to check on his food and water bowls.
More of those questions twirled through her mind and she brought her cell out of her pocket and stared at the screen. Nothing from Jake or from Lulu – thank heavens for that last one.
Olivia topped up Dodger’s bowls, then made herself a mug of coffee and traipsed through to her bedroom, stifling yawns. It was barely past six and she was already exhausted.
She placed the coffee mug on her bedside table, then sat on the edge of her bed and eyed the dying light that pierced through the gloom in the bedroom. Rays of faded orange streaked across the carpet and slanted against the dresser.
Chester at peace.
She clicked on the bedside lamp, then picked up her laptop from where she’d left it on her pillow that morning. She fired it up and waited, drumming her heels against her bedspread, impatience building.
“The center,” she muttered, and opened up her internet browser. Something about the center and its back entrance bothered her. The murderer had to have known a route into the dance hall, one that avoided the cameras.
A back route.
Did Mike or Fat Joe know where the cameras were? If they’d spent that much time in the fitness center, surely they would’ve had the best chance of finding that out, especially if they had intent to harm Tina.
But what if they weren’t the only ones with intent?
Tina had been hard on them. Had she had other clients like them? “Shoot, I should’ve asked,” Olivia whispered. Vanessa would no doubt have known, but she’d probably have found the question strange.
Olivia typed out ‘Chester Fitness Center’ then hit enter.
A list of results popped up and she clicked on the first one – the fitness center’s website. She scrolled through the information, slurping on coffee and frowning. There had to be something here, but what?
Olivia clicked on the About Us tab and scanned the picture of the staff that popped up, all their faces smiling, but for one. Tina’s. Next to her stood Christopher Robin.
“What?” Olivia’s jaw dropped.
Why would Christopher be in the picture? She scrolled past the pictures and scanned the names. There it was. Christopher Robin, personal trainer. Except he didn’t work there anymore, did he? She hadn’t seen him there once.
Shoot, she’d assumed too much. If Christopher did work at the fitness center, he’d surely know where the cameras were and how to get around them if necessary. And Mike had said that he’d overheard that argument between the two lovers.
Olivia bit her lip. She needed to know the truth here.
She scanned down the list of names and stopped on the one near the bottom – the gym’s manager; Stella Jacobsen.
Olivia grabbed a pen and notepad from her bedside table and nearly spilled the remnants of her coffee. She scribbled down the fitness center’s contact number, then wrote Stella’s name beneath it and underlined it twice.
She’d get the answers she needed tomorrow morning about Tina and Christopher and everyone else.
A message pinged through on her cell and she shifted it out of her pocket, then unlocked the screen.
Hope you’re having a good night. We should go out again sometime. I’ll call you tomorrow morning.
Olivia bit her lip and read the text again. No hearts or kisses, none of his usual enthusiasm. That was another problem she’d have to deal with sooner or later. She hesitated, then typed out a message.
Sleep well, Jake.




CHAPTER ELEVEN





  





O livia sat opposite Stella Jacobsen and rested her hands in her lap, one on top of the other to keep from fidgeting out of nerves.
Stella wasn’t a fitness nut, that was for sure. She was too skinny to be into the gym machines. Perhaps she was more interested in the smoothie side of the business. She wore a stark black pant suit and gazed out of the window that overlooked Chester’s Main Street, its quaint stores, and the folks who walked the sidewalk.
“Ha,” she said, and finally turned to Olivia. “Have you ever felt like you don’t fit in?”
Olivia blinked. Not what she’d expected to talk about, but okay.
The businesswoman lowered herself into her seat. “No? I’ve never felt it before, but here? I feel as if I don’t belong in Chester.”
“How long have you been here?” Olivia found her voice at last.
“Me? Oh, two years. Since I opened the fitness center and the Juice It Bar,” she said. “You’re fresher than me, correct?”
“Yes. I haven’t seen you in town before,” Olivia said.
“Well, I don’t really mix with the local riff-raff. I suppose that’s why I don’t fit in,” Stella said, then tittered a laugh. “Ah well, what can I do about it? I don’t like the people here and they don’t like me.”
That was a heck of a way to talk about paying customers. “It’s my experience they reserve judgment until they know you better,” Olivia said.
“Ha, that’s how it appears on the surface. No, the people here are toxic and the rumors about the gym, about Tina’s death, they’ve spread like wildfire. This wasn’t the most popular place to start with and now it’s even worse. They think the gym is cursed. Superstitious yokels.”
The woman didn’t help her case talking like that.
“Funny you should mention Tina,” Olivia said, and steered the topic toward her intended reason for the visit. She hadn’t gone into much detail on the phone about what she wanted. “I wanted to talk to you about her and how she performed at the gym.”
“Why?” Stella asked, and dropped her shadowed lids. “Why do you want to know about Tina?”
“Let’s just say I’ve taken a personal interest in the case.”
“No, let’s not just say that,” Stella replied, sternly. “Generally, when someone pokes around about murder victims, it’s because they’re guilty themselves.”
The gall of this woman. “I’m no such thing,” Olivia said. “I’m – look, you probably don’t know but I take a personal interest in cases like these and I investigate them. In fact, I’m part of the reason Detective Keane is no longer working Tina’s murder case.”
“You’re the woman,” Stella said, and brushed her short black hair behind one ear. “Oh yes, I have heard about you. The one who interferes in murder cases. Why? Why do you do that?”
“I don’t fit in,” Olivia replied, glibly. “It’s my way of finding a niche. Apart from the chocolates.”
“Ha, very funny. Smooth. All right, I’ll bite. You want to investigate Tina’s murder.”
“I do. I found her and I feel beholden to her because of that,” Olivia replied. “I like this town. I like the people. I don’t want anything to break the peace here, least of all the presence of a murderer.”
“We differ in that,” Stella said. “The – uh, the part about liking the town. Not the murderer thing.” She checked her nails and avoided Olivia’s eye.
“So you’ll talk to me about Tina then?”
“What’s the harm? I’ve barely dealt with the police, apart from a few updates on when I can have my dance hall back in operation. Fire away, Miss Cloud.”
“I’ve heard rumors that Tina was quite hard on her clients,” Olivia said. “Is that true? Is there anyone who might’ve considered her an enemy?”
“Ha, you heard right there. Tina was a piece of work, a fantastic one. Dedicated, a hard worker, always here at the crack of dawn, waiting for me to unlock the doors. She was truly passionate about fitness. Driven.”
“I bet she rubbed a few people the wrong way.”
“Oh yes, she did. She definitely made her fair share of enemies, but she never lost a client. I always had the feeling – no, perhaps it’s too personal,” Stella said, and shook it off, her black hair flicking free and falling to her cheek.
“Please, do tell. If it’s something that can help me solve her murder.”
“Well, I always felt that Tina was deeply unhappy. I think she worked as hard as she did because she couldn’t reconcile the fact that she’d failed in the rest of her life. And I don’t say that lightly. I know what it was like when her boyfriend worked here.” She grimaced. “Unpleasant. That’s an understatement.”
“Christopher,” Olivia prompted, and her pulse ticked up a notch. “He doesn’t work here anymore?”
“No,” Stella replied. “I had to let him go. He wasn’t as good as Tina and they argued too much. I think they came close to breaking up because of work issues. If I hadn’t fired one of them they wouldn’t have stayed together. Not that it matters anymore.”
“So you let go of Christopher.”
“Yes, and some of the issues around here dissipated right away. They disagreed on just about everything. Honestly, I don’t know what they saw in each other. They’re both pretty people, Tina was and he still is, but other than that…” she trailed off and opened up her desk drawer. She drew out an ash tray and a pack of cigarettes. “Want one?”
“No, thank you,” Olivia said.
Stella lit her cigarette and inhaled deeply, then blew smoke out of the side of her mouth. “Sorry, just talking about it gets me worked up. I might be a businesswoman, but it wasn’t pleasant firing Christopher. He wasn’t terrible at what he did. But like I said, it was either Tina or him, and when it came down to it, there was no choice between them.”
“When did you fire him?”
“Oh about a month ago,” Stella replied, and puffed on the cigarette. “He stormed out right after it happened. It was bad business. Lots of shouting and screaming, and Tina followed him out into the street. They argued outside in front of everybody. I’ve never seen either of them that angry. He was red all over. Looked like he was on the verge of hitting her. He didn’t, though. Christopher isn’t like that.” Stella’s fine skin wrinkled on her brow. “I’m not suggesting he hurt her. Don’t take what I’m saying the wrong way.”
“I’m not taking it in any particular way. I’m listening,” Olivia said, and flashed her a smile. Hopefully it reassured her. “Christopher doesn’t have keys for the gym, does he?”
“No. None of my trainers have keys for the fitness center. No one except for me.”
“But he worked here for a while?” Olivia asked, her stomach tightening up. Could it be that the simplest answer was the true one? A jealous lover?
“Since the beginning. That’s what made it so awkward. Ha, I guess I’ll have to ask him to come back now that Tina’s gone. If he will. I hear he’s taking it badly.”
“Yes, very.” So badly that he’d asked for details of what Olivia had seen at the scene of the crime. His questions seemed ominous in retrospect. “Thank you for answering my questions, Miss Jacobsen. I’ll be in touch if you need me.”
“Just like the cops,” Stella said. “Smooth line. Smooth all around, Miss Cloud. Be careful you don’t push too hard. I know there’s no one around to reign you in, but I fear what will happen when the police find out what you’re up to.”
Was it a threat?
No, it couldn’t be. Stella’s expression was amicable enough.
“Have a good day,” Olivia said. Because what on earth else was she supposed to say?
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O livia smiled and handed over another box of chocolates – Mint Crème Caramels this time. “I hope you have a lovely afternoon, Mrs. Malone,” she said. “And may I say you look stunning today?”
