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ALSO BY JOANNA CARL




“As delectable as a rich chocolate truffle and the mystery filling satisfies to the last prized morsel.”

—Carolyn Hart

Praise for the Chocoholic Mysteries

The Chocolate Cupid Killings

“Deliciously cozy. The Chocolate Cupid Killings is richly entertaining and has no calories.”

—Elaine Viets, author of The Fashion Hound Murders

 

“A chocolate-drenched page-turner! JoAnna Carl satisfies your sweet tooth along with your craving for a tasty whodunit.”

—Cleo Coyle, author of Holiday Grind

 

“Anyone who loves chocolate—and who doesn’t?—will love this delicious, fast-paced addition to the Chocoholic Mystery series. It has more twists and turns than a chocolate-covered pretzel, but this treat won’t add any pounds, so you can indulge without guilt!”

—Leslie Meier, author of Mother’s Day Murder

 

“A deft mix of truffles and trouble. Chocaholics—this book is for you!”

—Laura Childs, author of the Tea Shop mysteries

 

“A delicious treat for cozy fans.... JoAnna Carl is an author that never disappoints.”

—Fresh Fiction

 

“A sweet mystery of how helping others can at times come back and bite you in the backside. JoAnna Carl definitely knows how to pen a sweet read.”

—The Romance Readers Connection

 

The Chocolate Snowman Murders

“Dollops of chocolate lore add to the cozy fun.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

continued . . .

The Chocolate Jewel Case

“[A] fun, very readable book, with likable characters that are knowable whether you’ve read all seven novels in the series or whether this is your first.”

—Suite 101

 

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

 

“Everything about Joanna Carl’s books is 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

 

“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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The name on the stranger’s ID card may have read Valentine, but he was no cupid.

Cupid is little, round, and cute, and this guy was tall, skinny, and ugly. He definitely didn’t look as if he could flit around on a tiny pair of wings; he clunked into TenHuis Chocolade in heavy snow boots that seemed to be bigger than they needed to be. And he wasn’t wearing Cupid’s airy draperies. His scrawny neck stuck out of a parka shaped like a turtle’s shell covered with cheap nylon and trimmed with fur from some polyester beast.

I had Valentines, cupids, hearts, and arrows on the brain because it was the first week in February, and our retail shop was decked with items celebrating Valentine’s Day. Our workshop, of course, was way out ahead of that season. The highly skilled people back there—the ones I call the “hairnet ladies”—were producing Easter bunnies and eggs, tiny chocolate chicks, and Mother’s Day roses.

We don’t have much walk-in business in the winter; summer is the busy season for Lake Michigan beach resorts like Warner Pier. As business manager, I was handling the counter myself, so I left my office to wait  on the customer. He didn’t look like the romantic type, but if he had a sweetheart I was willing to sell him a pound of our handmade European-style bonbons and truffles.

Before I could offer to help him, he flipped that identification card out on the counter. “Derrick Valentine,” he said. His voice croaked, and he smelled like cigarettes. When he opened his mouth, I expected smoke to pour out. “I’m with PDQ Investigations. Do you have a Christina Meachum working here?”

His hand hovered over the ID card, partly hiding it, but I picked it up and read it carefully. The only additional information I learned was that PDQ Investigations had an Atlanta address. The card didn’t seem to be issued by any official agency.

“As I’m sure you’re aware,” I said, “we’re limited in what information we can hand out about our employees. But that’s no problem this time, because there is no Christina Meachum listed on our payola. I mean, payroll!”

Rats! I’d twisted my tongue. At least Derrick Valentine didn’t know me. He wouldn’t realize I usually did that when I was nervous.

“Maybe you’ve seen her.” Valentine dropped a photograph onto the counter.

The picture was of terrible quality. It had been blown up from a driver’s license or some other ID card. It showed a woman with dark hair worn in a mediumlength bob, parted on the side. Her eyes were dark and expertly made up, but her stare was blank. Her face was heart-shaped, her mouth small and pouting. Only her eyes were noticeable, and that was because of the makeup.

