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Praise for the Chocoholic Mysteries

The Chocolate Bridal Bash

 

“Entertaining and stylish.... Reading this on an empty stomach is hazardous to the waistline because the chocolate descriptions are . . . sensuously enticing. Lee is very likable without being too sweet.”

—Midwest Book Review

 

“The sixth delicious mix of chocolate and crime.”

—Writerspace

 

“JoAnna Carl’s books are delicious treats, from the characters to the snippets of chocolate trivia . . . fantastic characters who have come to feel like good friends. The Chocolate Bridal Bash stands alone, but once you’ve read it, you’ll be craving the other books in this series.”

—Roundtable Reviews

 

The Chocolate Mouse Trap

 

“A fine tale.”

—Midwest Book Review

 

“I’ve been a huge fan of the Chocoholic Mystery series from the start. I adore the mix of romance, mystery, and trivia . . . satisfying.”

—Roundtable Reviews

 

The Chocolate Puppy Puzzle

 

“The pacing is perfect for the small-town setting, and the various secondary characters add variety and interest. Readers may find themselves craving chocolate, yearning to make their own.... An interesting mystery, fun characters, and, of course, chocolate make this a fun read for fans of mysteries and chocolates alike.”

—The Romance Readers Connection

 

The Chocolate Frog Frame-Up

 

“A JoAnna Carl mystery will be a winner. The trivia and vivid descriptions of the luscious confections are enough to make you hunger for more!”

—Roundtable Reviews

 

“A fast-paced, light read, full of chocolate facts and delectable treats. Lee is an endearing heroine.... Readers will enjoy the time they spend with Lee and Joe in Warner Pier, and will look forward to returning for more murder dipped in chocolate.”

—The Mystery Reader

 

The Chocolate Bear Burglary

 

Descriptions of exotic chocolate will have you running out to buy gourmet sweets.... A delectable treat.”

—The Best Reviews

 

The Chocolate Cat Caper

 

“A mouthwatering debut and a delicious new series! Feisty young heroine Lee McKinney is a delight in this chocolate treat. A real page-turner, and I got chocolate on every one! I can’t wait for the next.”

—Tamar Myers

 

“As delectable as a rich chocolate truffle, and the mystery filling satisfies to the last prized morsel. Lee McKinney sells chocolates and solves crimes with panache and good humor. More, please. And I’ll take one of those dark chocolate oval bonbons. . . .”

—Carolyn Hart

 

“One will gain weight just from reading [this].... Delicious . . . the beginning of what looks like a terrific new cozy series.”

—Midwest Book Review

 

“Enjoyable . . . entertaining . . . a fast-paced whodunit with lots of suspects and plenty of surprises . . . satisfies a passion for anything chocolate. In the fine tradition of Diane Mott Davidson.”

—The Commercial Record (MI)
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Chapter 1
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Just when I finally found fifteen minutes for myself, the dead man came to the door.

Not that he looked dead.

In fact, he was lively-looking, tall and thin, with dark hair shot with gray. He was nicely dressed in khakis and a blue polo shirt. Only the scar on his cheek kept him from looking distinguished. Instead it made him look rakish—like a James Bond wannabe who might be a good guy to have on your side in a bar fight. And he was smiling widely enough to display canine teeth, which gave him a wolfish look.

A blue Ford pickup truck was parked behind him in our sandy lane. It was pointed toward Lake Shore Drive, which showed he’d come around from Eighty-eighth Street, driving into our semirural neighborhood by the back road and coming past our neighbors’ house. Despite this hint that he knew the territory, the man had proved he was a stranger by coming to the front door; all our friends and relations come in through the kitchen.

He showed up about eleven o’clock on a miserably hot Monday in the second week of July. I wasn’t at  all happy to hear a knock. For once our five houseguests were all occupied elsewhere at the same time, and I wasn’t due at TenHuis Chocolade—where a major chocolate crisis was under way—until one. I had been enjoying having a moment alone.

