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CHAPTER ONE





  





T  he interior of the Block-A-Choc Shoppe buzzed with activity. Folks sat at their tables snacking on chocolates and sipping from tall latte mugs and tiny espresso cups. The three A's chatted while they worked, sweeping between tables. Alvira offered coffee refills, Alphonsine delivered chocolates and took orders, and Alberta, or ‘Albie’ oscillated between the kitchen and the floor. She questioned whether there were enough Sticky Cherry Truffles and the Creamed Strawberry Delights, or if she should make another batch of their latest creation.
Olivia manned the front counter and smiled. This was exactly what she'd envisioned when she'd first decided the time was right to set up a store.
"Ma'am?" A middle-aged guy in a peak cap and overalls halted in front of the counter.
"Good morning," Olivia said. "What can I get for you today?"
"Nothin', ma'am. I'm here about the air-conditioning unit. You called Todd for repairs."
"Oh, great," Olivia said, and brushed off her hands. She gestured for Alphonsine to take her place at the front counter. She swept out from behind it and led the new guy to the unit in the corner. "I'm glad you came on such short notice."
"It's no problem," he said. He put down his toolbox. Sweat streaked his temples, either side of his graying brown hair. Dark rings circled his eyes.
"What's your name?" Olivia asked.
He patted the patch sewn onto his breast pocket. "Georgie, ma'am."
Some investigator she was, sheesh. Olivia pointed to the unit. "I figured we should get this fixed before summer hits." Chest isn't the warmest place around this time of year, but the hot months were on their way and she didn't want to think about her chocolates in that kind of environment.
She'd be selling hot chocolate puddles if she let this go for much longer.
"When did it break, ma'am?" Georgie asked, and crouched over his toolbox.
"Just last week. I really should've called before now, but I've been a little busy." Understatement of the century. She'd positively reeled after her son had been accused of murder. But it was all clear now, and Sebby had returned to college without his best friends.
"No problem," Georgie muttered. He clanked his box open and rummaged around inside it.
"Can I get you a coffee or anything? On the house."
"No thanks, ma'am."
"You can call me -"
"Olivia!" Albie waved from the front counter. She'd skipped out on kitchen duty and sent Alphonsine to make drops instead of her, apparently. Ever the social butterfly, their resident elderly A.
"What?"
Albie crooked a finger. "You've got an A-list visitor." She stepped back and revealed the woman waiting at the front of the line.
Platinum blonde hair to rival one of those Playmate women, wrinkled skin on the décolletage and enough makeup to make a Maybelline model weep - Lilac Charleston twiddled her rouge claws and blew a kiss. "Hello, darling."
Olivia hurried over to their resident celebrity; radio host extraordinaire. She bumped into Albie, winced, then rubbed her arm. "Sorry," she said.
Albie ignored her, jaw dropped, all her attention on Lilac.
"How are you, sweetie?" Lilac asked as she held out the tips of her fingers.
Was she supposed to kiss them? This felt like a 'kiss the Pope's ring' moment. Olivia opted for a strange fingertip handshake instead. A tip shake? Lilac pursed her lips and withdrew the blessed limb.
"I'm fine, thanks. Just a lot going -"
"I'm wonderful too, darling," Lilac said. "Just wonderful. Did you listen to my show on the radio this morning?"
"No, I was -"
"Pity, pity, you missed out on my grand announcement then," Lilac said, and swished her chin up. The platinum mountain atop her crown didn't budge. "And an important one, too."
Olivia wasn't sure if she should respond. Would it make a difference to Lilac?
"I'm so glad you asked," Lilac continued. "You see, I'm having an event for all my fellow hosts at station HQ."
Albie hadn't said a word the entire time. She stared, nodding along like a mime portraying a bobble head figure.
"Chester Radio TODAY!" Lilac weaved her arms around. "That's the station, as I'm sure you know. Now, this little event I'm hosting is going to be the highlight of the winter, if not the year. It's going to be the bees knees, darling. Everything anyone could ask for."
"And you -"
"That's why I need you and your little crew here, you see? I need the best treats for my guests. I hear your chocolates are scrumptious. Positively delightful," she said.
"You could try one if you'd like." Olivia rushed the sentence out.
"Oh no, dear. I don't eat sugars. Or milk byproducts." Lilac swayed on the spot - possibly from lack of nutrition. What else didn't she consume? Veggies? Water? Air, perhaps? "Terrible for the digestive system. Clean eating, darling; that's the new fad."
"So you need us at this event," Olivia said. "When is it?"
"Two nights from now. I need treats for at least one hundred people. Can you pull it off, sweetie? Can you make this work for Lilac?"
Cringe, cringe, cringe. "Sure, I can do that. Do you have any specific chocolate in mind? Any requests?" It would take a lot of work to produce that many chocolates by Wednesday evening, but it was doable. Anything was possible with her three A's on board.
"Wonderful, simply wonderful. You see, I love the scent of the -"
"Ma'am?" Georgie halted beside the counter.
Lilac glared at him, displaying a full set of teeth white enough to glow in the dark. Apparently, she couldn't handle interruptions as well as she could dole them out.
"Yes, Georgie?" Olivia asked.
"I've forgotten something in the truck. I need to fetch it. I'll be back in a minute. I left my toolbox over there," he said, and thumbed in the air conditioner's direction.
"All right, that's no problem. I'll keep an eye on it while you're gone."
Georgie bobbed his head. His gaze flicked from Olivia to the fabulous and hearing impervious Ms. Lilac Charleston. His expression altered only slightly, a grim twist of distaste, and then he shuffled past them and made for the door.
"What a rude, creature," Lilac said, and tossed her fantastic head again. "As I was saying, I do so love the scent of chocolate."
"Any requests for the -?"
"It's the richness, the mouthwatering goodness. It's a pity my figure can't handle even one of the delicious little heaven drops," Lilac said, and ticked her nails against the glass.
"Right," Olivia said. "Well, I'll be ready to cater your event, Ms. Charleston. I'd better get to the kitchen and start preparing." Anything to escape the woman. She couldn't blame Georgie for giving her the look.
"Yes, sweetie, you do that. Do it for Lilac."
Olivia cringed her way into the kitchen. She had to chug water and eat ten chocolates just to cope.




CHAPTER TWO





  





"T  his is fancy, don't you think?" Alberta stood behind the long table they'd set up in the conference room at Chester Radio TODAY! HQ.
People milled around, sampling chocolates from their display and moving over to the guys at the pizza table across the room. The entire building was alive with people; from Chester socialites to radio stars to journalists.
"It's all right," Olivia said. "I guess I never figured that radio personalities could be celebrities to this extent."
"In Chester? Of course they are," Albie replied. "Radio is what pulls people out of bed in a small town like this. When you're driving to work and you hear your favorites come on, it's like slipping on a warm pair of fluffy socks."
"Goodness."
"Yeah, and, oh - oh my heavens!" Alberta clamped her hand down on Olivia's arm and tugged her a little to the left. "Look! There he is!"
Albie's eyes went bulgy and jerked her chin toward the man a few paces from their table of chocolates. He had stark black hair oiled back above hawkish eyes and a jawline sharp enough to chip ice.
"Who's that?" Olivia asked.
"You're kidding." Alberta didn't turn from gawking. "You don't know who that is? Where have you been the past few months?"
"In the store?"
"That's Van 'The Man' Washington. The newest, hottest, youngest radio personality at Chester Radio TODAY!" Alberta trembled on the spot. "Goodness, he is an attractive man. I believe the kids nowadays call that too hot to handle."
"Alberta," Olivia hissed.
The elderly woman didn't have the decency to look embarrassed. She continued gawking at Van the Man. "He's Lilac's biggest competition. Ooh, ooh, here she comes. This should be good."
Lilac swept up to Van, carrying a plate of broccoli in one hand and a glass of sparkling water in the other. Ah, so she does consume veggies after all.
Van sniffed. "No thanks," he said.
"Pardon?" Lilac asked. Olivia noted she hadn't used the 'sweetie' vernacular. The older woman's hair glimmered beneath the down lights, offset by the eyeball-searing hues of red and yellow wall paint - the radio HQ's signature colors.
"I said, no thank you. I don't want any of the appetizers."
"I'm not offering."
"You're not? Oh, wow. Lilac, is that you? I didn't recognize you in that outfit. I thought you were one of waiters," Van said.
"Oh ho." Alberta coughed to cover the exclamation.
Olivia didn't blame her. That'd been a savage blow to Lilac's massive ego. She couldn't help enjoying the takedown after Lilac's uppity act in the store the other day. It was only a pity it'd been delivered by a man who likely had a bigger ego than the blonde vixen herself.
"You're hilarious, Van," Lilac said, and nibbled on the end of a broccoli tree. "Hilarious. If only that translated over the radio."
"What's that supposed to mean?"
"It means that there's a reason I'm prime time and you're midday, darling," Lilac purred. "The ratings show who's more popular and it's not Van Washington."
"Van the Man."
Lilac's gaze swept up and down his frame, once. "If you say so."
"Old witch," he growled.
"Even your insults are unoriginal," Lilac replied. "I pity you. Now, if you'll excuse me, darling, there are important people who're dying to meet with me." She twiddled her fingers in front of his nose before wafting off on a cloud of perfume and elegance.
"Wow." Olivia rearranged the stack of paper napkins on the table. "That was vicious."
"Yeah," Albie breathed. "Oh, there he goes, stomping off. She beat him that time, but I doubt Van the Man will stay defeated for long. He'll get her back."
"What do you mean, get her back?" Olivia asked.
"Well, they've got this long standing competition. Lilac pulls ahead some days but Van always hits back. It's great entertainment," Alberta replied. "Van crashed one of Lilac's radio shows, once, and after that it was full scale radio host war." Albie's expression lit up at the memory.
"It sounds a little petty, if you ask me." Olivia shrugged.
Alberta chuckled. "Of course it's petty. That's entertainment, dear. The pettier, the better."
Olivia had had enough pettiness in her life. Enough small arguments with folks who thought they could walk all over other people. She preferred chocolates, her friends, and her dear doggy, Dodger. The rest could take a hike.
Olivia brushed off her apron and grimaced at the stickiness on her palms. "Ugh, I've got creamed strawberry everywhere. I'll be right back."
"Sure," Albie said, already scanning the crowd for more petty entertainment. Van the Man and Lilac Charleston had disappeared, however.
Olivia meandered down the long table, then across the conference room, jostled by folks in fancy dress. Each of the tuxedo and cocktail wearers gave her a look of ultimate disdain as she passed. She was the help and the help shouldn't mingle with the fancy pants radio folk.
Heavens, she'd never expected to run into attitudes like these in Chester. Olivia ignored the stares and huffs of breath, and wound her way to the exit. She ducked into the hall then hurried toward the ladies room she'd spotted during their setup that afternoon.
She elbowed the golden plaque bearing the image of a stick woman and entered the darkened bathroom. "Weird." The lights were off. That didn't seem smart.
Olivia whacked the light switch with the back of her hand.
The fluorescents hummed, clicked, and lit up the lurid yellow and red interior of the bathroom.
Olivia looked down and lost her breath. "No, no, no. Not this again," she whispered. She took a faltering step forward, her kitten heels clicking in the sudden quiet. Blood screamed in her ears.
Lilac Charleston lay face up, eyes wide and staring at the ceiling. There was a pink polka dot scarf tied around her neck, tight enough to bruise.
The radio hostess was dead.




CHAPTER THREE





  





"A nd you just happened to stumble upon the corpse." Detective Keane's reddened face took up her vision. He'd spent too much time snacking and clogging his arteries if that complexion had anything to say about it. Or she'd driven him to anger, yet again.
"I didn't mean to find her," Olivia said. "I'm not doing this on purpose, detective, and you implying otherwise is simply ridiculous."
"Ridiculous or not, this is the fourth time." Detective Keane lifted four chubby fingers. "Four, count them, four. Fourth time that you've either found a dead body, or been involved in a case. There are no coincidences, Olivia Cloud."
"I love it when you call me by my full name." She folded her arms. "Listen, detective; it isn't my fault you can't keep a handle on your job. If the police in Chester did their work properly, if they caught killers before they had a chance to well, you know, commit murders, we wouldn't be having this conversation."
Detective Keane huffed and puffed, on the verge of a pyrotechnic display of emotion.
Alberta shifted in the plastic chair next to Olivia's. "Perhaps now is not the best time to provoke him, dear."
"Your darn right it's not a good time to provoke me," Keane roared.
A series of shrieks rang out from the conference room behind him. All those fancy, glittery guests had been relegated to plastic chairs. Officers stood at intervals - it had to be the entirety of the station's work force - and took statements. There were one hundred guests. It'd take all night to interview them.
Olivia swiped a speck of the detective's spittle from her brow. "Losing your cool won't serve anyone in here. You're only proving you haven't got things under control." She couldn't help taking out her frustration on him.
She'd walked in on a woman dead in the bathroom and the only response she'd gotten thus far was strange stares and anger.
"Let me make something amply clear, Ms. Cloud." Keane leaned in closer and blotted out the light; which had haloed his meaty head. "If you touch this case, if you do anything at all that I find remotely suspicious relating to that dead lady in the bathroom, I will lock you up."
"On what charges?" Olivia asked.
"Obstructing the course of justice." Keane backed off a step. "I'm done looking over my shoulder. I can't investigate a murder and keep you in check at the same time."
Olivia kept her peace this time, even though she bubbled on the inside. She hadn't even considered investigating Lilac's death, but the more Keane rambled on about it and threatened her, the more she wanted to step in. After all, it'd been her and Jake who'd found the murderer the last time around.
Keane and his officers had been on the wrong track. She didn't want to fight the law, she wanted to help the process along. Was that so crazy? Jake would support Keane, no doubt. Tell her to butt out.
"Have I made myself clear, Cloud?"
Albie chuckled and they both looked at her. "Oh sorry," she said. "It's just, uh, clear Cloud. That's funny."  
"Stay out of it," Keane said, and finally straightened. "Understand?"
"I heard you." Olivia didn't give him the full verbal salute he sought. She didn't want to be branded a liar later on. Jail bird, sure, but liar? That was one step too far.
Detective Keane waddled off to the other end of the room to interview a tuxedo and his cocktail dress, still sparkling despite the morbid situation.
"You're going to do it, of course," Alberta said, the minute he was out of earshot.
"Do what?" Olivia was terrible at feigning innocence.
"Oh, come on, Ms. Cloud," Albie replied, in a mock-Keane voice. "You're going to step on his toes on this one. Gosh, it's hardly hit me that poor Lilac is dead." She opened her handbag and brought out a pack of Kleenex. "I can't believe it. Such an entertainer."
"Hmmm." Olivia studied the folks in the conference room. She turned and looked out of the glass walled room at the one opposite. "Hmmm."
"What?" Alberta asked.
"I don't see your Van the Man anywhere."
"Oh, no. Wait, you don't think he had anything to do with this, do you?" Alberta asked.
Olivia wriggled her lips.
"Because they were enemies at work but I don't think it ever went further than that. Van wasn't stupid. He wouldn't hurt her just to get ahead. That would only make him less popular," Alberta said, and sniffed. She dabbed a tissue under either eye. "You can't be serious."
"I didn't say a word." Olivia didn't close her eyes, though she'd have loved to blot out the harsh light in the conference room. The minute she shut them, she'd be treated to a vision of dead Lilac on the tile floor, that scarf tied in place. She'd seen a lot, but this one took the cake. She shivered from head to toe.
"Olivia?" Jake Morgan walked to them. He extended a hand.
She took it and he tugged her out of the plastic seat. "Jake, what on earth are you doing here?"
He didn't let go of her hand. Instead, he pulled her into a hug, which made her stomach do flips. They were still just friends, but when he held her close, she melted. "Are you all right?"
"Fine," she said, and pushed away from him to quell the butterflies. "What are you doing here, though?"
"Keane called me in. Said he needs my help interviewing all these folks." Jake sighed. "Another murder in Chester. What's the world coming to?"
"Violence," Albie said. She blew her nose into the Kleenex.
"So you're going to work on the case." Olivia's hopes for an easy investigation crashed. Jake's help was irreplaceable.
"Yeah, I've been hired," he said. He dragged her into another hug. "But if you need any information, I'll be happy to give it to you. Understand? I'm on your side, Olivia. I won't make the same mistake twice."
Olivia stiffened, then relaxed. So, she'd have his help after all. "Thank you," she whispered back.
"Anything for you."