I frowned at the picture. “I’m sorry,” I said. “She’s a common type, of course, but I can’t help you. Why are you looking for her?”

“It’s a legal matter.”

“She’s wanted by the police?”

“Civil case.” Valentine reached inside his cheap parka. “I’ll leave a business card. I’d appreciate a call if she shows up.”

“Why do you think she might be here? Is she a big fan of expensive chocolate?”

“She has experience in food service. And we have information that she’s been in this area of Michigan.” Valentine gestured at our decorated counters. “While I’m here, maybe I ought to get some candy for my wife.”

I didn’t correct his terminology—we make “chocolate‚” not “candy.” I just handed him a list of our flavors with the price per pound marked prominently at the top. Our chocolates are expensive; I never want to fill a box without making sure the customer knows ahead of time just how much it’s going to cost.

“While you’re looking this over, I need to give the workroom a message,” I said. “I’ll be right back.”

I went to the door to the workshop and called out‚ “Aunt Nettie!”

My aunt, who owns TenHuis Chocolade and who is in charge of making our luscious chocolates, turned. “Yes, Lee.”

“There’s a problem with the sugar organ. I mean, order! We need to talk about the sugar order as soon as you’re free.”

“I’ll be there in a minute.” Aunt Nettie—a chunky descendant of west Michigan’s Dutch pioneers—turned to one of her crew, Pamela Thompson. “Please go to the back storeroom and get a tray of eight-ounce bunnies. The ones carrying baskets.”

Pamela was one of our newer employees. Her blond hair was covered with a heavy white food service hairnet, and she wore a white smock like all the other women who make our fabulous bonbons and truffles.  She stopped wrapping Easter eggs in cellophane and obeyed Aunt Nettie without a word.

I went back to the counter, and at Derrick Valentine’s instruction filled a half-pound box with Italian Cherry bonbons (“Amareena cherries in white chocolate cream filling encased in a dark chocolate heart”) and Amaretto truffles (“A milk chocolate interior flavored with almond liqueur and coated with white chocolate”). I tied the box with red ribbon, then embellished it with a dangling cupid—plastic covered with gold paint. The private eye paid his bill and left, and I went back into my office, which has glass walls so that I can see what’s going on in the workroom and in the shop.

I could also see parts of the quaint shopping district outside our big front window. I watched as Derrick Valentine of PDQ Investigations crossed the street, walked to the corner, leaned against the show window of Peach Street Antiques, and lit a cigarette.

Was he watching TenHuis Chocolade? I tried not to stare at him. I didn’t know whether or not he could see me through our big front window.

Aunt Nettie slid into my office, looking nervous. “Who was that man?”

“He’s a private eye. He was looking for a Christina Meachum.”

She relaxed visibly and adjusted the white net over her blond-white hair. “That’s okay, then.”

“No, it’s not okay. Christina Meachum was the name, but the photo he showed me was a ‘before’ picture of Pamela.”

We looked at each other seriously. Neither of us knew just what to do.

Pamela was a special employee.

Only a couple of months earlier had I been allowed to learn something that Aunt Nettie had known for much longer. One of her closest friends, Sarajane Harding, was involved in that mysterious underground railway system that helps abused women permanently escape from their abusers by furnishing them with new identities and finding them new homes.

Sarajane, Aunt Nettie told me, had herself formerly been an abused wife. Because she ran one of Warner Pier’s best bed-and-breakfast inns, she could provide temporary lodging without causing comment about strange people coming and going, and she was often called on to house these unfortunate women briefly.

This “underground railway” system is not like the shelters for abused women found in most cities. It is not used for women who simply need to escape a violent husband or lover until things cool down or until they can take legal action. Sarajane was involved in much more serious cases, cases in which the railway “conductors” believed the women were in danger of death, in which the only option seen for them was a new identity, a new life in a new place. If strange men came looking for them, there was a strong possibility that those men were dangerous.

