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          Chapter One

        

      

    
    
      Olivia stood off to the side of the town square, admiring the banner the young people had hung between two brick-faced buildings.

      Chester Fall Festival!

      The banner was as enthusiastic as she felt about the event. In a small town like Chester, it was pretty difficult to make a name as a chocolatier, even if the confections were little drops of heaven. The festival would give her a chance to showcase her chocolates, maybe bring in a few more customers to her budding business.

      “Woohoo!” Jana said, appearing beside her. “Looks like this is going to be one heck of a party!” She pumped her fist into the air, beads rattling on her arm. Jana Jujube was the newest addition to their town and the least likely of its inhabitants. She didn’t exactly fit in with the whole mid-west vibe, but she was likeable enough.

      If Olivia had learned anything in her forty-three years, it was not to judge a chocolate’s filling by its smooth—or crunchy, for that matter—exterior.

      “It’ll be great,” Olivia replied at last, “but it’s only three days to the start. We’d better get to work.”

      “As long as I get to work with you. I know Lizzy will be furious with anything I set up,” admitted Jana.

      “Are you still putting up a cuddle booth?” It was the strangest concept to the Chester dwellers—a booth to hand out hugs. Folks in these parts weren’t much for showing that kind of affection.

      “You bet I am. These people need hugs,” Jana said, jabbing her finger at a few of the passersby. “And I’m convinced enough cuddles will change their attitudes.”

      “That’s how I feel about my chocolates,” Olivia chuckled.

      They strode over to the other side of the square and began opening boxes. Dodger, Olivia’s pet Labrador, bounded around them, barking excitedly and making himself a genuine nuisance.

      “Dodger, stop that,” Olivia said, but there wasn’t any real heat in her scolding. He loved the outside, the brisk fall breeze and the happy sounds of people going about their business. She didn’t begrudge him that one bit, as long as he didn’t pull down any of the decorations. Dodger had a terrible habit of getting into messes and leaving Olivia to clean up after him.

      Jana stood with her hands on her hips, surveying the spot she’d put up her booth.

      Dodger rushed towards her and snuffled at her loose, tie-dyed pants, knocking her sideways a step. Jana giggled and rubbed the soft fur between his ears.

      “Dodger,” Olivia called, “don’t bother people.”

      “If you can’t keep that hound under control, why did you even bring him?” A sharp voice rang out from across the street.

      Olivia’s insides atrophied. Oh boy, this was it. The grand Lizzy Couture had arrived on the scene, wrath in tow, as usual.

      She rose and turned to face the head of the town council and reporter extraordinaire.

      Lizzy Couture had bright orange hair cut into a wicked bob. It looked as sharp as a knife at the ends, reminding Olivia of that Vogue editor. What was her name? “Anna Wintour,” she murmured.

      “Pardon?” Lizzy snapped, brushing hair from her eyes with bejeweled fingers.

      “Dodger isn’t bothering anyone,” Olivia replied.

      Dodger waggled his tail so hard his entire bottom moved from side to side. Jana petted him, shooting frantic smiles between Lizzy and Olivia.

      “Yet,” Lizzy snapped. “And what’s going on here? Why haven’t you set up any booths yet? The festival is three days away, Olivia Cloud. I expected better. Not from the likes of you, though, I’ll admit,” she said, folding her twig-thin arms.

      “From ‘the likes of me’? What’s that supposed to mean?” How rude! Olivia had done nothing but try to help.

      “It means you seem to be doing nothing to help, and I have absolutely no idea why you’re even here.” Lizzy glanced over her shoulder, checked that there weren’t any listeners, then stepped in closer and lowered her voice. “Your chocolates are garbage, anyway. They taste horrible.”

      “They do not,” Jana said loyally, frowning from nearby.

      Lizzy shot the hippy-wannabe a withering look, but Jana didn’t back down. “Do you really think that bossing people around is the best way to organize this event?” Jana asked.

      “I have no interest in your opinion,” Lizzy replied, brushing her hair again, rings sparkling. “No interest at all, especially from an outsider.”

      “What is this? The eighteenth century?”

      “That’s enough,” Olivia said quietly. Even Dodger stopped his frolicking and trotted over to stand at her side. He sat down on her foot, and she grimaced. “If there’s something you need, Lizzy, tell me, otherwise please stop wasting my time and let me get back to work.”

      “Wasting your time?” Lizzy asked, raising her voice. “Wasting your time?! How dare you?”

      “Calm down,” Olivia replied. Lizzy seemed unusually on edge today. Granted, she wasn’t exactly a ray of sunshine on other days.

      “Calm down?! You’ve insulted me. I’ll speak to the council about this. There will be retribution.”

      “Eighteenth century,” Jana whispered under her breath, then jumped and hurried off to avoid Lizzy’s dagger-tipped glare.

      A crowd had gathered to watch the confrontation. This was exactly the kind of attention Olivia did not want. She’d barely set up the chocolate shop; it’d only been a year since her divorce, for heaven’s sake, and now this. An argument in the middle of town with a prominent citizen.

      “You are nothing but a… a…” Lizzy struggled for a word, which was surprising, given her vitriolic rants in the newspaper.

      “I believe this is our cue to leave, Dodger,” Olivia said. She clicked her fingers once, then headed through an alley between two buildings and out the other side. Lizzy’s furious shrieks followed her.

      Dodger pressed his ears flat, his golden eyebrows wriggling. “It’s all right,” Olivia said. “She’s obviously had a rough day.”

      Another shriek pierced the air. Make that a rough life.

      Olivia hurried back to her store, the Block-a-Choc Shoppe, and pushed open the wood-paneled front door, inset with glass panes.

      Alberta, her oldest assistant and good friend, stood behind the counter, serving cups of coffee and preparing chocolate treats. “There you are,” she said the minute Olivia and Dodger came through the door. Olivia strode; Dodger bounded. “How was the meeting?”

      Olivia walked to the counter and stood beside her, admiring the array of chocolates she’d whipped up that morning. “It was less a meeting and more a total breakdown in communications.”

      “Ah,” Alberta said, tapping the side of her nose. “Lizzy’s up to her usual nonsense?”

      “Oh, you could say that. Shrieking, swishing her hair around. I wouldn’t be surprised if she started setting up stakes or pyres or whatever it was they used to burn witches.”

      “Hmmph,” Alberta said, “there’s only one witch in Chester, and we all know who that is.” Alberta dusted off her hands and wriggled her eyebrows. “I’ve got just the thing to take your mind off that business, and Lizzy for that matter.”

      “Oh, no you don’t, Albie!” she replied, “I am not going on another one of your dates.”

      “Suit yourself,” Alberta said with a small smile—the same one she’d worn after she’d been proven right about the popularity of hazelnut pralines.

      “I’m going to get started on the drops for the festival. You stay out here and serve the customers. And if I catch you anywhere near my personal planner, scheduling in ‘handsome’ dates, I’ll…” Olivia trailed off, then chuckled. “I’ll ban you from free coffee.”

      Alberta’s mouth formed a perfect ‘o’ of surprise. “That’s a little bit harsh, dear.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    
    
      “Come on, A’s,” Olivia said, gesturing for her two other assistants, the ever-quiet Alvira, and the new foreigner in town, Alphonsine, to gather round.

      She called her assistants the three A’s, or the three musketeers depending on what mood took her, because goodness, it was too much hassle to call out, “Alvira, Alphonsine, Alberta!” every time she needed them all together.

      Olivia lifted a clear glass bowl and set it on the counter in the kitchen.

      “What about Alberta?” Alphonsine asked in her heavy French accent. “She not want to learn the recipe?”

      “She’s serving the customers and has probably seen it before. Besides, you two are new. You need the practice, and I know you’ll love the ooey-gooey inside of my crème delight drops.”

      “Oh my,” Alvira whispered. She was the youngest of the three, barely nineteen, and incurably shy.

      “Right,” Olivia said, placing two fingers on the rim of the bowl, “so the festival is in three days, and we need to knock the socks off the locals. Are you two ready?”

      “Ready,” said the two A’s in unison.

      “Have you ever tasted crème eggs?” Olivia asked without waiting for the answer. “Well, these are similar but tastier, creamier, gooier. Oh gosh, I’m making myself drool.”

      “Oui, me too,” Alphonsine said and swallowed.

      “Will you please fetch me the confectioner’s sugar?” Olivia asked.

      Alvira hurried off to get it.

      “And I think I’ll need—”

      The kitchen door creaked open, and Alberta stuck her head through the gap, white as a… a bar of white chocolate. Her plum-colored hair wiggle-waggled from her trembling. “Um, Olivia?”

      “Yes, Albie?”

      “Uh, there’s a detective here to see you.”

      “Oh? What about?”

      “I think you’d better talk to him yourself,” Alberta replied, then shuffled out again.

      Olivia frowned and clicked her tongue. She spied the two A’s, both of whom had already put on clean, violet aprons, and sighed. “You two prepare the work station. I’ll be back in just a moment.”

      Olivia hurried out of the kitchen, not bothering to untie her apron. The town was practically abuzz with excitement, everyone was busy, and she barely had time to think. This was not the best moment for a meeting with a detective.

      Olivia met the officer at the front desk and shook his hand. “Hello,” she said with a grin. “I’m sorry, we don’t sell donuts, but I’d be happy to offer you a chocolate instead.”

      That was her best attempt at humor.

      It failed, miserably.

      The detective’s expression had been frosted into place, possibly by the brisk wind outside. Hard lines surrounded his eyes and mouth, and none of them were from smiling.

      “Miss Cloud?”

      “That’s me,” she said.

      “I’m Detective Keene. I need to ask you a few questions,” he said stiffly. He was as starched as his collar.

      “Sure,” she replied, “let’s step into my office.” She hoped to usher him out of sight before his frosty demeanor put off her customers, who were seated at the glass tables throughout the store.

      They entered the enclosed space, decorated with a fish tank against one wall and images of Chester back in the day on the other. Olivia had to force the door closed, since Dodger had gotten it into his head that this was his meeting, too.

      Finally, Olivia took her place at the desk.

      Detective Keene chose to stand.

      “How may I help?”

      “I need you to answer a few questions,” Keene replied, removing a notepad and pen from his shirt pocket.

      “Pertaining to what, exactly?”

      “The murder of Miss Lizzy Couture,” the detective said in a monotone.

      The entire room, the fish tank with its bubbles and bright pink stones, the historical photographs, swirled into motion. Olivia gripped the edges of her walnut desk to fight off the shock.

      “Pardon me?”

      “Lizzy Couture is dead,” Keene repeated.

      He clearly wasn’t one for sugar-coating anything.

      “How? Why?”

      “I hoped you’d be able to answer that, Miss Cloud,” he replied, placing the pad on the desk and finally settling into the puffy chair.

      “Why would I be able to answer that?”

      “Because Miss Couture died shortly after ingesting one of the chocolate drops you set out this morning for the council meeting.”

      “That’s impossible,” she replied. “I didn’t put out any chocolates this morning.”

      “I believe you are the only chocolatier in Chester?” Keene asked, not waiting for a reply. “Several witnesses saw one of your assistants delivering chocolates to the council meeting this morning, prior to your arrival.”

      Olivia racked her brain for answers. One of the A’s had taken chocolates to the town square? Of course! She’d asked Alphonsine to deliver a batch of their handmade treats as testers. She’d totally forgotten about it when she’d left for work that morning.

      “Did you have the chocolates delivered, Miss Cloud?”

      “Yes,” she replied, “but I didn’t poison anything, and neither did Alphonsine.”

      “Is Alphonsine here?” Keene asked, glancing at the office door behind him.

      The fish tank made blooping noises in the silence that followed.

      “Of course she’s here.” Alphonsine lived upstairs in Olivia’s spare bedroom. She was technically always in the building. “But Alphonsine had absolutely no reason to hurt Lizzy Couture. And neither did I, for that matter.” She frowned. She didn’t appreciate Keene’s frostiness or his accusations.