“Oh, you’re too kind, dear,” said the elderly woman, and patted her gray curls. “I just had my hair done this morning. That must be it.” She gave a final wave, then trotted off toward the exit.
Olivia had finally grown accustomed to serving the regulars in the store, and making real connections with them. It was an issue she’d struggled with ever since her separation and eventual divorce.
Now, she forced herself into social interactions and put herself right out of her comfort zone. It was good for her. Just as it’d been good for Alvira to come out of her shell and shake some of her shy tendencies.
“Ah, there you are,” Alberta said, and bustled toward the front counter with another tray of chocolates. “I thought you were still out.”
“Nope, came back a half hour ago,” Olivia replied. “I couldn’t stay away. People need their chocolates.”
“Yes, dear, but you do work yourself too hard. It would be better if you took some time off and – oh, here’s Jake. A worthy distraction if ever there was one.”
Olivia blushed and searched the store for him. He’d just entered and only had eyes for her. But these weren’t the usual romantic ‘date me’ eyes. No, something else had put a bee up his…well, his bonnet.
He rushed to the front counter, then stopped dead. “Fat Joe’s missing.”
“What?”
“That’s right,” Jake said. “Just got the report down at the station. Been missing for a day now. Lulu in absolute hysterics.”
“Wait, let me get you a glass of water.” Olivia poured one for him from the handy cooler they’d installed right on the front counter, then gave it to him. “Drink up. It’s lemon and blueberry flavored.”
Jake downed the glass in one shot, then slapped it down with a hollow pok of Styrofoam. “Better,” he said.
“Do you know what happened?”
“Well, Lulu called yesterday and said he didn’t come home from the fitness center. And she confirmed that he’s missing today. Total hysteria, as I said. Couldn’t contain herself. We could barely make out what she was saying between sobs,” Jake said, and grimaced. He’d never been good with crying women.
“The plot thickens,” Alberta said. “What do you make of it?”
“I have no idea.” This was an added layer of confusion. Had Fat Joe left or been made to leave? Why would he have returned to the gym if, as Lulu had said, he was glad to finally have a break after Tina’s hardcore attitude?
Olivia bit her lip. “I guess we can’t be sure of anything until Joe is found.”
“Easier said than done,” Jake replied.
“Not to be indelicate here,” Albie put in. “But he’s hardly a small man. It shouldn’t be too difficult to find him.”
“I don’t think it works like that.” Olivia struggled to contain a laugh at her assistant’s faux pas. “Unless you’re suggesting Joe is state-sized.”
“No, no, no. I’m just thinking that logistically –”
Thankfully, Olivia’s cell phone burst into song in her pocket and saved them from further fat shaming on Alberta’s part. Olivia whipped it out and answered. “Hello?”
“Olivia, is that you?”
“It’s me,” she said.
“Hi, sorry, I got your number from Bob, who got it from Wallace and I wasn’t sure. This is Betsy from the Stop ‘n Go Store.”
“Oh, hey Betsy.” The Stop ‘n Go was the ‘go-to’ convenience store in Chester, since it was smack dab in the middle of the town. Easy access whether the shopper was comin’ or going. “What’s up?”
“Rumor has it you’re investigating Fat Joe’s disappearance.”
“W-what? I’ve just heard about it.”
“Ah, okay,” Betsy said, and disappointment leaked through the cell. “Never mind, then.”
“Betsy wait! Wait!” The phone crackled. “Are you there?”
“Yeah.”
“Tell me what you know, please,” Olivia said, and Jake raised a quizzical eyebrow at her.
“Well, I’ve just seen Lulu come in here and buy about three months’ worth of supplies. She ran out whistling a tune and got into her cab. Headed out of town. I followed her into the street and watched which way she went. I don’t like it. Not one bit.”
Olivia’s eyes widened. Now, that was interesting. Lulu was reportedly in hysterics, then suddenly in a good mood and buying groceries? Olivia weighed up the options fast and met Jake’s confused gaze.
This warranted further investigation.
“Betsy, which way did you say she went?”
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“Betsy said she left about five minutes ago and headed toward the Chester forest,” Olivia said.
“Well, I don’t see her,” Jake replied from behind the wheel. He stifled a yawn and sank down in his seat, low so that just the top of his head peered over the dashboard.
“It’s not that late. Why are you so tired?”
“I’ve had trouble sleeping,” he replied. “Between the case and Keane leaving the department and…” Jake trailed off and glanced at her askance.
“And what, exactly?”
He squared his shoulders. “And you, Olivia. You’re always on my mind. I told you how I feel about you and you sort of returned it in your own fashion.”
It was her turn to shift around. She couldn’t sit comfortably when they spoke about emotional stuff. “And I meant it. I just – I thought we’re taking it slow.”
“We are taking it slow,” he said. “Glacially. It amazes me that people even realize we’re more than friends. Or I’m more than your investigative assistant. A lap dog.”
“Jake!”
“It’s true.”
“I don’t know what’s gotten into you this evening, but I don’t like what you’re saying.” They’d had a date just the other day, for Pete’s sake. Why did he have to go and make things awkward when she’d finally settled into a rhythm with him?
“We don’t have to talk about it.”
“Clearly, we do,” she replied.
“No, I mean, we can’t. There’s Lulu.” He scooched up a little and peered out into the half-light that surrounded the car.
A bright green truck rumbled down the road toward them, empty but for Lulu who sat behind the wheel, small enough that it seemed she was a child driving her dad’s car.
“Block her off,” Olivia said.
Jake grunted agreement, then started the car and pulled out across the road, effectively stopping Lulu from cruising by. Whoever owned that green truck had to be giant-sized. Or Fat Joe-sized.
Lulu flashed the lights, then laid on the horn. Finally, she rolled down her window and stuck her head out. “Hey! What’s the big idea? I’m trying to – oh.”
Olivia waved as she exited the car, and Jake followed shortly after.
“Evening, Lulu,” Olivia called. “How are you today?”
The woman didn’t look too happy to see them. “I’m – uh, oh I guess I’m all right.” She sniffed. “Would you mind moving your car out of the road? I’ve got places to be.”
“Oh?” Olivia reached the side of her vehicle and peered at the bags of groceries on the passenger seat. “Where are you headed?”
Lulu opened her mouth then closed it again. “I – what’s that any business of yours?” She asked.
“We’re worried about you,” Jake piped up. “We heard that you’re really upset about Joe, and we don’t want you to do anything crazy. That’s what friends are for, right? Looking out for each other.”
The redhead narrowed her eyes first at Jake then at Olivia. Finally, she sniffled again. “Yes, it’s been so difficult. I – uh, I don’t know what I’m going to do without Joe around. He’s the love of my life.” She buried her face in her hands but snuck peeks sideways at them from between her fingers – checking if they’d bought it?
“We’re so sorry,” Olivia said, and patted her on the forearm. She hadn’t bought it at all. Lulu definitely had something to hide here, if only they could figure out what it was. “Look, we can’t let you go off on your own. We want you to be safe and you’re clearly distraught right now.”
“No,” Lulu said, quickly. “No! I’m fine. Look, I’ll just take another route. I only came this way because it’s the uh – because it’s so scenic.”
“We’re here to –”
Lulu slammed the truck into reverse and peeled off before Olivia could get the rest of the sentence out. She left them in a cloud of exhaust fumes and frustration.
“I think we freaked her out,” Jake said.
Olivia sighed. “Yeah, we definitely freaked her out.” She scratched the end of her nose and tried working this out. Lulu was definitely off somewhere and the opportunity to follow her had already disappeared, along with her taillights.
“I guess that’s it,” Jake said. “Come on, Olivia, let’s get you home.” He slipped an arm around her waist and walked her back to the car, then opened the door for her.
“Thanks,” she said, and got in. There were too many distractions, too many thoughts to manage. Where was Lulu off to?
She’d clearly faked being upset about Fat Joe’s disappearance. Did that mean she knew where he was? Or that she’d had something to do with it? An idea formulated in her mind, the type Jake would have been shocked over, and Olivia tapped her fingers on the armrest.
This investigation wasn’t over yet. Oh no, far from it.
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“I ’m just saying, it seems like a strange thing to do,” Alvira said, and settled back against the passenger seat in Olivia’s car. “I would’ve thought that it would be easier to just follow Lulu to wherever it was she went.”
“She was out of sight before Jake and I could even think to give chase. And if we had, what then? Lulu was hyper alert by that point and if she’d spotted us she’d likely have called the police,” Olivia replied. Not that there were many police to call, what with Keane out of commission.
Alvira clicked her tongue. “I don’t like any of it.”
“Alvie, I told you, you don’t have to be here.” Olivia turned from her assistant and looked up at the long drive that led to Lulu’s front door. The lights were off, and that garish green truck was nowhere to be seen.
“Yeah right, like I’d let you come out here on your own. I know what type of trouble you get into when you’re unsupervised.”
“Now you just sound like Jake.”
“Even supervised it’s touch and go,” Alvira continued, but her voice brimmed with mirth.
“I just want to see if she comes back here.” Olivia scratched her chin and fathomed it out. For all intents and purposes, it looked as if Lulu had stocked up on food and other necessities and hauled butt out of town. But why? Why leave now, unless she had had a hand in either Tina’s death or Fat Joe’s disappearance?
She clearly wasn’t home or coming home any time soon. The little house, with its two front steps and miniature porch spoke of careful care, but the front gate of the chain link fence swung and clinked in the slight breeze.
“– think that everyone in Chester is crazy. Don’t you? It’s hard not to think that after the umpteenth murder. And some of the folks who come into the shop are just beyond belief,” Alvira said.
