
      
        
          Aerobics Can Be Deadly

          (Bucket List Mysteries 1)

		      
          Ryan Rivers

        

        
          [image: image-placeholder]

          Partners in Crime Press LLC

        

      

    

Do you like free books? You can get the prequel novella to the Bucket List Mysteries for free. This is exclusive to VIP readers. Click the URL below to get your book! 
https://BookHip.com/WJSHVFN 

Aerobics Can Be Deadly (Bucket List Mysteries 1) by Ryan Rivers
Published by Partners in Crime Press LLC, Albuquerque, NM
Copyright © 2022 by Ryan Rivers
All rights reserved.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.

Cover design by Dominik Schwaeger
www.dominikschwaeger.de 





  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Acknowledgments
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Novella Giveaway
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    1.
    
    Chapter 1
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    2.
    
    Chapter 2
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    3.
    
    Chapter 3
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    4.
    
    Chapter 4
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    5.
    
    Chapter 5
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    6.
    
    Chapter 6
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    7.
    
    Chapter 7
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    8.
    
    Chapter 8
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    9.
    
    Chapter 9
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    10.
    
    Chapter 10
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    11.
    
    Chapter 11
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    12.
    
    Chapter 12
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    13.
    
    Chapter 13
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    14.
    
    Chapter 14
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    15.
    
    Chapter 15
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    16.
    
    Chapter 16
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    17.
    
    Chapter 17
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    18.
    
    Chapter 18
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    19.
    
    Chapter 19
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    20.
    
    Chapter 20
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    21.
    
    Chapter 21
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Author’s Note
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    About Ryan
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Also By
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
      

    
  

Acknowledgments


I would like to acknowledge the individuals whose expertise and support made this book a reality. 
My designer, Dominik Schwaeger, brings life to Bluebonnet Hills and its quirky residents. I’m grateful for his artistic brilliance, patience, and sense of humor.
Thank you to my editor, Elizabeth A. White, whose skill has elevated my storytelling. Your perceptiveness has helped me push away my inner critic and trust my intuition.    
Linda, Rashida, and Suzy also provided invaluable feedback on the early (and multiple!) drafts. 
Thanks also to Captain Edward Black, Taylor Triece (RN), and Dr. DP Lyle for their expertise on police procedure, medicine, and forensics, respectively. While I worked to get my technical details accurate, any errors are mine.
I also want to acknowledge Dr. Ann, Crystal, Andrew, and Charles. Your expertise and experience helped me tell Sho and Levi’s stories with awareness and dignity. 
I’m also grateful for the friendships I’ve developed with other writers. Thanks to Jacob for keeping me accountable. Thanks to Linda for never keeping me accountable. Your next brisket sandwich is on me (the coupon is in the mail, I swear). 
Finally, to my son, who amazes me every day. It’s a privilege to watch you grow and learn. I love you with my whole heart. 




Novella Giveaway


Want to read about the first mystery Sho and Levi solved together? Click the link below to download  Arbor Day Can Be Deadly, the prequel novella to the Bucket List Mysteries.
https://BookHip.com/WJSHVFN