CHAPTER FOUR





  





O livia sat at one of the tables in front of the large windows looking out on the lampposts and sidewalk outside the store. She took a long drink of her coffee, put down the mug, and then popped a Creamed Strawberry Delight into her mouth.
Her teeth sliced through the soft, white chocolate shell and released the strawberry cream within. She hummed under her breath and relished the flavor.
"I'm glad we could meet today," Jake said.
Olivia nodded. She'd hardly slept the night before. As predicted, each time she shut her eyes Lilac Charleston materialized in the gloom. Olivia swallowed the last of her chocolate. "Yes, thank you for coming. I know you could get in a lot of trouble for this."
"It's no big deal." Jake shrugged and shifted the brown folder he'd placed on the table the minute he'd sat down.
"But it is a big deal. If Keane is threatening to toss me in jail for going near the case, I can't imagine he'd respond well to one of his consultants fraternizing with me."
"Yeah, well Keane's an idiot." Jake took a sip of his coffee. "If he can't realize that you've basically solved the past few cases for him then he's willfully stupid. He should ask for your help, not isolate you."
"That would go against every police procedure in existence," Olivia said. "Don't get me wrong, I know that I shouldn't technically investigate anything."
Jake's brow wrinkled. "Okay. Then why are you doing it?
"Because every time I close my eyes I see Lilac. I can't let whoever did that to her do the same to another one of Chester's residents." That wasn't the only reason, of course. She'd become accustomed to investigating and the feeling it brought afterward.
The heady mixture of exhaustion, triumph and awareness.
"Then I'm on your side, like I said yesterday. Shall we get started?'
"Sure." She studied Jake Morgan through slit-eyes. Why did he want to help her? Why risk so much? He couldn't be that invested in the case already. That meant he was invested in something else entirely. The thought made Olivia's palms clammy.
Jake flipped open the file and drew out the top page. "So, here's what they've got so far."
"'Jake, wait." Olivia looked around the half-empty interior of the store. It'd hit late afternoon and most folks had headed home or were at work finishing up for the day. They had relative privacy. "Are you sure you want to do this?”
"I'm sure," he said. "Now, where was I?"
"You can start with that scarf. It was the murder weapon, wasn't it?"
"That's correct," Jake said, and lifted the first page. His eyes flicked from left to right as he read over the details. "Asphyxiation by scarf, as horrible as that sounds. Keane has no idea where the scarf came from, though. He was fixated on it, like a dog with a bone. He's got his officers calling every retailer in the town and the ones surrounding it."
"That's not a bad idea," Olivia said. "Good start for him. What else do we have? Anything about Lilac's enemies or connections?"
Jake flicked through more of the pages, his tongue poking the side of his mouth. "Yeah, okay, yeah. Lilac has an ex-husband; Hank Abbot. Apparently, they got divorced years ago, but have stayed close. Hank manages Lilac's finances. He's her accountant. That's how they met." Jake removed a picture from the file and slid it across the table.
Olivia picked it up by the edges and memorized the face: thick head of curly hair, gray as the sky on a cloud day, with a sharp nose and intelligent eyes. She gave the picture back. "All right, so possibly disgruntled ex-husband. I don't recall seeing him at the party."
"Yeah, they're trawling through hours of surveillance footage from the Chester Radio TODAY! entrance hall."
"Anyone else?" Olivia asked.
"Van the Man Washington," Jake said.
"That's a given. They had a confrontation right before I - you know, before she was killed." Olivia took the picture of Van anyway and studied it. She'd never forget the jawline and the anger in his expression. His face was lined with it, all sharp angles and hatred.
"And there's one more suspect." Jake removed another picture and gave it to Olivia. "Lilac's sister; Violet Charleston."
"Somebody liked the color purple." Violet was the polar opposite of her deceased sister. For one, she was alive, and for another she had brown hair instead of platinum blond. She was younger, though, and beautiful. "I haven't seen her around Chester."
"She visits once in a while, but spends most of her time in Los Angeles. She works there as a model."
"I see. But she was here for the radio event?" Olivia asked, and handed the picture back. She was past the jealousy of her youth. Back in her day, when she'd been fresh out of her teens, she'd been obsessed with competing with other woman.
After several unhappy years, she'd realized the error of her ways. Women were all beautiful in their own way inside and out. Why beat 'em when you could join 'em?
"She was here, all right. She was in the building."
"Did they like each other?" Olivia asked.
"Not sure," Jake said. "I haven't heard anything which indicates otherwise but there's more snooping to be done. If she's a suspect there's got to be a reason for it. Keane hasn't filled me in on that part yet. I get the feeling he's giving me as little to work with as possible. He's afraid I'll report back to you."
"Failed that test, didn't you?" Olivia laughed. She glugged down the last of her coffee. "So, that's all we have?"
"That's all. But it's something. I'll start doing some research on the suspects and get back to you this evening. Sound oaky?"
"Perfect," she said. Olivia needed a break from the store and her thoughts about Lilac. It was about time she took Dodgy for another one of his favorite afternoon walks. "Thanks for your help, Jake."
"Any time."




CHAPTER FIVE





  





T  he sky had started bruising, but Dodger didn't give a bark about that. He padded along, tail swishing from side to side. Walks were his favorite past time, apart from mangling shoes whenever he got the chance. Oh, and whining at the gate because he wanted to wreak havoc in the store.
Luckily, he hadn't achieved that last goal yet.
Moisture clung to Olivia's skin and that pre-rain smell settled her soul. "Slow down, Dodgy," she said, and loosened her grip on the leash.
Dodger fell into line beside her and licked her hand. Perhaps, he sensed something was off. Olivia couldn't get Lilac out of her thoughts. She shoved at the vision but it wouldn't budge. Lilac was stuck in there and she would be until Olivia laid her and her case to rest.
They passed a pizzeria and Dodgy whined at the delicious cheesy smell that floated out to entice them. Olivia's cell phone rang, blaring out a Fleetwood Mac classic, Gold Dust Woman.
She whipped it out and answered. "Hello?"
"Hey, it's Jake. I just wanted to let you know that I got some information."
"Oh? What is it?"
"Okay, it's not technically information about any of the suspects. But it's something I think we should check out," he said.
Olivia adjusted her grip on Dodgy's leash and gazed through the window at the people lined up inside the takeaway pizza joint. A man with curly gray hair stepped up to the counter and she blinked. It was him. That was definitely Hank Abbot, Lilac's ex-husband. "Uh?"
"Olivia? Are you listening?"
"Yeah, I'm here. What were you saying?"
"There's a big gathering in Lilac's honor tomorrow. It's in the park. They're going to set up a screen and replay some of Lilac's best moments on the radio to celebrate her life."
"Wow, that's quite thoughtful."
"Don't sound so surprised. Not all Chester folks are sour," Jake said. "But guess who's hosting it?'
"No idea." Olivia didn't tear her gaze from Hank, who'd finally collected his pizza. The man checked his slip, nodded, then made his way to the exit, box in hand.
"Van the Man," Jake said. "He's hosting it for her."
"We'll have to go." Olivia's mind sharpened to a point. Van had despised Lilac, and now he wanted to celebrate her life? That was a little too convenient. A great way to pick up an extra batch of fans, specifically those who'd worshipped Lilac while she'd been alive.
"My thoughts exactly. We could even get dressed up - "
The pizzeria's door swung open and Hank moved out onto the sidewalk, casting furtive glances up at the dark clouds overhead.
Olivia ended the call and dropped the phone to her side. "Looks like rain, doesn't it?"
"Huh? Oh yeah," he said. "It does." He gave her a stiff nod, and then made to shuffle off.
"You're Hank, right?" Olivia asked.
He froze, shifted the pizza box from his left hand to his right. "Are you with the police?"
Olivia blinked. Dodger ruffed a bark. "No," she said. "Not even a little bit. The police don't like me much."
"Oh? And why's that?"
"Because I stick my nose where I'm not supposed to," Olivia said, and strolled up to him. Dodgy's claws pit-patted on the concrete. "I investigate their cases. And I'm investigating the death of your ex-wife, Lilac."
"And you think I'm going to talk to you about it?" Hank asked. Droplets spattered from the heavens and struck the pizza logo on top of his box. "Why the heck would I do that?"
Oh boy, it was time to put ethics aside. "Because you're her ex-husband and most likely a suspect. I can help clear your name by finding the real killer and if you won't talk to the police, you can talk to me." There, all laid out plain as could be.
Hank chewed it over, cogs whirring behind his wire-frame glasses. "All right," he said. "But I don't have a lot to tell."
"Anything would be helpful. Anything at all."
"Lilac was difficult to live with," Hank said. "She had a couple of tough habits to crack. One was talking down to everyone in sight, including me. She'd interrupt in the middle of a conversation and take over like she had the right. She was a queen in her eyes. I think that's why she did so well on the radio. People are drawn to that type of personality."
"So it's safe to say that she had quite a few enemies."
"Without a doubt. Lilac had two gifts. The first was her radio voice and personality. The second was rubbing people the wrong way. I never met a person who liked Lilac in real life."
"I don't want to be rude here, but why on earth did you marry her?"
Hank guffawed and flicked his glasses up his nose. "I fell in love with all of her. The good and the bad, and there was an awful lot of bad. When we met, she wasn't made yet. She was on her way up but not quite ready to take over Chester's airwaves. I was her accountant and I was enamored by her. The way she spoke, the way she moved. She could dance too, you know. She enchanted me."
"But you separated."
Hank tilted his face to the sky, accepting more of those raindrops. "We did. She was the one who wanted a divorce. I thought we could make it work."
"Why?" The rain fell faster, now, rushing from the heavens.
"Because I wasn't good enough for her anymore. I wasn't young enough," he called out over the rain. "I'm sorry," he said. "I have to go." Hank removed himself, disappeared into a car and puttered off around the corner.
"Come on, Dodgy," Olivia yelled. "If we stay here much longer, we'll drown." They jogged back around the corner and to the store. Olivia’s thoughts were stuck on poor Hank, who clearly loved Lilac after all these years.




CHAPTER SIX





  