Olivia clunked open her car door and slipped into the night, glancing left and right at the neighbors’ houses. The noise from a TV – the Late Night Show specifically – leaked from an open window in one of the houses, but all the curtains in the street were drawn, lights off or not, and folks hardly expected a snooper in their neighborhood.
“Olivia?” Alvira hissed. “What are you doing?”
“I’m going to check it out.”
“Unbelievable. As if to prove my point about the craziness.”
“You stay here, I’ll be back in a moment,” Olivia said, and hurried across the sidewalk and to the front gate.
“Olivia! I don’t think this is a good idea,” Alvira whispered.
Olivia shushed her, then opened the gate and entered the yard. She high-tailed it up the path and right to the front door, then bit her lip. Okay, so what had she expected to find here? She couldn’t knock – there was no one home, after all.
Frustration and the certainty that Lulu was up to something scratched at the surface of Olivia’s calm. The woman had left town the day her boyfriend had disappeared. If only she could get inside the house and check it out, maybe do a quick search for evidence…
Olivia rose on tiptoes and checked for a key on top of the lamp beside the door. Nothing but dust met her fingertips. “Ugh,” she said. “Maybe I’m wrong.”
But folks in Chester weren’t as paranoid as they should be. They usually hid their keys outside and in obvious places, just in case they lost the other set. She tapped her chin with the clean hand, then bent and lifted the welcome mat.
A scandalized hiss escaped the car. Alvira had figured out what she was up to.
Olivia’s hand touched cold metal and her heart leaped. Got it! She rose with the key, inserted it into the keyhole, and grinned when the lock clicked and the door swung inward, soundlessly.
She fumbled her cell phone out of her pocket, nerves dancing now, positively tingling from the excitement and the prospect that she might get caught trespassing…again.
Olivia stepped over the threshold and switched on her flashlight app, illuminating the silent front hall, chasing shadows from nooks and crannies. An archway at the end of the short corridor drew her attention.
She made her way toward it, then stepped through and noted the pictures on the wall. Family pictures of Joe and Lulu together, immaculately clean. The frames spanned the entire hall, and Olivia stopped beneath each one. All Joe and Lulu in various poses or places, on different days.
“Interesting,” she whispered. Lulu loved Joe deeply, that much was plain, but how did Joe feel about the outright display of love bordering on obsession?
Olivia found the master bedroom at the end of the hall and entered it, casting her light on the made bed, and the open drawers and closet. Everything had been cleared out, apart from a few jackets on coat hangers, and what looked like a teddy bear and – what was that? A journal?
She swept the book off the second rack in the closet, then carried it to the dressing table and placed it on top of it. She opened it, tension building in her gut, then sighed.
No, not a journal, just another photo album filled with images of Fat Joe and Lulu. More happiness and laughter, and sunny days spent picnicking in the park. She flipped through the pages listlessly, reached the back of the book and frowned.
The back of the album seemed puffier than it should be. Attached to the inside, the back cover seemed a little loose. Olivia wormed her fingers beneath it and drew out a series of what appeared to be Polaroids.
The hair on the back of her neck stood on end.
Every single one of the pictures had been taken from afar, right outside the Chester Fitness Center, and they were all of Tina Hobb. Tina walking to her car, talking on a cell, standing in front of the building, and rummaging in her handbag. There was another of Tina talking to Fat Joe, her hand on one of his shoulders, her head tilted to the side in sympathy.
“Oh heavens,” Olivia whispered. Things had just become interesting, and exceptionally dangerous, especially for Fat Joe.
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Surely, he couldn’t stay mad at her forever. Olivia checked her watch, then picked up her chai latté and took a sip. She rolled the fluid around her mouth and swallowed, savoring the taste. It did wonders to help her relax.
This morning had already driven her up the wall – it’d been crazy busy in the store, with everyone and their cousin’s mother’s brother in to talk about Fat Joe’s disappearance, and Lulu’s weird behavior.
Alberta manned the register permanently, terrified she’d be drawn into the gossip circle and never manage to extricate herself to serve customers. As it was, folks lingered far too long during the chocolate purchasing process at the front.
Alvira worked the floor, sweeping between the tables and stopping to offer a smile and a plate, or a refill for those who’d ordered Americanos. She never involved herself in gossip, and it sure saved Alberta the hassle.
Olivia licked her lips and placed her cup back on the table, with the soft tock of wood. “Jake, you can’t be angry at me for this long. We’ve got an investigation to discuss.”
“It’s been fifteen minutes,” he said, gruffly. “Fifteen minutes since I arrived to find out that you broke into someone’s house last night.”
“Not so loud,” Olivia said, though he’d whispered it. People in the store could pick up gossip through osmosis. A whisper was as good as a shout here.
“You know it was the wrong thing to do,” Jake replied. “You know you could’ve wound up in a load of trouble. In jail, for heaven’s sake. When will you learn?”
“Spare me the lecture,” Olivia said, and waved a hand. “I took a calculated risk. Keane isn’t working at the moment, and the cops on duty wouldn’t know what to do with the murder case if the murderer waltzed into the station and proclaimed he’d done it.”
“How do we know it’s a he?”
“Hypothetical example,” Olivia said. “My point is, I know it was wrong and it’s not going to stand up in court, but I didn’t take anything out of the house. I just needed a clue. A lead, see?”
“You need a good talking to,” Jake said.
“Isn’t that what you’re doing, right now?” Olivia sighed. “Jake, I know it was wrong, but can we please talk about what I found? What does it matter how I found it, if it’s important and pertains to the case?”
Jake worked his jaw. He wasn’t about to let this go any time soon, but he had to be desperate to know the details. He was as inquisitive as she was, though he did handle himself better. “Fine,” he whispered. “What did you find?”
“A photo album full of pictures of Joe and Lulu together, and in the back –” she cut off and looked around, made sure that those closest to their table in the corner couldn’t listen in. “I found pictures Lulu had taken of Tina Hobb. And some of them with both Tina and Joe together.”
Jake’s eyebrows crept upward. “You think Tina and Joe might’ve been having an affair?”
“Honestly, I can’t say for sure. The pictures looked more like Tina supporting Joe than hitting on him, but I don’t want to assume too much. The fact that Lulu took those pictures, however, that’s worrying. It’s not exactly damning evidence, but it does indicate an unhealthy obsession with either Joe or Tina.”
“I follow you,” Jake said, and nodded.
“And here’s something else, Lulu’s house is stuffed with picture frames, all of Joe and her together. It doesn’t seem like she’s got a healthy attachment to the man. I don’t want to say it was a creepy vibe, but it unsettled me a little.”
Jake chased a chocolate around his plate with his index finger, lost in thought. “Interesting.”
“You look like you’ve got something to add.”
“Well, I’ve got some inside information from a contact with the police,” Jake said. “I put my feelers out, you see, because something about this case doesn’t quite add up, especially now that Joe’s gone missing. Even more worrying now that you’ve found these pictures.”
“What’s the information?” Olivia asked, and gave the tables nearest to them another peek. All the customers were embroiled in their chocolates and drinks. In fact, a few had purchased one of Alphonsine’s newest ideas: chocolate éclairs. The young Frenchwoman had a talent with Choux pastry and Olivia loathed to let it go to waste, even if it wasn’t technically ‘pure chocolate.’
“The fingerprint results came back from the murder weapon.”
“Oh?” Olivia’s eyes widened. This might be a game changer.
“Three sets of prints. One was Tina Hobb’s, the other was Joe Kristin’s, and the last was Mike McCobb’s.”
“Wow,” Olivia said. “But those are all people who might’ve used the weight for exercise purposes.”
“Exactly,” Jake said. “But they’re also people who might’ve had reason to hurt Tina. After all, she was notoriously tough on her clients, and they were both her clients. And with Fat Joe missing…let’s just say it doesn’t look good for him.”
Olivia worked the evidence over in her mind, turning it this way and that, trying to fit it together and failing over and over again. It could’ve been any of them.
“And we also can’t discount the fact that the murderer might’ve been wearing gloves. If they were smart enough to avoid the surveillance cameras, they were probably smart enough not to leave prints behind.”
“So either that rules out Joe and Mike, or it means it has to be one of the two of them.”
“Or it tells us nothing at all,” Jake said, and finally popped the chocolate into his mouth. He chewed and sighed. “Brilliant as usual.”
“You should try one of Alph’s éclairs,” Olivia said, absently. “You know, I think I should pay Mike another visit. He was the one who told me about the fight Christopher and Tina had just before her murder.”
“And you think he’ll have more to say?”
“Maybe, maybe. He’s a question mark for me. I mean, it’s not like I can rush off and question Joe.” Olivia nodded. “I think I’ll take Dodger for a walk, in fact. Are you coming?”
“Me? Not today. I want to go press my contact at the station and see if I can get anything else out of him. I know they’re expecting DNA results back any day now, and that could close the case for good. Unless, you need me to come with you.”
“No, no, I’ll be fine,” Olivia said, though she was a little disappointed. Jake’s presence always calmed her.
Olivia shoved that aside and took another sip of her chai. Mike McCobb or Fat Joe or someone else entirely, perhaps even Lulu. Who could it be?
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Dodger half-ran, half-walked down the street, tugging at the end of the leash and dragging Olivia along. The doggy dearest couldn't contain his excitement, but Olivia couldn't share it with him.
No, she was torn between worrying about Fat Joe's disappearance and the intrigue which'd built at the thought of seeing Mike McCobb again. There wasn't enough evidence to indicate who'd done it, but at least Olivia had plenty of avenues to explore.
They strolled along, Dodgy's paws clicking on the sidewalk, and slowed outside Mike's house. His car was parked in the driveway, but the curtains were closed, and the door too.
Not that that meant anything. He might've walked to work, or even to the fitness center.