      She reconsidered offering him a coffee. Olivia suffered from a perpetually sunny disposition, except when she was pushed around by rude people.

      The Detective tapped the end of his pen against his pad and wriggled his nose. “We have witnesses who say they saw you and Miss Couture embroiled in an argument prior to her death.”

      “Embroiled is a harsh term to use. Lizzy took exception to my dog, Dodger, so we left before she could hit her stride.”

      “Hit her stride?” Keene asked, narrowing his eyes. “What do you mean by that?”

      “I mean it’s no secret that Lizzy was a perfectionist. Or that she wasn’t well-liked. Honestly, I’m sure she fought with most of the people at the meeting this morning.” Olivia sighed and rubbed her eyes with the heels of her palms. “Detective, if there’s anything I can do to help make your job easier, let me know, but right now I have a lot of work to do.”

      “More chocolates to make?” Keene asked, and scanned the small office, as if he expected a bottle of poison to present itself.

      “Of course. That’s why it’s called the Block-a-Choc Shoppe—we’re chockablock full of the best treats in Chester.”

      “The best or the deadliest?” The detective asked, but in a mumble which she hadn’t been meant to hear.

      What a horrible individual!

      Olivia pushed back in her chair and rose.

      Keene followed suit. “I’ll be back,” he said. “Don’t leave Chester, Miss Cloud.”

      She folded her arms. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”
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      Olivia tapped her foot on the wide pine boards of the chocolate shop’s floor, eying the comfy couches in the corners, the glass tables arrayed throughout the space.

      Her very own shop. And there were customers in it, enjoying her chocolates, admiring the décor, and occasionally giving Dodger a pat on the head.

      Olivia should’ve been overjoyed, but Lizzy Couture’s death had cast a dark veil over everything.

      How could she be happy when she was a suspect in a murder case?

      The rude Detective Keene had left an hour before after scaring Alphonsine half to death, and Olivia had been unable to think of anything but the murder since then.

      “Now, don’t be mad…” Alberta said, appearing beside her. That was Alberta’s code for ‘I just did something you would not approve of, Olivia.’

      “Oh no, what is it now?”

      The last time Alberta had said that, Olivia had ended up foisting off yet another date with a potential suitor who’d had far too much facial hair and thought sandals appropriate footwear for a fancy restaurant.

      Alberta patted her plum hairdo. “I eavesdropped at the door. When you and that detective were talking?”

      “All right,” Olivia replied and chewed her bottom lip. “Where’s this going?”

      “I think I know someone who can help you get this problem sorted out.” Alberta tapped the side of her slightly hooked nose. She waggled her eyebrows up and down. “I’ve called a friend of my son’s to come down here and help you out. A private detective.”

      Olivia’s stomach joggled around. “A P.I.? That could be very useful.” She was the kind of woman who solved problems, not created them, and she’d run her chocolate shop in just the same way. She simply couldn’t allow anything to jeopardize it. After losing her husband, and her son’s recent move off to college, she didn’t have much left but her gorgeous store and her passion for making chocolate.

      “Yes, he’s a wonderful guy,” Alberta continued, fluttering her eyelashes. “Simply wonderful.”

      “Oh, wait a second, this isn’t another attempt to get me to go on a date, is it?” Olivia pursed her lips, but there wasn’t any real heat behind her gaze. Her A’s were always willing to help; they meant well, and even if Alberta had ulterior motives, her heart was definitely in the right place.

      “Here he is now,” Alberta said, clasping Olivia’s arm and directing her towards the front door. A man strode into the store, wearing a trench coat to guard against nippy weather. He had light brown hair, flecked with grey, and kind green eyes. He spotted Alberta and gave a friendly wave.

      “Hey there, Albie,” he said. “I came as soon as I could.”

      “Fantastic, you’re right on time,” Alberta replied and nudged Olivia towards the investigator. “This is Olivia Cloud, my employer. She’s in a bit of a sticky spot, and I’d really appreciate it if you could help her out.”

      The man smiled at Olivia, and her heart gave a reluctant flutter. Her cheeks colored, and she had to distract herself by patting Dodger—who’d appeared to sniff at the new guy—to hide the blush.

      This reaction wasn’t like her at all. He was a handsome man, though, to be fair.

      “Hi,” he said and extended a hand. “I’m Jake Morgan.”

      She straightened and took the handshake. “Olivia Cloud,” she said, “and this here is Dodger.”

      Dodger wagged his tail and barked loudly. A few of the customers looked up, but none of them seemed bothered by the noise.

      “Here, I’ll take Dodger for a walk,” Alberta volunteered, then patted Olivia on the back. “You two get better acquainted.” And then she bustled out, taking the excitable Labrador with her.

      Olivia cleared her throat at the exact same moment Jake did.

      “Why don’t we sit down?” she suggested, hoping to alleviate the awkwardness. Alberta clearly saw this as a potential date rather than a helpful business meeting, but that didn’t mean Olivia did. Or that Jake did, for that matter.

      They seated themselves at a table at the front of the store, and Alphonsine brought them coffees a few minutes later. Jake stirred in an insane amount of sugar and creamer, then drank deeply from the mug and sighed.

      “Alberta mentioned the murder.”

      “So you know that I’m a suspect in the Lizzy Couture case?” Olivia asked. News sure travelled fast in Chester.

      “Yes. I was there when she keeled over. Horrible scene, really, but it’s an unfortunate fact that she did die after eating one of the drops from your shop.” He examined his coffee with a hint of suspicion, then shook his head rapidly. “There’s no evidence, of course, to suggest that the drop was poisoned by you or your assistants.”

      “Of course not,” Olivia replied, “because that simply didn’t happen.”

      Jake nodded and pursed his lips. “Olivia, I’ve worked closely with the police on a few cases. Sometimes they need an outside contractor to investigate specific leads, and they turn to me because I can work in ways they can’t, and also because I’ve been doing this work for a very long time.”

      “Right,” she said, and her brow went crinkly. What did this have to do with Lizzy’s murder?

      “Yes, right, so there’s no reason they would reveal all the evidence to you if you’re a suspect. They likely didn’t tell you that they found a vial of arsenic on the scene, just behind the table where your chocolates were laid out.”

      “The detective certainly didn’t mention that.” Olivia hadn’t touched her coffee.

      “It appears that someone poisoned the drop Lizzy ate and handed it to her,” Jake said, pushing his empty coffee cup aside. “A couple of hours later, she collapsed. That’s my deduction, anyway.”

      “That means it has to be someone she knew very well. Obviously she wouldn’t accept candy from a complete stranger,” Olivia said, and scratched the apple of her cheek.

      “Lizzy had a lot of enemies, I take it,” Jake sniffed. “On the few occasions I met with her, she was rather unpleasant.”

      “That’s putting it mildly,” Olivia replied, “but it means the list of suspects in this case will be nearly endless.”

      Jake shook his head. “That should be the case, but it’s not. The police have narrowed it down to those who argued with Lizzy at the town square, which includes you, Jana Jujube, and Kinks McGee… but they have their sights set on you because it was your chocolate that killed her.”

      Olivia sighed and rubbed at her eyes.

      “Don’t worry,” Jake said. “I’ll help you get to the bottom of this, if you’ll let me.”

      Olivia nodded. “All right, you’re hired. I think we should meet here tomorrow morning, bright and early, and start interviewing some of the suspects.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to handle it on my own?”

      Olivia tapped her chin and considered it, then swept her finger into the air. “No, I want to be involved.” She glanced around at her customers, the cozy décor, and the glass cabinet displaying chocolate truffles and a ganache-covered cake. “This is my business on the line.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Four

        

      

    
    
      Olivia stood outside Block-a-Choc with Dodger, who was wriggling on the end of his leash. She checked her watch, then tapped her foot on the concrete sidewalk. Jake was twenty minutes late for their meeting, and tardiness was an attribute she truly couldn’t abide.

      She shuffled around in her flat pumps, then glanced down at her dog.

      The yellow Lab made puppy-dog eyes at her and waggled some more.

      “All right, all right. Let’s take a walk around the block while we wait.” The boy loved his daily walks; she surely couldn’t deprive him of them.

      They set off down the street, smiling at a few passersby walking their own dogs or heading off to work. It was early morning, and the sun had just broken the horizon, casting rays of warmth along the ground and a warm, golden hue in the sky.

      Olivia couldn’t help but smile, Jake’s tardiness and the case aside. What a lovely morning in Chester. If it hadn’t been for the murder, this would’ve been a perfect day.

      She rounded the corner, tugged along by Dodger’s excitement, and raised an eyebrow.

      Kinks McGee, the local carpenter, bustled around in his workshop across the road. He wore overalls and a checked shirt, both covered in sawdust. He had a long plank of wood laid out on a table with a sanding tool nearby.

      Olivia had no idea what any of the tools were called, but she did know that Kinks McGee had been one of the people who’d fought with Lizzy Couture before her death. If there were anyone with a motive, it was Kinks. The whole town had heard about their arguments, and hadn’t Lizzy written a snarky piece on him in the local paper?

      “Come on, Dodgy,” Olivia said. She checked both ways, then crossed the street.

      The lab bounded ahead of her, whipping the leash around in her hand.

      They reached the carpentry workshop, and Olivia rapped her knuckles on the door frame. “Hello there,” she called out and grinned broadly.

      Kinks looked up at her and nodded. “G’day. What can I do for ye on this fine mornin’?”

      Dodger tugged on the leash, and she unclipped him from it so he could do a bit of innocent exploring.

      “I hoped to have a chat with you, Kinks.”

      “You’re the new lady, that owns that, er, that chocolate place round the corner?”

      “That’s right.” She didn’t bother telling him that she wasn’t new, that she’d been around for a few years. In Chester, though, a few years didn’t qualify as anything other than ‘outsider’.

      “An’ what is it you want ter talk about?” Kinks wiped sweat off his forehead, then bent over his plank again.

      Olivia watched him with interest. Dodger snuffled around her feet and sneezed in the sawdust.

      “You heard about Lizzy Couture, I guess?” Olivia asked. This whole interview-the-suspect thing wasn’t easy.

      The carpenter froze mid-movement. He looked up at her and narrowed his eyes. “What you askin’ for?”

      “Oh, no reason, just that I heard you had an argument with her. Don’t worry, I did, too. She was in a pretty bad mood the other day, am I right?” She gave an awkward chuckle.

      Dodger barked and squished his body between two piles of lumber. Olivia didn’t pay attention to him; the wood creaked and wobbled.

      “I got nothin’ ter say ter you.”

      Kinks’ certainly had that local twang.

      “I’m not trying to upset you or anything, Kinks, I’ve been asking around because I think it’s important to get to the bottom of Lizzy’s murder. She was an important person in Chester,” Olivia said, tilting her head to one side.

      “I said I got nothin’ ter say ter you!” Kinks yelled.

      Dodger barked at him and squished himself out from between the wood piles. One of them tilted, wobbled, and toppled to the workshop’s concrete floor.

      “Dodger!” Olivia hissed. The dog hurried over to her, and she clipped his leash on right away. She wouldn’t be letting him off it any time soon, that was for sure.

      “Get out!” Kinks said.

      Olivia turned and walked out of the shop, her stomach rumbling from nerves. She despised conflict of any kind, but that had been necessary. She had to know who the killer was, and Kinks had been at the receiving end of Lizzy’s screams more often than she had.

      Dodger walked alongside her, his paws pattering on the sidewalk. They stopped to check both ways before crossing the road, and she took the opportunity to scold her oversized puppy.

      “You’re incorrigible, Dodger. I’m never letting you off this leash again, I swear.”

      He turned his big brown eyes on her and blinked innocently.

      She couldn’t help ruffling the soft fur between his ears. He wagged his tail in response and gave another goofy bark. She could never stay mad at him.

      “Wait!” A man called out behind her.

      Olivia frowned and looked back.

      Kinks shuffled out of his workshop, mopping sweat off his face with a stained handkerchief. “Wait a sec,” he said, and caught up to her, his cheeks puffing from the exertion of running a few feet.