Chapter 1


I studied the bucket my sister, Jenny, placed in front of me. 
“Draw, Sho-chan,” she said, using my nickname.
All around the bucket, cranes glided above turtle nests. Both animals represented good health and longevity in Japanese culture, but my sister’s artwork only gave the ridiculous bucket-list ceremony more pomp and circumstance.
“Explain the rules again,” I said.
“There are no rules.” Jenny had mastered the verbal eye roll. “You draw a piece of paper, read it, and do what it says. Don’t overthink it.”
I inspected the colorful confetti of paper inside. “What’s the significance of your color-coded classification system?”
“My color-coded…? Are you asking what the different colors mean?”
“My bucket list wasn’t that long.” Levi Blue, town mayor and former star of the detective show Tween of the Crime, hung from an inversion table while gripping a spare rib, which wasn’t the oddest thing he’d done that day.
We sat in the parlor of the six-thousand-square-foot Texas McMansion he’d converted into a fan museum.
“Your list was a little thin,” Jenny said, “so I added some ideas. Just a pinch of spice. I wrote mine on the pink paper.”
A pinch? The pink papers resembled a bouquet of cherry blossoms. “What color are my ideas?”
Jenny averted her gaze. “Yellow, I think?”
I sifted through the papers. “There’re only two, maybe three, yellow papers here. I offered practical, evidence-based suggestions.”
“This isn’t a life plan, Sho-chan. A bucket list is the ultimate list of big-ticket items. Shockingly, ‘Diversify my stock portfolio’ doesn’t fit that definition. Your ideas were a bit… dry.”
“Dry?”
“Okay, boring.”
“Big-ticket items don’t fund themselves.” I returned the bucket to the coffee table with more force than I’d intended. “Smart saving includes a healthy mix of stocks, bonds, and mutual funds. And spare me the nonsense on annuities.” 
Jenny sighed. “Thank you for making my point.”
“What’s on your list, little sister?” I folded my arms and leaned back against the couch Levi had upholstered with images of his former tween likeness. “You dropped out of an expensive culinary school to move to small-town Texas and open a café. What’s left to conquer?”
“All strategic decisions, and let’s not fight. I’m too busy to remove bloodstains from Levi’s couch. And I have lots of things on my list: kayaking down the Nile, off-roading through Death Valley, visiting Machu Picchu before it’s gone, flying into a volcano, and bathing in its hot springs while it’s erupting…”
“I was with you until the lava bath,” Levi said through a mouthful of rib. “Those sound exciting, Jen, but not the experiences I wanted.”
“Everything you put on your list is here. You’re the green paper.” She sat in the wingback across from me and fluffed a Levi-shaped pillow. “Only your items were… too normal, too everyday. I mean, host a traditional Thanksgiving dinner? Go to a prom? Those are sweet, Levi, really, but no thirty-something guy goes to a prom. Jail time is not an experience you want.”
“I know it’s silly, but those are my big-ticket items. All my Thanksgivings and dances were filmed in front of a live studio audience.”
“Your items also fit the definition of a bucket list,” I said. “The denotation includes nothing about ‘big-ticket items.’ It’s simply a list of things you want to do before dying.”
“Denotation?” Jenny sighed.
“Pardon me for consulting a dictionary.”
Jenny used her foot to nudge the bucket closer. “Draw.”
“Why am I the one drawing?” I asked Levi. “This is your bucket list, not mine.”
“Your hands are cleaner, so I’m calling in my understudy.” He wiggled his sauce-stained fingers before taking another bite of rib. “These are delicious, Jen. Put these on your menu, for sure.”
I placed my hand in the bucket and flicked through the papers. “Let me try to find one of Levi’s. His are green, you said?”
Jenny stood and raised the bucket above my head. “You don’t pick a color. That’s not how it works.”
“Hmm, so there are rules?” I raised my arm and flopped my hand inside the bucket, swirling the papers for dramatic effect that impressed no one. I unfolded the paper—pink, of course—and read, “Do a triathlon.”
“Ooh, the race of endurance.” Jenny clasped her hands and wore the swoony expression she usually reserved for Jane Austen novels. “Running, swimming, cycling. That’s a great first experience to check off your bucket list, Levi.”
Levi chewed that over by gnawing on his rib. “Meh. Pass. Pick something else, Tanaka-san.”
I raised my hand to draw, but Jenny smacked it away. 
“You can’t pass! Those aren’t the rules.”
“More rules!” I rubbed the sting from my hand. 
“The paper says triathlon, so do a triathlon.” Jenny sat back down, her arms wrapped around the bucket.