Olivia started toward the path that led to the front stairs, but Dodger barked once then headed in the opposite direction, toward Christopher Robin's house.
"Wait, sweetheart," Olivia said, and tried leading him back, but Dodger was insistent. He barked yet again. When Dodgy got in moods like this, it was almost impossible to stop him, and far easier to give him his way, then slowly lead him back once he’d sniffed whatever it was that had peeked his interest.
Olivia frowned and followed him toward Christopher's house, mumbling under her breath. She sighed at the sight of Christopher’s yard – all brown and overgrown now, as if he’d spent no time on it. The poor guy had to be taking this hard. That or he was too busy planning his escape as the actual murderer.
“Well, that’s a horrible thought,” she muttered.
Dodger padded toward the house and Olivia hesitated. It was one thing to let him sniff a tree or a fire hydrant, but what if her doggy love had decided to, uh, go to the bathroom in someone else’s yard?
A clang rang out, and Olivia froze. "What was that?"
Dodger barked again, and this time, she let him guide her down the path that led past the side of Christopher's house and into his back garden. She blinked and sucked in a breath.
A man bent over the trash cans at the back of the house, a gym bag slung over one shoulder. He dug through the trash, dumped boxes and plastic bags out on the ground beside him, muttering under his breath.
“Hey!” Olivia said. “What on earth are you doing?” Dodger barked to back her up.
The man snapped upright and stumbled back a couple steps, arms pin wheeling. “What the –?” He spun on the spot and the gym bag flapped against his pale yellow Polo shirt. “What are you doing here?” Mike McCobb flushed bright red.
Dodger growled and pressed himself flat to the concrete that wound around the side of the house.
“I could ask you the same question,” Olivia said. “We heard a noise during our walk and came to investigate since Christopher clearly isn’t home.”
“Yeah, he’s probably run away,” Mike replied, and ruffled his hair. Sweat streaked his face, and the red spots on his cheeks hadn’t dwindled yet. “On the run, at least. I bet he’s the one who’s responsible for Fat Joe’s disappearance.”
“You haven’t answered my question,” Olivia said. “What are you doing back here?”
“Look, there’s no need to get freaked out about it.” Mike brushed off his palms, and adjusted the gym bag. “I was on my way to the fitness center and it just, well, it bothers me that Christopher is still here in Chester when Tina’s dead, and poor Joe is missing. I just don’t get why the police haven’t arrested him yet.”
“Okay?” How did that equate to rifling through the man’s trash.
“So, I thought I’d come check this place out. Maybe it’s time I do a little investigating of my own, you know?” Mike sniffed. “I don’t like living next door to a murderer. I’m sure you can understand.”
“There’s no conclusive evidence which says he’s the murderer,” Olivia said. And Christopher’s prints hadn’t been on the murder weapon. Not that that proved anything, what with the possibility that he’d worn gloves if he had done the deed.
“Yeah, but just the thought of it gives me the creeps. I figure if there’s anything I can do to help, I’ll do it. The cops certainly aren’t doing anything. Not that they can with all the drama going on over at the station. I – look, it’s pretty clear that Christopher did it. He had the motivation. I think their relationship was on the rocks.”
“I thought they’d just moved in together.”
“They had,” Mike said. “But they fought a lot. I told you that, right? They fought a lot.”
Dodger hadn’t risen from his position on the ground, and his ears were still pressed flat against his head. “You don’t look like you’re going to the gym.”
Mike glanced down at his shirt and jeans. “That’s what this is for.” He patted his bag. “I’d better get going.” He bent and swept the trash back into the can, grimacing. “Messy work this investigating. I don’t know how you do it.”
“I’m not an investigator.”
“Right.” He gave her an exaggerated wink, then placed the lid back on the trash can. “So, I’ll get going then. You have a nice day.”
“Wait, we’ll walk with you.” Olivia tugged on Dodger’s leash and he finally got up, his collar clinking as he did. He snuffled in Mike’s direction and let out a muted bark.
“No, that’s fine,” Mike said. “I don’t think your dog likes me.”
“He doesn’t bite.”
“I’m not a big fan of dogs anyway. I’ll just head off. Got to go lift some weights and work those muscles, am I right? I’m not getting any younger. I promised myself I’d be good looking by the time I hit thirty five.” Mike chuckled, then waved. “Have a good day, Miss Cloud.”
He rushed off without another word.
“Curious,” Olivia whispered, and narrowed her eyes at his retreating back. She’d done her fair share of odd things in the name of investigation – breaking and entering among them – so she could hardly judge.
She led Dodgy toward the sidewalk. “I guess that’s it for today, boy,” she said.
Mike had reached the road ahead of them and halted beside a silver Volvo, fiddled with the zipper on his bag, searching for his car keys?
A crash made all three of them jump, and Dodgy bark. Olivia’s stomach clenched tight – the noise had come from Christopher Robin’s house.
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O livia spun toward the source of the noise – Christopher’s front door – with Dodger barking his head off at her knees. Movement caught the corner of her eye. Mike had turned around too, keys jingling in his hand.
“You!” The grieving boyfriend himself stood on the front porch of the house, one hand holding open the storm door, the other clutching a pistol. He raised it and Olivia ducked down in front of Dodger.
“You!” Christopher yelled again, but he didn’t point the gun at Olivia this time. No, he swung his arm to the side and trained the pistol on the Polo-shirted snooper. “What are you doing on my property?”
Mike trembled in his faded jeans and raised both palms. “Take it easy, man. Just take it easy.”
“I won’t take it easy! What were you doing snooping around on my property?” He cocked the pistol.
“Mr. Robin,” Olivia said, and swallowed to get rid of the dryness that’d taken her mouth and transformed it into a desert. “Mr. Robin, please calm down. There’s no need to do anything hasty.”
“You stay out of this!” Christopher snapped. “You don’t understand the half of anything, old woman.”
Old? Really? Olivia set aside her indignation at the comment and wrapped her arms around Dodger’s furry chest instead. She had to protect her doggy from the maniac with the gun – though, was he a maniac, or was he simply distraught after Tina’s death? Or maybe he’s actually the murderer. Aiming a weapon at a relative innocent is surely unhinged behavior.
“Look, guy, I didn’t mean to upset you,” Mike said, and patted the air in front of him. “I really didn’t. I was just – uh, I was just –”
“Just what?”
“I wanted to make sure that you weren’t in any trouble, that’s all.”
That didn’t make a lick of sense.
“That doesn’t make any sense,” Christopher replied, as if he’d read Olivia’s mind. “You’re up to something, I know it. Ever since I moved into this neighborhood you’ve been in my face, day and night.”
“I’m just making sure you stick to the rules,” Mike replied, evenly, still patting the air as if it’d somehow get Chris to put the gun down. It seemed highly unlikely, given the circumstances. “We have a very strict community around here. It’s important that you respect the aesthetic of this place. Look at your yard, Mr. Robin.”
“Don’t call me Mr. Robin. Don’t call me anything, and you keep your nose out of my yard.”
“You need to water the plants,” Mike continued, undeterred. “The council won’t stand for much more of this. You’re bringing down the value of the neighborhood and driving off potential investors.”
Brave words for a man whose knees had knocked together about twenty times in the last forty seconds.
“The council?” Olivia hadn’t meant to say it out loud.
“Yes! Arlington is a good suburb and we need to maintain it. No noise, no weapons,” Mike said, and darted a glance at Olivia, then back to the pistol in Christopher’s hand, “and no disorderliness. As you can see, Mr. Robin has partaken in all three of the above.”
“Is it wise to talk to him like that?” Olivia whispered, and Dodger barked again. Once, twice, three times. He broke into a flurry of barks in support of Olivia’s point, and both men grimaced.
“Can you shut that mutt up?” Chris yelled.
“He’s not a mutt,” Olivia replied, but nudged Dodger anyway. She whispered in his velvety soft ear, but the dog had lost his good humor. The tension of finding Mike digging in the trash – sacrilege, that kind of behavior was reserved for dogs, after all – and Christopher’s clear anger had pushed the doggy to the brink.
“Please, Mr. Robin,” Olivia said. “Please, lower the weapon. I think it’s upsetting him.”
“How about I don’t lower the weapon and you both get off my property?” Chris asked. “Now! Before I call the cops.” He swung the pistol around, wildly, and both Mike and Olivia flinched again.
It did nothing to stop Dodger’s barking.
“You’ve got ten seconds to get out of here,” Chris yelled.
Olivia sprang up and tugged Dodger toward the sidewalk. “We’re going,” she said, loudly. “We didn’t mean to disturb you. We were just – we’re going.”
Mike dropped his keys, bent and swept them up again, then rammed them home into the driver’s side door.
Olivia didn’t allow herself the time to watch him leave or check which direction he was headed. She jogged down the sidewalk, huffing and puffing, with angry Dodger in tow.
A gun. Why on earth did he bring a gun out of the house? It’d sure seemed like Mike had given his neighbor trouble before, but what did it have to do with the murder? Perhaps, nothing. Perhaps, everything.
As usual, the information she’d gleaned hadn’t cast a light on the case.
Dodger ran, barked, then ran some more. Finally, they turned the corner and headed toward the Block-a-Choc Shoppe together, and Olivia slowed the pace. Dodger’s tongue lolled out of the side of his mouth, and he’d finally quit barking.
She ruffled his ears and took him into the back alley that led up to her apartment. If she’d make any sense of what’d happened today, she’d do it after a shower and a cup of coffee.
Boy, life in Chester sure was eventful.
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A nother successful afternoon in the store had passed. Chocolates had been devoured, coffees slurped back, and éclairs taken away in Block-A-Choc Shoppe boxes. Business had boomed and Olivia couldn’t complain about being kept busy all day long. It was better than the alternative: thinking about Mike and Christopher, Tina and Fat Joe.