Normally Aunt Nettie would not take part in this activity. For one thing, its legality may be questioned, since it won’t work without creating fake IDs, and Aunt Nettie is married to Warner Pier’s chief of police. Hogan Jones, her husband of less than a year, might close his eyes to the situation briefly—he despises abusive husbands—but he couldn’t ignore it permanently. So Aunt Nettie and Sarajane were careful not to let him know what was going on.

I’d also been careful not to mention Pamela and her problems to my husband, Joe Woodyard. After all, he is Warner Pier’s city attorney, on the days when he’s not restoring antique powerboats. I didn’t want to put him in a bad position either. What he didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him.

Pamela was the second of Sarajane’s passengers who had needed a job from TenHuis Chocolade. I’m sure Sarajane had employed some women at the B&B, but she had never asked us to hire one until right before Christmas, and that woman worked only a week. Since the women had to be paid off the books, the accountant in me didn’t like it, but it’s hard to turn your back on people in this much trouble.

Sarajane hadn’t told me Pamela’s story, but she had made it clear that her danger was real. That was why Aunt Nettie and I had come up with the “sugar order” alert. If I called out to Aunt Nettie that I needed to talk to her about the “sugar order,” Pamela was immediately to hide in the back room or the storage closet.

“At least our system worked,” Aunt Nettie said. “Pamela’s still in the back. Should I call her out?”

“No! That private eye is standing across the street.”

Aunt Nettie didn’t turn to look at him. “Do you think he’s watching the shop?”

“I don’t know. He may have only stopped for a smoke. But we’d better take precautions.”

“I’ll call Sarajane to come and get Pamela.”

“That might not be a good idea. After all, Sarajane’s car says PEACH STREET BED-AND-BREAKFAST on the side. Besides, I wouldn’t want this guy to get a look at Pamela’s face as she left. She doesn’t look much like her original picture anymore, but I wouldn’t want him to see what she does look like.”

“Then I can take Pamela out to the B&B. I’m parked in the alley.”

“Maybe we should check and make sure there’s no one watching the alley.”

Aunt Nettie looked dismayed. “I just wanted to help Pamela out with a job for a little while. I didn’t mean to get mixed up in some cloak-and-dagger project.”

“I’m probably being overly cautious, but let’s keep  Pamela out of sight for an hour or so. Don’t let her come back into the workroom.”

“I can have her tie bows.”

I nodded. Pamela was one of twenty-five women working at TenHuis Chocolade. None of the others knew who she was or why she had suddenly joined the staff, and we couldn’t let them find out. Twenty-five people cannot keep a secret. So that afternoon Pamela had to have a job that kept her out of sight of the street and of our retail shop, but kept her busy doing something that wouldn’t make the other employees wonder what was up. Tying bows was a sufficiently dull job that no one would think Pamela was getting special treatment.

I sighed. “Okay. Pamela ties bows. You watch the front, and I’ll run to the Superette for Amaretto.”

“How did you know we need Amaretto?”

“I didn’t. I just suggested it because it’s something we buy locally.”

“I tried to make a new batch of Amaretto truffles this morning, and there wasn’t enough in the bottle to do it.”

“Good. I’ll go get some, and as I go I can scout the downtown to make sure nobody’s watching the alley. Then you can call Sarajane and ask her to get Pamela out of here. She’ll probably want to move her along someplace else.”

I cast a longing glance at my computer—I didn’t really have time to leave my regular work for a scouting trip—put on my ski jacket and left by the front door. In the winter there’s plenty of parking on Warner Pier streets, and I hadn’t bothered to drive around to the alley where Aunt Nettie and I have reserved spaces. At the corner I turned onto Peach Street, paying no attention to Derrick Valentine. I drove along slowly, looking around as I passed the entrance to our alley. I didn’t see anybody suspicious. At first. I was halfway down  the block before I saw the man in the plain vanilla sedan.