V an Washington was an ornery creature. He gnashed his teeth at the helper who handed him a microphone, he laughed when the speakers squealed, and he smelled a little like garlic. Olivia caught all of this on her way back from the front of the crowd.
She had no interest in hanging around near garlicky Van and his attitude problems.
“There you are,” Jake said, and popped up out of nowhere.
“Oh! Jake, you scared me.”
“Sorry about that. We didn’t finish our conversation yesterday.”
“Huh?”
“On the phone. We were talking and then you just stopped.” Jake led her through the crowds to a spot under a tree. He’d positioned several chairs there.
“Oh shoot, Jake, I totally forgot we were talking.”
“That doesn’t hurt my ego at all.”
“I’m sorry. I got distracted. I was outside a restaurant and Hank Abbot walked out. I got a chance to interview him.” She plonked down on one of the hard-backed chairs and stretched her legs out. She’d arrived early to catch a glimpse of Van and boy, did she regret it. She’d marched back and forth in the field until she’d spotted him and by that time, a crowd had gathered. “Are you angry?”
“Angry? Me? Why would I be angry?” Jake asked, but his high-pitched answer told the truth. He wasn’t happy she’d left him hanging.
“I owe you a box of chocolates, okay? I’ll make it up to you.”
“Forget about it.” He took the chair next to her and they lost themselves in people watching.
Moms and their babies, dads with kids on leashes – on leashes for heaven’s sake – and all of them yammering or howling. The noise would’ve deafened the dead. Ugh, that was an off-color reference.
“Everyone, settle down.” Van screeched through the microphone.
The audience did as they were told, but not without muttering first.
“Ladies, gentleman, babies and miniature humans. Those are kids, ha-ha-ha.”
Lame laughter followed the joke. Van wetted his lips and gave the crowd a beady eye.
“We’re here to celebrate the life of our dearly departed Lilac Charleston.” His buttery words didn’t slip down as well as they should have. They sure made Olivia bilious. “She was a star; an unbelievable talent, and even though she was old, she knew her way around the station. She gave younger folks a run for their money. Trust me, I speak from experience.”
“Gosh, he’s such a sleaze,” Olivia whispered.
“Couldn’t agree more.”
Van walked a figure eight on the stage, drawing all eyes with the movement alone. “I’ve put together a collection of all her appearances; successful interviews, happy pictures from her childhood, and so on. Anything that will remind us of who she was and what she stood for.” He moved the mic and static crackled through the speakers at the front. “Oh and there’s a snack bar at the back if any of you feel like some refreshments. Let’s get on with the show!”
Van waved at someone on the sidelines and Olivia leaned forward to catch a better look. A man fiddled with a laptop. He gave Van a thumbs up, then moved toward the stage.
A picture cropped up on the white screen – an image of Van and Lilac laughing, heads bowed over a sheet of paper. It had to be promotional material for Chester Radio TODAY! Of course, Van had taken the opportunity to make himself look good.
“Shameless,” Jake said. “They hated each other.”
“I know. You should have heard the insults fly the last time they were together.” Olivia set her sights on the laptop and ignored the slideshow. The operator hadn’t come back. Who would put up the next picture?
A video played next. Lilac and Hank Abbot waltz across a dance floor, her white feathered gown swishing in time to slow music. They rotated and struck a pose to rapturous applause.
“I didn’t know she could dance,” Jake said.
Olivia didn’t reply. A person in a hoodie, she couldn’t tell if it was man, a woman, or a mini-human as Van the Man had so eloquently put it, had materialized at the laptop station. He bent and dropped out of sight behind the cluster of folks just in front of their position.
Olivia lurched to her feet and cupped a hand to her brow.
“What’s wrong?”
“Someone’s fiddling with the laptop,” she said. “Someone in a –”
Screams cracked her speech right in half. Another image dominated the screen. A photo of Lilac Charleston, pink polka dot scarf fastened around her neck, eyes sightless.
A woman nearby fainted, grasping at her chair as she fell. Another man clapped both hands over either of his children’s eyes.
“What the –?” Jake scrambled upright too. “Who is that?”
Olivia didn’t hang around to answer. She sprinted toward the mystery fiddler, pumping both arms back and forth. Sure, she wasn’t a spring chicken anymore but this was serious. This was a man – or was it woman – who’d decided ruining a deceased woman’s ‘wake’ was an okay thing to do.
Olivia darted between the fainting women, the horrified men, and the fascinated teenagers – a group of which gawked and pointed at Lilac’s bugged out expression. Gosh, this was distasteful.
The hooded saboteur backpedaled and tripped over the wires. They thunked out of the laptop and the image on the screen disappeared, providing a backdrop of nothingness for Van the Man, who’d gone green around the gills.
“Hey!” Olivia yelled.
The figure got up, turned and ran behind the screen.
“Stop right there!” There had to be a reason they’d done this and she couldn’t think of a good one. “Stop!”
Olivia sped up. Another person appeared directly in front of her, also sprinting toward the area where the figure had disappeared. Olivia couldn’t slow down in time – she’d worked up too much momentum weaving through the funeral-goers.
She crashed into the man’s back and took them both to the ground.
“Ouch,” she yelled, and rolled across the grass. Pain flared in her arm, then faded. Just a graze, nothing too serious.
The man rose from the ground and glared at her.
The color drained from Olivia’s face. That wasn’t any man. That was Detective Keane and boy, he didn’t look happy.
“Cloud,” he growled, and brushed grass and clods of dirt from his pants.
The group of onlookers around them backed off at the sound of his voice.
“Cloud,” he repeated.
“Sorry about that,” Olivia replied, and got up. She dusted herself off too and took her time about it – but only to avoid his anger.
Keane huffed and puffed on repeat. He scraped his heels through the dirt. “What do you think you’re doing?”
“I wanted to shut off the laptop,” Olivia said. It was the first excuse that sprung to mind. Hopefully, it’d be good enough to placate him. “That’s all. I thought the sight of poor Lilac would upset everyone. Just look at Van the Man.”
“Van the –?” Keane cut off and shook his head. “You saw him, didn’t you? The person who fiddled with the laptop.”
Olivia resisted the urge to correct the detective – they didn’t technically know if it was a him or a her at this point. “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she said. If he suspected for a second that she’d taken this on as an investigation, she’d wind up in a cell. Olivia didn’t doubt he’d do it – he’d warned her about it several times in the last few months.
Keane’s face screwed up. “You expect me to believe that –”
“There you are, Olivia,” Jake said. “I see you managed to switch off the laptop.” Saved by the private investigator.
“No, I crashed into the detective here before I got a chance. It’s off?” Olivia feigned confusion. “How did that happen?”
Keane switched his suspicion between Olivia and Jake, eyes narrowed. He gave one final harrumph then hurried off toward the laptop, scratching the back of his neck.
“That was close,” Olivia breathed. “Thanks.”
“You’re lucky I followed you,” Jake replied, studying the detective’s retreating back. “I get the impression Keane’s not going to go easy on you this time.”
Olivia nodded. “Me too.” And that made investigating this quickly and quietly all the more important.
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A  rundown motel was the last place Olivia expected to find the famed model Violet Charleston. All right, so she wasn’t Kate Moss famous, but she had made a name for herself in Los Angeles if Olivia’s Google search was anything to go by.
“Are you ready?” Olivia asked.
Alvira gave her two thumbs up. “I’m getting used to this, now. It’s better than staying home.”
They’d come on a Sunday to stop from interrupting their busy Monday chocolate rush, but Olivia couldn’t be sure they’d be welcomed with open arms. She’d called the Chester Inn and requested to speak with Violet, only to be told that the woman wouldn’t come to the phone for fear it was the paparazzi.
Olivia had managed to wangle the room number out of the front desk clerk with a box of Strawberry Cream chocolates.
“The paparazzi,” Olivia muttered, and rolled her eyes. There weren’t any paparazzi in Chester to start with.
“What’s that?” Alvira asked.
“Nothing, nothing.” Olivia rapped her knuckles below the skew plastic number 23 on the door.
They waited in silence. The crunch of tires on the gravel in the parking lot and the bark of a dog from across the road were the only sounds to interrupt their wait. Finally, the latch clacked back, a chain rattled and the door swung inward.
Violet appeared, gorgeous with dark brown hair and almond shaped eyes. She pursed her full lips at them. “Who are you?”
“Miss Charleston?” Olivia asked.
The model made to close the door, but Olivia stuck the toe of her boot in the crack to stop it. She winced at the thud. “Please, Miss Charleston, we’re not here to upset you. My name is Olivia Cloud and this is my assistant, Alvira Goeway.”
“It’s a strange name, I know,” Alvira said, and gave a friendly wave. “How are you?”
Violet forced the door against Olivia’s foot. “Go away.”
“No, no,” Alvira said. “It’s smooth. One word. Goeway.”
“I don’t think she’s talking about your surname, Alvira,” Olivia replied. She switched her focus to Violet. “Please, we’re not here to do anything other than talk about your sister. She was a – friend.” A term to be used loosely. Lilac hadn’t had any real friends – she’d used everyone and called them by the name, but no real friends.
“My sister,” the woman said. Her voice was melodic. She stopped pressing the door into Olivia’s foot. “Lilac.” Her face crumpled into sorrow and tears welled and spilled.
Alvira cleared her throat. “I’m sorry for your loss.”
“We’re sorry,” Olivia said. “But, we’re here because we want to help find who did this to Lilac.”
“Y-you do?” Violet asked, she sniffed and wiped her nose with the back of her hand.
Olivia dug a pack of Kleenex out of her handbag and handed it over. “Yes. We do. And no, we’re not the cops before you ask. It’s been my experience that they’re pretty heavy handed with their investigations in Chester.” She’d never been a fan of Keane’s work. Perhaps, she was too entitled. Or perhaps it was because she was from out of town and she could tell he hadn’t gone about his previous investigations in the right manner.
“You’re not with the police,” Violet said, and frowned at them. “Then why do you care?”
“Like I said, she was a friend, and it bothers us that there might be a person in Chester who could’ve done this,” Olivia replied. “That is that they’re still around somewhere.”
Violet glanced past them and scanned the road. “All right,” she said, and removed a tissue from the pack. She sniffled into it. “You’d better come in.” She released the door and allowed them entrance.
Olivia shook her boot and silently lamented the dent in its side. They followed Violet into her motel room and sat down on a ratty sofa across from an even rattier armchair.
Violet lowered herself into it. “I’d offer you something to eat but I don’t have anything with me. I – uh, I usually go out to dine.”
To dine? Heavens, she was upper class.
“No problem.” Olivia smiled at the model. It wasn’t as if they’d come for a meal. “We wanted to ask you a few questions about Lilac. Are you all right with that?”
“I guess,” Violet said. “It’s not like you can do much with the information, though. I mean, you’re not with the police. Right? You’re not?”
They’d told her this several times already. Why was Violet so jumpy about the police? “No, we’re investigating this independently. What can you tell us about your sister?”
“My sister,” Violet said, and shook her head. “Ugh, what can I tell you about her? She was a piece of work.”
“Really.”
“Yeah. Ask anyone and they’ll tell you the same. Lilac didn’t care about anything but herself,” Violet said. “And that’s saying a lot coming from me. I am a model after all. We’re supposed to be the narcissistic ones. But Li-li, she took the cake. That was my nickname for her.”
“I see,” Olivia said. She hadn’t brought a notepad and pen with her this time – she didn’t want to freak out the suspect.
“She was Li-li and I was Vi,” Violet said. “We loved calling each other by our nicknames when we were kids, but that sweet treatment ended once I hit puberty.”
“Why?” Olivia asked. Alvira leaned forward, intent on their interviewee.
“She’d always have the limelight,” Violet replied. “And when I blossomed, that light moved from her and onto me. I’m not bragging, but it’s the truth. I got a lot of attention from our parents and from friends, and then a headhunter spotted me. By this time, Lilac was already out of the house. She was much older than me. I was a surprise baby.” Violet’s pleasantly pink cheeks went even pinker.
“And Lilac didn’t like the attention you were getting.”
“Not one bit. She didn’t speak to me for years apart from at family functions or over Thanksgiving, you know?” Violet sighed and brushed locks of luxurious hair back from her forehead. “Until recently, that is.”
“What changed?” Olivia asked.
“She found a lot of success. I think that bolstered her courage when it came to our relationship. She hated speaking to me because I was so much more successful than her, you know, because I’m a famous model.” Violet tossed her head.
Olivia’s research hadn’t shown her that. Violet had attained moderate success but she hadn’t walked a runaway in a few months.
“She invited me to come out here and see her in action. She had that big party for Chester Radio TODAY!” Violet rolled her eyes as if the party was an inane concept. “Who throws a party for radio personalities?”
“It’s a small town,” Alvira said. “Radio is all we’ve got. Apart from the X Factor, but nobody watches that because of Simon Cowell.”
“Anyways,” Violet said, loudly. She didn’t like the interruptions, apparently. “I came to see her but when I got here she was totally weird with me. She wouldn’t come over to see me. She rejected me. I traveled all this way for her stupid party and she wouldn’t speak to me.”
“Did you attend the party?” Olivia asked.
“Oh, yeah. I attended it. Ridiculous. The only good thing was the food. They had these chocolates there that were great,” Violet said.
“Those are chocolates from my store.” Olivia smiled at the compliment but she didn’t trust Violet regardless. The woman had come all this way to attend her sister’s party. Didn’t she have a busy schedule as a model? And why was she in the Chester Inn? There were other hotels in the town. Ones better than this, that was for sure.
“They were great. Made my night. And then poor Lilac – oh heavens. Oh, poor Lilac,” Violet said, and buried her face in another tissue.
She’d gone from angry at her sister for ignoring her to weeping in two seconds. Grief did strange things to people. Or perhaps it was more than that. Perhaps, Violet had something to hide.
Olivia couldn’t come right out and ask Violet if she had financial trouble. She didn’t know what had been in Lilac’s will either, or why Violet had stayed. “Are you organizing your sister’s funeral?” she asked. It was the best segue she could come up with.
“Me?” Violet gave a bitter laugh. “No. That falls to her ex-husband. Poor Hank. She put him through so much.”
“She did?”
“Of course.” Violet balled up her tissue. “Lilac wasn’t a nice person. I say that with all the love I have. She was my sister, but she was all about Lilac. Nothing else mattered but what she wanted.” Violet’s voice shook and Olivia couldn’t work out whether it was from grief or anger. “My sister is gone now, though. She’s gone and I can’t bring her back.” Violet broke down again.
Olivia rose from her seat and indicated for Alvira to follow her lead. She didn’t want to push her luck with Violet and end up in trouble with Keane all over again. Something didn’t add up in this scenario, though. Perhaps it was the mix of apparent sorrow and outright anger. Whatever the case, Olivia would get to the bottom of it – with help from her friends, of course.
“Thank you so much for your time, Miss Charleston.”
Violet sobbed. “If you need – anything – else – just – let – me – know,” she said, between hiccups of grief.
“We will,” Olivia said.
They hurried from the motel room, both caught up in their thoughts. Olivia guided her assistant back toward the sidewalk but movement caught her attention out of the corner of her eye.
“Wait,” she whispered, and dragged Alvira behind a tree just off the road, its roots cracking the concrete. “Look there.”
Hank Abbot strode toward room number 23.
“What’s he doing here?” Alvira asked. “That’s the guy you told me about, right? The ex-husband.”
“Yeah,” Olivia replied. But why was Lilac’s ex-husband and accountant meeting with her sister? “Come on. Let’s listen in.”
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“Where?” Alvira asked.
They crept along the back of the motel, counting the windows in the wall together. “This one,” Olivia replied, in a whisper. They halted beneath what had to be the living room window of number 23.
Olivia didn’t want to get ahead of herself here, but it looked bad. Hank didn’t have a reason to speak to Violet, did he? Sure, he might console his ex sister-in-law but what were the chances?
Olivia scooched up a couple inches and peered over the windowsill.
Hank and Violet were locked in an embrace within, quiet in each other’s arms, both their eyes closed.
Alvira popped up beside Olivia and gasped.
The suspected lovers separated and the two investigators dropped beneath the window again.
“What was that?” Hank asked. “Did you hear something?”
“Sorry,” Alvira mouthed.
“No,” Violet replied.
The walls at the Chester Inn were paper thin. Alvira and Olivia were privy to the muffled conversation within, and that meant those inside the room would hear them if they so much as, well, gasped.