She stifled a yawn and traipsed through to her living room, carrying a mug of hot chocolate with Dodger stepping on the heels of her slippers.
Alphonsine’s bedroom light was already off. She didn’t blame the Frenchwoman – chocolate making started at the crack of dawn, and sleeping early meant getting out of bed without the dreaded hungover feeling which stalled Olivia most mornings.
But no matter how much Olivia yawned, she couldn’t bring herself to lie down. Her pillows were comfy, her sheets clean and soft, and she had a bottle of Tylenol in her bedside table, but none of it would help.
The case chased away any hope of sleep.
She’d have to settle for binge watching some late night reality TV shows to distract herself from the inexorable draw of curiosity.
Olivia sat down in front of the TV and Dodger flopped down on top of her slippers, then let out an almighty sigh which flapped his lips.
“All right,” she said, “let’s distract ourselves.”
She flicked through the channels and kept the volume low, sipping cocoa in between yawns. “Nope. Not that. Nope. Ugh,” she said, and shook her head. Nothing really took her fancy, and there wasn’t a show interesting enough to keep her mind from the case.
Tina was dead.
Christopher had a gun, and had apparently had a fight with her right before it’d happened.
Mike was…strange. Why would anyone rifle through the trash?
And Joe still hadn’t turned up. The cops had surely started searching for him. That had to resolve itself soon, right?
Olivia sighed and put down the remote. It didn’t matter what she watched. The case had taken up all her concentration.
“Why would he rummage through the trash?” She wondered out loud. Dodger perked up and whined. “What could he have possibly hoped to find?”
She shook her head. None of this made sense. Lulu had had an obsession with Tina, perhaps she’d believed that Joe and Tina were embroiled in an affair, and that could be motivation to murder her.
But then, both Joe and Mike had motivation, as well. Except Joe had disappeared. And that could mean that he’d run off for fear of being caught as the actual murderer. Unless the actual murderer had gotten his hands on him too – but why? Why kill Fat Joe?
“Oh heavens,” Olivia said, and put down her mug of hot chocolate. “This isn’t helping one bit.” She massaged her temples.
What good did it do to worry over this when there were too many suspects and too little evidence to work with?
“No good,” she muttered. “It does no good.” But that determination wouldn’t dislodge from her chest. She wanted to solve this! She wanted to make sure that it didn’t happen again, but that was a vain hope.
Olivia’s phone tinged with a text message and she sighed. She grabbed the cell from the coffee table, then unlocked the screen and tapped through to her messages. She’d never been good with technology, but Alvira had sure helped her get used to it.
She frowned at the text message and read it twice through.
Two sets of numbers – what had to be coordinates – followed by the term SOS.
Her heart clenched. She didn’t recognize the number at the top of the screen, either, so it wasn’t one of her contacts. Could it be a trap of some kind? Or was it a legitimate plea for help?
Olivia forwarded the text to Jake, then exited her messages and scrolled through her contacts until she landed on his number.
She dialed and pressed her cell to her ear.
“Hello?” Jake was as sharp as a tack, voice clear. It was only 8 pm, after all. Normal, non-chocolatier folks didn’t go to bed before the setting of the sun.
“I just sent you a text. Did you read it?”
“No,” Jake replied. “Give me a sec.” A rustle of fabric and movement, then dull thuds as Jake fiddled with his touchscreen.
Olivia tapped her fingers on the edge of the sofa.
“What is this?” Jake asked.
“It’s a set of coordinates. I have a feeling it might be from Fat Joe. He’s the only one who’s missing.”
“That we know of,” Jake replied. “And this might not even be from him. I don’t have his number, shoot. I wish I could identify this. I could send it to the police station and ask –”
“No,” Olivia said, and rose from her seat.
Dodger hopped up and padded off to the corner in high dudgeon – how dare Olivia disturb his rest?
“No, Jake, we need to go to wherever this is and save him.”
“Olivia.”
“We have to!”
“Don’t be ridiculous. This could be dangerous. It’s reckless. We should let the police handle it.”
“What police? They’re all busy eating donuts or –”
“I hear they’ve got a replacement for Keane,” Jake said.
Olivia couldn’t take another second of this. There might be someone in danger out there and they didn’t have time for the Chester PD to trace the number and send out some of their finest – ahem, their worst – to the distress call.
It was now or never, and heaven knew she couldn’t stand another second of wondering out loud or internally. This was her shot to get another lead, and possibly save someone from harm.
“I’m going, Jake,” she cut off another of his overprotective rants. “I’m going, and either you come with me or I go it alone. I’m doing this.”
Jake inhaled and held it. “Fine,” he said. “Fine.” He exhaled and wind blasted the earpiece. “Okay, I’ll pick you up outside in five minutes. Wear something inconspicuous. And Olivia, I’m only doing this because I know you’ll get into trouble without me there. I’ll be watching your every move.”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” She hung up, anticipation mixing the hot chocolate in her belly to a froth.
Gosh, this might be it. This might be a real lead.
“Don’t wait up, Dodger,” she said.
The dog huffed and twiddled his expressive yellow eyebrows. When in doubt, Dodger slept. What a life that had to be.
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“N ever a dull moment with Olivia Cloud,” Jake muttered.
“Are you really complaining?” They’d entered suburbia shortly after leaving the chocolate store, Jake grumbling all the way and Olivia’s eyes bright as they could be. This had to be the answer to…well, to something.
The GPS in Jake’s car directed them left again at the end of the road, then another right, and further out until they reached the edge of town and the start of Chester’s forest.
“This is the same place we stopped Lulu,” Olivia said. “The exact same place. What does that mean?”
“Nothing yet.” Jake reached over and clicked off the GPS. “This is the last turnoff.” He parked next to the entrance of a long, winding dirt track that led into the forest. “I think it’s time we call the cops.”
“No,” Olivia said. “Not until we’ve found out what’s going on.”
“Olivia –”
“What if it’s a false alarm? What if we call them out here and it was just some stupid prank?”
“Who would pull a prank like this?” He asked.
“Kids? People who don’t like me?” Olivia didn’t exactly have a short list of enemies thanks to her recent adventures in Chester.
“All the more reason to call them.”
Olivia clunked open the passenger side door, then slipped out into the night. The scent of trees and the gentle sounds of nighttime nature filled the space around her. Crickets chirping, a rustle in the underbrush, then silence. Not a hint of a breeze nor the distant rumble of an engine.
They were totally alone.
Sweat trickled down her spine, but she wouldn’t let a little apprehension stop her. “Are you coming?” She whispered back at Jake, who’d already exited the car but hovered near it.
“I don’t like this.”
“Don’t worry. We’ll find out what’s going on.”
“Yeah, that’s not what I’m worried about at all.”
Olivia crooked a finger, then hurried up the long dirt path between the trees. More rustling, and the occasional hoot of an owl or another call she didn’t recognize. It was a peaceful night, but the serenity didn’t settle around them.
This was business. Or it was danger.
Finally, they rounded a bend and a small shack appeared up ahead – wooden with two windows at the front, both framed by curtains parted to reveal a brief view of a bare cabin wall opposite. The lights were on.
They crept closer. Jake placed a hand on Olivia’s forearm, but she didn’t stop. They dropped into a crouch.
“See anything?” He whispered.
“No – wait, there. Look!” It was the blue flicker of light against the wall. “A TV.”
A shadow moved across the wall opposite. A silhouette appeared, and was illuminated.
“Lulu,” Olivia gasped. “It’s Lulu, all right. Just as I suspected.”
“Oh really? You suspected it was her out here?” Jake’s tone dripped skepticism.
“Well, no, not exactly. But I did have a gut feeling that she might’ve been involved somehow,” Olivia whispered. “Well, that’s it. There’s only one thing for it.”
“For what?”
But Olivia didn’t answer. She rose from the crouch and stumped over the scraggly grass to the front steps of the cabin. She thundered up them, then knocked three times on the door.
“What the heck are you doing?” Jake hissed, and rushed up behind her. “Have you lost your mind?”
The door creaked open and Lulu’s eye appeared in the crack. “Hello?”
“Hi Lulu, it’s me, Olivia.”
“Oh. What are you doing here?”
“You wanted me to investigate Tina’s death, remember? You wanted me to clear Joe’s name.”
“You told me you wouldn’t do it,” Lulu said, but she opened the door a smidge wider. “And it’s too late for that now, anyway. I mean, it’s just – yeah, you can let the police handle that. I’m sure they’ll have it under control.”
“It’s too late? What do you mean?” Olivia asked.
“Nothin’.”
“Look, Lulu, I’m sitting on a lot of really important information I’d like to share with you. Do you think we could come inside and talk about it? I’m sure you recognize my colleague, Jake.”
“At least she doesn’t call me an assistant anymore,” Jake muttered. “Hi, Jake Morgan. You’ve probably heard –”
“I said I don’t want to talk about that,” Lulu replied. “Good day.” She swung the door shut, but Olivia placed her foot in the gap, and the wooden edge slammed into her pump.
“Ma’am, it’s of the utmost importance –”
“How did you find me out here, anyway?” Lulu asked. “You been stalking me?”
A muffled thump cut across the last of her question, followed by a groan.
“What was that?” Olivia asked. “Is there someone else in there with you, Lulu?”
“No.”
“Malllp!” A man yelled.
“Malp?” Jake asked.
“I think he’s trying to say help,” Olivia replied, conversationally. “I think that he’s saying it around a gag.”
Lulu’s bottom lip quivered.
“I think that Lulu has a hostage, and I’d bet anything that it’s her boyfriend, Fat Joe.”