The sedan was parked across from the end of the alley. The man was sitting there, talking on a cell phone. He had what looked like a map spread out on his steering wheel. He would have a clear view down our alley in his rearview mirror. Was he some innocent salesman, talking to his boss about calling on a Warner Pier business? Or was he tag-teaming Derrick Valentine, making sure no one who looked like Pamela came out our back door?

One thing about a town of twenty-five hundred: a stranger stands out. In the summer, you could hide a battalion of private eyes in the crowds of tourists who throng the quaint streets of Warner Pier. But in wintertime we locals know everyone we see. And I’d never seen this guy around. Plus, his car had a Georgia license plate. As in Atlanta, headquarters of PDQ Investigations.

Aha!

When I returned from the Superette, I parked in front of TenHuis Chocolade once more, got out clutching my bottle of Amaretto and walked though the shop and the workroom and into the back room. I tried to look as un-secretive as I could.

Aunt Nettie has made the break room as pleasant as possible for our employees. It looks like a dining room in a home. The tables and chairs might be from a secondhand store, but they were good-quality traditional pieces to begin with. The chairs have upholstered seats, and prints or paintings by local artists are hung here and there. The kitchen nook has more than a microwave and a refrigerator; a real range with oven and burners is available. There is—oh, glory!—a dishwasher. And that dishwasher isn’t for chocolate-making equipment. Those utensils are cleaned in a separate area in the workshop itself.

Pamela was sitting at the largest table. She was surrounded by rolls of ribbon in Easter pastels and a bowl of the little gold bunnies. A can of Pepsi stood off to one side, safe from expansive gestures. Beside it was a small tube of M&M Minis. I bit my tongue at the sight. Pamela consistently refused to eat TenHuis chocolates—some of the best truffles and bonbons in the world—but seemed to be addicted to those M&M Minis, massmarket candies available at every drugstore, supermarket, and convenience store. She always had one or two tubes in her purse or pocket. I knew I was being petty, but it irked me.

Pamela seemed to be irked at me in turn. “I hope this hasn’t been a false alarm,” she said. “I hate making bows.”

I mentally compared Pamela to the picture Derrick Valentine had identified as “Christina Meachum.” In the photo, Christina had looked younger. She had been plain, true, but she’d looked normal. Her face was symmetrical.

Pamela’s face had a different look, not abnormal exactly, but not like the photo. Her face was skewed, crooked. She talked out of one side of her mouth, and one of her eyebrows was higher than the other.

Christina had dark hair. Pamela’s was a brassy, homedyed blond, part of her attempt to change her appearance. She had lost an eyetooth since the earlier photo had been taken. But she and the woman in the photo had the same narrow chin, if you ignored the lump on the right side of the jaw, and the bright lipstick Pamela wore was smeared over a pouty mouth just like Christina’s. The dark eyes were the same shape, and Pamela wore eye makeup like Christina’s.

Yes, I felt sure the picture showed Pamela as she had looked before an angry husband had beaten her face out of shape and broken her jaw.

“The detective was looking for someone named Christina Meachum and showed me an old photo,” I said. “But—I didn’t question that it was you when I saw it. Besides, it would be a pretty big coincidence if some detective was looking for a woman who looked that much like you right in the same area where you were hiding out.”

Pamela smirked.

That was the last reaction I had expected. I’m sure I looked astonished, because Pamela immediately dropped her head into her hands.

“I forget what I look like these days,” she said. “You’re being tactful, trying not to say the picture looked the way I was before I was beaten to a pulp.”

Pamela kept her face down, and she used her hands to push her hair back, displaying a broad forehead. She nervously pulled off her hairnet, then put it on again. She pulled it down to help her hair hide her large ears. It was just as well that her disguise required that she cover them up.

I got a Diet Coke out of the refrigerator and sat down opposite her.