I peeked through the screen door cautiously. We rarely get salesmen, but I didn’t know of anyone else who might come by without phoning ahead. “Yes?”

The man’s grin seemed familiar, though I was sure I didn’t know him. “Hi. Are you Mrs. Woodyard? Mrs. Joe Woodyard?”

“Yes,” I answered confidently, though I’d had that title for less than three months.

“I don’t suppose your husband is home.”

“I expect him shortly.” By that I meant in an hour, but I wasn’t going to tell a stranger too much.

“Oh? Should I wait? Or I can come back.”

“His schedule is indelicate.” Yikes! I’d twisted my tongue in a knot. As usual. “I mean indefinite!” I said. “His schedule is indefinite. Can I give him a message?”

“Well . . .” The stranger sighed deeply, then smiled again, showing those wolfish eyeteeth. “I guess you could tell him his father came by,” he said.

I remember staring at him for at least thirty seconds before I answered.

“I’ll tell him,” I said.

Then I slammed the door. The real, solid door, not the screen door. And I turned the dead bolt above the handle.

I moved away from the door, but the man on the porch was still clearly visible through the window. I knew he could see me too, if he glanced inside. I didn’t like that idea, so I went around the fireplace and stood at the bottom of the stairs. This seemed more subtle than slamming our antique casement windows shut and yanking the curtains closed.

Now the stranger couldn’t see me lurking behind the fireplace, but I couldn’t see him either. And I found that I wanted to keep an eye on him. Where could I hide and watch him?

Hide? Why did I have the impulse to hide? The idea was absurd. Why should the idea of someone claiming to be Joe’s father make me look for a closet to duck into?

So I moved out into the living room. I didn’t hide, but I did stay near the fireplace, away from the windows, where a person walking casually through the yard wouldn’t be able to easily see me. If the man looked in through a window, I decided, I’d call the police.

Of course, if he wanted to get into the house, I had no way of stopping him short of hitting him with the fireplace poker. I had locked the front door, but our house—built in 1904—has no air-conditioning. With the temperature and the humidity both in the nineties, all the windows and doors were open. I might lock the front door, but an intruder could come in any other door or any window without trouble.

The man didn’t look into the house. I heard his footsteps leaving the porch, and I heard the door of the pickup open. He was going away. I wondered what Joe would make of the visit when I told him about it.

He might know who the man was, I realized. He might even want to contact the guy.

I grabbed a pen and a piece of junk mail that happened to be lying on the coffee table, rushed to the front door, unlocked it, and ran outside. The truck was just pulling away, and I waved the man down. He opened the right-hand window and leaned across the truck’s seat.

I tried to keep my voice noncommittal. “Can you leave a phone number?”

A faint smile crossed the man’s face. Again, he seemed familiar, and suddenly I knew why. That grin—the corners of his mouth went up just like Joe’s. And his eyes were the same bright blue.

I caught my breath, but I didn’t speak.

The stranger put the truck in gear. “I’m not sure where I’ll be,” he said. “I’ll call later.”

He drove away, and I stood there gaping after him.

He simply could not be Joe’s dad.

Only a few weeks earlier, I had laid a wreath of plastic carnations on Andrew Joseph Woodyard’s grave. Joe’s dad had been dead for nearly thirty years.




Chapter 2
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As soon as the truck had turned onto Lake Shore Drive, I dashed for the phone to call Joe. But my plan followed the pattern our whole summer was taking—it didn’t work out. The line at Joe’s boat shop was busy on my first try, and before I could hit redial, three of our houseguests showed up.

First the white pickup with the camper pulled in and parked beside the garage. Darrell Davis got out, studiously ignoring me as I waved at him through the kitchen window. He walked around to the back of the truck, shoulders slumped in his usual sullen posture, and climbed into the camper. At least Darrell had his own bed. He didn’t sleep in the house, and he had a portable potty. He dumped the potty and showered at the boat shop, although he ate with us. So he wasn’t exactly a houseguest. A yard guest, I suppose. He got power for his lamp and his fan from our garage.