“I’m sorry I couldn’t come sooner,” Hank said. “I’ve been keeping up appearances and organizing things for the funeral.”
“It’s fine,” Violet replied. “I’m fine.”
“You don’t need to lie, darling.”
Darling? Sheesh, how long had these two been together? And Hank was a lot older than Violet, not that love knew an age. She was in her late twenties and Hank in his fifties at least. Did they have a motive for murdering Lilac?
“I will be fine,” Violet said. “I just wish all of this was over. I’m over all the secrecy. I want to be seen in public with you, Hank. I don’t want to have to hide behind closed doors for fear that people will –”
“It’s almost time. After she’s gone and her finances have been dealt with we can be together officially,” Hank replied. “You know what people will think if we come out now. It will cause more suspicion and we don’t need that.”
“I know,” Violet said, and sighed. “I’ve just had a visit from two women who are investigating Lilac’s murder.”
Olivia’s mind kicked into high gear. Did Violet own a scarf similar to the murder weapon?
“Really?” Hank sniffed. “I had a similar run-in with a woman. She owns a chocolate store in town.”
“That’s her,” Violet said.
Olivia winced.
“Olivia Cloud.” Violet sighed. “I didn’t tell her anything that would make this worse for us. Nothing about our relationship.”
“Your financial troubles?” Hank asked.
“Nothing about that either,” Violet replied. “I kept everything about us and our problems a secret and I always will. But it made me feel uncomfortable.”
Olivia braced herself against the wall, the hair on the back of her neck standing on end. This didn’t sound good for her. And this didn’t sound good for either of them. Why would they need to keep their relationship a secret? It wasn’t as if Hank had cheated on Lilac.
But they’d mentioned Violet’s finances. Goodness, what if she’d been desperate enough to kill her sister for the payoff. Could that be it?
“I don’t want you to be uncomfortable,” Hank said. “And I hate it that you have to live in this motel and not with me.”
“Then let me stay with you.”
“No,” he said. “If anyone notices you doing strange things, moving around, hanging out with me too much, they’ll become suspicious. And we don’t want that Olivia Cloud woman to interfere.”
“Then we’ll remove her,” Violet said.
“What do you mean?” Hank asked.
If Olivia’s hair had stood on end before it was positively rod straight now. They wanted to remove her? Alvira’s jaw had dropped.
“I mean we get rid of her. We report her to the police. I’m sure that detective guy won’t take kindly to someone interfering with his investigation. He didn’t look like the friendliest man around,” Violet said. “It should be easy enough. I’ll just call and complain about her bothering me.”
“Wait,” Hank said.
“What?”
“We have to be careful. If people think you’ve been involved –”
“Why would they? It’s just a random complaint about some woman sticking her nose where she doesn’t belong,” Violet replied. “No one will care.”
“Keane knows that the woman investigates these cases and she’s solved three of them so far.”
“What?!”
“Exactly,” Hank said. “If she’s asking you questions it might make Keane take a closer look at your personal business and mine too. Put the phone down, Vi.”
A clatter and another sniff from Violet. “Fine. But if she comes back I’m going to kick her out.”
“No,” Hank said, and his voice dropped lower. “Be nice. We need her oblivious, not angry.”
Violet huffed a sigh. “Fine,” she said. “But I don’t like any of this. I wish we could just act normal.”
“Give it a month,” Hank replied.
“A month?! Are you serious? Hank, I can’t wait a month to be together. I’ll lose my mind living here. Besides, what am I supposed to tell people? They won’t understand why I’m staying for longer than I have to. Once the funeral is over, people will expect me to leave.”
“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. Come on, let’s order some take out and –”
“Oh, that’s fine, is it? We can get pizza and sit around in this horrible room but we can’t go out to dinner because you’re afraid someone might realize that we’re more than just friends.”
“Violet –”
“Just leave,” the model replied. “You don’t know how lucky you are to have me. Get out before I have you thrown out.”
“By who?” Hank asked, and guffawed. “Security?”
“Go!”
“Fine,” he replied. “Call me when your hormones are in check.”
Olivia grimaced. That was one of her least favorite things to hear about a woman – even if that woman might be the murderer in this case.
The door inside the motel room slammed and Violet’s weeping resumed. A car started around the front. Olivia and Alvira waited until the coast was clear, then hurried back to the road, crouched over until they were in the clear.
They didn’t speak all the way back to the Block-A-Choc Shoppe. Olivia needed time to process what they’d just heard and Alvira had gone pale and thin-lipped.
Had they just overheard two conspirators discussing their planned murder?
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O livia tucked her feet under her butt and settled on the sofa. Dodgy lay in the hall that led into the living room, snuffling and scratching in his sleep.
It was a Sunday evening and after the strange occurrence that afternoon Olivia needed a break. And just when she’d thought she’d get it, a visitor had arrived to dash her hopes. To be fair, it wasn’t all that bad to have Mr. Morgan hanging out in her living room.
“You’re sure about this,” Jake said, and adjusted on the armchair opposite her. “You’re absolutely sure.”
“Of course,” Olivia replied. “I heard it with my own two ears. Alvira heard it, too. And yes, before you come at me with all that law mumbo jumbo, I know that this isn’t permissible in court.”
“It’s not,” Jake said, and lifted his mug from the coffee table.
“But it’s a lead. And that’s what counts. We’ve got a lead on two potential suspects.” Olivia took her phone out of her pocket and placed it on the sofa beside her.
“What about Van the Man?” Jake asked. “We’ve got to pursue him as a lead too. He’s the one who had the most motive to murder Lilac in the first place, after all.”
“That we know of,” Olivia said. “Clearly, Violet and Hank are hiding something. They want to avoid notice, which means we have to pay them even more attention. It’s paramount that we find out what they’re hiding and why.” She’d bet her last chocolate drop that what they had hidden was something to do with finances.
And if they had financial motivation, that put them one step closer to the murder.
“I don’t know, Olivia,” Jake said. “I don’t want us to get too hasty here.”
Olivia shrugged. “You said you had news?” She asked. He’d called to tell her he was on his way a half hour ago but he’d refused to tell her this news over the phone. The curiosity had finally gotten the better of her.
Dodger flopped his tail in his sleep, then rolled over and barked.
“Shush,” Olivia said.
The dog flipped back onto his stomach and sat upright, ears alert. He yawned and shook his head, tinkling the tag on his collar.
“It’s nothing super important,” Jake said, at last. His face had gone red. “I – uh, yeah, so the police didn’t catch the person who put up Lilac’s picture on the screen at the service.”
“The party,” Olivia replied. There’d been way too much merriment at the event to class it as anything else. “And that’s disappointing.” But it certainly wasn’t a reason for Jake to rush over on a Sunday evening, unless he’d come for another reason.
It was Olivia’s turn to blush. “Thanks for coming here to tell me. I enjoy your company.”
Jake reached up and tugged at his collar. He loosened the top button. “So do I,” he said. “You’re fun to talk to, even when it’s not about case stuff.”
“You’re saying you enjoy talking to me about murders?” she asked.
“Olivia,” he groaned, and hung his head. “You know what I mean.” He rose from his seat and circled to her side of the room. He sat down beside her and took her hand. “I enjoy spending time with you no matter the circumstance. Whether it’s hunting through the freezing cold forest for clues or talking in your living room over coffee and chocolates. Admittedly, I like anything better if it has chocolates.”
Olivia pressed her lips together but she couldn’t hide the flush of pleasure. Jake still gave her those teenage girl butterflies in the pit of her stomach. She’d thought she’d never feel anything like that again.
She’d pretty much given up after –
Dodger bounded to his feet and barked.
The moment shattered and Jake withdrew his hand. “What’s wrong, boy?” He focused on Olivia’s doggy pal.
“Dodgy?” Olivia stood up and took her phone with her. She slipped it into the front pocket of her jeans.
Her dog darted toward the gate at the top of the stairs, which separated the store from the apartment. He barked all the way, his entire body shaking from the effort.
Olivia and Jake followed him. Heck, even Alphonsine stuck her head out of her bedroom door as they passed. Dodgy wouldn’t quiet down no matter how much Olivia asked. Jake held the dog back while Olivia slipped onto the staircase, intrigue and fear tugging her forward and back at the same time.
What would she find downstairs? Or who?
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J ake followed her a few seconds later and locked the gate against Dodger, who’d officially gone into red zone on the bark-o-meter. He’d always been an intuitive dog – Olivia would never forget the day she’d picked him up at the shelter.
It’d been years prior and she’d arrived fully intent on getting something small; a cat or a bunny perhaps. She’d laid eyes on Dodger and the puppy had absolutely lost it for her. He’d bounded around inside his enclosure, barking on repeat.
They’d been destined for each other.
Olivia focused on the task at hand. She reached the base of the stairs and clicked on the lights in the store proper. The door was still locked, the alarm light blinking as usual, and nothing was out of place.
Had Dodger lost his touch?
She strode past the front counter and stood beside the tables, scanning left and right for any sign of a disturbance.
“Anything?” Jake asked, over Dodger’s continued barks.
“Not that I can see,” she replied.
A car passed in the street outside, its lights strafing across the tar and reflected in the windows of the building opposite. Still nothing. “Goodness, I don’t know what –?”
A terrific crack rent the air. Jake yelled and scrambled away from the stairs just as the air conditioning unit clunked from the wall and landed right where he’d been a second earlier. The plastic groaned and creaked.
Fine white dust settled on the floorboards and the crack in the plaster on the wall threatened to spread. Dodger stopped barking upstairs. He whined once, then his paws clicked off back to the living room.
As usual, Dodger knew best. He’d sensed something was up and he’d been right.
“Well,” Jake said, and coughed into his fist. “That was close.” A coat of that powder covered his shirt and jeans.
“Gosh, are you all right?” Olivia asked.
“I’m fine. I promise I won’t sue,” Jake replied.
“Ha-ha, very funny.” But nothing about this situation amused her. Georgie Ryan, the repair dude, had been in last week to sort this out and now the thing had fallen off the wall? She’d never been one to chew people’s ears off with complaints, but heavens, this accident had almost cost her friend his life.
If Jake hadn’t move in time he’d have been less investigator and more pancake.
“I’ll have to call that repairman back tomorrow,” Olivia said. “He must’ve done something to invite this scale of destruction.”
“I don’t know,” Jake said. “It looks like the wall is cracked here. Look at the plaster. It’s damp too. Do you think the unit leaked on the wall?”
Olivia stifled a groan. The last thing she needed was to shut down the store now. They’d just entered another busy season and she’d lose a lot of money if she was forced to close her doors because of construction work.
“Problems, problems,” she said. She had half a mind to call the guy back now to sort this out. But it was a Sunday evening and that wouldn’t have been fair. “I’m going to have to clean this up.”
“Now?” Jake asked, and quirked an eyebrow. “Surely it can wait until the morning.”
“I doubt it. We won’t have enough time to make the morning chocolates and prepare the store if I leave it until then,” Olivia replied.
“I hate to burst your bubble here, Olivia, but I don’t think you can serve chocolates in a store with a half-broken wall. It’s not legal.”
Olivia huffed. “Darn it. I know you’re right but gosh, this is going to set us back. I guess I’d better call the other A’s and let them know tomorrow is a no-go.” She wormed her cell out of her pocket, forcing her frustration aside. She’d have to get this looked at by a proper contractor before she called Georgie back, and that would cost even more money.
The day had held endless frustrations, but at least there’d been a few leads. If she could just get –
Olivia’s phone rang in her palm and she jumped. The device flew upward. Olivia snatched it out of the air before it could smash to pieces on the floorboards.
Her heart pounded against the inside of her rib cage and she turned the phone to look at the screen. A number she didn’t recognize flashed along with the Gold Dust Woman ring tone.
“I love this song,” Jake said, and bobbed his head in time to the music.
Olivia answered the phone. “Hello?” She raised a finger to silence Jake.
“Olivia? Is that you?” A man rasped into the phone.
“W-who is this?” She asked. The heart-pounding didn’t cease.
“We haven’t officially been introduced,” the man continued. “As far as I remember, unless it was at the event, but everything’s a blur after that.”
“Who is this?” Olivia repeated, and forced herself to calm. Murderers didn’t usually ramble on about meetings – did they?
“Van the – uh Van Washington,” he said. “I’m a radio show host at Chester Radio TODAY!”
“I know who you are,” Olivia replied.
“Good. Then you know I need your help,” he said, and gulped. “I’m afraid for my life.”
Too many questions cropped up in Olivia’s mind. How had he gotten her number? Why had he called her instead of the police? “How may I help you, Mr. Washington?” She had to keep herself from calling him Van the Man. She wasn’t a big fan of the guy, he’d done nothing but seek out attention after Lilac’s death.
But she wasn’t the type of person who turned away someone in need.
“I’m afraid there’s someone watching me. I see someone moving around in her house,” he said.
“Who’s house?” Olivia asked.
Jake frowned across the room, his brow creasing the fine layer of powder atop it.
“Lilac’s. Her house is right next to mine. I’m sure there’s someone inside.”
“Have you called the police?” Olivia asked.
“No. And I’m not going to. They think I did it. Me. Can you believe that?”
She didn’t say ‘yes’ even though she wanted to. “And you’re calling me instead.”
“Yeah. We did a special on you on the station. I’m surprised you didn’t hear it,” Van said, and the fear in his voice dropped a little. The swagger of the personality rather than the man.
“You think there’s someone after you?”
“Yes,” he said, and the fear resurged. “Please, come quickly. I know you’ll be able to help. No one else will.”
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O livia couldn’t keep her eyes off the building next door. She gazed at it all the way up the drive to Van’s home – a miniature mansion flanked by a fence of golden spears – and even as she strode up the marble steps and to his front door. That was Lilac’s home. It was just as ostentatious as Van’s but the lights were off, the curtains drawn.
Jake tapped her on the shoulder. “Are you okay?”
“Fine,” she said, but she still couldn’t take her eyes off it.
“Are you ready?”
“There’s nothing to be ready for, Mr. Morgan.” Except for a scared radio personality. But did he have a point?
Jake knocked on the front door, then dropped his hand and stepped back so he was in line with Olivia. The backs of his knuckles brushed hers and she sucked in a breath. Jake shifted away but the tingling butterfly sensation remained.
Ugh, she had to get a hold of herself. She couldn’t investigate and deal with her strange feelings for Jake.
Footsteps thumped on the other side of the door. The knob turned and finally, Van ‘the Man’ Washington appeared… with curlers in his hair.
Olivia snorted a laugh and barely managed to turn it into a cough.
Jake remained dead still. Somehow, he kept a straight face, whether it was through sheer force of will or supernatural power, Olivia had to admire him for it.
“Mr. Washington,” Olivia said.
“Yes, it’s me,” he replied. “Come inside, quickly; before they see you.” He hurried back into the cavernous depths of his home.
Olivia and Jake exchanged a glance, and this one didn’t have anything to do with the curlers in Van’s hair. “They?” Jake asked.
“Let’s find out more about that.” Olivia followed the radio star into his home.
Van hovered just inside the door. He switched his weight from one foot to the other, grasping the knob. “Hurry, hurry.”
Jake hustled inside and took up a spot beside Olivia. He barely missed the edge of the door as Van slammed it shut. The personality double locked it and checked the chain twice. “There,” he said. “There.” But his shoulders still didn’t relax.
“Mr. Washington, what’s going on?” Olivia asked. “If you’re this alarmed you really should call the police.”
“Speaking of alarms.” Van hurried to a keypad beside the door. He keyed in a code, keeping his back to them, then hit enter. Three shrill beeps rang out. Finally, the tension leaked from the big guy. “That’s better. All right, you two come with me.” He strode down the corridor, his bare feet thumping on the polished boards.
Jake and Olivia followed him and entered the kitchen. It could’ve graced the covers of lifestyle magazines – plural. It was that big. They sat down on a chaise lounge in the corner, beneath a full-length portrait of Van the Man himself.
The real life version paced in front of them. He withered by whatever it was he’d seen that’d brought him to call Olivia in the first place. “I’m too afraid to talk to the cops. I know they won’t believe me.” He tugged on one of the curlers and grimaced. “Too soon,” he muttered.