“We’re eager to see you get started again in life, Pamela. This guy may have had nothing to do with you. But there’s a strange car at the end of the alley, too. It would be foolhardy—”

“I know! I know!”

She looked up, letting her hair fall back into a curtain that covered her jaws and forehead. Her eyes looked fierce. “I realize you’ve jimmied your accounting around for me. I do appreciate it. I just don’t see how they could have found me here in Warner Pier.”

“The detective said they had information that you’d been in this area. Had you ever been here before?”

Pamela shook her head.

I went on. “Do you have relatives around here? Had  you vacationed here? Did you know anybody around here?”

She kept shaking her head. When I’d used up my supply of questions, I stood up. “Aunt Nettie can call Sarajane, and we’ll figure a safe way to get you out of here. I’ll pay you through today out of petty cash, in case she’s able to move you to a safer location.”

Pamela’s eyes popped open. “A safer location! You mean in another place?”

“That would make sense to me.”

“No!” The word shrilled out. “No! I’m not leaving Warner Pier.”




Chapter 2
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I’m sure I looked amazed. I certainly felt amazed.

Sarajane had gone through the whole rigmarole of sneaking Pamela into Warner Pier, keeping her under cover, helping to change her appearance with a bad bleach job, finding her an off-the-books job, and keeping her true identity secret—even from Aunt Nettie and me—and Pamela was willing to risk staying here when her whereabouts might have been discovered? She could be throwing all Sarajane’s work away. And her own life.

Even Aunt Nettie and I had gone to a certain amount of trouble to keep Pamela safe and her identity a secret. And now, when her hideout might be compromised and the violent husband she had fled might be close to finding her, she didn’t want to leave Warner Pier.

Yes, I was amazed. Warner Pier was a nice town, but not worth dying over.

Finally Pamela spoke. “I’m just so tired of running.” She dropped her head to her hands again.

Maybe I could understand that. “Aunt Nettie is going to call Sarajane,” I said. “We’ll see what she says.” I left without making any other comment.

Pamela pouted, but she kept on tying bows until five o’clock, our closing time in the winter.

As the women of the work crew went out, I took a look through the front window. Derrick Valentine was still across the street, although he’d gotten cold enough to move into the antiques shop. The lights were on inside, and I could see him peeking through the back of a Windsor chair. When I found an excuse to take a look down the alley, the car with the Georgia license plate was still across the street.

By that time Sarajane had arranged for a quiet exit for Pamela. She had contacted George Jenkins, owner of a Warner Pier art gallery. George is also involved in the underground railroad, though he and Sarajane don’t usually work together.

After everyone had left but Pamela, Aunt Nettie, and me, I called George. He wrapped up a large painting from his gallery, put on his hooded jacket, got into the van with PEACH STREET ART GALLERY on the side, and drove the two blocks to TenHuis Chocolade. He carried the painting in through the front door with no attempt at secrecy and took it back to our break room, which is not visible from the street. He took off his jacket and hung the painting on our north wall. Then he wrapped up the smaller painting it replaced. Both he and Pamela were wearing dark slacks. Pamela put on his jacket, pulled the hood up, walked out the front door holding the second painting in front of her face, loaded it in the van, and drove to the gallery.

Sarajane met her there. We figured Pamela’s pursuer must not know where she was living, or he would have gone directly to the B&B.

As soon as the pantomime had gotten Pamela on her way, George Jenkins put on a different jacket and hat, one he had used as padding for the painting he was lending us. Aunt Nettie stuffed Pamela’s own jacket and  hat into a large plastic bag. George and Aunt Nettie went out the back door. She was to drive him down various Warner Pier streets and alleys, making sure no one was following them, then deliver him and Pamela’s jacket to the back door of his shop.

I left the question of Pamela staying in Warner Pier up to Sarajane. I was only a bystander, after all. But I breathed a sigh of relief as she left. Pamela was away from TenHuis Chocolade, and I hoped she wasn’t coming back.