“You don’t do a triathlon,” I said. “Athletes train for months, oftentimes longer.”
“Then train.” Jenny shrugged. “A bucket list has no deadline.”
“Actually, it does.”
“Triathlon,” Levi repeated. “Doesn’t feel very bucket list-y. Feels like work and effort.”
“Think of this as a rebirth,” Jenny said. “You’re starting your bucket list by running away from your problems and toward something better.”
“You don’t need a bucket list to avoid your problems.” I slapped my thighs. “Tackle them head-on. That’s what I do.”
“Is that what you’ve been doing in my spare room for six weeks?” Jenny asked, amused. “I wondered what you were doing between brooding and sulking.”
Six weeks? I guessed time flew when you were escaping your responsibilities and detoxing from a prescription-drug dependency.
Attempting to regain control of the conversation, I said, “Bucket list aside, Levi, you committed to more exercise and a better diet. Hanging like a bat while spewing rib meat doesn’t fulfill that commitment.”
“Au contraire, Tanaka-san. The infomercial host said an inversion table would improve my blood flow and circulation, keeping me well-stretched and lanky.”
“Uh-huh.” 
“I need to maintain limberness for situations requiring physical comedy.”
“You’re the mayor,” I said. “Zero situations require physical comedy.”
“Slapstick would vastly improve our council meetings. Imagine Barbara Lou Sinclair taking a custard pie to the face. She’d be tolerable. Almost.” He shook his half-eaten rib at me. “As for diet, meat is an essential part of my food pyramid. I read all about it.”
“You read? A book?”
“Don’t be irrational. I read the captions of a video on my social media feed. It’s the Caveman Diet. Meat, fish, eggs. That’s it. If it was good enough for my primitive ancestors, it’s good enough for me.”
“A diet high in fat, cholesterol, and sodium. A solid plan if your target life expectancy is thirty-five.”
“I just follow the science.”
“I’ve created a nutritional program for you,” I said. “Many of the patients I cared for in the ICU got their nutrition from an IV bag. You’re well on your way with this Fred Flintstone diet.” 
“Hold on, boys. I’m getting an idea.” Jenny tapped her temple.
“Run, Levi. Run as far as those lanky legs will take you.”
My sister perched on the edge of her seat. “Levi would be more likely to complete a triathlon—and enjoy the process—if he trained with a buddy. Some accountability.”
“Now there’s an idea.” Levi’s rock-star lips puckered as he contemplated. 
“Am I the alleged buddy in this scenario?” I scratched my fingers across Levi’s couch. “Investing in a gym membership seems impractical. I’m only visiting.”
“The Lone Star Gym has all-new equipment, personal training, group exercise… and month-to-month contracts.” Jenny snuggled into the wingback with a smile. 
“No excuses, Tanaka-san.” The inversion table squeaked when Levi raised his arms to maneuver himself upright. “You committed, too, remember? To take more risks, to loosen the top button of your shirt.”
“I made that commitment while zip-tied to a chair, about to be buried alive in concrete.”
“Always with the theatrics.” Levi released the inversion table’s handle and swatted rib bits off his jeans. “You’ve already taken the first big step: acknowledging you’re a curmudgeonly grumpy pants—”
“Grumpy pants?”
“Who plans every detail with snooze-inducing precision while skulking around in dumpy, schlumpy monochromatic clothes.”
“The label calls this oatmeal.” I hugged myself to conceal the pullover. “Neutrals are classic. I do not skulk, nor have I described myself as—”
“Tanaka-san, you can stand there lecturing me, in your fifty shades of beige, or you can embrace a healthier lifestyle.”
I looked at the jelly roll forming around my dumpy, schlumpy monochromatic midsection. Most of my nausea and headaches—perks from detoxing—had subsided, but the thought of clinging to a treadmill made my skin prickle. Still, a hit of endorphins would do me good. “I suppose a tour of the gym’s facilities wouldn’t hurt.”
“Eureka! I’ll check the charge on the Segways.” Levi staggered into the hallway, dizzy from the inversion therapy or going for physical comedy. “Don’t forget your helmet.”
“Wait.” But he was gone, so I glared at the life-size cardboard cutout of Levi holding his Tween Choice Award for Best Bedhead. “He played me again.”
“And you’re still always surprised.” Jenny released her grip on the bucket and produced a Hello Kitty helmet from behind the wingback. “Figured you’d need this.”
My lip curled at the mouthless cat wearing a big red bow, and I pointed at the cutout. “Let’s swap me with Cardboard Levi. Truly, no one in town would think twice.”
“Please, Sho-chan. You’re more important to Levi than cardboard.” Jenny grinned. “Never forget—you’re oatmeal.”