Darrell was Joe’s guest, if we had to choose sides. Joe had dropped out of the full-time practice of law five years earlier to restore antique motorboats and work part-time as Warner Pier City Attorney. But for several years just after law school, he’d been with a  Legal Aid–type agency in Detroit. Darrell, back when he was eighteen, had been one of Joe’s clients. He’d been accused of a home invasion—one that resulted in the death of a notorious drug dealer. Joe had been convinced Darrell was innocent of the killing, but Darrell had been convicted anyway. He’d gone to prison. Joe and some of his investigator pals had hung in there, and five years later another guy had confessed to the crime. Darrell was released without a stain on his character. Unless you count the trauma of five years in prison.

Joe had heard that Darrell had completed a carpentry course but couldn’t get a job. The next thing I knew, Darrell had been hired for the summer to help Joe with a remodeling project at our house and to be an extra pair of hands at the boat shop. I’d also come up with some work we needed for TenHuis Chocolade, installing shelves in a storeroom, and Darrell had promised to work that in. Joe couldn’t afford to pay Darrell much, so meals and a parking place for his camper were part of the deal.

Did I trust Joe’s belief in Darrell? Yes. Did I like having a guy who had spent five years behind bars living in my backyard? No.

The five-year-old Ford driven by Brenda, my stepsister, pulled in and parked in the drive. Her passenger was Tracy Roderick, who had morphed into a houseguest a few days earlier. Both of them were working the retail counter at TenHuis Chocolade that summer, and Brenda was staying with us. Tracy was a guest for the rest of July, while her parents drove across Canada.

The two girls got out of the car carrying shopping bags, their eighteen-year-old jaws spewing conversation.

When I’d first met Tracy, she’d barely turned sixteen, and she was mainly identified by stringy, dirty blond hair. But during the past two years Tracy had  grown up. She was much more poised, and she had developed a nice figure. A good haircut and a few highlights had made her hair a shiny, tawny blond. If Tracy had a character flaw, it was one that most of us have: She loved to gossip. But all in all, she had become an attractive and responsible young woman.

I was counting on that responsibility to rein in Brenda. I’d been seventeen when I acquired a stepmother and a five-year-old stepsister. Now, thirteen years later, Brenda and I had never lived in the same household for more than three months, so we barely knew each other. We’d never had any opportunity—or any particular reason—to become more than acquaintances.

But Brenda, along with my dad and her mom, had come to Warner Pier when Joe and I got married three months earlier, and Brenda guarded the guest book at the reception. Tracy was serving cake, so the two of them met, and Tracy introduced Brenda to the college-age crowd of Warner Pier. The first result was a long-distance romance for Brenda with a guy named Will VanKlompen. The second result was Brenda’s application for a summer job at TenHuis Chocolade. It’s hard to turn your stepsister down. Brenda would be staying with us until mid-August.

Although Brenda used my maiden name, McKinney, no one would take us for sisters. Brenda was around five-four—not a nearly six-foot giraffe like me. And she had dark hair and eyes and a smooth olive complexion, again contrasting with the blond hair I owe to the TenHuis genes my mother passed on and the greenish hazel eyes I got from the Texas side of my family. Her figure was curvy and cute, and she had dimples. I could see why a guy like Will, who had grown up taking west Michigan’s tall Dutch blondes for granted, would be bowled over by her.

Both Brenda and Tracy were wearing tank tops over shorts tight enough to show off their fannies.

“Hi, Lee,” Brenda said. “I found a really cute bathing suit.”

“Yeah,” Tracy said. “Now if it’ll just stay warm enough to wear it.”

Brenda laughed. “It’s sure hot enough today! I can’t believe y’all don’t have air-conditioning up here. And the ones who have it run it with the windows open!”

“In Michigan we don’t need air-conditioning all that often,” Tracy said. “At least, that’s what my mom says.”