I wasn’t due to meet Joe for dinner until six thirty, so I went into my office and worked on my e-mail. At six fifteen I turned on the lights we leave burning at night and got my coat. This was the one afternoon a week Joe actually occupies his city attorney’s desk—he does other work evenings and during other odd moments—and I was supposed to meet him at City Hall. We had a big evening planned. We were going to his mother’s house for dinner, and the evening had the earmarks of being an important occasion.

Joe’s mom, Mercy Woodyard, had invited Joe and me and our good friends Lindy and Tony Herrera, but not their kids. Mercy’s boyfriend, Mike Herrera, mayor of Warner Pier—who happens to be Tony’s dad—was also to be there.

As I said, Warner Pier is a small town, so we had overlapping relationships with all these people. As mayor, Mike Herrera was Joe’s boss. He dated Joe’s mom. Lindy Herrera and I had been close friends since we were sixteen, the year we both worked as summer counter girls for TenHuis Chocolade. Lindy had married Mike Herrera’s son. Tony Herrera had been a friend of Joe’s since high school. Joe’s mom was the proprietor of our town’s only insurance agency, and Mike Herrera owned three restaurants in Warner Pier, so both were members of our small business community. Lindy was  catering manager for her father-in-law. If you drew a diagram of how we were all related by friendship, blood, work, and marriage, it would look like something a fouryear-old scribbled with crayons.

We all saw a lot of one another, but neither Lindy, Tony, Joe, nor I could remember being invited to an adults-only dinner at Joe’s mom’s house. After all, Mike Herrera owned three restaurants. If we all got together it was usually in one of them. And if this was an informal family gathering, why weren’t Tony and Lindy’s three children included?

Something was definitely up.

Mike and Mercy had each been widowed for a long time, and they’d been seeing each other at least three years. They maintained separate domiciles, but they’d taken the occasional trip together and they frequently were in each other’s homes quite late. Like all night. As their adult children, we were careful not to ask too many questions.

Anyway, tonight’s dinner had all the atmosphere of a formal announcement.

We were all happy about it, at least outwardly. In fact, I think Tony, Lindy, and I were all thrilled and pleased. But Joe’s reaction to the invitation had been—well, not exactly unenthusiastic. Cautious might be a better term.

“It’s going to mean big changes for me,” he said.

“Why?”

“I’ll have to quit my city job,” he said. “Nepotism. Mike can’t hire his stepson.”

“Mike didn’t hire you. The city council did.”

“Yeah, but Mike proposed my employment. There’s already been a lot of talk about it around town.”

“But you’ve worked like a dog for the city! You can’t quit because of gossip.”

“It’s not because of gossip, Lee. I think Mike is a good mayor. I’d like to see him serve at least one more term,  to get his economic development program under way before he leaves office. I’m afraid that he’s going to say he won’t run again, rather than let me resign.”

I thought that over. “Well, it’s only a part-time job, Joe. The boat shop is doing better financially, and my salary at TenHuis Chocolade has improved. We can get along without that job.”

Joe laughed. “I’m not unemployable. Several law firms—and even the FBI—tried to recruit me out of law school, you know!”

“I can’t see you as an FBI agent. You’re too antiestablishment.”

“A city attorney is part of the establishment. I guess I’ve been converted. Anyway, I can find another job of some kind.”

“Part-time?”

“Maybe it’s time to think about something full-time.”

If Joe took a full-time job, he’d have to sell the boat shop, and he loved the boat shop.

I had asked more questions, but Joe didn’t want to answer them. He had said his ideas were too vague to talk about. I had dropped the matter. For then.

Now I remembered the discussion as I locked the shop’s door behind myself. Joe is a man of many virtues, but he has one fault. He keeps things to himself. This can be quite annoying to a wife, but I had resolved not to nag. I’d learned that when Joe has a problem, he wants to turn it over in his mind. After he works it out, he explains. I was hoping he’d explain soon.