      “Yes?” Olivia asked, and nudged Dodger with her toe to get him to sit down and keep quiet. He ignored her, of course.

      “You got ter unnerstand. I ain’t never hurt a fly. I didn’t like her, no, but I wouldn’t hurt her, not her, not anybody else. It’s not in me, understand?” Kinks wrung the sweaty rag out, and a few drops fell to the sidewalk.

      Olivia eyed them, then looked up at Kinks. “I understand. I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable, I don’t like the idea of a murderer running around in Chester.”

      “Yeah, me neither.” Kinks replied, but his eyes darkened again. He glanced past her, to the other side of the road, then turned on his heel and hurried back to his sawdust-strewn workshop.

      Olivia turned to look at what had spooked him.

      Jake stood across the road. He gave a wave and smiled broadly. “Sorry, I’m late,” he called out. “I have news, though. Trust me when I say you’re going to want to hear this.”

      Olivia’s tummy did a flip. “What is it?”

      Jake glanced up and down the road, then craned his neck and spied Kinks in the background. “I think it’s better if we discuss this in private.”

      Dodger practically dragged Olivia across the road. They’d lived in a big city once, after all, and he was used to safe crossings. They hurried along the sidewalk, the two humans walking side by side in silence, and Dodger rushing on ahead as far as his leash would allow, until they reached the Block-a-Choc Shoppe.
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      A plate of Irish coffee truffles and two steaming mugs of coffee sat before them.

      Dodger had retired, thankfully, to his doggy bed upstairs, which was just fine by Olivia. He’d exhausted her on their morning walk, Kinks McGee’s colloquialisms aside.

      “You’re late,” Olivia said, but she offered him the chocolates, nudging the plate in his direction.

      That had been Olivia’s mother’s favorite answer to all problems—a plate of chocolates, nudged towards her after a hard day at school. How she’d kept her figure all these years was a miracle.

      Jake took a chocolate and popped it into his mouth. He sucked on it and grunted his appreciation. “If you don’t make it in this town with these chocolates, then there’s something wrong with this world.”

      The shop was a little quiet that morning. Usually the regulars streamed in for a cup of the strong stuff and a handful of chocolates in a variety of flavors. Strawberry mousse swirls were a favorite and were normally sold out by ten a.m., but today was slow.

      The murder of the famous—or infamous—Lizzy Couture had clearly put a damper on the spirits of the local residents.

      “My fingers are crossed. The Fall Festival has to go on, right?”

      “Absolutely,” Jake said, but he didn’t sound so sure. He slipped a brown folder onto the table, then removed a single sheet of paper from it.

      Olivia nodded at it. “Is that the news you mentioned?”

      “Yeah,” Jake said and sucked on another chocolate. He licked his lips and smeared a bit of it across them. “I think you’ll find it really enlightening. It’s the print-out of an email. Read it.”

      Olivia took the piece of paper and scanned it. Her heart did a flip-flop, and she read the words more slowly the second time around.

      Ernest,

      You will regret this for the rest of your life. If you don’t give me what I want, I will destroy everything you love.

      Lizzy

      Only a few lines of text, and the hair on the back of Olivia’s neck had stood on end. “Ernest,” she mumbled.

      “Yes, that’s Ernest Dennison. The businessman? You’ve probably heard of him; he’s quite rich, recently got divorced.”

      “Where did you get this?” Olivia asked.

      “Contact in the force. But it looks like a solid lead to me. Lizzy clearly had an issue with Ernest, and I’m pretty sure she published an article about him a while back. I remember there was a big fuss about it,” Jake said. “Something to do with his wife.”

      Olivia slurped down her coffee, then rose. “What are we waiting for?”

      Jake stopped with a chocolate halfway to his mouth. “Huh?”

      “Let’s go interview him.”

      “I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” Jake replied, still holding an Irish coffee truffle between two fingers. “We can’t just barge in and—”

      “Why not? He’s a lead.”

      “Maybe you should let me handle this, Olivia. You’ve got other responsibilities right now.” The chocolate had now begun to melt.

      “Oh, don’t worry about that. The three A’s will take care of it,” she said, gesturing to Alvira behind the counter.

      The young woman gave a shy wave and was joined by Alphonsine, who whispered something behind her hand. Both women giggled and waved.

      “What?” Jake whispered, the chocolate dripping from his fingers onto the table top.

      “Are you coming?” Olivia called, already half way to the door of her shop.

      “Hey, wait a minute.” Jake stuffed the chocolate into his mouth and chased it with some coffee. He shuffled the print-out back into the file, tucked it under his arm, and raced after her.

      Olivia opened the door and strode out onto the street. She spun in a full circle, then frowned. “I don’t know where his offices are,” she said, then blushed. Perhaps she hadn’t thought this through, after all.

      Jake stopped beside her. “I know the way. Are you sure you want to—?”

      “Of course,” she replied and flashed him her brightest smile.

      [image: ]
* * *

      A few minutes later, they arrived outside Ernest Dennison’s building, the tallest one in Chester. His offices were right at the top, or so the sign beside the elevator said. They went all the way up and waited twenty minutes for an appointment. The receptionist kept eying them over her magazine, probably because she’d heard about Olivia’s and Lizzy’s disagreement.

      She eventually showed them into Ernest’s office, where they had to wait another five minutes before he deigned to seat himself across from them.

      He had laugh lines around his mouth, a thick mop of dark brown hair, a wide jaw, and dimples in his cheeks. He was young and handsome for all intents and purposes.

      “Well, hello, how can I help you?”

      “Hi,” Olivia said and grinned, “I’m Olivia, and this is my assistant, Jake.”

      “I’m a private investigator,” Jake corrected, raising a finger, “not her assistant.”

      Olivia rolled her eyes. “We’ve come to ask you a few questions about your relationship with Lizzy Couture.”

      “You’re not police,” Ernest said and smoothed his palms over the broad walnut desk.

      “No, we’re not officers.” Jake said.

      “We’re investigating the case in our personal capacity,” Olivia said.

      “I see,” Ernest said. “So why should I answer any of your questions?”

      “Uh…” Jake replied unhelpfully.

      Olivia clicked her tongue. She snatched the brown folder from Jake’s lap and slapped it on the table. She was a notorious straight-talker, and that instance was no different. “Because we have a transcript of this email, and so do the police. And if they have this, it means you’re a suspect, and we’re the only ones who can prove you’re innocent.”

      Ernest took the paper from the folder and scanned it. His expression remained blank. He looked up at Olivia, nodding slowly. “You’re not the usual kind of woman.”

      “There’s not a level on which I don’t find that offensive, but I’m willing to look past it,” Olivia sighed. “What do you have to say about this?”

      Jake made more ‘uh’ noises.

      “That this affair is long over. At least, the one with Lizzy. She sent me a threatening email—this one and many others, actually—demanding that I pay her exorbitant amounts of money, or she’d out me to my wife.”

      “Out you?”

      “Yes, she knew I was having affairs,” Ernest said matter-of-factly.

      “That’s what the newspaper article was about,” Jake said, at last finding his tongue and his backbone. Maybe that was a bit harsh, but Olivia had kind of thrown him into the deep end.

      “Yeah, she threatened to publish an article in the paper. I refused to pay, she published the article, and now my wife is divorcing me and taking half my empire. That about sums it up,” Ernest replied.

      Olivia blinked. “I see.”

      “Will there be anything else?” Ernest asked. “Or shall I call security to escort you out?”

      Olivia pursed her lips, then opened her mouth to give him a piece of her mind.

      Jake jumped up and grabbed Olivia’s arm. “No, that will be all. Thank you for your time, Mr. Dennison.”
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      “Not quite what I expected to find out,” Olivia said, walking with Dodger on the leash again.

      “Tell me about it,” Jake said. “I’d say we should add him to the suspect list, but he seemed calm about it. I mean, he could’ve kicked us out right away without cooperating. We didn’t have real authority to be there.”

      Olivia stopped dead in her tracks, and Dodger barked a complaint. He turned his head and bit at the leash. He’d been promised a second walk, and that meant he’d get one.

      “Relax,” Olivia told him and turned back to Jake. “He’s at the top of our suspect list. He had a clear motive to kill Lizzy. He was furious with her.”

      “So was most of the town,” Jake replied and folded his arms across his chest.

      Olivia prepared for the showdown. Ever since her son had left for college, she had become accustomed to doing things on her own. She didn’t need help to manage the finances of her business, and she certainly didn’t need Jake’s negativity about the case.

      He seemed timid about doing things that might be a little out of bounds but might yield great results.

      “You’re suggesting we interview the entire town, Mr. Morgan?”

      “We can’t accuse Dennison without real facts, Miss Cloud.” The corners of Jake’s mouth twitched. “You’re so defensive. I don’t get it—don’t you trust my judgment on this? I’ve been investigating for quite a while.”

      Olivia relaxed her shoulders. “It’s not that. I’m just used to doing things on my own, especially since my divorce.”

      Dodger barked and whined. He scratched at his collar this time, and the jangling of the leash interrupted Olivia’s thoughts.

      “I understand. I lost my wife a while ago. It’s easy to fall into a rhythm of doing everything yourself after something like that happens.” Jake’s smile was easy, and he gestured to the sidewalk. “Shall we?”

      Olivia’s insides did a flip. He was a polite man. Perhaps she’d been a bit too harsh because, gosh, she really wanted to solve this mystery before it was too late and her business suffered. Never mind knowing that the killer was on the loose.

      “All right, let’s look at all the clues we have so far.” Olivia set off again, much to Dodger’s relief, and they strode down the sidewalk, turning their faces to the sun.

      They’d had to pop into the chocolate shop to fetch Dodger after the interview with Dennison. The late afternoon was warm with a tiny nip to the breeze. Pleasant Chester scents drifted on the air: baking cakes from a cupcake store at the end of the road, lavender from the florist, and the fine wood shavings from Kinks McGee’s carpentry shop.

      “Obviously, Lizzy was good at fighting with people. I know firsthand,” Olivia said. She sighed and turned the corner into the road that led back to the Block-a-Choc Shoppe.

      “Right, but this article she wrote about Dennison can’t have been the only scathing piece in the paper.”

      Olivia clicked her fingers. “That’s it! We’ve got to get to the library and check out the Chester Gazette. I bet we’ll find a few articles of interest in it.”

      “Good idea,” Jake replied. “So we’ll meet back at your shop tomorrow at—”

      “There you are!” a woman cried. The slam of a door followed, and hasty footsteps scratching along the concrete. “I thought you two had gotten lost.”

      Alberta hurried up to them, her violet hairdo wiggling in the breeze.

      “Hiya, Albie,” Jake said. “We were just heading back to the store.”

      “So soon? I thought you two were on a da—uh, investigating.” Alberta tried and failed to cover her Freudian slip with a wave. It didn’t work.

      Olivia’s cheeks flushed bright red, and she turned her head to avoid meeting Jake’s gaze. He’d probably think she’d lost it.

      “Uh, no, we’re going to meet up tomorrow morning to check out a few leads,” Jake replied.

      Wonderful, that would give Olivia’s elderly assistant more ‘dating’ ammunition to fire at will.

      “Well, well, well, isn’t that wonderful? You two working together like this, it warms my heart. I’m overjoyed. I see an amazing future laid out before you.” Alberta raised both palms and twiddled all her fingers.

      “Future?” Jake and Olivia said, in unison, then exchanged sheepish glances. Dodger ran in circles around Olivia, twisting the leash round and round her ankles.

      “Dodger,” Olivia hissed, then bent to untangle herself. For once, she wasn’t upset he’d interrupted the conversation. When Alberta went on a roll, she didn’t let up until every person in the conversation was thoroughly embarrassed.

      Olivia took her time sorting out the leash, then straightened up after a couple minutes. “I think it’s time to call it a day. I’ll see you tomorrow, Jake.” She grasped Alberta by the upper arm, spun her on the spot and marched her towards the front of the store.