“That’s what Aunt Nettie says, too,” I said. “Per-sonally, I think you should have air-conditioning even if you need it only an hour a year. But the picturesque casement windows in this house make it complicated to install window units, and Joe says we need a second bathroom more than we need central air. Maybe next year we’ll get it. Until then we’ll all swelter together.”

“Oh, the heat will break soon,” Tracy said. “It never lasts very long.” She sounded more confident than I felt. We were moving into our fifth day of miserable heat and humidity, and the TV weather forecast wasn’t hopeful.

The girls went upstairs, still chattering, and I reached for the phone again. Then I heard a timid knock at the screen door.

“Mrs. Woodyard?” Darrell always spoke softly. I could barely hear him.

I opened the door. “Hi, Darrell,” I said, maybe acting a little friendlier than I felt. “And please call me Lee.”

Darrell ducked his head. He was tall, but managed to bend his spine into a shape that took six inches off his height. He pulled the ball cap off his wispy, light  brown hair. The effect was that he was bowing and touching his forelock, like the undergardener in a British period novel.

When he spoke again, his voice was still soft. “Sure, Lee. Joe said to tell you he won’t get home for lunch. Some guy showed up with a fancy boat he wants restored. He asked Joe to go eat with him.”

“Oh.” That meant I’d have to wait to talk to Joe about the stranger who’d claimed to be his dad. “It’s a little early for lunch, Darrell, but are you ready for a sandwich?”

“I don’t want to bother you, Mrs. Woodyard.”

“That was the deal. You help Joe, and we feed you. So if you’re hungry, come on in. Or you can wait until straight-up noon. You’re not getting anything fancy either time.”

“Now’s fine,” Darrell said. “I can wait in the camper.”

“Aw, come on in and talk to me. How’d your morning go?”

“Okay.” Darrell sidled into the house and stood in the doorway between the kitchen and the dining room. “Joe taught me to operate his paint sprayer.”

“Now that you can do that, you’ll get stuck with a lot of spraying,” I said. “That’s not Joe’s favorite job.” I got a stack of paper plates, a handful of paper napkins, and a bag of potato chips from the back hall, which we use as a pantry. Darrell moved to let me into the dining room, and I put them on the table, which we keep covered with washable vinyl.

“Would you mind opening these chips, Darrell? I think we can just eat them out of the sack. I told you lunch wasn’t going to be fancy.”

Darrell expertly pulled the top of the chip bag apart.

Before I could turn back to the kitchen, I heard Brenda tripping downstairs. Literally. She couldn’t  seem to get the hang of the narrow turn at the landing, but so far she hadn’t fallen all the way down.

There were a couple of soft thuds as she caught herself, then rapid thuds as she ran on downstairs. There was a loud thump as she reached the living room, right around the corner from where Darrell and I were standing in the dining room. Before I could say anything, Brenda spoke.

“What do you think? Are the polka dots too much?” She swung into the room, putting a hand on the frame of the open French doors between the living and dining rooms. She pivoted into a sexy pose. She was wearing an extremely skimpy bikini.

She and Darrell saw each other at the same moment.

All I heard was two startled gasps. Then I was alone in the dining room while Brenda’s feet thudded back up the stairs, and the back door slammed behind Darrell.

“Damn,” I said calmly.

The summer was sure getting interesting.

I yelled out the back door, “I’ll call you when lunch is ready!” Then I followed Brenda up the stairs. I found her in my old bedroom, which she and Tracy were sharing. Brenda was standing in the corner, her eyes the size of Frisbees, while Tracy lay on the bed, laughing hysterically.

“Brenda, if you wear that bikini at the Warner Pier Beach,” I said, “guys are going to look at you.”

Brenda’s mouth got straight and firm. “Maybe they’d be guys I wanted to look at me. Why didn’t you tell me Darrell was down there?”

“I thought you would hear us talking.”

“He always whispers! That’s one of the creepy things about him.”

Tracy sat up. “What’s with that guy?”

“Darrell? He’s a former client of Joe’s. Joe thinks he’s a good worker.”