TenHuis Chocolade is three blocks from the Warner Pier City Hall. The sun had gone down long before, of course, but Warner Pier is perfectly safe any time of the day or night. I decided to walk over to meet Joe.

I had moved from Dallas to my mother’s hometown  only three years earlier, and so far I found the Michigan winters stimulating. It was nice to walk past the Victorian buildings of Warner Pier. The temperature was dropping toward the teens, but I had a ski jacket, a knitted hat, wool pants, boots, and gloves. And, unlike Texas, Michigan has little wind. I took deep breaths of the cold air and felt myself relax.

Warner Pier City Hall occupies a charming Victorian house with a wide porch. I didn’t climb onto the porch; I knew the main public entrance would be closed, though there were a couple of cars—a nondescript sedan and a flashy SUV—in the slots set aside for visitor parking.

I followed a sidewalk around to the side, to a door marked POLICE DEPARTMENT. That door is also locked after five o’clock, when 9-1-1 service is taken over by the sheriff’s dispatcher, thirty miles away in the county seat, and the lone patrolman on duty is out in his car. But the door was close to Joe’s desk; he would hear me knock.

The Warner Pier PD isn’t protected with bulletproof glass or a fancy electronic security system. After all, there are only four members of the department, five if you count the secretary who doubles as the daytime dispatcher. Hogan Jones, Aunt Nettie’s husband, is chief over three patrolmen. This might seem to be a comedown for a man who retired as one of the top detectives in the Cincinnati, Ohio, Police Department. But Hogan seems to enjoy the slow pace of Warner Pier law enforcement.

The door to the WPPD has a heavy glass panel in its upper half, and inside the panel is a Venetian blind. After hours that blind is closed. But that evening the blind was still open. In fact, there were lots of lights inside. Was something going on?

I pulled on the door, and it swung open. No one had  locked up. That was odd, but it didn’t necessarily mean anything, I told myself. Hogan could have simply lost track of the time.

I walked into the small entrance area. I could see the entire police station from there. Hogan’s office door was closed, and the rest of the place was deserted. Even the door to the one little holding cell stood open, and I could see the empty bunk inside.

I shrugged. Then I walked through the swinging gate that signaled that callers should halt by the reception desk, and I turned down the short hall leading to the little room where Joe has a desk.

The room was too small to be an office. It was more like a storage closet. It was strictly utilitarian—metal desk, tile floor, computer screen. Joe’s desk was littered with papers, which meant he wasn’t through working. He always filed things away and made neat stacks before he left.

There was no one in the tiny space, no Joe at the desk.

I tried the door that led to the city clerk’s office and the other offices toward the front of the building. It was locked.

I went back into the police department. Where was Joe? If he had to leave, why hadn’t he called me? If the police station had shut down for the day, why wasn’t the door locked? Should I call Joe’s cell phone?

The only closed door was the one to Hogan’s office. Could Joe and Hogan be in there? But why? They were friends as well as shirttail relations, and they frequently talked, but I’d never known them to do it behind closed doors. And I wouldn’t have expected them to leave the outer door of the police station open when the main office was empty.

I walked over to the door and listened. I heard the rumble of a voice, then an answer from a different voice.  I couldn’t make out the words, but there were definitely two guys in there.

I felt relieved. They must be having some sort of bull session.

I gave a perfunctory knock. Then I turned the handle and threw the door open. “So y’all are hiding in here! Don’t you know it’s time to go home?”

I was facing a completely strange man. He was tall and completely bald, with a face that looked as if he had lost a dozen bar fights. I’d never seen him before in my life.

Then I realized that Joe and Hogan were in the office, too. And so were two other strangers—city guys wearing dressy dark overcoats. They were big guys.

Five big men were packed into Hogan’s minuscule office as tightly as I’d pack thirty-two Dutch caramel bonbons into a one-pound gift box.

I was gaping, and all five of the men were gaping wider than I was.