      “Oh, you’re not angry, are you?” Alberta asked and giggled. She truly had a child’s spirit.

      “No, Alberta, I’m not angry,” Olivia replied, a long-suffering sigh flapping her lips up and down. But she couldn’t resist glancing back at Jake.

      He stood in the exact same spot, his hand raised in farewell.

      Olivia nodded and turned back to the store, her stomach bubbling. She hadn’t experienced nerves like that since she’d been a teenager. She shook her head to clear it. She couldn’t afford a crush on the handsome investigator.

      She had a shop to run and a mystery to solve, and… well, that was about it now that Sebastian had gone off to start his studies.

      “Are you all right, dear?” Alberta asked.

      They entered the chocolate store and marched to the counter, where Alphonsine dished a handful of truffles onto a plate.

      “Oui, you seem a little nostalgique?” The Frenchwoman asked and handed Olivia the plate.

      Dodger turned in circles and barked.

      “I’m fine. Alphonsine, would you mind taking my mutt upstairs?”

      “But of course,” Alphonsine replied, and dipped her head. Her hair was pulled up an ornate French braid, which was fancier than her usual style. She took Dodger’s leash and led him upstairs.

      Olivia picked up a chocolate truffle and popped it into her mouth. The sweetness spread on her tongue, the bitterness of the cocoa dusting meshing with the creamy milk chocolate filling.

      “You need a man,” Alberta said, circling to stand behind the cash register. She readjusted her apron. “Oh, I know, I know. You can be angry if you like, Livvy, but I do believe that Empty Nest Syndrome has set in. You’re lonely.”

      Olivia chuckled. Alberta didn’t know when to give up. “And you, my dear, are a meddler.”

      The older woman feigned horror, placing her palm on her chest. “Who, me?”

      “Besides,” Olivia said, walking over to her assistant, “how could I be lonely with my three A’s to keep me company?”
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      Olivia slapped her thick, woolen gloves together, shook them out, then slipped them on. The early fall morning was far too cold for bare knuckles. She admired the swirling flower decorations in the knit.

      Her mother had given her these gloves years before, and Olivia had worn them every fall without fail. She turned and glanced up at the second-story window at the end of her hall. Dodger stood on the sill, licking the glass pane frantically. He whined loudly enough for her to hear. The poor boy was devastated he couldn’t accompany Olivia on another sleuthing expedition.

      Alphonsine appeared and dragged Dodger out of sight, probably back into the living room for a few naughty dog snacks. She did spoil Dodger whenever she got the chance.

      “There you are,” Jake said, appearing at Olivia’s side. He wore a pair of woolen gloves himself, though his were brown and lacking any decoration. He clapped his hands together and blew into them. “Cold, isn’t it?”

      “All the more reason to walk ourselves warm,” Olivia replied. “We can come back here after we’re done. There’s a cup of coffee with my name on it in the shop.”

      “There’d better be one for me, too.”

      They hurried down the road, huddled in their jackets and laughing about how cold it was, even though it would get much colder in the winter. Each year, Olivia believed it was colder than the last, even though the temperatures were always in the same range.

      In no time, they were seated at a polished walnut table, surrounded by towering bookshelves, green fuzzy carpeting beneath their boots. They huddled behind a computer and went through the library’s online archive for the Chester Gazette.

      “Look at this one,” Olivia said, pointing at the screen. “Dated about a month back.”

      Jake clicked on it and opened the article. “Oh wow. This is horrible. Really scathing stuff.”

      Cuddle Institute? Try Brothel. New Hippie in Town, Jana Jujube, Starts Potential Prostitution Ring in Chester.

      “Ain’t that a headline,” Jake murmured. “So she targeted Jana, too…”

      “And Jana definitely didn’t open any brothel. I spoke to her just before Lizzy’s murder. She’s lovely, and she’s only interested in spreading love, not, uh… you know what I mean.” Olivia leaned in to read more.

      Jake joined her in that, and their shoulders rubbed together.

      Chester’s newest resident, Jana Jujube, says she’s determined to make a difference in our small town. And she’s absolutely right, but her version of ‘different’ is also spectacularly illegal.

      Jana’s new ‘Cuddle Clinic’ is a thinly veiled attempt at breaking the law by introducing prostitution to Chester. This sick practice has been illegal since 1915, but Jana thinks changing the name of her business will disguise its illegality.

      “I just want to make people happy. The Cuddle Clinic will do just that,” Jana said in an exclusive interview with yours truly. Happy, indeed.

      Olivia sat back, blinking. “That’s the worst reporting I’ve ever had the displeasure of reading.”

      “You won’t have to read any more of it now that Lizzy’s gone,” Jake replied. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “We’ve got to interview Jana. I hate to say it, but she definitely had a motive to get rid of Lizzy. She mentioned to me, too, that she didn’t particularly like her.” Olivia rose slowly and eased her feet back into her boots. “I don’t think Jana has a bad bone in her body.”

      “We have to talk to her, regardless. And remain impartial.” Jake nudged her.

      “Yeah, yeah,” Olivia replied and gave him her best theatrical eye-roll. “Let’s get this over with.”

      “Right, but can we catch a cab this time? I think I’ll be frostbitten if we walk again.”

      “Drama queen,” Olivia said.

      “Excuse me, I am a drama king. Drama investigator?”

      They chuckled all the way to the sidewalk. Ten minutes later, they pulled up in front of Jana’s Cuddle Clinic. A line of customers stretched from the door, chatting amicably, all residents of the town.

      Olivia and Jake exchanged a glance.

      Honestly, no one had believed the Cuddle Clinic would ever be popular. Chester was a pretty traditional town, and cuddling wasn’t exactly high on the list of consumable products or services.

      They paid the driver, then hurried to the front of the line, ignoring the complaints. They reached the reception desk and met Jana’s broad grin.

      “Fancy seeing you here, Olivia,” Jana said. “I totally didn’t think you’d, like, be into a cuddle. But I’m glad to see you.”

      “I’m glad to see you too, Jana, but this isn’t a visit. We’re here on business.” Olivia raised a finger and swished it between her and Jake, creating an invisible line.

      Jana’s dopey gaze followed that line, and her eyes brightened. “Oh yeah? How can I help?”

      “We’d like to ask you a couple of questions.” Jake brought out a notepad and pen. “Is there somewhere we can talk in private?”

      “Sure, sure,” Jana said. She stood and stretched her neck both ways then turned and yelled in the direction of an open door. “Pinkie! Get out here and handle reception. I gotta go do something.”

      Pinkie, named for his ruddy cheeks, darted out of the back room, his white-blond hair flopping around on his forehead. “I’m on it!” he screamed.

      The customers at the front of the line jumped.

      “Right this way,” Jana said, having regained her composure. She gestured to the back room.

      They followed her, though they paused to exchange another glance first. Jana Jujube bounced ahead of them, humming a tune under her breath; she was in an awfully good mood. She gestured for them to take seats on two puffy beanbag chairs.

      Jake and Olivia hesitated, then sank into the seats. Olivia’s was metallic blue, and Jake’s was silver.

      “So, uh, Jana…” Olivia said, craning her neck to see over the edge of the desk.

      “It’s good to see you again, Olivia,” the young woman said, straightening in her own beanbag chair and propping her chin on the table.

      This was an absurd seating arrangement.

      “And it’s good to see you. This is my friend, Jake Morgan. He’s a private investigator.”

      “Oh wow, that’s totally awesome,” Jana replied. “Like, welcome to the Cuddle Clinic.”

      “Thank you!” Jake cleared his throat. “You seem awfully busy.”

      “Yeah, it’s crazy, man. Ever since Lizzy Couture kicked the bucket, people have been streaming through the doors. Everybody wants a hug now... I think most of them are just afraid they’re next,” Jana said, in a mock spooky voice at the end. She giggled.

      “Yeah, about Lizzy. Look, we’re investigating the murder in a personal capacity, and we wondered, well—” Jake trailed off again.

      “We found out that Lizzy wrote an article about the Cuddle Clinic and about you, Jana,” Olivia finished for him.

      “Yeah, you know, she totally did, but it’s all good, man. It didn’t really hurt the clinic.”

      “You weren’t angry that she wrote that article?” Olivia asked, flourishing an invisible pen and pad in her mind.

      “No, not really. Lizzy was mean to everyone. Okay, I was a little upset, but there’s no way I would ever, like, do anything to hurt her. I spread the peace. Love.” Jana opened her arms wide. “I don’t have beef with anybody.”

      “Beef?” Jake asked.

      “It means she doesn’t have an issue with Lizzy,” Olivia said. Where had he been living, in a hole? Beef was hardly an old term.

      Jana bobbed her chin up and down, up and down. “Anything else I can help you with? It’s just, I gotta get back to the front. Pinkie’s not the brightest penny in the jar.”

      “One more thing,” Olivia said. “Did you notice anyone hanging around Lizzy after I left? Anyone hand her a chocolate or anything?”

      “Nah, I left right after you did. Her vibe was totally putting me off my work. You know how it is.” Jana rose, smiling. “You guys wanna stick around for a couple cuddles? On the house.”

      “No!” Olivia and Jake said in unison.
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      “Slow down, Dodger!” Olivia said, but her dog was determined to lead her at a furious pace.

      Leaving him behind this morning had left him either insecure or with a taste for revenge. Much like no one put Baby in a corner, no one left Dodger behind during an adventure.

      The afternoon breeze had a slight bite to it, but nothing too icy, thank goodness. Olivia clutched her coat closed, regardless, and tugged on the leash.

      “Dodger,” she scolded, and the boisterous dog finally eased up on the pace. The entire reason she’d decided to leave the shop instead of staying to prepare chocolate drops for the Chester Fall Festival was to mull over the case.

      “What do we know?” she murmured, turning the corner.

      Lizzy had made a lot of enemies, they knew that. Lizzy had isolated Kinks McGee thanks to her temper, she’d outed Ernest Dennison as a philanderer, and she’d tried to label the Cuddle Clinic a brothel.

      Three solid suspects. Olivia raised her chin and sniffed. She refused to believe that her Alphonsine had anything to do with it. Her A’s were saintly and wouldn’t hurt a fly, least of all Alphonsine. The Frenchwoman looked after Dodger whenever Olivia asked, and she had a gentle demeanor.

      Olivia sighed. They desperately needed more evidence to figure this out, a point Jake had driven home at length.

      Jake Morgan. Olivia’s cheeks colored. He was cute in a bumbling kind of way.

      “Stop it,” Olivia said, scolding herself this time. Dodger still flinched but wagged his tail shortly after.

      They paused at the end of the sidewalk, glanced up and down the street, then crossed together. Olivia studied Kinks McGee’s workshop, which appeared to be closed, though the whine of a saw came from inside.

      “What is he up to?” Olivia wondered. She sneaked up to the front of the shop.

      Dodger let out a terrific bark, loud enough to rattle the doors.

      “No,” Olivia hissed and jangled his lead.

      But the Labrador had tuned her out. He growled and strained at the end of his leash, reaching back and biting at it frantically.

      “Dodger, what’s wrong?” Olivia whispered. This behavior wasn’t simple naughtiness; this was something else. “Dodgy?”

      Her beloved dog pulled on the end of the leash and it slipped from Olivia’s palm. Dodger took off down the sidewalk, then took a sharp right at the side of McGee’s workshop and disappeared.

      “What on earth?” Olivia chased after him, pumping her arms back and forth. Her lungs burned from the exertion. She was more of a chocolate-and-coffee woman, definitely not into running marathons—or even sprints for that matter.

      Olivia rounded the corner after her dog and pulled up short.

      Dodger scratched at the base of a shed nearby, growling and snuffling, digging up great clods of dirt and flicking them back towards a towering pile of planks.

      “What are you doing?” Olivia hurried up to him and grabbed the lead. It was slightly damp and covered in dirt. “Dodger, come away from there.”