Chapter 2


The stark-white exterior of the Lone Star gleamed in the late-afternoon sun. Levi and I steered our Segways around rows of cars into parking spaces reserved for motorcycles and other smaller transportation modes.  
“You okay?” In one fluid motion, Levi stepped off the Segway and unsnapped his helmet. “I’ve avoided this place since…”
“Since we almost died here?” Unlike Levi, I tripped off my Segway and poked myself in the mouth, grappling for the helmet snap.
Levi used the toe of his boot to point at the ground. “My big, beautiful bust would’ve gone right here.” 
Six weeks ago, the parking lot had been a construction site for Levi’s TV fan museum, complete with a bronze bust capturing his tween glory days.
“Instead, we found a wall of cash and two dead bodies. They’ve paved over tragedy and put up a parking lot.” I shook my head to scatter those memories. “Before we go in, perhaps we should discuss a strategy.” 
Levi’s lips plumped with confusion. “That doesn’t sound like me.”  
“Agreed. But gym memberships get expensive.” We moved toward the front door, past the newly planted shrubs and flowers that needed time to grow into their new homes. “Sure, they may offer a low monthly membership, but you have to consider all the additional costs for perks. That’s where they get you. We want to be perk free.” 
Levi raised his eyebrows. “What sort of perks?”  
“Pressed juice, sauna access, extra towels, Zumba classes… things like that. What’s your budget?” 
“What’s this Zumba you speak of?” 
“You’ve lost my point.” I squinted and used my hand to block the sun. “It’s a fitness class with Latin music. You do moves like the salsa and the samba.” 
“Ole!” Levi snapped his fingers. “Add that to our perk list.” 
“That’s the opposite of a budget.” I opened the door and received a spritzing of chemical cleaner. 
“Looks like somebody spilled their oatmeal,” Levi quipped, pointing at the splatters on my pullover.
“Yikes! My bad, sir.” A teenager pressed a rag against my chest with his rubber-gloved hand. His furious blotting caused me to stumble back into Levi. 
When the young man looked up, a smile emerged. “Hi, Mayor Blue. Super sorry I doused your budget officer. I was cleaning fingerprints off the glass.” 
Budget officer? 
“Trevor, my man.” Levi returned the smile. “How’s the new job treating you?” 
“Everyone here is super nice, and the hours are super flexible.” Trevor absently blotted me as he spoke. “Ms. Ramona lets me lift after my shifts. Thanks again for your recommendation.”  
Sufficiently blotted, I sidestepped Trevor and his rag. “We’re looking for some membership information. Do you have an itemized list of fees and a sample contract we could review?” 
“We’re doing a triathlon,” Levi added. 
Trevor tilted his head toward the front desk. “Ms. Ramona can help with all that. She’s super nice.” 
Super. 
“You helped him get a job?” I asked Levi as we followed Trevor. 
Levi shrugged. “When I created the backstory for this mayor role, I chose ‘vibrant economy’ as one of my character motivations.” He stopped with a theatrical jerk, raised his head, and sniffed the air—again, not the oddest thing he’d done that day. “What’s that smell?”
I looked at my stained clothing. “That cleaner has lavender in it. Perhaps some citrus too?” 
Levi inhaled deeply, his nostrils flaring. “That’s not citrus. Why, it’s ripe opportunity.” 
I sniffed my pullover. “That might be vanilla.”  
Trevor set his spray bottle on the front desk. “Ms. Ramona? Mayor Blue and his budget officer want to join the Lone Star.” 
“I’m not his budget officer.” 
“Oh, double yikes.” Trevor stiffened. “His… financial adviser? You just seem so… so…”
“Beige?” Levi offered. 
Trevor swallowed a laugh. “Official.” 
Ramona clapped, bringing us to attention. “Mayor Blue, welcome, welcome. We’re honored you’ve visited us today.” She giggled and adjusted the shoulders of her white polo. “I’m Ramona Sinclair, club manager and married to the co-owner.” She extended her hand to both of us.
I accepted the handshake and smiled. “I was just asking Trevor about your prices—” 
“Oh, I bet you want a tour.” 
“No, prices—” 
Ramona released a laugh that bordered on hysterical. Her lips pulled into a grin as she nodded to music that only she heard. “Oh, I see how it is. You’re the funny one. I’ve got my eye on you!” 
Levi’s eyes narrowed. “Tanaka-san is never the funny one. Never.” 
“Boo, dollars and cents.” Ramona cocked her head and released a snore loud enough to startle the people on the nearby treadmills. “Snooze-a-roonie. Am I right, or am I right?” 
I’d never met anyone more wrong.
“Finally, someone who speaks my language,” Levi said. 
Locking on her target, Ramona slipped around the desk and grabbed Levi’s shoulder. “Lemme show you boys around. We find new members want to experience the value they’ll receive from being an elite member of the Lone Star. You want that, too, right?” 
Levi nodded compliantly. “Don’t forget the perks. We want all the perks.”  
Ramona lifted her magic fingers from Levi’s shoulders. “We’ve got special discounts for dapper mayors and his rascally staff. Wink, wink.” 
She launched into a well-rehearsed walk and talk, so we had to jog to keep up. “We have five main areas in the gym: stretching and mobility, cardio, functional fitness, free weights, and team activities.” 
We moved into the cardio area, where Ramona spun around and walked backward, using her arms to motion to the ellipticals, treadmills, stationary bikes, and stair-climbers. “As y’all see, we spare no expense on equipment.” 
I stopped to observe the members: training, sweating, and striving toward some goal. Their faces held semipained expressions, but they glowed from perseverance. The whirrs and swooshes from their machines created an interwoven melody of achievement. It looked exhausting. 