“Don’t call him that!” Lulu growled, and pushed the door into Olivia’s foot. It hurt like crazy, but she didn’t move a muscle. She wouldn’t let Lulu get away with this.
“Jake, please call the police.”
“No, please, they – I didn’t mean for this to happen. I didn’t want to hurt anyone. I was just afraid that Joe would leave me. The cops, they acted like we were both guilty and I thought that if he disappeared they couldn’t blame us anymore – I –”
“So you kidnapped him?” Olivia asked, and her jaw dropped. Of all the crazy things to do…
“I had to. He wouldn’t come with me. I just wanted to protect him, Miss Cloud. Please, you can understand that, can’t you?”
Olivia sighed. She didn’t quite understand it. Sure, Lulu had motivation to keep her dear boyfriend safe, she was obsessed with him after all, but could she truly comprehend the thought of taking someone against his will? No, not really.
Jake paced behind them on the porch, phone to his ear. “Yes, thank you. I’ll forward you the coordinates.”
“Malp!” That from the back of the house.
“Don’t worry, Joe, the police are on their way,” Olivia called out.
Lulu broke down, tears streaming down her cheeks. “I just wanted to protect him. To protect us.” Despite her ill-advised kidnapping attempt, Lulu didn’t seem volatile or dangerous.
But looks could be deceiving.
“I think it’s time we go inside and talk about this,” Olivia said, after a second. “And it’s time you let Joe go.”
“I can’t,” Lulu whispered, but she stepped back regardless and let Olivia and Jake into the house.
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“Y ou’re sure you don’t want to press charges, Mr. Kristin?” The new detective, the last person Olivia had expected to turn up, stood with his notepad out and his wireframe glasses perched on the tip of his nose. He examined Fat Joe over them, a small frown wrinkling his brow.
He had to be in his early twenties, fit and handsome, if in an unconventional way – he had quite a reedy face. The new cop oozed professionalism which Keane could never have emulated, or even attempted, for that matter.
Olivia studied the scene in silence, Jake at her side.
Fat Joe sat on the sofa, rubbing his chafed wrists. Lulu sat beside him, her head bowed.
“I won’t press charges against her. She was just doing what she thought was right.”
“I really was,” Lulu whispered. “I only tied him up when he tried to send a text. Before that I just locked all the doors and stuff.”
Apparently, Joe had managed to swipe Lulu’s phone when she was in the bathroom and text off the coordinates for help. Olivia’s number had been the first on her call list.
The new detective sniffed and made a note. He didn’t think much of Joe deciding to let Lulu off the hook. “All right,” he said. “Then we’re done here. Unless, you’d like an escort back to your home, Mr. Kristin?”
“No, I can make it on my own, thank you,” he replied, then turned to Lulu. “I need to be away from you for a while. Do you understand that?”
Lulu’s bottom lip quivered, along with her double chin.
“If you go see a psychiatrist then we can talk, okay?” Joe touched her shoulder, a gentle show of affection.
Finally, Lulu gave the barest of nods, but didn’t meet his gaze.
Olivia couldn’t fathom how she’d thought she’d get away with it. Sooner or later, the police would’ve tracked her down to question her about Tina’s murder, and then all of this would’ve imploded regardless.
Speaking of police, Ranch, the new detective, rose from his position in the armchair and walked over to Olivia and Jake. He halted right in front of them and tapped the end of his ballpoint on the notepad.
“Thanks for coming, Detective Ranch,” Olivia said, by way of breaking the ice.
“That’s my job,” he replied. “I’ve heard about you.” He pointed the pen at her. “Oh yeah, I’ve heard a lot about you, Miss Cloud. I hear you’re the reason Detective Keane didn’t work out at the PD.”
“I’m not entirely responsible for that,” she replied. Though, she’d had a small part. Okay, maybe a middling sized part. But that was it. She hadn’t pushed him out. She’d just done what she had to do to find the answers. If she hadn’t – ugh, she didn’t want to consider what might’ve happened. Murderers on the loose? Keane had been sloppy.
“No, you’re not,” Ranch said, and clicked the ballpoint. The pen’s nib hopped back inside the plastic tube, and he stowed it in his top pocket, along with his notepad. “I hear Keane had a personal grudge against you. You interfered in police business on multiple occasions, correct?”
“I wouldn’t call it interfering.”
“That’s exactly what it was,” Ranch said. “And I’m sure you’ve been warned off before. I don’t want to flog a dead horse, but Miss Cloud, I won’t stand for that kind of thing in my cases. Understand?”
She had heard it all before, but it was strange to have the warning delivered by such a young man, and in such a dispassionate tone to boot. Keane had always been sweaty, keening, and angry.
Ranch was as cold as a winter’s breeze. “Do you understand me, ma’am?”
“I understand you. I’m not trying to interfere. Sometimes, I become aware of information and I go with it.”
Jake shifted beside her. He hadn’t said a word, but she could tell he was holding back laughter.
“You become aware of it?” Ranch’s lips twitched too. “Well, I wouldn’t want you to forget me should you become aware of other information. I believe it was you Mr. Kristin texted when times got tough.”
“It was a fluke,” she replied. “Lulu called me earlier in the week and my number was at the top of her recent calls list. I think he was in a rush. Ugh, you know he was. He already told you all of this.”
“And the fact that your number was at the top of that list means nothing? Why did Lulu call you, Miss Cloud?” Ranch narrowed his eyes, but at least he didn’t whip his pen out again.
“She wanted me to help her clear Fat Joe’s name,” Olivia said, and gritted her teeth. She couldn’t so much as bend the truth here – Detective Ranch would certainly check with Lulu, and unlike Keane, he looked like he knew what he was about.
“Clear his name?”
“Tina Hobb’s murder,” Olivia replied. “I assume you’re the one assigned to the case.”
“That’s right, ma’am. Called me down from Chicago to take care of this. You can bet that your services won’t be needed. I’ll be the one who gets to the bottom of this murder.” He moved to press past them, then hesitated and drew a square of white card from his top pocket. “In case you think of anything relevant. Stay safe, ma’am. Sir.” He nodded once to her, then to Jake before slipping out into the night.
Lulu sobbed from the sofa, and Joe had his arm around her. “You knew it would never work, Loo. You knew it.”
“I just wanted to keep you safe. I just wanted to make sure they couldn’t take you away or take me away or – I don’t know.”
Olivia considered them for a second, but it was no use talking to either of the pair now. They were wrapped up in their own affairs and likely to call Detective Ranch back if she interfered.
“Come on, hon,” Jake said, and took her hand. “Let’s get you back to the store.”
She followed Jake out into the night and down the dirt road, through the darkness and the soft sounds of critters in the forest. Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more to this tale than met the eye, and now that Joe was back, she might actually get the opportunity to talk to him about it.
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O livia sat in her tiny office in the Block-A-Choc Shoppe and went over the recipes she’d already collated into one file on her computer. The old dinosaur hummed and clicked on the office desk. She’d kept it because it’d come with the office space, and it’d seemed like a waste to throw it out at the time. Now, she wasn’t so sure. Everything took ages to load, and reading recipes would be so much easier on her laptop.
She’d spent all morning organizing new ideas for chocolates. The éclairs were such a huge hit, creating new chocolate baked goods might be an option. And there were always slabs to consider. Perhaps a brand of chocolate ice cream.
All the business thoughts barely kept her mind from the continued shake and jive around to the central melody – the murder case of Tina Hobb. Joe hadn’t run, he’d been abducted. Lulu was now in psychiatric care in the town over. If only she could speak with one of them.
Olivia reached for her office phone for the fifteenth time in the last half an hour, then rolled her eyes at herself and focused on the loading page on her computer screen.
“Oh, hurry up,” she said, and rat-tatted on the side of the box.
The computer clicked and spontaneously shut down.
“Oh no. Oh, no, no, no. You’ve got to be kidding me.” She punched the on button, but nothing happened. No whir and whine of fans. No blinking lights. “Way to go, Olivia. You’ve done it again,” she muttered.
It seemed that every computer she touched turned to mush beneath her fingertips. Or a useless box of fluff and sparks, at least.
Three sharp knocks rattled the door.
“Come in,” she called. Hopefully, that would be Alberta with a latté and a bit of gossip.
The brass knob turned, and Fat Joe Kristin shuffled into her office.
“Joe,” she said, and scraped her chair back.
“Please, don’t stand up. It’s all right.” He turned sideways to squeeze the rest of the way in, his stomach bulging out sideways from the pressure. He popped free, then shut the door behind him. “I need to speak with you, Miss Cloud.”
“Of course, of course. Take a seat.”
“I – uh –” Joe eyed the seat in front of her desk. “I’d better not. I’ll likely break it.”
“Oh,” she said. “Oh, all right then. Well, I could bring one of the wrought iron chairs through, if that would help.”
“No, no, that’s fine,” Joe said. “I prefer standing. Tina always said that sitting a lot would be bad for me, so I stand a lot instead.”
“Tina,” Olivia said.
“Yeah.” Joe sighed and shook his head. “Poor Tina. She was a good person. We didn’t always agree, but she was a great trainer and she helped me through so much. I’m so sad she’s gone.”
“I’m sorry, Joe.”
“Ah, well, I didn’t come here to mope around, just to thank you for helping me out yesterday. When I sent that text I wasn’t sure anything would come of it, and then Lulu charged in and saw me with her phone. Boy, was she angry. Anyway, just wanted to say thank you.”
“That’s my pleasure, Joe. Everyone in Chester was really worried about you.”
“They were?” Joe laughed and his belly wobbled. “I never expected that. I thought they believed I killed Tina. Anyways, I’ll get out of your hair, here. Looks like you’ve got work to do.” He nodded to the dead PC.