      Panic built in her chest. What if Kinks came out here and heard the commotion? But no, the saw whined on in his workshop. He had no clue that her deranged, darling dog had taken offense to his work shed.

      “That’s enough!” Olivia snapped. Dodger finally stopped digging and looked up at her, his nose brown from the dirt. “What on earth has gotten into you?”

      Dodger whined and gave her the puppy-dog eyes which usually got him out of trouble. His nose twitched towards the base of the shed door again.

      Olivia wrinkled her brow at him and pursed her lips. No amount of ‘naughty boy’ stares seemed to help. Dodger wanted whatever was in that shed.

      “What is in that shed?” Olivia asked, quietly.

      The saw whirred on behind them, and the streets were relatively quiet, not a soul to witness a little breaking and entering.

      Olivia bit her bottom lip. “Don’t tell anyone,” she said to Dodger. He wagged his tail in encouragement.

      She grasped the rusty handle and tried it. Unlocked! The door swung inwards, stirring up dust from its base. Olivia coughed and waved a hand in front of her face, then reached inside and grabbed the string connected to the central light bulb.

      Clickity-click.

      Light flooded the tiny interior, and Olivia gasped. Dodger whined. They shared an owner-to-pet look of incredulity.

      The inside of the shack was stacked with pictures of Lizzy Couture. Pictures in frames or taped to the walls. A photograph on a shelf been scratched out in bright red ink. Every single image had been damaged—some had their eyes removed, others had teeth blacked out or the heads chopped off. Curse words were scrawled across some of them in different shades of ink.

      “Oh my,” Olivia said. She brought her cell phone out of her pocket and swiped her finger on the screen to unlock it. “Oh my goodness.”

      Kinks McGee hadn’t let on just how much he had hated Lizzy Couture. This wasn’t normal, not even a little bit. Kinks was obsessed.

      The saw cut off in the workshop and Olivia hopped up and down on the spot. “Better make this quick.”

      She snapped a few pictures of the shrine, then reached in and clicked the light off. She rammed the shed door shut and dragged Dodger away from the construction. He trotted along happily beside her now, but Olivia didn’t have time to ponder that.

      She hit the sidewalk, paused, and sent the images straight to Jake’s phone, with the caption:

      Meet me in the town square in twenty-five minutes. Don’t be late.

      “These will give the cops something to think about,” she said. “C’mon Dodgy, let’s get you back home. I’ve got to go out again.”

      Dodger barked a complaint, but he came along anyway. It was almost his dinner time, after all.
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      “And you just happened to spot McGee’s shed, wide open and waiting for investigation?” Jake asked, shrugging his shoulders to adjust his coat. He zipped it closed then shook his head. “You’ve got to learn what is and isn’t allowed, Olivia. You can’t just break into people’s sheds.”

      “It was unlocked,” Olivia said, “and in my defense, look at what I found in there. The man clearly had a huge issue with Lizzy. Bigger than what he’d let on.”

      “You know that evidence isn’t permissible in court. I can’t even send it to the cops,” Jake said.

      “Why not? I could’ve been a random passerby who heard a noise and decided to investigate,” Olivia replied. She refused to feel guilty about this. Kinks was dangerous, and that was the end of it. She stamped her feet and looked around the town square.

      The festival was only a day away, and she had a lot of chocolates to make before then.

      “Are we going to get started?” Olivia asked.

      “Yes, we can get started,” Jake replied, but he grumbled it. The fall breeze whipped the front of his soft brown hair into a cowlick. “It’s almost dark.”

      “Well? Where did it happen?” Olivia asked, then shuddered and stroked her arms. Not from the cold, but because Lizzy Couture had keeled over and died in the vicinity. She’d been a terrible person, by all accounts, but that didn’t make her death any less tragic or her killer any less evil. Justice had to be served.

      “Right over there,” Jake said, gesturing to the area beside the tables.

      The square had been cordoned off to prevent the locals from driving through it, and in the interim, decorations had flowered from every quaint lamppost—huge fake leaves in hues of red, gold and orange. Pumpkins were organized alongside the road, most of them hollowed out to accommodate candles. There were strings of lights hanging from the trees, which were beautiful enough to serve as decorations themselves.

      Olivia looked at the steel trestle tables where her chocolates would be displayed the following day. “Great. She died right beside my station? No wonder the police think I’m a suspect.”

      They strode towards the table, their upper arms brushing every second step. Olivia tried not to focus on the squirming sensation in her stomach. For heaven’s sake, she was a woman, not a teenager.

      “Right here,” Jake said, making an outline with his finger in the air above the crime scene. “And it was definitely thanks to one of your chocolates. I saw the toxicology report. Milk chocolate and arsenic. Not exactly the best combination for luxury food.”

      Olivia sighed. “Do we know anything else?”

      “Yeah,” Jake replied, then pointed to a spot in the mud, beneath a tree, its roots poking out of a square of rough dirt. “They found a footprint in the mud, right beside the table. A men’s size 13 shoe.”

      Olivia licked her lips and eyed the square of dirt. “That’s doesn’t help us much.”

      Jake shrugged and tucked his hands under his arms. “It’s the best lead we have right now. Size 13 shoes and killed by poison in your chocolate.”

      “Not my poison,” Olivia said.

      “Of course not, but it was your chocolate. That means that someone with a size 13 shoe had access to both poison and your chocolates. Any ideas?” Jake Morgan walked around the table and to the tree. He stared at the mud where the footprint had been.

      “No, I don’t.” Olivia reached up and undid her hair, then tied it up again. “I don’t employ any men with size 13 shoes. Besides, this doesn’t seem like concrete evidence to me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Just because it’s a size 13 shoe doesn’t mean that the person wearing those shoes actually fit into them, nor that it was actually the killer who left that footprint in the mud. Anyone can go to a store, buy a pair of those shoes and flop around in them. It could be a man or a woman. This tells us nothing,” Olivia said.

      Jake turned from his spot beside the tree and met her gaze, his forehead crinkling. “You’re right. I’ll keep my eye out for information. Hey, maybe Kinks McGee wears size 13. You never know.”

      Olivia nodded. “You never know.” But doubt burrowed in the center of her stomach. She checked her watch and winced. “I have to get back to the shop. I need to get started on those chocolates.”

      “I’ll walk you back,” Jake said, moving to her side again. He smiled at her and offered his arm, always the gentleman.

      Olivia took it, and they hurried across the town square, tucking their chins to their chests to avoid the gusting wind. Leaves swirled around their feet, and Olivia tried focusing on them to distract herself.

      It could’ve been Kinks or Jana or even, heaven forbid, her dear assistant, Alphonsine. So many possibilities and no leads to solve the case. Ugh! She had to forget about Lizzy Couture and the case for a while, or she’d never finish the chocolate drops for the festival.

      Finally, they reached the front of the shop. Olivia glanced up at the window, but Dodger wasn’t there. She’d likely find him sulking on her bed, dirtying the sheets and shedding everywhere.

      She smiled at the thought.

      “You’re beautiful when you smile,” Jake said.

      Olivia’s cheeks grew hot, redder than strawberry filling. “I – oh, uh,” she stammered. She’d never been good with compliments. Compliments from super handsome private detectives? She was totally out of her depth.

      “Olivia, I wondered if maybe you’d like to—”

      The door to the Block-a-Choc Shoppe slammed open, and warm air gushed from the interior. Light splayed across them. “There you are!” Alberta said, bustling out into the cold. She yelped and took a step back, then gave Jake an appraising look. Her gaze rested on their linked arms for a second longer than it should have. “We’re just about ready to close up for the day, dear.”

      “I… yes, thank you, Albie.” Olivia sucked in a breath of the crisp night air, icing her throat. Coolness spread through her chest, but two hot spots remained on the apples of her cheeks. She slipped her arm from Jake’s grip and smiled at him. “Thanks Jake, I’ll see you soon.”

      “Sure,” he said, “I’ll call you if I get any news from the cops about Kinks’ shed.”

      Olivia waved once and hurried into the warm interior of her store, her heart threatening to pound right out of her chest. The door swung shut, the bell above it tinkled, and Alberta drew the lock and flipped the sign on the door to ‘CLOSED.’

      Alphonsine and Alvira stood behind the counter, both with their eyebrows arched and lips pursed.

      “What?” Olivia asked, innocently. “We were just walking.” She didn’t have a reason to be defensive, yet that was exactly what she was.

      “Uh huh,” Alberta said, walking up behind her. She patted Olivia on the back. “Now that the romance portion of the evening has ended, perhaps we’d better get to some chocolate-making.”

      Olivia closed her eyes and rubbed the skin in the center of her forehead. Arguing with Alberta about the ‘romance’ would be a pointless venture. Besides, she’d promised to show them her secret recipe for ganache filling, and this was the perfect opportunity to do so. “Fine, but if you all insist on working overtime, it will be on two conditions.”

      Alberta hurried to join the other A’s. “And what are those, dear?” she asked.

      Olivia ticked them off on her fingers. “First, I’ll be paying you overtime, no arguments. Second, no one mentions romance, Jake Morgan, or anything related to the murder case. Got it?”

      “Got it!” they said in unison. Three completely different women, joined by their love of chocolate. Alphonsine gave a thumbs-up, and Alvira wrung her hands together, bowing her head slightly.

      “Good. Now, let’s get started.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Ten

        

      

    
    
      “Can you believe it?” Olivia asked, grabbing a paper towel from the roll. She tore it off and wiped a blob of chocolate off her apron.

      The three A’s stood at their stations, making chocolate, pouring it into molds or mixing ganache.

      “Maybe it’s the town’s way of getting over her death,” Alvira said, softly. The girl had a voice of velvet. If a fight ever broke out in the shop, Olivia would call this A to calm the situation.

      “The Fall Festival must go on,” Alberta said, brandishing her whisk. “Murder or no murder, this is a tradition, it’s a celebration. Nothing can stop the Chester Fall Festival.”

      “Still, I don’t like it. It’s in poor taste. A woman just died,” Olivia said. She was tempted to lick the chocolate off the paper towel but dumped it in the trash can instead.

      “Ah, but no one like zee woman, oui? So why stop zee festival?” Alphonsine asked.

      Olivia rubbed the back of her neck. All this talk about the murder during chocolate-making made her nervous. She rolled her shoulders, then dusted off her palms on her apron. “I’m going to take a quick break, ladies. Are you going to be all right down here for a few minutes?”

      “No, we will explode zee kitchen,” Alphonsine said, a sneaky smile creeping onto her lips.

      “Yes, yes, dear, go take a break,” Alberta replied, then swatted Alphonsine on the shoulder. The Frenchwoman giggled and returned to stirring the pot. (Excuse the pun.)

      Olivia waggled her finger at the three of them, a last-ditch attempt at a warning, then strode off. She hurried upstairs, her belly grumbling complaints. She hadn’t eaten since lunch, and it was already past seven p.m.

      She strode down the hall that led past Alphonsine’s room and the master bedroom, its door open and the interior dark, and to the kitchen at the far end. She clicked on the light and blinked, adjusting to the sudden change.

      Dodger’s bowl sat beside the fridge, licked clean of his Tasty Dog treats. He’d managed to slop water onto the floor, as usual.

      “Oh Dodgy,” she whispered, then shook her head. Speaking of her hound, she hadn’t seen him since she’d left the shop with the hunky, ahem, handsome—no, just a detective.

      “Dodger,” Olivia said loudly. “Come on, boy. I’m making dinner.” Sometimes she cooked a piece of steak for dinner and gave him a piece, as a treat. He deserved it after missing out on an evening walk and for leading her to Kinks McGee’s shrine of Couture hate.

      Olivia turned and peered back down the hall. Silence reigned. No sign of her dog.

      He couldn’t have padded down into the store. She’d installed a security gate at the top of the stairs, and another at the bottom, just in case he got creative and managed to get through.

      “Dodger?” Olivia walked down the hall and frowned. She stopped dead in the middle of the hallway, just across from the door to her bedroom. “Dodger, come out, right this minute.”