“People around town are saying—”

“Tracy!” I deliberately made my voice sharp. “When you asked if you could stay here for a month, what did I tell you?”

Her lips got as tight as Brenda’s. “No gossip.”

“Right. And I’m going to hold you to it. Remember. . .”

“I know, I know.” She went on in a singsong voice. “Large-minded people talk about ideas; ordinary people talk about things; small-minded people talk about other people.”

“Yes,” I said, “and you’re too kind a person to be small-minded.”

Brenda pouted. “Are you going to try to improve my character, too?”

“Nope. When I told your mom you could come for the summer, I said I was going to be neither a mother nor a chaperone. You’re in charge of your own character.”

I turned toward the stairs. “I’m going to get all the sandwich stuff out, but I have to be at work at one, so I’ll be leaving the dirty dishes for you two. But we’re using paper plates. I’ll call when everything’s on the table.”

I paused at the door. “And Brenda, the swimming suit looks fine, but before you wear it to Warner Pier Beach you might want to get a bikini wax.”

I plodded downstairs, ready to get out the cheese, lunch meat, and bread. And chocolates for dessert—TenHuis chocolates, which the heat was forcing me to keep in the refrigerator. Aunt Nettie would be horrified. Chocolates should not be refrigerated, but when the truffles were going to melt into puddles, I didn’t have much choice.

The summer was becoming stranger and stranger. I guess that a ghost in a blue pickup shouldn’t have  surprised me; I’d already had enough surprises to last the whole season.

Joe and I had looked forward to having a summer when we could concentrate on each other, on becoming a married couple.

Instead, two things had happened. Good things, in the main, but they distracted us from each other.

Since I’d come to Warner Pier two years earlier to become business manager for my aunt’s chocolate company, I’d lived with her in the 1904 house on Lake Shore Drive. The house was basically a small Midwestern farmhouse. It had been built by my great-grandfather, a furniture maker in Grand Rapids, who used it as a summer cottage for his family. When my grandfather, Henry TenHuis, came back from World War II, he’d winterized the cottage to use it as a year-round home. He married my grandmother, built a service station and garage in Warner Pier, and raised my mom and my uncle Phil in the house. He died when my mom was a senior in high school. My grandmother continued to live in the house until she died a few years later, and Uncle Phil and Aunt Nettie had moved in thirty years ago.

I wasn’t too surprised that Aunt Nettie decided I should have the house. She’d lived there for much of her married life, true, but she always described herself as “a TenHuis in-law.” I was the last actual “TenHuis descendant,” she’d told me. I’d assumed that I’d get the property at some indefinite future time when Aunt Nettie, God forbid, couldn’t live on her own.

Aunt Nettie was a lively and energetic lady who was barely past sixty. She wasn’t even talking about retiring. I had thought of the day when she’d give up her home as far away.

But when Joe and I got married, her wedding present to us was a deed to the property. We were astonished. We weren’t quite so astonished to learn the reason: she was planning to remarry.

For a year Aunt Nettie had been keeping company with Warner Pier’s police chief, a tall guy who looks like Abraham Lincoln. The single women of Aunt Nettie’s generation considered Hogan Jones the best catch in Warner Pier. He could have taken up with women wealthier—and yes, with women more attractive—than my plump aunt Nettie. But he’d chosen her. I considered their romance a tribute to Aunt Nettie’s disposition and Hogan’s insight into human nature. I expected them to be very happy.

While Joe and I were in New York on our honeymoon, Aunt Nettie and Hogan slipped away and got married at the Warner County courthouse. Then Aunt Nettie began living at Hogan’s house, and she handed us the TenHuis family property. Joe was able to get out of the lease on his apartment, and it seemed foolish not to move right into the old house, even though we had to act in a hurry.

Aunt Nettie and Hogan were spending the month of July abroad, first on a barge cruising the rivers of Germany and then visiting Aunt Nettie’s friends in the Netherlands, where she’d spent a year learning to make those fantastic truffles and bonbons that TenHuis Chocolade’s promotional literature describes as “handmade chocolates in the European tradition.”