My eyes landed on a polished-steel-framed stair-climber at least eight feet tall. The climber perched at the top watched over everyone with cool indifference. My throat constricted, and I gasped from holding my breath. How I craved that indifference, that enhanced focus to keep stepping, to keep striving. 
I had ambition—once.
“Everything’s bigger at the Lone Star.” Ramona vise-gripped my shoulders as she cooed into my ear. “You step on that three times a week, and your calves will bulge into hunky li’l baseballs in no time.”
Hunky li’l baseball calves didn’t make my top-ten list of fitness goals. Yet, perhaps joining a gym wasn’t such an impractical idea—no more red wine every night, better sleep, early-morning climbs, and a less lethargic existence.
“Is that a studio?” Levi pointed toward the far end of the gym.
Ramona released her hold and strode toward the glass-enclosed room. “That’s the Rodeo Room, the larger of our two studios. We hold most of our group exercise classes here—Pilates, yoga, Zumba, and aerobics, of course. Y’all know my sister-in-law is an internationally recognized aerobics queen.”
Levi gagged, an involuntary response to any mention of Barbara Lou Sinclair. She’d engaged Levi in some savvy negotiations over the abandoned fan museum lot, arguing the discovery of two dead bodies depreciated its value, which was a fair point.
“Excuse the mess in there,” Ramona said. “The studio doubles as our production studio, and we’re shooting another aerobics workout tomorrow.”
“A shoot!” Levi’s eyes widened. Ramona had said the magic word.
“This’ll be Barbie’s thirty-seventh video and her seventh with Nick Batista.”
“A shoot!” Levi repeated. “Do you have any available parts? I’ll work for scale.”
Ramona gave a killer-clown smile. “Oh, of course. You were in that kid detective show.”
“Tween,” Levi said. “Tween detective show.”
“Tween detective show.” Ramona bopped her forehead with her palm. “Earth to Ramona!” Another one of her nearly hysterical brays ripped through the gym, bouncing off the walls somewhere between the kettlebells and the squat bars. “I forgot you used to be an actor.”
Levi’s face drooped as he absorbed the comment. “Used to be.” 
Ramona’s jaw dropped when she realized her comment had released her hold on Levi’s wallet. “It’s… It’s just that you’re such a fantastic mayor that I forget how versatile and natural you are.”
I stepped in front of Levi before he blinked dollar signs. “We’re not interested in group exercise. That’s an additional cost, I presume?” 
Ramona aimed that smile at me. “What exactly are your fitness goals, Mr. Tanaka?”
“Training for a triathlon.”
“Wonderful.” She clapped. “You’re right. Group exercise wouldn’t help y’all.”
I flashed Levi my smug toldja-so expression. Wink, wink, indeed.
“You boys need a trainer.”
Wait. What?
“Nick is an excellent trainer,” Ramona said. “And he trains teams…” Her eyes drifted to me. “Of all fitness levels.”
I stood straighter and sucked in my stomach. “We’re only gathering information today. Pricing information.”
Defeated, Ramona let her smile curl into a sneer. “I can get you what you need.” She bolted between me and Levi and toward the front desk.
Levi raised a hand to the glass-enclosed studio. “I’d never considered starring in fitness videos.”
“Perhaps because you lack fitness experience.”
“Why would that stop me? Do you think those productions have character arcs, plot twists, and physical comedy?”
“Your lunging around in spandex would qualify as comedy, yes.” I directed Levi back to the front desk. “Now, let me do the talking. Ramona has some weird hold over you. I’m afraid you’ll walk out of here with a second mortgage.”
Levi raised his nose in the air and inhaled deeply, thumping his fists against his chest. “There’s that smell again.” He spun around in circles and continued sniffing.
Ramona fanned several pieces of paper in front of me, turning each around for me to read. “These are our most updated prices and fees.”
I pulled the price sheet closer to my face and wrinkled my brow. “Yikes. Is this the annual fee?”
“Monthly but before the discounts.” 
“And the added costs of the training,” I muttered.
“Don’t forget the perks!” Levi grasped the edge of the desk, apparently dizzy from scent chasing.
“Consider the value, Mr. Tanaka.” Ramona seemed recovered from her earlier defeat. “Nick is a certified trainer. He trains with you here, plans your meals, performs unscheduled accountability check-ins—”
“Unscheduled?”
Ramona nodded with bobblehead precision. “He wants you to follow the plan. He might pop into your work one morning, just to check on you.”
The thought of anyone popping anywhere in my vicinity annoyed me. Of course, I had no job for anyone to pop into, adding to my annoyance. 
The front door sprang open, sending the price sheet sailing through the air. I grabbed for it, nearly poking Ramona in the eye.
She slipped and rolled like a boxer and faced the door. “Perfect timing. Here’s our star trainer now.”
Nick Batista leaned against the doorframe, mesmerized by his phone. He caught the closing door with the toe of his shoe, kicking it back far enough to move out of its path. 
Ramona waved. “Nicky, there are some new members I’d like you to meet.”
He continued to stare at his phone, adjusting one of his earbuds. Then he snorted and glanced around the gym as if everyone were in on the joke. His eyes flicked to Ramona, whom he jutted his chin toward in greeting. 
Ramona giggled, a welcome sound after the hyena-inspired laughs she’d subjected us to earlier. “We have some new members who need your help, Nicky. I’m sure you recognize Mayor Blue.”
Nick’s attention landed on Levi, whom he assessed as if he were a zoo animal. He nodded and glanced at me, starting at my head and landing on my gut. He sucked air through his teeth and removed an earbud. “’Sup?”