“Let’s start from the beginning,” Olivia said. “What did you see?”
But Van wasn’t interested in gentle guidance. He narrowed his eyes at Jake. “Who’s this guy? I didn’t invite this guy over. Are you working for them?”
Something had pushed Van over the edge.
“This is my assistant,” Olivia said. “Jake Morgan.”
“I’m not an assistant,” he replied, firmly. “I’m a private investigator. If you have a problem I can certainly help you with it.”
“That’s good,” Van said, and clicked his fingers. He pointed at Olivia. “You are good. You knew I’d need this kind of help so you brought him with you. I knew this was a smart idea.” He turned that finger on himself and tapped his temple. “It’s all going to work out.”
“Mr. Washington,” Olivia said. “Would you care to explain what’s going on?”
“Yeah, yeah,” he said. He hurried to the kitchen windows and twitched the curtains aside. “Someone’s in Lilac’s house. More than one person I’m sure. I can feel them watching me.”
“You can feel it?” Jake asked.
“Don’t look at me like that,” Van snapped. “I’m not crazy. There’s someone in that house and they’re killing off the radio hosts in this town. Someone who wants power or who wants to replace us.” He clicked his fingers. “I bet it’s someone from a TV network. They’re always trying to rain on our parade.”
Olivia didn’t bother pointing out the insanity of that statement. “Do you have any proof that this is happening?”
“Yeah, I have proof all right,” Van replied. “Things have been moved around in there.”
Jake and Olivia exchanged another glance.
“Inside Lilac’s house?” Olivia asked, just to be sure. “How do you know?’
Van had the decency to appear embarrassed – whether he was telling the truth was another matter entirely. “I have a spare key to her place. She’s never had an alarm system installed because she didn’t think it was necessary in Chester. Always talked about what a waste of money mine was. Guess that was just one more thing Lilac was wrong about.”
“And you’ve been inside her house since her death?” Jake asked, not to be dissuaded from the course of justice. “You realize that’s trespassing.”
“I just went over to make sure nothing had been taken. I saw that ex-husband of hers over there and Heaven knows he’s always been a creep.” Van rummaged in his pocket and brought out a small silver key. “There, see?”
“Do the police know you have it?”
“No. I thought it’d make me look bad,” Van replied. “Take it, take the darn key. I don’t want it anymore. Give it to the cops or maybe you can take a look next door.”
Olivia removed the key from his palm.
“I don’t think that’s a good idea. Right, Olivia? That’s not a good idea,” Jake said and his voice squeaked in places. He knew it was already in her mind to go over there and check things out.
“I’ll be right back,” she said. “I need to go to the restroom.”
“Olivia –”
“Make me a cup of coffee while I’m gone, will you, Jake?” She exited the kitchen, mind whirling at the prospect of what she might find next door – more answers? Or perhaps a clue that would link Hank and Violet to the crime.
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O livia inserted the key into the lock and hesitated. She glanced back over both shoulders at the path that led from the gate to the porch. It wound between lavish statues, fountains, rosebushes and miniature trees.
She couldn’t shake that sense that there was someone hidden nearby, watching her every move. No wonder Van the Man was paranoid about this place. It had a strange atmosphere.
“Doesn’t change the fact that you have to check it out,” she muttered, and turned the key.
Olivia let herself into Lilac’s house and the creepy vibe increased tenfold. All the lights were off, the curtains drawn, and a strange ticking noise rattled down the hall.
She walked past pictures of Lilac in various poses and at different ages. None of them contained anyone else. It was clearly the Lilac show in this house and the owner hadn’t wanted anyone to forget that.
The image of Lilac in her wedding dress hung skew. Olivia resisted her primal instinct to straighten it. She entered the living room and found the source of ticking; a grandfather clock.
The tick-tock reverberated through the area, bouncing off the immaculate sofas and the crystal coffee table. Olivia shivered. “Focus,” she whispered. “Evidence. Find evidence.” This had been a terrible idea.
What if Van was right and someone had been in the house. What if –?
A door creaked somewhere in the mansion and Olivia jumped. Gosh, this was ridiculous. She wasn’t technically allowed in here. She steeled herself and hurried out of the living room and down the hall toward the source of the noise.
Sweat trickled down her neck and she swiped it off. She shook her head. It was ridiculous to be this jumpy. “There’s no one in here,” she whispered.
A door slammed upstairs and Olivia’s brave constitution evaporated. She wasn’t about to perpetuate the horror movie trope and follow the sound. She jogged down the hall toward the front door, squinting in the gloom.
Another slam and Olivia let out a tiny yelp. She looked back at the staircase at the end of the hall, but there was no one there… as far as she could tell. “Keep it together, woman,” she whispered.
She quickened her pace and banged into a hall table. It tipped rattled and the vase atop it crashed to the boards.
Olivia stopped and drew a breath. Silence surrounded her, now, apart from the lethargic tick of that grandfather clock. Nothing creaked or moved upstairs, but whoever was up there had to know they weren’t alone now.
Olivia stepped around the vase and kicked the table leg. No, not the table leg. Table legs didn’t slide across the boards like that. She bent and fumbled in the murk, fingertips brushing wood and, finally, a smooth leather cover. A book?
She picked it up and tucked it against her chest. It might be nothing, but she had to find out. She’d left her handbag and phone back at Van the Man’s place. She hurried to the front door, now shut though she certainly hadn’t closed it, and tried the handle.
Locked.
“What the –?” Now, this was a true pickle. She hadn’t locked it, and without the key, she couldn’t let herself out. Shoot, she couldn’t even call Jake to come over and check if the key was still in the lock outside.
But the door couldn’t have locked itself. Which meant someone had locked her in. Olivia felt the entrance hall for a light switch and admitted defeat – she couldn’t hide her presence in the house any longer.
Hopefully, the lights would signal Van or Jake that something had gone wrong. Mr. Morgan wasn’t a slouch in the intelligence department. He’d figure it out.
Olivia switched on the entrance hall light and blinked in the sudden glare. She peered up the hall at the stairs, but the coast was clear. No mysterious hunters or burglars in sight, thank heavens.
“This wasn’t one of your smartest ideas, Olivia,” she whispered.
Olivia switched her focus to the leather bound book instead of mentally berating herself. Mistakes were mistakes, after all.
She flipped open the cover and withheld a gasp. It was Lilac’s journal. But why had it been on the floor? Or had it fallen when she’d kicked the hall table? Whatever the case, she had it within her grasp.
She paged through, the thin pages crinkling beneath her touch, and stopped on the final entry.
I have never written it down or spoken about it to anyone. It was an accident I can’t take back. Hank doesn’t even know. What happened is between me and her and God. I thought we were the only ones who knew about it, but I was wrong. Someone else knows. I can feel them watching me as I write this.
I can never take back what I’ve done. I can only regret it. But regrets won’t save me now. I’m scared nothing will save me from what’s coming.
Olivia read the entry twice, breathless each time. The words gave her more creepy vibes than anything in the house had. Lilac had regrets about something. A secret that she’d supposedly taken to the grave with her, and only one other person, a woman, had known.
Or wait, did the entry mean that another had found the truth? And what exactly was the truth?
Footsteps clamored on the porch and Olivia slapped the journal shut. “Hello? Is there anyone out there? Please, help, I think someone locked me inside.”
Keys scraped. The lock clicked. The door swung inward and Olivia’s relief at her new found freedom evaporated. The last person she’d ever want to see in a situation like this stared back at her.
“Olivia Cloud,” Detective Keane said, shaking with anger.
“I can explain.”
“Save it,” Keane said. “You’re under arrest for trespassing and interfering in an active investigation.” He whipped his handcuffs out. “You have the right to remain silent –”
Olivia tuned out the rest of the litany. She felt helpless as he wrenched the journal from her hands and gave it to another officer.
It’d had happened, at last. She’d made one mistake too many and now she’d pay the price.
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J ake gripped the wheel and stared out of the windshield at the traffic. The wipers swept rain aside and light blared in the gray morning haze.
“You’re not going to berate me?” Olivia asked, and folded her arms across her chest – the same clothes she’d had on yesterday, but dirtier. That was what happened after spending the night in a jail cell on a hard bench.
Jake’s lips drew into a thin line.
“Thanks for bailing me out,” she said. “I – this has never happened before.”
“Miracle.”
“What’s that?”
“It’s a miracle it’s never happened before when you treat every investigation like your personal… ugh, I don’t know. Like it’s your personal right to pursue them and do whatever you like to get answers.”
“That’s not –”
Jake clicked on his indicator. “Don’t you dare say it’s not true, Olivia. Don’t you dare.”
Olivia chewed her lip instead of answering. She’d never seen Jake this mad. He didn’t tremble or yell, but he was white from head to toe, and brimming with tension.
“I trust you too much,” he said. “I trust that you’ve got everyone’s best interests at heart, including your own but that’s never the case. You’re more than happy to throw yourself under the bus at a moment’s notice. That kind of ‘sacrifice’ doesn’t come off as heroic, Olivia. It comes off as stupid.”
“Wow, tell me how you really feel.”
“I finally am,” Jake replied. He pulled into a parking space outside the Block-A-Choc Shoppe. “Do you know how frustrating it is to watch you operate and know that I can’t stop you from making stupid mistakes that will get you in this kind of trouble? What did you think you’d achieve by going over there?”
“I found her journal, Jake,” Olivia said, and unhooked her seatbelt. “Lilac’s journal. In it, she said –”
“No.” Jake raised his palm. “Don’t tell me. I don’t care about what you found. I care about the fact that you thought it was permissible to do something like that. Don’t you care about yourself? About –” he cut off and jammed his lips together.
“I do. I just care about solving the case more.”
“And you think that the police in Chester are incapable of doing that?” Jake asked.
“You’ve got to hear me out here. Lilac had some huge secret. She wrote about it in her journal, Jake. It was something only she and one other person knew about. She said that she was sure someone was after her. It was terrifying in there, Jake.”
“What?” Jake asked.
“In the house. I’m sure there was someone upstairs. I kept hearing noises and someone locked me inside. I wouldn’t have been arrested if that hadn’t happened.”
“You wouldn’t have been arrested if you hadn’t trespassed in a murder victim’s house,” Jake replied coldly.
“Okay, when is this going to be over?” Olivia asked. “I get that you’re angry, but we’ve got a case to discuss and new evidence has come to light. I say we put our personal differences aside and move ahead.”
Jake sighed and focused on the car parked in front of his. He focused on the folks who’d only just gotten out of bed and needed their first cup of coffee. The old lady who frequented the antique store across the road hovered outside and checked the time on her watch.
After a night behind bars, it was surreal to her.
Jake cleared his throat. “I know you’re on this path and I can’t take you off it. I don’t understand where this deep need to make things right comes from, but I’ve supported it. No, I’ve enabled it. Maybe it’s time I stop.”
“What are you saying?”
“I’m saying that I’m an idiot for thinking you cared about me.” Jake pressed a button and the central locking clicked.
“What’s that got to do with any of this? Do you think I owe you something because you’ve been my friend?”
Jake snorted. “Don’t be ridiculous. I chose to follow you around and enable this type of behavior. And it wasn’t just because I’ve fallen for you –”
“Jake!” Olivia sucked in a breath. Her mind turned to mush.
“It was because I believed that you were on the right track! I believed that you’d be a great investigator. It was because you’re just; you’re like a magnet, Olivia! You draw in all kinds of good and bad. People revolve around you, but I need to not be one of those people anymore. It’s not good for me.”
“Jake, please,” she said, and tears pricked the corners of her eyes. Had he really fallen for her? She’d thought perhaps they had chemistry and had put off her high school crush as just that. But love? She couldn’t fathom it.
“No,” Jake said. “I don’t think we should see each other anymore.”
“But, I need your help.” She reached out for him and he jerked away.
“Goodbye, Olivia.”
Olivia didn’t stay a second longer. She clunked the car door open and bundled out into the cold, tears burning on her skin. She’d never believed she could hurt as she had years ago after her husband had left. She’d been so focused on avoiding that pain she hadn’t noticed it sneaking up on her.
Olivia unlocked the Block-A-Choc Shoppe and hurried inside. Lilac’s litany about regrets ran through her mind.
I can never take back what I’ve done. I can only regret it.
When she looked back at the street, the old lady was still outside the antique store, pacing now, but Jake’s car was gone. Dodger barked a greeting from upstairs. Olivia walked past the broken remnants of her air-conditioning unit toward the staircase to greet him.
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O livia couldn’t quit thinking about two things: Lilac’s regrets and Jake’s confession. Both had confused her and taken her by surprise.
She stood behind the counter in the Block-A-Choc Shoppe and rested her forearms on the glass. Her mind churned over one topic and then moved to the other. Jake had feelings for her and she’d made him feel helpless.
Her actions and insistence on following every lead, no matter the cost, had pushed him away. Not that she was ready for a relationship. But it had been years, hadn’t it? How old was Sebby now? His father had left them when he’d been just five years old and she’d never recovered from it. She’d worried that Sebastian wouldn’t either, but he’d flourished into an awesome kid.
“Stop,” Olivia said, and stood up straight. The clock on her back wall ticked to 9am. The air conditioning guy should be here any second. As soon as the damage was repaired, she’d be able to get back down to business. Forget about all those muddled up, silly feelings and focus on chocolates and the case.
The case. She would still focus on it, even if she’d made a big mistake.
Lilac had mentioned a secret regret. It had to be tied to her death – she’d seemed convinced that she couldn’t hide from them anymore. “But what does it mean?”
A knock rattled the front door and Olivia waved the repairmen inside.
Georgie entered carting a toolbox behind him. “Morning,” he said. “How are you?”
“I’ve been better, as you can probably tell.” She gestured to the wreck of equipment in the corner.
“I see,” the young man said, and heaved a sigh. “Boy, if I’d known the job was this big I’d have brought some help along.” He dumped his toolbox on the tiles, then brought out his cell and tapped on the screen. “They don’t give me enough information on these jobs. It’s just directions, really. Go here, do that.”
“Oh,” Olivia said. “You should speak to them about that. It sounds like a spectacular waste of time.” Olivia had learned how to small talk during her time in Chester. She had to if she planned on running a successful chocolate shop and café.
“Eh, it’s all right, I guess.” Georgie tucked his phone into the back pocket on his jeans, and then dropped to his knees beside the toolbox. “It’s not like this is my dream job.”
“What’s your dream job?” Olivia asked.
“I haven’t figured that out yet. If I had, I wouldn’t be in this town,” Georgie replied.
“You don’t like Chester?”
“Do you?” He countered.
Olivia mulled that one over. “I guess I didn’t in the beginning. When I first arrived it was just to get away from everything and the people were so strange to me; so small town.”
“Right, that’s a good way of putting it; small town. Small town hearts and minds.” Georgie’s upper lip curled, but he turned it into a smile. “Maybe I’m just sour because I’ve been working all weekend. Sorry.”
“No, don’t worry about it,” Olivia said. “I like Chester now, though. Once you get used to all the idiosyncrasies and start making friends it’s pretty nice.”
“If you say so,” Georgie said. “I don’t know how much longer I’ll be here, though. The minute I’ve saved up enough cash, I’ll get out and –”
Olivia’s phone rang and she shrugged an apology. “Gotta take this,” she said.
“No problem.” Georgie scrounged around in his toolbox.
Olivia whipped her phone out, answered, and then walked up the stairs to her apartment. “Hello,” she said. She wasn’t looking forward to this particular conversation.
“What on earth is going on?” Alberta asked. “I’ve just spoken with Jake’s mother on the phone.”
“And good morning to you, too, Albie,” Olivia said. She opened the upstairs gate, and then stepped inside and shut it behind her.
“Never mind your good mornings, woman! Were you in jail last night?” Alberta asked.
Olivia sighed and leaned against the passage wall. Dodgy padded out of the kitchen and licked her ankles. “It was a misunderstanding.”
“A misunderstanding? That’s what they’re calling a criminal record nowadays?”
“I don’t need this from you, Alberta. You’re one of the few people I trust and –”