Aunt Nettie hadn’t really moved out completely when she and Hogan left for Europe, so the house was still full of her furniture. Joe and I put most of our own stuff—including around a hundred wedding presents—in the garage. But basically we had two housefuls of furniture and would until Aunt Nettie and Hogan got back and sorted things out.

Joe decided that—since things were confused anyway—we might as well remodel. We would put in  that upstairs bathroom Aunt Nettie had always intended to add. And while we were at it, we could extend the kitchen to add room for a dishwasher and could push the downstairs bathroom’s wall out to accommodate a stall shower.

Joe loves working with his hands, so my suggestion that we find a contractor was ignored. Joe hired Darrell and started digging holes for the new foundation. At least he wasn’t putting a basement under the addition.

Then more people who needed room and board began showing up.

Joe and I were getting used to being a married couple in a situation that included a construction project and five houseguests.

Each houseguest had a different schedule for meals and laundry and going to bed and getting up. There were five vehicles—luckily two of our guests were afoot—trying to share a driveway that will hold three cars only if they’re parked at exactly the right angle. People were raiding the refrigerator. People were wanting to watch different television programs and listen to different radio stations. Plus we had only one bathroom, and that was about to lose one of its walls.

And now Brenda didn’t want Darrell looking at her in her new bikini.

I had almost decided to run away from home when I heard the clippity-clop of high heels on the stairs. Joe’s aunt Gina was coming down.

I groaned. At least Darrell wasn’t intrusive, and I liked Brenda and Tracy. But Gina seemed to intrude everywhere, and I didn’t like her.

But maybe, I thought, she’d know something about the stranger who had claimed to be Joe’s father. After all, Gina was his sister.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/carl_9781101564943_oeb_015_r1.jpg





OEBPS/carl_9781101564943_oeb_017_r1.jpg





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/carl_9781101564943_oeb_013_r1.jpg





OEBPS/carl_9781101564943_oeb_021_r1.jpg





OEBPS/carl_9781101564943_oeb_011_r1.jpg





OEBPS/carl_9781101564943_oeb_023_r1.jpg





OEBPS/carl_9781101564943_oeb_009_r1.jpg





OEBPS/carl_9781101564943_oeb_004_r1.jpg





OEBPS/carl_9781101564943_oeb_025_r1.jpg





OEBPS/carl_9781101564943_oeb_006_r1.jpg





OEBPS/carl_9781101564943_oeb_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/carl_9781101564943_oeb_010_r1.jpg





OEBPS/carl_9781101564943_msr_ppl_r1.jpg





OEBPS/carl_9781101564943_oeb_016_r1.jpg





OEBPS/carl_9781101564943_oeb_018_r1.jpg





OEBPS/carl_9781101564943_oeb_020_r1.jpg





OEBPS/carl_9781101564943_oeb_014_r1.jpg





OEBPS/carl_9781101564943_oeb_012_r1.jpg





OEBPS/carl_9781101564943_oeb_022_r1.jpg





OEBPS/carl_9781101564943_oeb_008_r1.jpg





OEBPS/carl_9781101564943_oeb_024_r1.jpg





OEBPS/carl_9781101564943_msr_cvt_r1.jpg





OEBPS/carl_9781101564943_oeb_005_r1.jpg





OEBPS/carl_9781101564943_oeb_026_r1.jpg





OEBPS/carl_9781101564943_oeb_001_r1.jpg
The
Chocolate
Jewel Case

A Chocoholic Mystery

JoAnna Carl

A SIGNET BOOK





OEBPS/carl_9781101564943_oeb_007_r1.jpg





OEBPS/carl_9781101564943_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
The
Chocolate
Jewel Case

A Choc

 Mystery

JoAnna Carl





OEBPS/carl_9781101564943_oeb_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/carl_9781101564943_oeb_019_r1.jpg