      But her dog didn’t run out of the bedroom, his tail wagging, his tongue lolling from the corner of his ever-slobbery mouth. Fear streaked through Olivia’s heart. Dodger was her everything. Sebastian hardly ever called, and she’d long since given up on dating.

      “Dodger!”

      Olivia hurried into her bedroom and switched on her bedside lamp. Dodger’s dog bed was empty, and the windows were shut tight. He couldn’t have gone anywhere. Panic enfolded Olivia’s thoughts.

      What if he’d broken out somehow and managed to lose himself in Chester? He wasn’t used to the town yet, and she didn’t know or trust any of the locals to return him.

      Olivia ran down the hall, toward the gate at the top of the stairs. “Dodger!”

      A bark, followed by snuffling noises.

      Olivia froze and listened carefully. The door to Alphonsine’s bedroom juddered in its frame, scratches rocking the wood back and forth. Dodger barked again, then whined and sniffed at the crack, his pink tongue appearing for a second.

      “There you are!” Olivia said. “That’s a relief. What are you doing in there, you naughty dog?” She hurried to Alphonsine’s room and opened the door. The Frenchwoman’s bedroom light was on, illuminating the carnage of Dodger’s prolonged stay.

      “What have you done, Dodger?” Olivia groaned and pressed her palm to her face.

      Somehow, her goofy dog had managed to knock over Alphonsine’s makeup bag. Tubes of mascara rolled across the floor, powder splattered the boards in every shade imaginable, and in the corner…

      “What the—?” Olivia whispered. She walked to the bed and stared at the pair of shoes beside it.

      They definitely didn’t belong to Alphonsine. They were muddied and far too big. Olivia swept down and picked one of them up by the heel, then flipped it over to look at the tread.

      “Size 13,” Olivia said, then swallowed. Dodger barked and trotted out of the bedroom, heading for his bed, now that his work was done.

      Why would Alphonsine have a pair of men’s shoes in her room? Olivia placed the shoe back where she’d found it. She chewed the corner of her bottom lip, then ran her hand over the top of her head.

      This wasn’t good.

      She didn’t want to believe Alphonsine had anything to do with the murder, but why did she have men’s shoes in her bedroom? Alphonsine didn’t have a boyfriend, and Olivia had asked that she notify her if she planned to have guests over.

      It didn’t matter whether this was evidence or not, Olivia had to speak to her boarder about this.

      Olivia turned and hurried out of the room, then closed the door behind her to stop Dodger from interfering again. She opened the gate at the top of the stairs, stepped through then shut it behind her before hurrying downstairs, butterflies assaulting the lining of her stomach.

      She stepped into the kitchen, and a rush of activity greeted her.

      The three A’s had managed to create an entire tray of drops in her absence. All three women were spotless, not a drop of chocolate was spilled, and they wore triumphant grins.

      “That’s wonderful,” Olivia said. “I think that’s enough for one day. It’s getting late.”

      “Oh, we can stick around a little longer,” Alberta said.

      “No, no, that’s quite fine. I, uh, you’ve done enough for one night,” Olivia said. She tried to put on a smile, but she couldn’t concentrate. “Alphonsine? Would you mind coming upstairs with me? I need to talk to you about something.”

      Alphonsine dusted off her hands, then shrugged. “Oui, I will come in a moment,” she said. Then gestured to the mess in the sink. “I should clean zis first?”

      “No, leave that for later. This is more important,” Olivia replied, then beckoned for her to follow.

      Alphonsine paled, glanced left and right at the other A’s, then followed in Olivia’s footsteps.
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      “What ‘appened?” Alphonsine asked as she rushed into her bedroom. She knelt on the floor and grabbed an eyeliner pencil from a patch of crushed powder. Eyeshadow pawprints tracked across the floorboards, from the door to the bed, to the small desk in the corner.

      “Dodger got in here. I’m really not sure how he did it, to be honest, but I’ll help you clean it all up, and I’ll reimburse you for the ruined makeup,” Olivia said. She did feel terrible about that, but there was a more pressing matter to attend to.

      Alphonsine sighed and collected a tube of mascara from next to the pair of shoes.

      “Alphonsine?” Olivia said, then took a deep breath. She hated confrontation, even when it was absolutely necessary. She didn’t want to upset her newest assistant. She’d been nothing but lovely since her arrival. “I need to talk to you about something.”

      “Oui?” She replied, still kneeling in the middle of the floor, powder on her knees and clutching the tubes and pencils in one hand. “What is it?”

      “I hope this doesn’t upset you, but we need to talk about the rules in this house.”

      Alphonsine swallowed. “The rules?”

      “Yes,” Olivia said, then walked to the chair beside the desk and lowered herself into it. “You know that I am overjoyed to have you here. You’re amazing with Dodger, even though he can be a bit of a terror sometimes.”

      “I love him,” the Frenchwoman replied. “In Lyon I had a little doggy of my own. I miss him so terrible.”

      “Yes, and I’ve been lonely ever since Sebastian left for college, and you being here has been amazing.” Olivia cleared her throat. “But there are rules for living here, and one of them is no male visitors.”

      Alphonsine pressed her lips together. “I have not had any visitor!”

      Olivia gestured to the pair of shoes beside the bed. Alphonsine looked at them, grimaced and gulped again.

      “Please don’t lie to me, Alphonsine, I just want to talk about it. You’re not in any trouble. I’m not going to kick you out.”

      Alphonsine bit the nail of her index finger, but didn’t reply.

      “Look, it’s just that I’m a very private person, and I like to have control of my home. I don’t want strangers traipsing through my chocolate shop to come up here. Do you understand?” She couldn’t accuse her assistant of consorting with a murderer, but she had to find out who’d been in her home.

      That person, male or female, was a suspect in the murder case, for sure. The muddied shoes were damning evidence. And whoever it was had had access to her store and the chocolates.

      “I’m sorry. Je suis vremaint désolé. I bring my, uh, I bring my cousin up here to see the room and the shop.” Alphonsine continued biting on her nail, glancing askance at the shoes.

      Olivia sighed. “Tell me the truth, Alph. We’re friends, even though you work for me. I want to understand why you broke the rules.”

      Her assistant bowed her head and dropped her makeup into her lap. “I am in love. I am sorry, Madame. I fell in love with the man, and I asked him to leave after a fight.”

      “All right,” Olivia replied. “Please, don’t bring another visitor here without permission.”

      “I will not. I swear it. Never again! It is over now between the man and me.” Tears dropped from Alphonsine’s cheeks and into her lap, splattering her apron.

      “Oh no, please don’t cry. I didn’t mean to upset you,” Olivia said, and lurched out of her chair. That was the last thing she’d wanted.

      Alphonsine shook her head wordlessly and swiped the tears from beneath her eyes.

      It would be in poor taste to ask her the man’s name now. Still, Olivia had to know who had been in her home and wore size 13 men’s shoes. “Alph?”

      The Frenchwomen met her gaze, her chin trembling. “Oui?”

      “Could you tell me who it was? Who was in your room and when?” Olivia asked, and guilt tumbled around in the back of her mind. It wasn’t fair to expect Alphonsine to snap out of her sorrow and answer questions about her relationship.

      Olivia glanced towards the door, which stood wide open, and to the gate at the top of the stairs. It was locked up tight, and the staircase beyond it lay in darkness. She shuddered, uncomfortable for the first time in her own home.

      The murderer might have been up here.

      “Alphonsine?”

      The Frenchwoman shook her head. She didn’t want to open her mouth to speak. Instead, she burst into tears and buried her face in her palms.

      Oh boy, Olivia had done it this time. She knocked once on the wooden table. “All right, perhaps we’d better talk about this another time, once you’ve calmed down.”

      The Frenchwoman didn’t look up, sobbing hard enough that her wails filled the space in the room.

      Olivia wasn’t good with a lot of noise, and the sounds of sorrow were practically unbearable.

      “I’ll leave you alone,” she said, “but please let me know if you need anything at all. I’ll be in the kitchen, making a cup of tea if you want to join me.”

      Alphonsine didn’t give any sign she’d heard what Olivia had said. She cried on, hiccupping and dribbling tears and snot.

      Olivia cleared her throat, awkward as could be, then shuffled out of the room and into the hall. She closed the door behind her to give the Frenchwoman a bit of privacy. Perhaps she had pushed too hard this time, but it was only because she needed answers about Lizzy Couture’s death.

      As sad as Alphonsine’s break-up was, it didn’t come close to the sorrow of losing a family member. Or the wrongness of taking a life.

      Olivia let go of the brass door handle and wiped her hands on her apron, smearing a bit of the chocolate down her front. She rolled her eyes at herself, then traipsed to the kitchen to make herself that tea.

      Her mind burned with the possibilities. Alphonsine had been involved with a suspect, that seemed sure, but what if that suspect was actually the culprit? What if Alphonsine hadn’t had a visitor but had killed Lizzy herself and had worn the shoes to throw the cops off her tracks?

      “Don’t be horrible,” Olivia said, scolding herself. She clicked on the kettle and listened to the warm hum of boiling water. “She wouldn’t do that. She’s lovely.”

      But the doubt sprouted in Olivia’s mind. Perhaps Alphonsine had done it and regretted her actions. That would explain the excessive crying.

      Olivia shook her head to clear the horrid thoughts right out of it. She didn’t have any proof of that yet. The only lead she could follow was that of a man with size 13 shoes and a deep dislike of Lizzy Couture.

      A lot of men met those criteria, unfortunately.
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      Olivia stood on the sidewalk, phone pressed to her ear and Dodger dragging at the end of the leash. She tugged once, and he settled down for the briefest moment, then resumed his incessant pulling, whining and collar-scratching.

      “It’s him. I’m sure of it,” she said into her phone.

      Jake coughed and spluttered on the other end of the line. “Gosh, Olivia, you sure know how to keep a man on his toes. Hold on a sec, I just sprayed coffee all over my desk.”

      Olivia tapped her foot and waited for Jake to finish his clean-up. The scrape and click on the other end of the line came through, and she straightened.

      “You were saying?” The investigator asked and didn’t bother hiding the exhaustion in his tone.

      “It’s not my fault evidence keeps falling into my lap, Mr. Morgan,” Olivia said sternly. “I’m just minding my own business and—”

      “The Fall Festival starts tomorrow, Olivia. Shouldn’t you be making chocolates for the festivities?”

      “I would be able to if you weren’t languishing at your desk instead of following through on our leads,” she replied coolly.

      Dodger stopped shuffling around and barked at her instead. He didn’t like it when she took that tone.

      “Wow, Olivia, relax, please. I know this is important to you and that you’re determined to see it through, but you can’t go around accusing people of murder without the evidence to back it up.” Jake paused, then continued, “Actually, you can’t go around accusing people of murder at all. That’s not your job.”

      “Kinks McGee is the only option,” Olivia replied. “Look, the Festival is tomorrow; the sooner we get this case wrapped up, the better.”

      “So, you’re going to rush this so you can get it ‘wrapped up?’ No, Olivia. I can’t let you do this.”

      “You can’t let me do this?” Olivia clicked her tongue. “Don’t be ridiculous, Jake. If you think I’m doing the wrong thing, come down here and talk to me about it. I’ll be over at Kinks’ workshop.”

      “Olivia, wait. Just think about this for a moment. There’s no proof that Kinks was the guy who visited Alphonsine. For heaven’s sake, we don’t even know the shoes from her bedroom are a match. At least let the police check that out first.”

      But Olivia didn’t want to hear his excuses. This had to get done and out of the way. If Jake didn’t want to follow through, then she would.

      She could do this.

      “Olivia, I’m warning you—”

      “Don’t bother. Honestly, Jake, I expected better from you,” she said, then hung up.

      She flicked Dodger’s leash once, unable to shake the sense of shame. She really liked the private investigator, but he clouded her vision. And Olivia Cloud refused to be, well, clouded. She’d spent years of her life overshadowed by her ex, and she’d break that habit at any cost.