“People like Jake? His mother told me he’s broken up about what happened. That you gave him no choice but to back out of the relationship.”
“Relationship?” Olivia pushed off from the wall. “Heavens, now I’m in a relationship? Jake and I were just friends, Alberta. You’d better remember that, all right? I don’t need all this pressure. I just want to run my store in peace.”
Albie huffed and puffed on the other end of the line. She’d never been one to give up when she was cornered. “I’m not happy about this, dear.”
“Trust me, neither am I.”
“Olivia, you know I love you, but this isn’t right.”
“The last time I checked, you were the one who encouraged me to investigate cases like these,” Olivia replied. “And now you’re angry about it.”
“Oh, no you don’t, dear. We encouraged you to investigate, not to run off and get yourself arrested for trespassing,” Alberta said.
“I have to go,” Olivia said. “The repairman is here. I’ll let you know whether we’re opening tomorrow, all right?”
Alberta sniffed. “All right, dear. Just – are you feeling okay?”
“I’m fine,” Olivia said, stiffly. “But I have to go. Speak soon.” She hung up before her A could say anything more. It was the first time Alberta hadn’t provided outright support for her and it drove home the point that she really had messed up.
Olivia pocketed her cell, gave Dodger a pat on the head, then opened the gate and headed downstairs to check on the progress, failing to shake off the guilt that blanketed her.
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O livia could’ve decided to stop investigating, but giving up on this case wasn’t in her. Besides, she couldn’t ignore what Lilac had written in her journal – she’d been arrested for that particular entry and the punishment had to fit the crime.
Olivia had researched Hank Abbott’s home address. She couldn’t ask Alberta without her telling Jake and that was the last thing she needed. No doubt that Jake would call the cops on her. He’d seemed really adamant about not ‘enabling’ her apparent addiction to finding trouble.
She flicked Dodgy’s leash and trotted up the stone path that wound to his front door. Dodger’s tag tinkled with each paw step.
Olivia halted and inhaled the sweet scents of late afternoon. She let all the worry and sadness slip from her shoulders and focused on the task at hand. If she threw herself into this and figured out the answer, perhaps she could justify what’d happened at Lilac’s house.
Olivia knocked and waited, trying and failing to keep her mind blank.
The door creaked open and Hank appeared. His face fell at the sight of her. “What – hello,” he said.
“Good afternoon, Mr. Abbott. How are you today?”
“Better than you, I’ll bet,” he replied. “I heard you got arrested.”
“I – uh, that’s correct. All a misunderstanding, I assure you,” Olivia replied. Dodger barked to back her up. The one being she could count on for unending support and the reason she bought him the expensive doggy food at the store. Plus all the love she had for him, of course.
“A misunderstanding,” Hank said, and quirked an eyebrow. “Here I was thinking it’s because you stick your nose where it doesn’t belong.”
Olivia didn’t dare bring up the conversation she’d overheard the other day, or the fact that she knew he was involved with Lilac’s model sister.
Hank doesn’t even know. That’d been the line in Lilac’s journal. But how could she have been so sure? People found out things on their own all the time. “I – heavens, I’m all flustered now.” She gave an awkward laugh.
Hank didn’t even crack a smile.
“I care about what happened to Lilac. She wasn’t innocent, but she was a regular and it’s bad business that this has happened in Chester.” It had happened several times in Chester. “I need answers about this.”
“Why? You’re not a police officer, Miss Cloud. You own a chocolate store.”
Did all these people have a point? It wasn’t the first time she doubted whether she should investigate or not. But a part of her couldn’t stop. Chester had become her home. The grumpy folks, the strange old ladies, and even the tarot readers; all of them were in danger because of one man or woman and she couldn’t let that fly.
Olivia set her jaw. “This town is my home. I like it here. In fact, I love it here, and I’ll be cursed before I let a murderer tear this place apart.”
Hank raised both eyebrows. “Noble,” he said. “Look, I’m expecting someone soon, so if you want to talk, you’d better make it quick.” He didn’t let her in but creaked the door open a little more and shuffled out. He shut it quickly behind himself.
Olivia’s intrigue peaked again, but she tamped down on it.
“You were close with Lilac,” Olivia said.
“I believe I told you that the other day. She was my ex-wife and I was her accountant.”
“Right,” Olivia said. “Right. So is it safe to say you were one of the people who knew the most about her?”
Hank tilted his head to one side and then to the other. “I guess. She has a sister, but they weren’t exceptionally close.”
“Violet,” Olivia said. She didn’t need to measure his reaction since she’d overheard their loving discussion about her the other day. And Violet’s suggestion that they call the cops on her – heavens, what if she had?
What if it’d been Violet at Lilac’s house and she’d locked Olivia in then called the cops on her?
“- weren’t that close.”
“Sorry,” Olivia said, “Could you repeat that?”
Hank pursed his lips. “Lilac and Violet weren’t that close. They had a longstanding rivalry, I guess you could call it. It was ridiculous since Violet wasn’t interested in fighting with her sister. She just wanted to get ahead and move on with her life.”
“Move on? From what?”
“Their constant bickering. I believe Lilac left home because she wanted to get away from her sister and the pressure of her being the favorite in their parents’ eyes. Which wasn’t true, of course,” Hank said.
“Of course,” Olivia replied, but made a mental note of that. She’d heard most of it from Hank and Violet, but the more information she collected, the better. “Do you think Lilac regretted leaving?”
“Regretted it? No way. Lilac was overjoyed at being away from her family. I told you, she was all about Lilac. Other people’s feelings didn’t factor into the equation for her.” Hank’s bitterness shone through but he hid it again, right away.
“Do you think she regretted anything?” Olivia asked. She knew it was a strange question.
“Uh, no? I don’t know. I wasn’t Lilac. I can’t say whether she had any regrets. It certainly didn’t seem like it when she asked me for a divorce.” Hank shrugged and peered past Olivia. He lifted his arm and looked at his wristwatch. “I’m afraid I’m out of time, Miss Cloud. It’s time for you to leave.”
Dodger barked but she tut-tutted him into silence. “Thanks for your time, Mr. Abbott. Have a good afternoon.” No regrets that he knew of. Or he knew all about the regrets and didn’t want to tell her. Olivia had to get to the bottom of this.
Even if it meant eavesdropping on Hank all over again.
“Come on, Dodgy, right this way.” She led her doggy friend down the sidewalk and out of sight, then camped out beneath a tree on the corner. She peered back up the street, shoulders set.
Hank and Violet had to be in on this. It was the only explanation that made sense.
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O livia tailed Mr. Abbott down the main street in Chester. A couple of people attempted to greet Olivia or share a kind word about her chocolates but she didn’t have time to stop.
She nodded, waved, and continued on Dodgy straining at the end of the leash. They were hardly an inconspicuous pair, but Olivia had to work with what she had on this one.
Hank didn’t look back or hesitate at any of the crossings. He wound his way through the crowds – strange that there were crowds of folks this early in the afternoon – and past Chester Park.
The screech of a microphone elicited a bark from Dodger and Olivia ducked behind a tree. “Shush,” Olivia said, and pressed a finger to her lips. At least the source of the crowds was explained – the residents of Chester gathered in the park in front of a stage once again.
Olivia turned from the scene and searched for Hank’s telltale curly gray hair. Nothing. The flock of people blocked him from view. “Shoot,” Olivia said, and sighed. “Oh, shoot.” She’d been close to another breakthrough, for sure.
Perhaps, Hank had gone to the motel to see Violet? But no, that was in the other direction. There wasn’t a good reason he’d take a roundabout route, unless he’d realized she’d followed him.
Olivia let out another displeased puff of air then joined the throng of walkers past the park entrance. She peeked between shoulders and heads and caught a glimpse of that stage again and the man atop it.
“Is that Van?” Olivia asked.
“That’s right,” the woman next to her replied. She wore her hair in a blond beehive atop her head. “Van the Man; isn’t he gorgeous? Got a real flair for style.”
If only beehive lady knew about Van’s paranoia. “He’s – yeah, I guess.”
“You guess?” The woman fisted her hips and dug her heels in. The crowd broke around her and continued on, sweeping through the gates and down the street away from the crackle of speakers.
“Uh –”
“Let me tell you a little something about Van the Man,” the woman said, and grabbed Olivia by the forearm. She dragged her through the gates, the crowd parting around them, and toward an old tree. “Van the Man is a saint.”
“Okay,” Olivia said, and wiggled her arm.
The woman didn’t let go. She had meaty hands and meatier arms, strong enough to clamp down a hog. “When Lilac died he was the first one to organize an event for her. Only the event was ruined and poor Van was broken about it. He did a whole radio special about his grief.”
That wasn’t suspicious at all.
“And now he’s organized a fundraiser in Lilac’s memory,” the woman said. She finally released her hold, only to clasp her hands together in front of her chest and flutter her eyelashes. “If I wasn’t a married and devout woman I would approach Van myself. He’s such an angel.”
A man nearby snorted. “You talking about your secret lover again, Delilah?”
“You shut your mouth, Daniel. This isn’t any of your concern.” Her fawning expression disappeared in the blink of an eye, replaced by a witchy sharpness. Olivia felt chills roll down her spine. She made a note never to get on Delilah’s bad side.
“Thanks for the information,” Olivia said, and backed away.
Delilah pointed to a lawn chair. “Have a seat. You’re that chocolate woman, aren’t you?”
“Yes, I own the Block-A-Choc Shoppe,” she replied.
“Don’t happen to have any of them with you, do you? I’m starving.” Delilah lowered herself into a lawn chair and patted her expansive gut.
“Unfortunately not,” Olivia said. “And I should probably get going anyway.” At least away from Delilah and her Van the Man rants.
“You’ve got to stay for the show,” Delilah said. “It’s going to blow your mind, lady.”
She very much doubted that. “I – uh, wait a second, what’s he raising funds for?”
Delilah wriggled her nose. “I dunno. Oh, there he is now. There’s Van, darling,” she said, and lurched upright. She cupped her hands on either side of her mouth and hooted. “Van! You’re amazing, Van!”
Olivia used it as her opportunity to take another few steps back, Dodger back tracking alongside her.
Van had indeed appeared upon the stage, and waved at the roaring fans. He gave a double thumbs up, then took a microphone from a stand.
“Good morning, Chester. You’re beautiful, thank you.”
“I love you, Van!” Delilah screeched. Her husband rolled his eyes.
“We’re gathered here today to celebrate the life and times of –” Van cut off and the microphone screeched again.
Confused murmurs bubbled through the crowd. Olivia rose onto her tiptoes and frowned at the stage. Her eyes widened.
The feedback dulled and a hum of conversation came through the mic.
“Van Washington?” That was Detective Keane’s voice. And there he was on the stage right in front of the radio personality.
“I’m in the middle of something here, detective. Can’t you see that?” Van’s voice tremored.
“I’m afraid you’re going to have to come with me.”
“Why?”
“You’re under arrest.”
Van dropped the mic and the rest of the conversation cut out in a hollow thunk, but the crowd had heard enough. Delilah’s face drained of color and she wavered on the spot. Daniel hooted a laugh.
“No!” Delilah yelled and her sentiment was echoed by several of the other women around her. Dodger barked once, twice, and switched to repeat mode. The unrest in the crowd bubbled up and over. People surged toward the stage.
Olivia’s view of Detective Keane and Van cut out and she backpedaled to the tree to keep Dodgy out of trouble. He strained and barked at the people darting by, crying fury over the arrest of their beloved Van the Man.
But it was already too late. Van was gone and so was Detective Keane. Olivia was one hundred percent sure the detective had just arrested the wrong man for the murder of Lilac Charleston.
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O livia and Dodgy took the long way home because the main streets were clogged with angry citizens who’d managed to scrounge up ‘Free Van the Man’ posters on incredibly short notice. Olivia suspected Delilah was behind the sudden mobilization.
They took a few back alleys and popped out right across from the Block-A-Choc Shoppe. Relief flooded Olivia, and Dodger gave a grateful whine and quickened his pace. It wasn’t as if they’d been away that long, but the tension and anger had made it seem an eternity.
They stumbled across the street and Olivia took Dodger through the back entrance that led to their kitchen door. They clambered up the metal grate, Olivia unlocked their door, and Dodgy scratched at the base.
“All right, all right,” Olivia said, and patted him. She clunked it open and let him inside. Dodger ran for his bowls of food and water. The second she switched on the kitchen lights her phone buzzed in her pocket.
She wiggled it out and checked the caller ID. Her heart skipped several beats.
Olivia swiped her thumb across the screen. “Jake?” She shoved her hair back from her ear and chewed the inside of her cheek.
“Olivia,” he said. “I just heard the news.”
“What news?” She shut the door with her heel.
“That Van Washington was arrested for the murder,” he replied. “Listen, we both know that he didn’t do it.”
“How do we know that? He had a key to her place.”
“Then why would he murder her with someone else’s scarf?” Jake asked. “And why keep the key and tell us about it? He didn’t have a motive. He was doing better than Lilac at Chester Radio TODAY!”
Olivia paced to the fridge and opened it. She brought out a bottle of water and unscrewed the cap, pinning the cell between her ear and shoulder. “I agree,” she said. “Van looked suspicious in the beginning but he’s more concerned with himself than he is with Lilac. He wouldn’t risk everything to kill off someone who was a mere nuisance in the grand scheme of his career.”
“Which is conjecture,” Jake said, and sighed. “But that’s my train of thought. Olivia, they’ve got the wrong man and if they make it stick they’re not going to keep investigating this.”
“What are you saying?” Olivia asked.
Jake fell silent.
“What are you –?”
“I’ll investigate this with you again. I’m sorry for the hurtful thing I said to you, Olivia, but I am not sorry for the meaning behind it. You go too far. You do things that can jeopardize everything, and if you step over the line again I’m going to walk away for good,” Jake said.
“I understand,” Olivia replied. “That’s your choice. But Jake, you said that you fell –”
“Let’s focus on the case.” Jake coughed. “I think this will be simpler if we focus on that and nothing else. All that other stuff is peripheral.”
Maybe it wasn’t important to him, but love was pretty important to her. If Jake had those feelings for her and she didn’t return them that would be a recipe for resentment. The trouble was, Olivia didn’t know how she felt yet.
“You mentioned regrets,” Jake said.
“Uh?”
“In the diary.”
Oh, for a second she’d thought he meant about their friendship; how far they’d strayed from the bounds of the norm. “Yes, she wrote about it. I didn’t get to keep the diary itself, but she mentioned regretting something only she and one other woman knew about. I don’t know who the other woman is.”
“Did Hank know?” Jake asked.
“No. She was pretty specific about that. He didn’t know what happened,” Olivia replied. She wriggled her lips. “I just wish I knew what he didn’t know. I’ve got the feeling that it’s important. If we figure it out we might unlock this mystery.”
“All right,” Jake said. “But what are our other options?”
“The sister and Hank. That’s it. We’ve already ascertained that we don’t think it’s Van.” It was just a gut feeling, but what if they were wrong? What if the cops had found something that indicated Van was actually guilty? “What about the scarf? Do we know anything about that?”
“Keane has pretty much shut me out of this investigation,” Jake replied. “The only thing we’ve established for sure is that the scarf definitely didn’t belong to Lilac. I don’t know if Keane found something at Van’s house that linked him to the crime, but the scarf is a mystery to me.”
“It looked worn,” Olivia said. She squinted her eyes and transported herself back to the bathroom and the horrid vision of the radio star dead on the tiles. The scarf had been frayed at the ends, worn from time rather than the struggle that might’ve ensued. “It was old.”
“You think the murderer carried it with them or just grabbed it on the way into the bathroom?”
“There wasn’t anywhere to grab it from,” Olivia replied. “It’s not like Chester Radio TODAY! keeps a closet of props. Not as far as I know.”
“You’re right,” Jake said. “Honestly, I think the best we can do right now is speak to the sister and hope we can squeeze something out of her.”
Olivia chewed the inside of her cheek. “I think we can manage that. I have something on her that might make her talk. The whole Hank thing and her discomfort at hiding the relationship.”
“We’ve got to work fast,” Jake said. “I’ll come by this afternoon to pick you up.” He hung up before she could thank him or say anything else.
Olivia sank to the floor and rested the back of her head against the wall. Dodger whined and lay down in her lap, squishing to find space for his big Labrador body. She patted his head and took comfort in the warmth and love.