Chapter 3


Nick removed his other earbud and spun it on the desk.  
“The mayor and his staff are training for a triathlon,” Ramona said. “Give them a quick consult—a little taste of what you can offer.” Her voice had suddenly gone husky.
“Romy.” Nick’s charming smile revealed a mouthful of pearly white teeth that I inexplicably wanted to punch. “How do you expect to make money when you keep giving it away?” 
“It’s customer relations, Nicky.” Ramona’s tongue flicked over her top lip.
I raised my arm to signal we were still in the room.
Nick propped his elbow on the desk and used it to pivot toward us. “Hey! Annie!” He barked.
“No, I’m Sho—” 
Nick held his hand in front of my face and stepped between me and Levi. “Annie!”
I turned but found no redheaded orphan singing about tomorrow, only Trevor with a caddy of cleaning supplies. 
“You do what I ask?” Nick said.
Trevor gave a thumbs-up. “Yes, sir, Mr. Nick. Everything’s in your locker. I also stopped by your place and took a steak out of the freezer. It’ll be ready to cook when you want it.”
“You’re an okay orphan, Annie.” Nick placed the earbuds in their case and snapped the lid shut. “Grab me some water while I entertain these guys. You know the kind I like.”
Trevor surveyed the sweaty cardio equipment, which needed a wipe down, before squaring his shoulders. “Sure thing, Mr. Nick. I replaced the filter this morning. Water should be cold by now.”
“I can blend you a smoothie, Nicky.” Ramona folded herself across the desk.
Nick chuckled. “I’ll stick with the water. For my safety.”
Ramona blanched and busied herself with stacking papers. 
“Sorry about that, bro.” Nick turned his attention to Levi. “I’m about to break my fast. When it’s time to eat, I don’t want to be waiting for my meal to defrost. You feel me?”
“Putting your body in starvation mode,” I muttered. “That part of the demonstration?”
A muscle in Nick’s jaw tensed. “You say something? What’s your name again? Shoe?”
“Sho. Fasting isn’t the smartest approach to nutrition. And you certainly don’t break a fast with red meat.”
“You a doctor or something, Shoe Sho?”
“Or something. Nurse.”
“Nuuuuurse.” 
Nick’s response was yawn-inducing compared to the other male-nurse mocking I’d endured.
“From the looks of it, you both need some training.”
I straightened. “Pardon?”
“What do you weigh? One thirty-five, one forty?” Nick glanced at my stomach, which he thumped. “My bad. More like one fifty? No one would hesitate to confront you two.”
“Excuse me.” Levi puffed his chest. “A critic once wrote that I had the physique of young Jimmy Stewart.”
Nick’s lip curled into a smirk.
I patted Levi’s shoulder. “I doubt even Mr. Smith would respond graciously to these insults.”
Levi squinted. “Who’s Mr. Smith?”
“Jimmy Stewart’s character in Mr. Smith Goes to Washington.” 
“The sausage guy was an actor?”
“Sausage guy? That’s Jimmy Dean, not Jimmy Stewart!” Frustrated, I took a deep breath through my nose and blew it out in Nick’s direction. “Look, compatibility is key to effective fitness training, and we don’t respond to your, er, tactics.” I looked at Ramona, who’d been watching the exchange. “We’ll find somewhere else to train.”
I stepped forward, causing Nick to make space for my exit. “Let’s go,” I said to Levi, who followed. 
“Suit yourself,” Nick replied when I grabbed the door handle. “Noodle Arms.”
In the reflection in the glass door, I glared at Nick’s mouthful of shark’s teeth.
Levi stooped to my ear. “You going to take that, Noodle Arms?”