      “Come on, Dodgy, let’s do this.” She strode across the street and towards the workshop.

      Kinks McGee’s doors were thrown wide open, and the man himself—ahem, the accused—strode back and forth, from bench to bench, carrying wood, pausing only to wipe sweat off his forehead with the back of his hand.

      “Kinks,” Olivia called out. She stopped and waited at the threshold of his workshop. The last time she’d gone inside with Dodger, he’d trashed half the place. She didn’t plan on doing that again.

      The carpenter froze mid-movement. He turned, froze, and snorted at the sight of her. “Whaddaya want?”

      Wow, that was a nice way to greet a person. But then, she should’ve expected as much from a murderer.

      “I need to talk to you about what happened to Lizzy,” Olivia replied and squared her shoulders. Dodger sat, then lowered himself into a lying position. This was unheard of on a walk—what had gotten into him?

      “I aint talkin’ ter you about nothin’,” Kinks growled.

      Oh boy, she’d hoped this would be a bit easier.

      “I know you were at my house the other night, Kinks. I know all about Alphonsine and the shoes. The mud. The murder,” Olivia said, ticking off the counts on her fingers.

      Kinks’ expression darkened. “I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about.” He raked his fingers over the top of his head, a nervous tic for sure.

      “Of course you do,” Olivia said. “You murdered Lizzy Couture in cold blood. I found your hateful shrine in the shed out back.”

      Kinks went red from head to toe. He shuffled toward her a step. “And what are you doin’ wanderin’ around my shed?” he thundered. “You got no right!”

      Looked like Olivia might be getting a hate shrine of her own sometime soon.

      “And you had no right to have an affair with my assistant, in my own home.” Olivia narrowed her eyes at the man. Dodger barked his support for her cause, then turned in a circle and tangled his leash.

      Olivia bent and tried to untangle him.

      “Woman,” McGee said, “you’ve lost your darn mind. I haven’t, I don’t...” Kinks’ cheeks had gone from tomato red to beetroot purple. He’d likely bust a vein if this continued.

      “Oh yeah? Then how come I found your shoes in Alphonsine’s bedroom? The exact same size shoes as those worn by the killer. A size thirteen!” Olivia jerked at the leash, but Dodger spun in another circle and tangled it even more.

      “I’m a size eleven, ya crazy coot.” And Kinks cleared his throat. “A size eleven isn’t a bad size to be.”

      Olivia’s insides froze. She stopped tugging on Dodger’s leash and shifted her gaze to Kinks’ feet instead. A fine layer of sawdust covered his work boots, and he stamped them on the concrete floor.

      They didn’t look size thirteen, after all. Or did they?

      Olivia sniffed and straightened. “I’m going to need you to prove that.”

      “What? How?” Kinks took a step back and shook his head. Apparently, the shock had sucked the yells right out of his lungs.

      “Take off your shoe and show me the size.”

      Kinks’ mouth flapped open and closed. He gulped air, and the color drained from his face. “You are crazy.”

      “Look, Kinks, I’m not going to let this lie.” Dodger barked and dragged at the end of the leash. He stumbled over the twisted knot of cord at his paws.

      “Woman, I ain’t takin’ off my shoes for you.”

      Olivia rolled her eyes. “Not both shoes,” she said. “Just one.”

      A siren whooped behind her, and red and blue lights flashed. She glanced over her shoulder and grimaced. Backup had arrived, and it wasn’t for her.

      That meant Jake had called them. Did he think she’d mess this up? He wasn’t wrong.

      A car door slammed, and Detective Keene strode up the sidewalk toward them.

      Olivia’s stomach sank into the bottoms of her shoes. Dodger barked once, twice, and then sat down on top of his twisted leash.

      “Miss Cloud,” Detective Keene said in a ‘we meet again’ voice. “I’m afraid you’re going to have to come with me now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirteen

        

      

    
    
      Detective Keene marched Olivia through the front door of her shop and positioned her in front of the counter.

      “What’s the big idea?” she asked. “I was just out for a stroll.” But she couldn’t hide the blush from her cheeks. It’d taken her five minutes to untangle Dodger’s leash, and during that time, Kinks had rejoiced in the opportunity to tell Keene all about her accusations.

      “Miss Cloud, it is not your place to investigate this case.” Keene’s voice shook with anger. His brow wrinkled, and he glared at her. “If I catch you interfering again, I’ll have to arrest you.”

      “Arrest me?” Olivia’s jaw dropped. “For what?”

      “Obstructing justice, harassment, and making my job difficult.” Keene’s lips thinned into a white line. “I can’t focus on the investigation if I have to keep checking on you.”

      “Then don’t,” Olivia said and smiled. She’d messed up on this one. Silly Olivia, who thought she could handle it all.

      Perhaps Jake was right. She’d been too impulsive this time around. But only this time around. Every other time, she was totally level-headed, she told herself.

      Detective Keene paced back to the front door. “Miss Cloud, if I have to come out to stop you interfering one more time, it will end in your arrest.”

      “But—”

      “Good evening, ma’am,” he said, then strode out of the front door and into the night.

      Olivia sighed and stroked her forehead. Dodger whined.

      “All right, all right,” she said. “Just a second.” She walked him to the stairs, then hurried to the top and let him into the apartment. She closed the door behind her precious pooch, then traipsed back down into the shop.

      A strong cup of coffee was in order. And a dozen chocolates.

      “Knock, knock,” a man called from the front.

      Olivia froze and drew in a deep breath. “What are you doing here?” she asked.

      Jake Morgan stepped into the shop and placed his fists on his hips. “I came to check on you,” he replied. “I worried that—”

      “That I’d been arrested? Luckily, not. Though, it was touch and go for a moment there. I wonder whose fault that was?” Olivia paced to the coffee machine and poured out a cup. She placed it on the tray, then speared Jake with a gaze.

      “I had to do the right thing, Olivia. You can understand that,” he replied.

      She opened her mouth to argue, then closed it again. He had a point. She’d been reckless and irresponsible. She’d jumped the gun, so to speak, and accused a man of murder.

      Olivia’s cheeks flushed again. She fanned them, then sighed. “I can understand,” she said at last.

      Jake’s eyebrows crawled up his forehead.

      “Oh, come on. It’s not that surprising that I can be reasonable. Sometimes.” Olivia burst into laughter, then brought out a cup for the investigator. “Would you like some?”

      “I probably shouldn’t, but why not?” He brushed off the front of his shirt, then swaggered to the counter. “Got any chocolates to go with that?”

      “Help yourself,” Olivia said. “I usually make them fresh each day, and whatever’s left at the end of the day, I either donate to charity or give to the A’s.”

      “I see,” Jake said, mirth skipping across his lips.

      Olivia grabbed a few of the trays from underneath the glass counter and placed them on top of it.

      “What are they?”

      “Hazelnut pralines, coffee crèmes, strawberry mousse delights, and every other type of chocolate you can imagine,” Olivia said. It was a miracle she wasn’t the size of a small house by now.

      Jake took one and popped it into his mouth, then groaned. “Delicious.”

      “Thank you,” Olivia said. “Look, I feel terrible about accusing Kinks, but he seemed like the only viable option at the time.”

      “We need more evidence,” Jake replied. “That’s all there is to it.”

      “I should’ve let the cops check it out first, just like you said.” Olivia pressed a variety of buttons on the espresso machine, and it gurgled to life.

      “Olivia, I’m not here to make you feel bad. I only want to protect—” Jake cut off and cleared his throat. “I mean, I want to get to the bottom of this case as quick as possible. You hired me to do the right thing, and that’s what I plan on doing.”

      “Great,” Olivia said and chewed the inside of her cheek. She grabbed the coffee cups and placed them on a tray.

      She ignored the heat creeping up her throat and itching at the base of her chin. He’d said ‘protect.’

      “Shall we?” Jake asked and gestured to the tables. “We could discuss the case.”

      “Sure,” she replied and grasped the tray hard enough to turn her knuckles white.
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      Olivia rolled around in her bed and stared at the ceiling. The lights from the street outside filtered between her gauzy curtains and cast strange shadows on the ceiling, like those that had given her nightmares as a child.

      The stretching, clawed hand of a tree branch, or the gentle sway of leaves that flickered across the lintel of the door.

      Thankfully, she’d outgrown nightmares and opted for real life.

      “Which is a nightmare in itself,” she whispered.

      She hadn’t heard from Sebastian in ages, and the case had spiraled out of her control. The Fall Festival was a day away, and she hadn’t finished all the chocolates. Alphonsine was in a state, and Dodger had left her a lovely, poop-shaped present at the foot of her bed that evening.

      “Can it get any worse?”

      Dodger snored on his doggy pillow in the corner and huffed out his breath in a low whine.

      Olivia rolled her eyes and sat up straight. The coffee had kept her awake. That was all. She reached over and clicked on her bedside light, then grabbed her Kindle off the bedside table.

      At least she could put her insomnia to good use and get some reading done.

      A knock rattled her bedroom door, and Olivia jumped. She tossed the Kindle up, then fumbled it back into her lap.

      Dodger snorted and snuffled awake.

      The knock came again.

      The dog barked and scrabbled to his paws.

      “Who’s there?” Olivia asked and glanced at her alarm clock. It was past midnight, for heaven’s sake.

      “Olivia?” Alphonsine’s voice trickled through the door. A faint cry.

      “Come in,” Olivia called immediately. She always had time for the A’s.

      Alphonsine opened the door and plodded inside, then glanced back out into the darkened hall. She shut the door swiftly, but left her hand on the knob.

      Dodger settled down on his pillow again.

      “You’re up late, Alphonsine.”

      “Oui,” the Frenchwoman replied. “I could not sleep. May I sit?”

      “Of course,” Olivia replied and gestured to the end of the bed.

      Alphonsine took a seat, then inhaled sharply. “I worry about the way I acted.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I should not ‘ave broken your rules. I apologize.”

      Olivia waved her hands at the young woman. “Don’t bother yourself about it. As long as it doesn’t happen again.”

      Alphonsine nodded and hung her head. Dodger got up from his spot, then trotted up to her and put his head in her lap. She ruffled his soft, furry ears and smiled.

      “May I ask who he was?” Olivia asked, then crossed her fingers beneath the Kindle. This was her shot. Sure, there wasn’t a concrete guarantee that the man who’d been in the room was the murderer, but it was a start.

      “He was a bad man,” Alphonsine said and pursed her lips. “I think I love him, and he act so sweetly, but then I discover he has a wife.”

      “Oh no,” Olivia said. “I’m so sorry.”

      Alphonsine raised her chin. “He also had this, this terrible cross.”

      “Cross?”

      “Oui. Angry all the time.” Alphonsine frowned.

      “Oh, you mean he had a temper?” Olivia said.

      “Oui. He shout at me too many times. So I tell him no more, and he left. I am still sad, though,” Alphonsine replied. She sighed and wiped tears from her eyes. Dodger whined and licked at her wrists.

      “Was he angry when you told him it was over?” Olivia asked. The temperament of a murderer.

      “Oui.” She sniffled, then dabbed at the tip of her nose. “I tell you his name, but please, you must not tell anyone. I did not know he had a wife.”

      “I understand,” Olivia replied, “and I won’t tell anyone. This secret is safe with me.” Everyone made mistakes, and Alphonsine’s had been born of innocence.

      The Frenchwoman bit her lip and stared at the bookshelf on the other side of the room. She nodded once, then stroked Dodger. “His name is Ernest Dennison.”

      Shock crashed through Olivia’s mind. Ernest Dennison.

      Dennison, who’d hated Lizzy Couture, who’d had every reason to murder her in cold blood. A man who might’ve worn a size thirteen shoe for all she knew.

      Olivia’s jaw dropped. “I—Alphonsine, I—oh goodness.”

      “What is it?”

      “I think Ernest might have murdered Lizzy Couture,” Olivia said softly. She couldn’t be sure of that yet, and she couldn’t jump to conclusions like she had about Kinks McGee.