She’d blown it with Jake and she hadn’t even realized until it was too late.
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“T  hanks for agreeing to speak with us,” Olivia said, and readjusted on the tiny sofa in the motel room.
Jake stood rather than sitting next to her and she ignored the sting of that. A week ago it wouldn’t have bothered her, so why should she let it now? They were here to investigate, not canoodle.
“I didn’t agree,” Violet said, and tossed her long hair back. “I just let you in because of him.” She nodded to Jake. “He was with the police officer the other day.”
Jake opened his mouth, but Olivia forestalled him. “So you understand this is serious.” The last thing they needed was Jake blowing their cover by being upfront about his connection to the police. “Do you have some time to speak with us?” Olivia asked. “It’s about your sister.”
“What else would it be about?” Violet sniffed. “Lilac is the center of attention, as always. Lilac’s more important now, in death, than I am as a model.”
“We know you’re out of money, Violet,” Olivia said. She hit hard and followed up with an equally grievous blow. “And that you’re in a relationship with Hank Abbott, your sister’s ex-husband. Do you care to explain your appearance in Chester at this time?” The last time she’d said it was for Lilac’s radio event.
Violet paled. She puffed out her lips and said nothing.
“I think she’s passing out,” Jake whispered.
“She’s fine.”
“Seriously, she’s as pale as a sheet.”
“I didn’t kill her,” Violet erupted, at last. “She was family. And I don’t have that kind of violence in me, or the strength. You can talk all you want about money and Hank, but I didn’t do it and that’s the bottom line.”
“You realize how bad this looks, though,” Olivia said, and dipped her head forward. “You dating your murdered sister’s ex-husband; the same man who managed her accounts.”
“And you’re the sole inheritor in the will,” Jake said.
Olivia restrained her reaction – she hadn’t known that. Perhaps, Jake had only recently found out or he’d forgotten to mention it, but it was an interesting twist to the case. However, if he knew it, then Keane did too and the detective had gone ahead and arrested Van the Man regardless.
“I didn’t kill her. Besides, they arrested someone else for the murder. That enemy of hers; the colleague.” Violet drew in ragged breaths and huffed them out again.
They’d definitely gotten under her skin but they couldn’t let that go too far. “Please, Violet, remain calm. We’re not accusing you of anything. We’re just here to ask some questions.”
Violet swallowed hard.
“Would you like some water?” Jake asked.
“Please,” she croaked.
He hurried through to the kitchenette to fetch it for her.
“You’re dating Hank,” Olivia said. “Do you want to walk us through how that happened?”
Violet accepted the glass from Jake and drank deeply. She put it the empty glass down on the coffee table and smacked her lips. “Hank and I started up way after the divorce. I came to see Lilac a few months ago to ask her for financial help,” she said. “I’m not proud of it, but times are tough. Lilac told me to get lost, but Hank helped me. He took me under his wing. He couldn’t afford to pay my rent or anything else, but the friendship and support was all I needed. Over time that blossomed into something more.”
“And now Lilac is gone and she’s left you her estate,” Olivia said. “Why haven’t you moved in?”
“We thought it would look bad. That it’d be better if we just sold the place and left Chester behind for good. But Hank thinks that would look bad too. I don’t know. I feel stuck here. I spend all day in this darn hotel room and there’s nothing I can do but wait for the police to finish their investigation.”
Olivia sighed. “We’re not here to accuse you of anything, Violet. We’re here because we believe the police have put the wrong man behind bars.”
“You – you’re not with the police?” Violet’s expression darkened.
“We’re working independently for now,” Jake said. “But we have Chester’s best interests at heart.”
“Please, Violet, we just want to bring the murderer to justice. If that’s not you, why wouldn’t you help?”
“I – yeah, okay.” But she didn’t sound too sure. She scuffed her heels on the carpeting, shifted in the armchair – couldn’t sit still. “What do you need to know?”
“Lilac wrote something in her journal about regrets,” Olivia said. This was their in. If they didn’t get a lead from this conversation they were in deep waters without a life jacket.
“Regrets,” Violet said. “Okay? And what am I supposed to know about that?”
“She said that she regretted something that no one knew about, not even Hank. Only one other person knew. Do you have any idea what she might’ve been talking about?” Olivia crossed her fingers in her lap.
Violet chewed her bottom lip. “Regrets, huh? Maybe that week she wore white pants to college.” She laughed humorlessly. “Just kidding. Wait, let me think about this for a second.”
Olivia and Jake exchanged a glance. If she had to think about it that didn’t bode well for their investigation. A regret the size Lilac had mentioned would’ve stuck in the mind, surely.
“I remember Lilac came home one year. She was upset because she’d crashed her car and didn’t want to talk about it. Apparently, some drunk guy drove right into her. She spent days in her old room just crying. Mom and dad were completely supportive, as usual.” Violet rolled her eyes. “She left a week later. Anyway, I just thought it was really weird that she freaked out over the car. She could afford a new one, after all.”
“You think she regretted that?”
“It’s the only thing I can think of that she might’ve regretted. It was years ago, though. Why would that have anything to do with her – with the death?”
“I’m not sure,” Olivia said, but her mind twitched at the new information. Something about it set off alarms. A car crash was pretty serious, sure, and so was losing a car, but to cry about it for a week? Lilac hadn’t let anything get her down, least of all the loss of something she could replace. “Thank you for speaking with us, Violet. I think that’s all we need for now.”
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O livia and Jake set up camp at one of the tables in the corner of the chocolate shop. They’d opened their doors that very morning and the As worked behind the counter, happy as could be. Alberta especially, who kept throwing them pleased-as-punch looks whenever she halted beside a table to pour coffee or gossip.
Albie couldn’t get the ‘Jake and Olivia sitting in a tree’ thing out of her head. Olivia didn’t blame her. It’d been in her thoughts since Jake had called her yesterday, too.
Even in the busy shop, Olivia couldn’t keep her mind off the case. There were loads of people in Chester, and frankly, it gave Olivia the creeps that a murderer was on the loose among them.
“All right,” Jake said. He shifted Olivia’s laptop closer to them – they sat on the same side of the table, elbows touching. “We need to find out more about this accident. I’m just not sure how we’re going to do that though. If this happened years ago, there’s no guarantee we’ll find anything on the internet to help us out.”
“But Lilac was famous in a small town. It’s likely we’ll find something on the Chester Gazette’s website. We should try that first.”
“Right,” Jake said, and twiddled his fingers above the keys. “May I?”
“Of course.”
The investigator typed at a speed Olivia couldn’t replicate if she tried. “Did you take typing classes or somethin’?”
“No,” he replied. “Just a lot of time spent scouring the net for information and sources. The life of an investigator, I guess. Ah, here’s the website.”
He opened up the archived article section, then used the search function and typed in Lilac’s name. A page of results popped up. “Sheesh,” Jake said. “She sure was popular. They’ve done twenty articles on her.”
“Let’s take a look at the older ones listed.”
Jake moved through them, frowning all the way. “Here’s something,” he said, and clicked on the headline: Radio Show Host in Accident – Station Won’t Pay.
“Bingo,” Olivia said. Her heart did an excited dance in the center of her chest. It was the closest they’d gotten to a real lead in this case. Gosh, if only they could crack this before it was too late. Van hadn’t been released which meant they had some evidence which linked him to the crime scene.
Perhaps, meddling in Lilac’s home had made him a suspect. But then, surely Olivia would’ve been a prime suspect too – or considered an accomplice?
Jake opened the link and they huddled over the laptop to read.
Lilac Charleston, beloved host at Chester Radio TODAY!, has disappeared from the limelight this past week after a rumored car accident on her way to a family member’s home.
Details of the crash are limited at this time, but this reporter reached out to the heads at Chester Radio TODAY! and discovered that the station will not be paying for any damages incurred during the accident.
Lilac is currently off the grid and any attempt to reach her has been rebuffed. The only individual available for comment was Ms. Charleston’s lawyer, Randall Holmes, who believes, “Ms. Charleston needs peace and quiet during this turbulent time.”
Stay tuned for updates!
Except there weren’t any updates on that incredibly short article. Apparently, the public had lost interest in Lilac’s crash, probably because she’d returned as chirpy and interesting as ever. Or she’d done something outrageous to take the attention off the crash.
“Well,” Jake said, and sat back, chair squeaking beneath him. “That doesn’t tell us much.”
“I don’t know,” Olivia said. “It tells us something, at least.” She pointed at the lawyer’s name. “Randall Holmes. He was clearly involved in whatever happened or has some information about it. It seems to me like he’s our next lead.”
“Good idea,” Jake replied.
Olivia wriggled her lips from side-to-side and considered Jake. “You’re sure Van didn’t do this?”
“Yeah, I’m sure. Keane might’ve kept some details of the case from me but there wasn’t enough to arrest him. Perhaps they found his fingerprints in her home and he couldn’t explain them, but otherwise, it just doesn’t make sense to me.”
“Why?”
“Van didn’t have it in him and there was one witness report that said he was seen shortly before the murder at the opposite end of the building, schmoozing with some of the wives. He’s popular with the ladies.” Jake shrugged. “It’s not that I think he’s innocent, just that I think there isn’t enough evidence for an arrest.”
Olivia agreed. There was also that gut feeling they’d already discussed. She folded her arms and weighed the options. “All right,” she said. “Then I think speaking to Mr. Holmes is our best bet.”
“I’ll look him up,” Jake said.
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T  he lawyer’s office was spacious and accented by crystal decorations – a vase on the mantelpiece, a swirled coffee table which refracted light in a rainbow across the neat, white carpet. It wasn’t what Olivia had expected. In her limited experience, lawyers lived for leather and cigars and cheating good folks out of their money.
Of course, Olivia’s experience came from old TCM reruns.
“What may I help you with?” Randall Holmes asked, and interlaced his fingers atop his neat desk calendar. “My secretary indicated this was an urgent meeting. I have another appointment in a half an hour.”
“Yes, thanks for meeting with us, Mr. Holmes. We’ll try not to take up too much of your time,” Olivia replied, and smiled at him.
The elderly gentleman, tufty white hair stuck up above either ear, didn’t return the grin.
Olivia’s slid off her face like oil off water. “Well, we’re here today to talk about one of your clients; Miss Lilac Charleston.”
Holmes pursed his lips. “Oh.”
Apparently, Lilac hadn’t made a good impression on him either. “We’re investigating her murder in a personal capacity.”
“You realize investigating a murder in a personal capacity is a crime?” The lawyer asked.
Olivia barely managed to keep the shock hidden. Boy, this man was out there. He didn’t pull punches and she could respect that. She’d always been more of a ‘say it how it was’ person. What if he didn’t want to speak to them about Lilac, though? He was their only lead left.
“I’m a private investigator,” Jake said. “And I’ve worked with the police on this case. I often turn to Olivia for inside information since she’s well-versed in this type of investigation.”
“Right,” Holmes said. He lifted his Cartier watch and eyed the golden face. “I think that’s all the time I have for shenanigans.”
“Please,” Olivia said. “Please. We think the police have arrested the wrong man.”
Holmes froze. His bushy eyebrows knit together. “What?”
Olivia spilled the beans about their investigation to him; the journal and their suspicions about her regrets. “You’re the only lead we have. We’re only investigating this because this is Chester, this is our town, and there’s a murderer on the loose.”
“That’s the police’s task,” Holmes replied.
They were stumped at that. It was the same thing Olivia had told herself over and over again. No matter how good her track record was, it didn’t matter. She shouldn’t have been investigating these cases in the first place. She was a chocolatier for heaven’s sake.
But she did investigate them because whether Keane wanted to admit it or not, he needed her help – she’d done exactly that the last three times, possibly because she wasn’t bound by the same protocol as him.
Jake sighed. “We just want to talk about Lilac’s car accident, Mr. Holmes. That’s all.”
Silence filtered through the room. The air conditioning unit hummed in the corner and kept the climate temperate. Something tickled the back of Olivia’s mind but she ignored it, and kept herself in the moment instead.
“You’re doing this for Chester,” Randall said. He scratched his clipped gray beard. “I’ve heard about you, Miss Cloud. I’ve read the articles in the newspaper.”
“Articles? What articles?”
“About you; our amateur sleuth.”
“Oh goodness,” Olivia said, and blushed. She hadn’t even known they existed or that anyone cared about her little investigations.
“You have a good track record with this type of thing, it seems. And I’m impressed you didn’t lie about your intentions here, so yes, I will talk to you about Lilac’s little accident.” Holmes sniffed. “Not so little as it turned out.”
“There was substantial damage?” Olivia asked.
“Yes,” Holmes replied. “Lilac wasn’t to blame for the accident, according to the information I received, but she had reason to hide what happened from everyone in Chester.”
“Why?”
Holmes grunted – a reluctant exhalation. “The car which crashed into Lilac’s contained two people. The driver was placed in the hospital in a coma after the accident. The passenger was killed.”
Jake shuddered. Olivia gasped.
“Yes, it was traumatic for Lilac, especially since she wasn’t in the wrong. You can imagine what would’ve happened in Chester if word had gotten out that the favorite radio show host, Chester’s darling, had been involved in something like that.”
“People would’ve assumed the worst,” Olivia said. She’d already witnessed the vicious gossip circle – or was it a vine – which ran through the center of her store and connected everyone and everything in the town.
“They would’ve whispered about Lilac. Little rumors which would’ve seeded and took flower and eventually Lilac would’ve become a pariah.” Holmes stroked his moustache. “But, of course Lilac couldn’t afford that level of bad publicity.”
“So she hid it,” Olivia said.
“That’s correct. She wasn’t to blame. All she lost was her car and, for a while, her cheery disposition,” Holmes said.
“What happened to the man in a coma?” Jake asked. Of course, he was on task. Olivia had been so shocked she’d thought only of the repercussions for Lilac.
“I’m not sure. I believe he recovered and if he did, he would’ve been held responsible for driving under the influence and the death of the passenger,” Holmes said.
“Do you know his name?” Olivia asked. Was it possible that the man who’d caused the accident might blame Lilac for it instead of himself? No, that was too farfetched. He was an out-of-towner and everyone in Chester would’ve immediately accused him if he’d rolled into town shortly before Lilac’s murder.
And how on earth did the perfumed scarf fit into the picture? Gosh, they had a lead, but it’d only presented more questions instead of clarifying their old ones.
“Yes,” Holmes said, at last. “I’m not sure it’s going to clear up anything for you, however.”
“What is it?”
“Ryan Constantinople,” the lawyer replied.
Olivia bit her bottom lip. Ryan Constantinople. She wasn’t an expert on Chester or its residents but she’d never heard that name mentioned before, and Alberta talked about the residents and newcomers enough that it should’ve been if he’d been in town any time in the last month.
“Ryan Constantinople,” Jake said, and shook his head. “Doesn’t ring a bell.”
“I’m afraid that’s all the information I have to offer you with regards to this,” Holmes said.
“Thank you.” Olivia squished out of the cushy armchair and reached across the desk to shake the man’s hand. “You’ve been very helpful.”
“Yes, well, jury is out as to whether that’s a good thing or not,” Holmes replied, with a wry smile.
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J ake leaned in too close for comfort, sending strange thoughts spiraling through Olivia’s mind. He braced his arm on the back of her sofa in the living room. Dodger had already vacated the area and taken up residence in front of the gate, snuffling every other minute.
Dodgy could never eat any of the chocolate downstairs, but he sure loved the smells.
“I don’t get it,” Jake said, as they waited for Olivia’s laptop to boot up. “If he came to town we would’ve heard about it. How could he be involved?”
“I don’t know,” Olivia replied. She tried shifting to take her mind off Jake’s side against hers. To be fair, there wasn’t all that much space on her sofa and he hadn’t flirted with her once since they’d decided to take up the case together again. “What I don’t get is the scarf.”
“Yeah, true. Why would a guy from a car accident use a perfumed scarf to murder a woman who wasn’t to blame for the crash in the first place? I don’t know, Olivia, I think we’re going out on a limb here.”