“Don’t call me that.”
“I’ll give you two the bods and the confidence to confront anything life throws at you,” Nick said. “Lemme show you some basic exercises. We can do some sparring.” 
Levi spun around. “Ooh, I love stage combat!”
I sighed in defeat.
“All right, Mr. Mayor, you’re up first.” Nick hopped from one foot to the other and punched the air. “You box?”
“Hand modeling is my backup career.” Levi wiggled his fingers. “Can’t risk the injury.”
Nick’s foot hopping ended with a stumble. “Uh, how about you, Florence Nightingale? You box? Or do you need smooth and dainty hands for sponge baths?”
I balled my hands into smooth and dainty fists and looked up again at my aloof hero, who lorded over the gym from his stair-climber.
“Catch.” Nick tossed something that resembled two oversized cocktail olives speared by a foot-long toothpick. 
I watched the contraption hit the ground and bounce off my loafers. “It’s inflatable?” 
From the equipment box, Nick removed two rubber platforms and tossed them onto the ground. “Push bumpers. Trains the upper body. Strengthens the core.”
“Inflatable sparring?” I slipped off my loafers, walked onto a mat, and planted my feet on the platform that matched the color of my turquoise push bumper. 
Nick tossed his bumper into the air with one hand and caught it with the other, then planted his feet on the opposite platform and relaxed into a slight squat. I mirrored his posture.
“The goal is to push each other off balance,” he said.
Sure, Nick outweighed me by more than a hundred pounds, but it couldn’t be that difficult. I used to do a lot of core exercises, and that conditioning didn’t disappear overnight.
Whomp.
I stared up from the mat and massaged my tailbone. “What happened?”
“Guess you’re unbalanced.”
Stabbing the bumper into the mat, I pushed up and resumed my position. 
“Sock it to him, Noodle Arms!” Levi, my traveling peanut gallery, yelled.
Nick lurched forward, but I blocked his bumper and pushed back.
“Nurse,” he said when he’d recovered. “So, med school dropout?”
I blocked another attempt on my left and pushed forward, clenching my abdominals to stay upright. “That’s not how nursing works. It’s not a default career for—”
Whomp.
Nick raked a hand over his cropped black hair. “Sorry, Florence. You were saying?”
I sprang up and squatted deep into my platform. “What’s your degree in? Nutrition? Exercise and sports science?”
Nick thrust his bumper at me. As I moved to block it, he switched positions. Using the balls of my feet, I pulled my body away from his, forcing him to stagger forward.
“I have some certifications, but mostly, I’m a graduate of the school of hard knocks.”
“Are they accredited?”
Whomp.
Nick stood over me. “Ready to quit?”
Silently, I stood and reassumed my position. 
“Your sister owns that café, right?” Nick blocked my move. “She single?”
“She doesn’t date trainers,” I lied, though I wasn’t exactly sure. Jenny had once dated a sign spinner because she liked his fedora. 
“That’s cool. I just dumped my girl, so I’m down for a casual thing. I’ve seen her around town, mostly from behind, if you know what I mean. Your sister has got one fine—”
Whomp. 
It took me a moment to realize I was standing. Nick blinked from the ground, absorbing the theory of gravity.
“Thanks for the demonstration.” I dropped the push bumper, fully aware that was the closest I would ever get to a mic drop. Levi’s dropped jaw only added to my enjoyment. 
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