      Alphonsine went pale as a white chocolate truffle. “He is the killer? No!” She exclaimed. “A killer in the house?”

      “Wait, let’s not jump to any conclusions yet,” Olivia said, grinding her teeth. “Dear, please fetch me my laptop. It’s over there on the dresser.”

      It was high time she did some research. Research before the accusation this time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fifteen

        

      

    
    
      Olivia tapped her slippers on the floorboards and pursed her lips. She shifted the laptop onto her lap and clicked through to Google.

      “Now,” she said, “I interviewed Mr. Dennison at the very beginning of this investigation, and he mentioned how much he despised Lizzy.”

      “He did?” Alphonsine asked. The color that had drained from her cheeks earlier still hadn’t returned.

      “Yes,” Olivia replied. “Lizzy wasn’t a very nice woman. She published a lot of inflammatory stuff about Ernest, Jana, and many others. Of course, that doesn’t mean she deserved what she got.”

      Olivia leaned in and wrinkled her nose. She typed out Ernest Dennison’s name, then hit Enter.

      “Ernest mentioned he’d had affairs when we spoke to him. I wish I’d connected the dots sooner but how could I—”

      Alphonsine made a strangled noise in her throat.

      Olivia glanced at her, then grimaced. “Sorry, dear, I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      “Affairs? He has many of these affairs?” the young woman asked, then dabbed at her cheeks again. She formed fists and dropped them into her lap. “Fine,” she said. “We will take down this man.”

      Olivia cleared her throat and turned back to the page of results. “All right, so what do we have here? Ernest Dennison, Ohio. No, that’s not him. Dennison from North Carolina. Nope. Ah, here we go.”

      Olivia clicked the mouse and opened an article on the web site UpandComers.com, then scrolled down until she reached his name.

      “It’s a business profile,” Olivia said.

      Alphonsine pointed at the picture. “Oui, there he is. Stupid little man.”

      Olivia scanned the text below his name. “Hmm, there’s not much on him. Nothing that could tie him to the crime. Oh wait, here’s something. He owns several businesses, but the most notable is the Dennison Glass Factory. It’s located just outside of Chester. He also owns an IT company.”

      “A glass factory? Why is this important?” Alphonsine asked.

      Dodger yawned at her feet and scratched around.

      Olivia tapped her bottom lip with her thumb. “I’m not sure. I just feel like it is, and I don’t know why.” She clicked back and continued searching.

      “Perhaps, this Lizzy woman’s article will tell more of him,” Alphonsine said.

      “Perhaps. But that’s the strangest part. I can’t find her article about him. I remember because I searched the archives, and I searched online after we interviewed Ernest. Nothing. That’s when he slipped my mind as a suspect.”

      “Why?”

      “I figured she’d taken it down because he paid her the bribe money. But now, I’m not sure.” Maybe there was a more sinister reason for the lack of articles. Then again, did she have real proof that Ernest had murdered Lizzy? The motive was there, and the shoes fit the crime. He’d probably known Alphonsine would deliver the batch of chocolates to the workers in the square on the morning of the murder.

      But it was all conjecture. Where did the poison come in?

      If only she could find the missing piece of the puzzle.

      Alphonsine stifled a yawn with her fist.

      “Oh my, I’m keeping you up. Please, go to bed, Alph. You’re going to need all your strength tomorrow.”

      “Oui,” Alphonsine replied. “The Fall Festival.”

      “Ugh. Don’t remind me.” Olivia still had two batches of chocolates to make before the morning.

      She slapped the laptop lid shut, and Dodger snorted and grumbled around. “Now that you mention it, I should probably get downstairs and get a head-start on the chocolates for tomorrow.” It would help take her mind off things.

      Perhaps the answer would work itself to the forefront of her mind while her hands were occupied.

      “I can help you, Olivia.” Alphonsine rose from her seat on the bed, her jaw creaking with another yawn.

      “No, no. That’s quite all right. I think it’s better if I do this myself. I need the time to think.” Olivia walked her assistant to the door, then opened it. “Get some sleep. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Olivia hoped that she’d have figured it all out by then.
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      Olivia dusted off her palms on her apron and examined the rows of perfectly formed chocolate drops. The sun glimmered on the horizon, and streaks of light sliced through the window panes and settled across the tiles.

      “Glass factory,” Olivia said, then yawned and stifled it with her palm. “There’s something in that. I have to figure it out.” Hours had passed, and she still hadn’t gotten to the bottom of the problem.

      She tramped out of the kitchen and into the shop. She headed for the stairs and stomped up them, then unlocked the door and entered her home. She had to get ready for the Festival. Those chocolates wouldn’t deliver themselves.

      Olivia walked into her room, and Dodger barked his hello. He nudged her with his wet, black nose, then barked.

      “In a minute, Dodgy. I just need to do one thing,” she said.

      The laptop sat on her bed, still closed, and she hurried to it, then opened the lid. The computer took an age to start up. Olivia sat down on the bed, then drew it into her lap.

      “Glass factory,” she muttered again. Something about it itched at the back of her mind. “Glass factory.”

      She typed the words into the Google search bar, then pressed Enter.

      The results popped up but she frowned and shook her head. “No, that’s not it.”

      Olivia tapped her fingers on the keys. ‘Glass factory’ was definitely the first phrase. And the second?

      “Arsenic.”

      She pressed enter again. The list of results popped up on the screen, and Olivia gasped. Shock shuddered through her chest and into her soul. Her fatigue disappeared.

      “That’s it!” she yelled.

      Dodger barked and hopped on the spot. His claws scrabbled on the boards.

      “That’s it, Dodgy, that’s what I missed.” Olivia leaned in and read aloud: “Arsenic trioxide is a refining agent in the glass-making process.” She sat bolt upright, then placed the laptop on the bed beside her. “He had access to it. And he had a motive, and the right sized shoes. It has to be him!”

      Olivia stumbled to her feet and grabbed her cell phone off the bedside table. She clicked through to Jake’s number, then dialed. She pressed the phone to her ear and paced back and forth.

      Dodger sat next to the door and tracked her movements. His head wagged from side to side.

      Two rings and then, “Hello?”

      “It’s Olivia,” she said without preamble, “and I know who the killer is. Ernest Dennison.”

      “What? Olivia, I warned you about—”

      “I know, I know, and I’m not jumping to conclusions this time. I’m sure it’s him. He runs a glass factory, and he had access to arsenic trioxide because of that. It’s a refining agent in the glass-making process.”

      “This is a lot of information to process at six a.m.,” he croaked.

      “Look, just tell the cops to meet us at the Fall Festival. And to bring handcuffs,” Olivia said.

      “Olivia, are you sure about this? Detective Keene threatened to detain you last time, remember?”

      Olivia refrained from snapping back. Barely. “I’m sure, Jake. Make the call.” They probably wouldn’t believe it if it came from her.

      “All right. I’ll meet you at your stand.” And then he hung up.

      Olivia’s insides twisted. This was it. She had to catch the killer before it was too late. Olivia hopped off the bed and rushed to her closet to get dressed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seventeen

        

      

    
    
      Olivia hurried into the square and glanced around. The crowds had already gathered.

      A long line of customers gathered in front of Jana Jujube’s hugging booth, and an even longer one sampled the chocolate drops that the three A’s were handing out at Block-a-Choc’s. They waved at her from their positions, fresh as could be. Alphonsine had rushed the last two trays of chocolates over just ahead of Olivia.

      She waved back, but there wasn’t feeling in it.

      Everyone would be at the Fall Festival. Surely, Dennison wouldn’t miss the opportunity to network. “Where are you?” she whispered.

      “Right here.”

      She jumped and spun on the spot, then let out a sigh. “Jake, you scared the chocolate outta me.”

      “As long as I didn’t scare the creativity away,” he said and popped one of her pralines into his mouth. He sucked on it, then wriggled his nose. “I don’t see him anywhere.”

      “He’ll be here,” Olivia replied. “He has to be here.”

      Jake shrugged and ate another chocolate. He narrowed his eyes, then pointed. “There he is,” he said loudly.

      “Shush, don’t point,” Olivia hissed.

      Too late.

      Ernest Dennison turned around and met their gazes. Olivia froze—she couldn’t look away—and Jake stalled, a chocolate drop halfway to his mouth.

      Ernest’s wild-eyed stare flickered from Olivia to the chocolate and back again. He swallowed, then reached up and readjusted his tie.

      “Ernest…” Olivia began.

      The man turned and took off running.

      “Shoot,” she whispered.

      Jake crammed the chocolate into his mouth, then sprinted after the murderer. His broad back disappeared into the crowds. Olivia followed, albeit at a slower pace. She’d outgrown full-on sprinting. She settled on a swift jog between the groups of festival-goers.

      A few of them waved or shouted a greeting, but she couldn’t reply. Not now. They were too close!

      Olivia turned the corner into a side street, then pulled up short.

      Ernest stood with his back to a fence that bisected the alley. Jake closed in on him, one step at a time.

      “What is the meaning of this?” Ernest asked, his hands raised. He knew. Oh boy, he had to know. Why else would he have run off?

      “We know,” Olivia said and folded her arms across her chest.

      Dennison glared at her and pressed out his lips. “You.”

      “Yeah, me. I know all about it, Ernest, so you might as well save your excuses.”

      Jake glanced back at her and motioned for her to calm down.

      Olivia ignored him. “We know you murdered Lizzy Couture.”

      Ernest’s face went pale, then flushed bright red. “Yeah, I killed her. So what? She was a horrible woman, and Chester is better off without her.”

      “Why did you do it?”

      Ernest rolled his eyes. “I’m bankrupt because of her. My wife left me, and I’m bankrupt. My business is failing. She needed to pay for what happened.”

      “So you murdered her.”

      Ernest faltered. “I, I didn’t realize it would kill her. It’s arsenic trioxide, I mean, I didn’t know that it would… ugh! It was a small amount. A couple drops. I just wanted to send her a warning. Make her ill.”

      “Well, you didn’t make her ill,” Olivia replied. “You killed her, and there are consequences for your actions.”

      “Ha!” Dennison chuckled. “Ha, and what are you two going to do? Arrest me? You’re two misfits who decided to take the law into your own hands.” He pointed at Olivia and laughed some more. “You’re not a police officer.”

      “No, I’m not,” Olivia replied.

      “But I am.” Detective Keene strode into the alley, his hand on his holster.

      Ernest scrambled back against the fence, but it rebounded and pushed him forward instead.

      “You heard all that, Detective?” Jake asked.

      “That’s correct,” Keene replied. “Mr. Dennison, you’re under arrest. You have the right to remain silent…”

      Olivia walked to the mouth of the alley and out into the street. She didn’t need to hear the rest. The case was over, and she had the Fall Festival to attend. Ernest Dennison would get what he deserved.

      Oh boy, she had to apologize to Kinks McGee for her behavior.

      “Olivia?” Jake hurried up beside her. “Are you okay? You kind of rushed out of there.”

      “Let’s just say I’m glad this is all over. Ernest is going to prison, and Chester is safe again.” Olivia smiled at her private detective. “Thanks for your help, Jake. I couldn’t have done any of this without your guidance.”

      “You did a pretty fine job of it. I barely did anything.”

      “You’re just saying that to be nice,” Olivia said and waved her hands at him. She’d almost messed it up entirely the day before.

      Jake laughed, then settled into a comfortable silence. The nippy fall breeze drove them back into the crowds and toward the stand where her three A’s stood, smiling and handing out treats to the masses.

      This was great publicity for the shop!

      “Olivia,” Jake said and grasped her forearm, “before we go back to your, umm, A’s, I have a question for you.”

      “What is it?”

      “Would you like to have dinner with me tomorrow night?”

      Olivia’s cheeks turned pink. She hesitated, then glanced at nosy, old Alberta. “I—you know what? Sure. Why not?”

      She smiled, and they walked back to the trays of chocolates and her three favorite ladies in the entire world.

      All was right with her world again.
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