“I don’t disagree,” she said, and sighed as the laptop screen finally blinked on. She’d have to get a new one or at least get this one formatted – the boot up process had taken longer and longer as of late. “But, it’s in our best interest to check out every lead possible. We’re not exactly full of options right now.”
“Agreed.”
Olivia opened her internet browser and typed in Ryan Constantinople. She hit enter.
“Ah, here’s something,” she said, and pointed at the first link.
“Mugshot from a local police department,” Jake said. “That’s Homerville. It’s not far from here, maybe a two hour drive. Dated two years ago.”
“Sounds like a hit to me,” Olivia said. “Let’s check it out.” Her finger hovered above the keypad.
Olivia’s phone buzzed on the coffee table. Jake retrieved it, and then gave it to her.
“It’s Albie,” she said, and tapped the green icon on the screen – she still had to get used to using these smart phone thingies. “Hello?”
The results from the search stared at them and Olivia itched to hang up and get on with it. Something about Ryan Constantinople made her squirm.
“Olivia!” Alberta screeched above a swell of noise in the background.
“Alberta? What’s going on?”
“- get down here.”
“What?”
“What’s going on? Is she okay?” Jake whispered.
Olivia shrugged. She couldn’t make out anything yet. “Hello? Alberta, are you all right?”
“Fine! Blasted noise. I’m right next to a speaker. Hold on a second, dear.” The scuffle of fabric on plastic came down the line, followed by heavy breathing, a rush of footsteps. The yells and confusion subsided. “There, can you hear me now?”
“Yes, loud and clear, thankfully. What’s going on?” Olivia asked.
“You’ve got to get down here. You won’t believe this,” Alberta said.
“What is it?”
“This huge woman, and I don’t use that term often, dear, but she is huge - this beach ball of a woman has started a riot in the park.” Alberta gasped for breath between words.
“A riot?”
“Yes,” Albie said. “It’s unbelievable. I was just passing by, you know. It’s a Saturday afternoon; I figured everything would be quiet, but no. Apparently, she’s a huge fan of Van the Man. She’s started a movement in the park called Free Van the Man. There are people with posters and flyers and dogs.”
“Dogs?” The image of attack dogs popped into Olivia’s mind.
“Yes, Chihuahuas, specifically. A whole league of middle-aged ladies with dogs, marching around carrying signs. It’s like the end of days down here,” Alberta said. “Well, not quite, but you know what I mean.”
“Alberta, I think you should go home. Chihuahuas aside, it doesn’t sound safe down there,” Olivia said.
“You’re right. I don’t ‘spose there’s anything either of us can do to stop this. Unless – is Jake with you?”
“I – yes, why?”
“No reason,” Alberta said, and giggled. “I just wondered where he was.”
Sneaky. “All right, Albie. I’ll see you at work on Monday. Enjoy your free time and stay safe.”
“You too, dear.”
Olivia hung up, shaking her head. “Apparently, there’s a huge riot in the park. The citizens are furious that Van has been arrested.”
“Wow,” Jake said. “All the more reason to solve this case before things get worse.”
“Right.” Olivia clicked on the link to the mugshot and lost her breath. “No,” she whispered. “It can’t be.”
“What is it?” Jake studied the mugshot of the young man, Ryan Constantinople. “Do you know him?”
“Yes,” Olivia said. “That’s Georgie Ryan, the man who fixed my air-conditioning unit.” Facts scraped and clamored together in her brain. Georgie who’d said he’d leave town; Georgie who’d been strange around Lilac at the beginning of the week; who was relatively new to Chester – not too new to arouse suspicion, though.
But why? And why with a scarf?
“He was arrested for stalking and harassment,” Jake said.
Olivia opened her mouth. “I –”
A fantastic crash rang out downstairs and Olivia’s alarm system screamed. Dodger burst into a flurry of barks and growls at the top of the stairs.
Jake shook his head. “Don’t.”
“We have to,” Olivia said. “The cops will be busy taking care of the people at the park. Phone Keane, quick.”
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O livia and Jake stepped into the interior of the Bloc-A-Choc Shoppe and came face to face with Georgie Ryan, holding nothing but the spanner he’d used to shatter the glass front window.
“Shoot,” he said, and crunched across the boards. “I thought you’d be at the park with the rest of the idiot women in this town.”
“Georgie, what are you doing?” Olivia asked, and folded her arms across her chest. She did her best to radiate confidence, confusion, and disapproval all in one. It helped that she had Jake right beside her for support.
“I came to search your house,” he said, simply. “I won’t let you tell people what happened.”
“Slow down,” Olivia said. “I don’t know what happened.”
“Don’t lie!” Georgie roared and pointed the spanner at her. “You’ve been investigating the case. I’ve watched you for a week now, rushing around with this weirdo at your back.”
“Hey,” Jake said, but kept his voice low. There were more important issues to deal with than being called a weirdo by a homicidal maniac with a spanner.
“And now you’re here and I have to deal with you, too.” Georgie didn’t lower his makeshift weapon, but he didn’t have a gun either. He couldn’t possibly take both of them.
Sure, he was younger than they were, but he wasn’t Superman. Olivia took heart from the fact that Jake had already called Keane upstairs. The detective would arrive shortly, even though he’d be angry when he did.
“You don’t have to deal with anything right now, Georgie,” Olivia said, calmly. Every nerve ending in her body tingled, but she kept the jarring fear on the inside. Georgie was a wild animal, wired and ready to lash out. If she kept calm she could control the situation to a certain extent.
Jake shifted to move in front of her and Olivia put her arm out.
“You’re going to tell the police.”
“We haven’t told anyone anything,” Olivia lied. “And Georgie, you still have options. If you cooperate with the police, you might be able to take a plea deal.” Another lie and by no means what Olivia wanted. The man deserved a long prison sentence for what he’d done. “Talk to me about it, Georgie. Maybe I can help you.”
“Help me? I’m beyond help, woman. Don’t be such an idiot.”
“Don’t talk to her like that,” Jake growled.
Olivia stepped on the toe of his shoe and placed pressure, slowly. He had to keep it together if they wanted to get out of this alive and with information. The more they had, the more they could tell Keane. Georgie would deny everything in front of the detective.
“I’ll talk to her whichever way I want. I’m the one in charge here. Me.” Georgie jabbed his chest with his thumb.
“Why did you kill Lilac?” Olivia asked, before Jake could get offended all over again.
Georgie huffed and puffed. “Why? Because she murdered my girlfriend, that’s why.”
“What?” Jake and Olivia asked in unison.
“She killed Lacey,” he said. “We were in the car and she drove right into us. They blamed it on me. They said I was the one who did it but it wasn’t – no. I would never have hurt my girlfriend.” But Georgie didn’t sound all that sure.
“It was your girlfriend’s scarf,” Olivia said. The thought struck her out of the blue. “That’s why you used it. It was hers.”
“Yes,” Georgie hissed. “I wanted her to know why. I wanted to realize that her past had finally caught up with her.”
“But –”
Georgie was on a roll, now. “I came to Chester months ago. I wanted to see the woman for myself. I didn’t come with this plan in mind, I didn’t consider murdering her until I’d seen her around town a few times. Then the unit at her house broke and I was sent out to fix it.” He lowered the spanner, eyes glazing over, and lost in memory, now. “I figured it’d be the perfect opportunity to find out who she was for real.”
Uh oh. Lilac had obviously shown her true colors to the man. Not that it was any excuse. No amount of meanness or rudeness could warrant actual murder. Nothing could. “What happened?” Olivia asked.
Jake hadn’t interrupted in ages and she spared him a glance. His eyes were narrowed to slits, and both fists clenched at his sides.
“She let me in and didn’t even recognize me. I heard from the doctors at the hospital that she was so upset she came to see me while I was there. They must’ve lied because she didn’t care a hoot then. She looked at me like I was some kind of poisonous snake or an insect or something, then told me to get to work.”
“Then what happened?”
“Nothing. I got to work just like she said. But my mind was made up. Lilac was an evil, horrible woman. She didn’t care about what happened.”
“That’s not true,” Olivia said. “She wrote how much she regretted it in her journal.”
“Oh please, that probably wasn’t about my Lacey. It was likely something about her cheating husband or that model sister of hers,” Georgie said.
“No. It was definitely about the crash. She did care.”
“It’s too late now,” Georgie said. “You can’t redeem her or what she did. She can rot in the below for all I care and Chester is better off without her.”
A police siren whooped in the street outside and Georgie dropped the spanner.
“Don’t move,” Jake said.
But Georgie didn’t stick around for that. He darted toward the front of the store, arms pumping back and forth. He leapt through the gaping hole in the window. His foot hooked on the sill – he’d totally underestimated the jump – and he flew forward, arms pin wheeling and shrieking like a bird.
He crashed directly into Detective Keane, who’d just gotten out of his vehicle. They collapsed on the sidewalk in a tangle of arms and legs.
Georgie let out a terrific wail and tried to scramble upright, but Keane grasped his legs and held him in place.
“Morgan!” Keane yelled. “Get out here and help me restrain this man.”
Jake hurried past Olivia and out into the street. Olivia stood there, unsure of what to do next. This was over and they had the answers they needed, but nothing felt right.
Lilac was gone and Georgie’s revenge had ruined his own life, as well.
Olivia sat down at the table and stared at the carnage on her floor.
“This is going to be an interesting weekend,” she muttered.
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O livia stood behind the counter in the store and placed her fists on her hips.
The Glass Guys had come to fix the front window. They had come out within a day of the call she’d made. They were professionals, but she still didn’t feel good about any of this. Georgie was firmly behind bars and he’d already confessed to the crime.
Violet and Hank had moved in together in the interim and had their escape from Chester planned, and strangely, Olivia was happy for them.
Lilac hadn’t been a good wife to Hank or a good sister to Violet. The two of them had found love in a difficult time and that said something about them.
“Are you okay there?” Alvira nudged her. “Upset about being closed another day?”
“No, that’s not it. Thanks for coming in today to make chocolates, by the way.”
“Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Alvira replied, and grinned at her – she’d totally come out of her shell in the past couple months. “Especially since its been so crazy around here because of the case.”
“Crazy would be an understatement,” Olivia said. She dragged her teeth across her bottom lip. “That’s been bothering me, to be honest.”
“What, the case?”
“Just the collision of these two worlds. I’m not sure that investigating is in the Shoppe’s best interest, and that means it’s not in my best interest, either. Maybe it’s time I take a break from all of this.”
Alvira snorted and adjusted her apron.
“What?” Olivia asked.
“Oh please, Olivia,” Alvira said. “You and I both know you’re not going to stop. Are we really going to have the same discussion every week?”
Olivia blushed. “I don’t mean to go on about it. It’s just frustrating. I know I shouldn’t be this involved, but it’s like I have a one-track mind when it comes to the thought of someone ruining things here. You’re my family; you and the other As.”
“Aw, Olivia. You don’t need to worry about us. And you don’t need to worry about anything here.”
“I guess,” Olivia said.
Alvira bumped her shoulder with a fist. “Come on, cheer up. You helped solved another case. That’s a big deal.”
“You’re right. At least it’s over, now. We can focus on the store again and the chocolates and –”
A knock interrupted Olivia and both women jumped, then giggled.
Jake Morgan stood at the door, waving. “Mind if I come in?” He called out.
“It’s unlocked,” Olivia replied.
He pushed into the interior of the store and strolled over to meet them, hands tucked into his pockets and shoulders drooping. “Morning,” he said.
“Uh oh, looks like you’re not the only one who’s upset about the case, Olivia.” Alvira nudged her.
“You’re upset about the case?” Jake frowned. “But it’s over now. Solved. Closed.”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Olivia joggled her shoulders up and down. “I guess I’m just uncomfortable with how everything went down. I didn’t expect it to be Georgie. He had his whole life ahead of him. He ruined his life and Lilac’s in one fell swoop. It’s just sad.” Supposedly, the closure should’ve made her happy. Olivia still hadn’t figured out how to disconnect herself from the outcome of each investigation.
“Georgie brought this upon himself. We can rest easy knowing he’s behind bars and that Chester is safe again,” Jake said, firmly, but that droop in his shoulders didn’t lift.
Wait, if the case hadn’t been what’d bothered him, then what was it?
“Alvira, do you mind if I speak to Olivia alone for a minute?” Jake asked.
“Sure.” Alvira stripped off her apron and placed it on one of the hooks on the wall. “I was thinking of taking Dodger for a walk anyway.”
“That would be so helpful,” Olivia said. “Thanks!”
Alvira wandered off toward the staircase in the corner and Jake kept an awkward silence until she’d finally disappeared and the gate clanged at the top of the stairs.
“Olivia, I owe you an apology.”
“No,” she said. “We’re not ending another week with an apology out of you, Mr. Morgan. We’ve done enough apologizing to each other.”
“All right,” he replied. “Then what do you suggest?”
Olivia worked that one over for a minute. She slid open the glass back of the counter and brought out a tray of chocolates. “Let’s make a promise to be better friends and to always say what we mean to one another. Oh, and to always tell the truth. Honesty is the best policy.”
“All right,” Jake said.
“We’ll seal the deal with a chocolate.” They each removed a drop from the tray, raised them in a mock toast, then gobbled them down.
“Ah, that’s better,” Jake replied. “How about we seal the deal over two drops?”
“Have as many as you like.” Olivia laughed. She loved it when her chocolates brought joy to people. This made her happier than anything else, even solving cases.
“All right, so about this honesty thing,” Jake said. “Are you ever going to stop investigating cases in Chester?”
“Weird you should ask that,” Olivia said. “I was just discussing it with Alvira. I’m really not sure to be honest. I don’t want anything to happen to my friends, my family. And I love this town.”
“You do?”
“Yes,” Olivia said. “I know it sounds strange coming from an ‘out-of-towner’ like me but I’ve already lost friends here. Jana is gone, you know, and she was a fantastic person.”
“I know.” Jake gave a doleful nod and ate another chocolate.
“So probably not. As much as I’d love to focus on my passion for all things chocolatey, I think that cases will be pretty important to me for the foreseeable future. But that’s not a huge deal. It’s not like this is a city. There can’t be that many murders, you know?”
“From your lips to God’s ears,” Jake replied. “That was a really honest answer, Olivia, thank you.”
“My pleasure. A deal is a deal, after all.”
“Right,” Jake said, and grabbed one of the napkins from a dispenser. He dabbed it across his lips, then wiped off his fingers. “Which brings me to my next point.”
“Which is?”
Jake dropped the napkin, then walked around to her side of the counter. He wrapped his arms around her waist, drew her to him, then placed his lips upon hers in a light, sweet kiss.
Olivia’s legs went all wobbly, but Jake held her upright.
“There,” he said. “I wanted you to know that I meant everything I said. I hope I’m not out on a limb here, but I really like you, Olivia. I more than like you, and I figured if I hesitated any longer I’d end up putting it off and regretting it for the rest of my life.”
Olivia stammered and pressed her fingers to her lips, still tucked against Jake’s chest. “But I thought you didn’t want to get involved with me in any capacity.”
“I was angry and worried. Mostly it was because I didn’t want anything to happen to you. And you can be so darn impulsive when it comes to investigating.” Jake sucked in a breath, steeled himself visibly. “I’ve fallen for you, Olivia Cloud, but I don’t expect you to return those feelings yet.”
“You don’t?”
“No,” he said, and let go of her. He stepped back and straightened his shirt. “If you’d like to, I thought it might be nice to go out on a proper date. And this time it won’t be friendly. I’ll buy you flowers, take you to a more private restaurant and –”
“Yes,” Olivia said. “I’ll go with you.” She’d set aside her feelings for Jake for too long now. She’d pushed them away for fear of getting hurt again and that wasn’t fair to either of them.
“Wow, really?”
“Yes. I’d love to go out with you, Jake.”
“That’s great,” he said, and his cheeks reddened. He rubbed the back of his neck with his palm. “I mean, that’s perfect. When are you available?”
Olivia opened her mouth to reply but the squeak of the kitchen doors cut her off.
Alberta peered out at them. “Everything okay out here?” She asked. “You two dears are both red as tomatoes.”
“We’re fine,” Olivia said. “But we’d prefer the term red as raspberries. Or strawberries?”
“I love strawberries,” Jake replied, and colored a deeper shade of crimson.
“What are you two up to?” Alberta asked, and sniffed as if she could smell the truth on the air.
“Nothing at all,” Jake said.
Olivia turned to him, a smile creeping across her lips. “I wouldn’t say nothing,” she whispered.
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