“Actually, I’ve got some time. Say, Joe, would you mind talking to me about something? About Tina’s murder, specifically?”
Joe opened his mouth and shut it again. “I – uh, I guess. What do you want to know? You were there, Olivia, you found her. I think you know even more than me.”
Olivia wriggled her nose from side to side. “Well, I’m not so sure about that. Joe, you and I were the only two who saw what happened firsthand, or rather, we heard it and found her body. That’s important.”
“It is.”
“Did you actually hear the – you know, the bang?” Olivia asked, and her pulse raced. She gripped her thighs underneath the desk.
“I did, yeah. I was getting changed in the men’s room when I heard it. Made my stomach drop. Initially, I thought a piece of equipment fell on someone. And then I rushed out of the bathroom and I saw –” Joe cut off and shook his head. “Nah, it couldn’t have been.”
“What? What did you see?”
“It was in the hall outside the men’s bathroom, just across from the door. I thought I saw the old uniform.”
“I’m sorry, what?”
“Ugh, I’m not making any sense. Sorry, little flustered.” Joe brushed sweat from his forehead. “It was someone wearing the old uniform of the fitness center. It’s kind of like a blue collared shirt with Chester Fitness Center written in bold white print across the back. I was confused about it at the time, but more focused on getting to the source of the noise.”
“No one uses that uniform anymore?” Olivia asked.
“Not anyone I know. No one at the center, that’s for sure. They’ve got new uniforms as of six months ago. It’s against their policy to wear the old ones.”
Olivia’s hope dissipated. An old uniform wasn’t a smoking gun, it was only a pity that it wasn’t older. This blew the case open again, or did it? Ugh, Olivia resisted the urge to tug at her hair.
“Did you happen to see if it was a man or woman wearing it?” Olivia asked.
“No. I didn’t look, I’m sorry.”
“An old uniform,” she said, and her eyes widened. An old uniform! What if it was Christopher in his old uniform? What if –
“Are you all right, Miss Cloud? You’ve gone pale.”
“Fine, fine. Just, oh, I think I need a moment alone, Joe. Talking about this has got me antsy.”
“I understand. Have a good afternoon, Olivia. And thanks again.”
She nodded, but didn’t register what he’d said. An old uniform. It had to be Christopher’s! It all added up. He’d fought with her the night before. His neighbors were suspicious of him. Joe had seen the uniform.
Olivia reached for the office phone and dialed for real this time, her heart pounding. This was it. It had to be.
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J ake had his usual position in the driver’s seat, his window rolled down ever so slightly to allow in cool night air from the suburban street. “You know,” he said, “this is the second night in a row we’ve sat outside a suspect’s house or similar.”
“What’s your point?”
“Nothing,” Jake replied, and shrugged. He glanced up at Christopher Robin’s house, porch light off and shrouded in darkness. The only light came from the crescent moon high in the sky, casting its paleness on the grass and lengthening the shadows of trees. “I guess I’m trying to say that I’ve enjoyed it. It’s nice spending time with you, even if it’s under these circumstances.”
Olivia tore her gaze from the Robin house and smiled at him. “I’ve enjoyed this too. A lot. I – I don’t just mean the investigating part. I mean actually being around you. This has been nice, Jake.”
“Taking it slow isn’t so bad,” he said, and grinned back at her.
Olivia placed her hand on top of his on the stick, then sighed. “If only we could have a little more down time to talk and get to know each other even better. I feel like all we do is investigate.”
“And eat chocolates.”
“I’m not complaining about that one,” Olivia said.
“Me neither.” He stroked the back of her hand with his thumb, then sighed. “Well, we’ll make some time soon. Okay? I think it would be nice to know a little more about you.”
“And you,” Olivia said. “But for now, we’d better focus on this.” She nodded through the windscreen at Christopher’s house. “Why do you think all the lights are off? It’s only 8 pm. Surely he’s not asleep already.”
“Uh, Olivia, that’s when you go to sleep most nights, isn’t it?”
“Yeah, but he doesn’t make chocolates at the crack of dawn,” she replied. “Maybe he’s not home.”
“Maybe,” Jake replied, and scratched the bridge of his nose. “I don’t like any of this. Walk me through what Fat Joe saw again.”
Olivia laid it out for him, from the moment Joe had walked in to when he’d told her about the old fitness center uniform. “And I called the center to confirm the information, as well. And the picture on their website was taken with the old uniform on.” She dragged her cell out of her pocket, unlocked the screen, then clicked through to the picture she’d pulled off the net. “There.”
Jake took the phone from her and examined the picture up close. “Right. And that’s definitely what Joe saw.”
“Unless he lied,” Olivia said. Gosh, could they trust anyone to tell the truth? Not in a murder case, that was for sure. “I don’t know. This seems like the next logical step, if you ask me.”
“You’re right,” Jake said, and handed back the cell. “Why don’t we go in there and speak to Christopher, then?”
Olivia slipped the phone into her pocket again. “Because of the last time?”
“Right, the pistol episode. Folks in Chester aren’t the most stable are they?”
“Oh, I think we’re all differing levels of crazy. Some are just a little closer to the surface than others.” Olivia folded her arms and drummed her heels on the baseboard. Nothing had happened in the half hour since they’d arrived, but then, Christopher wasn’t on their timetable. Heavens, it might be that nothing happened tonight.
The night passed by them and they sank into a noiseless stupor, listening to the sounds of suburbia. A dog barked in the distance, a door slammed. The scent of home cooking drifted through the window and Olivia’s stomach grumbled.
“Maybe we’re barking up the wrong tree,” Olivia said.
“Maybe.” But Jake didn’t start the car, and they waited on. The hours ticked by, and they stifled yawns or checked their watches by the light of the moon.
“Come on,” Olivia said, at last. “Let’s get –”
“What was that?” Jake whispered.
“What?”
“There,” he said, and pointed over the steering wheel. “Something’s moving by the trees at the front of Christopher’s house.”
Olivia scooched to the edge of her seat and peered through the windshield. “I don’t see anything.”
“There it was again. That’s definitely a person. Someone sneaking.”
The silhouette crept along the sidewalk, then took a sharp right and headed into Christopher’s yard, toward the side of his house. The person, whoever they were, looked short, hunch-backed.
“Who is that?” Jake asked.
“No idea,” Olivia whispered. “But I get the feeling they’re up to no good.” What if it was the nosy next door neighbor come back to do sleuthing of his own? “Come on, Jake, let’s go find out.”
“What about Detective Ranch?”
“What about him?” Olivia asked. “We’re not doing anything illegal. Think of it like this. We’re watching out for the neighborhood. There’s nothing wrong with that.” Every second they spent back here was one wasted.
They had to find out who that was and what they wanted at Christopher’s house.
“What if that’s Christopher?”
“Sneaking up to his own house?” Jake asked.
“Well, we’ll never find out sitting here.” Olivia opened the door and slunk into the night. Gosh, at this rate she’d go completely gray by the time she turned forty-two.
Jake’s door opened too, and Olivia grinned, though it was more out of nerves than excitement.
The pair hurried across the road toward Christopher Robin’s house.




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE





  





J ake and Olivia darted around the side of the house together, then slowed at the strange sounds which echoed from the back yard. A grunt, a scrape, the clang of metal, and a muted curse. Olivia bit her lip. What on earth were they about to witness? Crazy images flashed through her mind – a man dumping a body? Heaven forbid.
They rounded the corner and the humped shape loomed ahead of them, moving, writhing.
“Stop right there,” Jake said.
The figure let out a grunt of surprise, face hidden by what appeared to be a hoodie, then straightened a bit. It was tall. Definitely a man. He fumbled for something in his pocket.
“Gun!” Olivia hissed.
Jake leaped before she could stop him. He tackled the interloper to the ground, and they fell with a thump, and a cry.
“Jake!” Olivia screeched, she fumbled the cell phone out of her pocket, half-expecting a muzzle flash in the night. Her heart pounded against the inside of her throat. She switched on her flashlight app and directed it at the pair wrestling on the ground.
Both men froze for a moment.
Jake had the intruder in a headlock. Mike McCobb tugged at his arms with fingers covered in latex. Gloves? Mike?
“What the heck are you doing?” Olivia asked.
But Mike redoubled his efforts to get the better of Jake.
Olivia scanned the scene for help, for anything that could help at all, and her gaze fell upon a crumpled blue shirt on the ground, lettering peeking from the fold. Chester – ness Cen –
It was the uniform! And Mike had been trying to dump it in the trash can outside Christopher’s house.
No, this wasn’t time for grand deductions. This was time for action.
There wasn’t a gun in sight, but a switchblade lay next to the trash can, which’d been half emptied out again. Jake must’ve knocked it out of Mike’s hand.
“Think,” Olivia whispered. She jerked and reached into the back pocket of her jeans. Her fingers closed around the rectangle and drew it out. Detective Ranch’s cell number. “I’m calling the cops,” she said, and punched the number into the screen. “You’d better quit squirming, Mike. I’m calling them now.”
But that only made him wrestle harder.
“Olivia,” Jake grunted. “I’m going to knock him out. I can’t hold him much longer.”
Mike totally lost it at that. He jerked backward and tried to head-butt poor Jake.
“Do it,” Olivia said, and turned from the scene so she wouldn’t have to witness what was about to happen. She punched the green phone icon, then listened to the ringing.
“This is Detective Ranch,” the man said, clear as could be. Didn’t he sleep? It had to be past 1 am.
“Ranch, this is Olivia Cloud. I’m here at Christopher Robin’s house,” she said, and involuntarily cringed. “Jake Morgan is with me. We’ve just apprehended Mike McCobb trying to dispose of crucial evidence in the Tina Hobb case. Please, come quickly.”
“Ma’am, I’m just around the corner. I’ll be pulling up in two minutes. Stay with the suspect until I’ve arrived. Do not provoke him further.”
“Uh,” Olivia said. It was a little late for that. “Okay?”
“Miss Cloud?”
“Yes, we’re fine. I – we’re around the back. See you in a minute.” She hung up before he could cross-question her further. Olivia turned back to Jake and gasped.
The private investigator sat on the grass beside Mike, who lay supine, eyes closed and chest rising and falling evenly. “He’ll wake up soon and then we’ll have to do this all over again. How much longer until Ranch gets here?”
“He said he was minutes away. I don’t get it. Why would he be minutes away? And why did Mike have the shirt? Unless…you don’t think?”
“That’s exactly what I think,” Jake replied. “I just don’t understand the reasoning behind it.”
“You and me both.” Olivia walked to Jake’s side, but kept him between her and Mike. She wouldn’t survive a wrestling match like that and she didn’t want to. “Good heavens. Could life in Chester get more eventful?”
“Don’t jinx us.”
The lights of a car sliced through the darkness on the road, and red and blue flashed against the walls and windows of houses. Ranch had arrived, but Olivia couldn’t summon up relief.
No doubt this wouldn’t end well for any of the parties involved. She frowned at Mike’s stirring form. “Why did he do it?” She whispered.
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“L ove,” Ranch said, and scratched something out on his notepad. He flipped it closed, then stowed it and his ballpoint in his top pocket. “Or rather, passion.”
“What do you mean?” Olivia asked. “Mike was romantically involved with Tina?” The suspect, or rather, the murderer, had already been placed in the back of the police car and Detective Willis had gotten in and driven him back to the Chester Police Department.
Ranch had stayed behind to close the scene and to lecture both Olivia and Jake.
“That’s exactly right,” Ranch replied. “The DNA results came back from the lab not an hour ago. Deposits of Mike’s DNA were found under Tina’s fingernails.”
“She fought back,” Olivia said. “But how is that possible? She was struck from behind.”
“She didn’t fight back. No, the skin cells were from a previous encounter, likely earlier in the day. After interviewing Christopher, we discovered that he’d suspected she was having an affair for a while. He found pictures of Mike on her phone, and confronted her.”
“And then what happened?” Olivia asked.
“He gave her an ultimatum. Drop the spare and move in together or the relationship would end.”
Oh gosh, and if that’d happened Tina would likely have lost her job. Everyone in Chester would’ve found out that she’d had an affair with one of her clients. That would’ve damaged the reputation of the Chester Fitness Center.
Jake walked over from the ambulance where they’d insisted on bandaging up his wrist – he’d sprained it during the tussle.
Olivia watched him walk over, warmth swelling in her chest. Thank heavens he’d been with her. If she’d gone after Mike without him, who knew what might’ve happened.
“Good, you’re feeling all right?” Ranch asked, and raised both eyebrows at the private investigator.
“Yes, thanks.”
“Then let’s have a chat,” Ranch replied, and led them around to the front of the house. He directed them to sit on the porch step, and Jake and Olivia did as they were told. Honestly, it felt a little as if they’d been called into the principal’s office.
“Now, I know you two thought you were doing the right thing by snooping around here, but you nearly lost your lives. This encounter could’ve gone wrong. You know that Mike had a knife on him, correct?”
“Yes,” Olivia whispered. “Now, we do.”
“Well, you’re lucky he didn’t get a chance to use it. And you’re even luckier he didn’t have a gun. The man was unhinged because he’d had his heart broken, unhinged enough to kill the woman he’d loved and frame her boyfriend after the fact.”
Olivia slipped her arm through Jake’s for support.
“I warned you to stay away from this,” Ranch continued. “This is the reason why. You’re not equipped to handle life and death situations, unless you plan on getting combat training of some kind, and even then, this is none of your business.”
“I know.”
“No, you don’t.” Detective Ranch shook his head. “I’m giving both of you this last chance. If you interfere in another investigation without prior consent from myself, you will be arraigned for obstruction of justice. And I don’t make empty threats.”
Olivia wouldn’t have classed Keane’s threats as empty. But Ranch certainly meant business.
“While I appreciate the fact that you’re concerned about Chester and its citizens’ wellbeing, I can’t condone this behavior.”
“We understand,” Jake said, and squeezed the inside of Olivia’s forearm. “And we won’t get involved without permission again.”
Ranch looked from Olivia to Jake, then back again. He grunted, but it was clear he didn’t buy that. “I’ll be watching both of you.”
They nodded and Olivia managed a grimace of shame. In truth, she did feel bad about this. She’d grown increasingly reckless with her investigative techniques and she’d endangered more than her own life. Things would have to change.
“That said,” Ranch continued. “Thank you for your help and for your service to the folks around here. Likely Mike would’ve skipped town after dumping the evidence, and it would’ve cost a lot of money to track him down and bring him to justice. For that, I’m grateful. But not for the fact that you almost got yourselves killed.”
Sugar and stick, eh? At least he wasn’t all stick like Keane. “Thanks,” Olivia said. “We won’t do it again.”
Another doubtful grunt. “You two have a method of getting home?”
“Yeah, we’re parked over there,” Jake said, and gestured to his car. “Thanks, detective. You have a good night.”
Ranch shrugged. “Paperwork,” he replied. “Good evening, Miss Cloud. Mr. Morgan.” He reserved a nod for either of them, then marched off, his heels crunching on the concrete.
Jake and Olivia shared a glance. “Well,” Olivia whispered. “That was scary.”
“Scary enough to warrant an episode of the Bachelorette and a cup of hot chocolate on the sofa?” Jake asked.
“It’s like you already know what I want before I say it,” Olivia replied.
They got up and walked back to the car, still arm-in-arm, and for once, Olivia didn’t care how fast or slow their relationship went. Another murderer behind bars, Jake safe, and a night of trashy TV ahead of them.
Now, this was life.
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A t the end of each week, Olivia couldn’t believe how far she’d come and how happy she was in her little Block-a-Choc Shoppe. The scent of coffee grounds, the warmth of laughter and smiles from every corner, and the sight of the chocolates, each a little masterpiece of its own, crafted with love, on the trays at the front of the store settled around her like a blanket.
This was home. Nothing else mattered but home, in the end.
“How are you feeling?” Jake asked, and took her hand atop the table. He squeezed lightly and her stomach gave a flutter.
“I’m feeling great,” Olivia said. “I’ve got my store and I’ve got my assistants, and I’ve got – well, I think I have you?”
“Is it even a question?” He winked at her.
“Well, you just answered my question with a question.”
Jake chuckled this time. “It’s not a question, that’s what I’m trying to say. We have each other. And I think Dodger has me too. He keeps trying to crawl into my lap whenever we have coffee.”
“I’ve never seen him do that,” Olivia said.
“That’s because he does it every time you leave the room. I think he’s either afraid you’ll tell him to get off the sofa, or that you’ll get jealous.”
“The secret affair between dog and man,” Olivia sighed. “I lament.”
“What can I say? I’m popular.”
“A total catch.”
Jake lifted her hand and brushed his lips over her knuckles. “So, I had an idea.”
“Uh oh,” Olivia said. “This wouldn’t have anything to do with my birthday, would it? Because I’ve got to tell you, I’m not a huge fan of birthdays. Well, I am as long as they’re not my own.”
“Why not?”
“Are you kidding me? It’s another reminder that I’m a whole year older. Who wants that?” Olivia picked up a chocolate from her plate and popped it between her lips. “I’ve never really celebrated it.” She crunched the nutty outer shell and sank her teeth into the smooth hazelnut praline within. Oh boy, this had been one of Alphonsine’s ideas, and she sure had a knack for making them.
“I think it’s time you change the stigma,” Jake said. “I thought, and hear me out here, I thought it might be fun for us to go on a trip together. In fact, we could make it a whole family fun kind of outing.”
“What do you mean?” Olivia asked, and her heart skipped several beats. She’d never experienced a real romantic gesture before, and this seemed to be it. She wasn’t quite sure how to handle it.
“You haven’t seen Sebastian in a while, and you also haven’t had a break from the store and all the chocolate crafting,” Jake replied. “I thought we could go see Sebastian and take him on a holiday. The assistants could come with. Dodger too. I – I understand that we’re taking things slow, so I didn’t want to make this too high pressure.”
“You mean, you didn’t want to make it a romantic birthday getaway?”
“Exactly,” Jake said. “It will be fun with family and friends. And I’ll pay for it. What do you think?”
Olivia worked her jaw and tried her best to clamp down on the excitement that bubbled up from the pit of her belly. If she didn’t, she’d surely let out a whoop that would shock most of the customers in here.
Some of the regulars knew she could be a kook, after all.
“Olivia? What do you say? Never mind, it’s too much pressure, too soon. We said we’d take it slow and –”
“It’s wonderful, Jake. It’s a wonderful idea,” she said. “I’m really excited. And yes, I’d love to go away with everyone for a holiday and have some fun. I think that’s just great. Just perfect. Thank you. It’s the best birthday gift I could’ve asked for.”
Jake grinned at her, then gave the three A’s behind the counter a double thumbs up. “She said yes!”
Alberta clapped her hands. “I’ve got to plan my outfits for the vacation. Oh my gosh, it’s going to be the best time. Unforgettable.”
“Where are we going?” Alphonsine asked.
“That’s up to Olivia,” Jake replied. “We’ll discuss it and then we’ll organize it. This is just the first step.”
Olivia couldn’t help but giggle at her assistants’ enthusiasm. Where would they go? Oh, she had a place in mind, all right. A place that would make this trip even better.
“Any ideas?” Jake asked.
Olivia tapped the side of her nose. “You’ll just have to wait and see.”
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