Three of us spoke at once. “I’m sorry!” I said.

“Oh, hell!” Joe said.

“Hi, Lee.” That was Hogan.

The strange men kept quiet, but Joe, Hogan, and I again began to talk at the same time.

I said, “I didn’t know I was interpreting. I mean, interrupting!”

Joe said, “I forgot we were going to dinner at Mom’s!”

Hogan said, “We’re still tied up.”

The big ugly man turned his back on the rest of us and studied a hall tree in the corner of Hogan’s office. If he was trying to be inconspicuous, it didn’t work. There was nothing on that hall tree but a heavy and extremely unattractive navy blue jacket with WPPD in bright yellow letters on the front and back.

The two men in city clothes also ducked their heads  as if they were trying to look inconspicuous. All I could see of them were neatly trimmed heads—one dark, one fair—and a set of extremely bushy eyebrows on the darker man.

I barely gave them a glance. The big ugly man’s behavior was so odd that I couldn’t help staring at him. “I’ll wait at your desk, Joe,” I said.

I turned and stepped out of Hogan’s office, closing the door. But it reopened immediately. Joe followed me out and closed the door behind him. Firmly. He took my arm.

“I’m sorry I interrupted,” I said. “I heard y’all talking . . .”

Joe was frowning. “Not your fault. I should have remembered you were coming and called to head you off.”

“Head me off?”

“Right. I can’t leave. You’ll have to give my excuses.”

“Give your excuses? But, Joe, this is your mom who called a big meeting of the clans. I’m just an in-law!”

“Sorry. But Hogan wants me to stay.”

I was dumbfounded. Joe’s work as city attorney has nothing to do with crime. His main function is to look over city policies and ordinances to make sure they’re legal. Hogan enforces the law, not Joe.

“Joe, what is going on?”

“Nothing, Lee. Hogan just wants me to sit in on a meeting.”

“I’ll tell your mom you’ll be late.”

“No! I don’t think I’ll be through here for—Well, it could be midnight.”

“Midnight!” If I sounded exasperated, it was only because I was exasperated. “You can’t bow out on this family meeting. It’s too important to your mom.”

Joe’s face looked like thunder. “It’s not because I’m not interested, Lee. You’ll just have to represent us.”

Before I could marshal a new argument, he was moving me toward the outside door.

“Joe!” I protested, but he kept moving me along. “Joe, your mom is not going to like this!”

We were at the door, and Joe swung it open. “Sorry, Lee. I can’t come.”

I was outside. The door closed behind me.

Then it abruptly opened again. About three inches. Joe spoke through the crack. “Don’t tell anyone about this.” His voice made it an order.

Then the door slammed shut. I heard the lock click. I pressed my nose against the glass.

Joe closed the Venetian blind in my face.

If I’d been amazed when I walked in on the private meeting, that was nothing to the way I felt now. My husband had thrown me out. Into the dark.

I considered picking up a rock and tossing it at the window, but all the rocks were covered with snow.

Who the heck was the bald guy? He might be a criminal of some sort. He had the face for crime—beat-up and mean. He had the build for crime—husky and muscle-bound. He also seemed about as dumb as most criminals are. Staring at Hogan’s uniform jacket was about the stupidest move I’d ever seen.

And who were the guys in city clothes? Why had they ducked their heads?

I stared at the cars in the visitor spots. It was easy to match them with the visitors inside Hogan’s office. The flashy SUV went with the ugly fellow, and the nondescript Buick with the guys in city coats. Both vehicles, I noted, had Illinois tags.

I considered throwing a rock at one of the cars, too, but instead I stomped all the way back to the shop, getting angrier with each stomp. I was completely oblivious to what was going on around me. If there had been any traffic in downtown Warner Pier at six thirty on a February evening, I might have walked in front of a truck. Luckily, the only vehicle that passed was some supersized SUV. I stepped right in front of it, but the monster paused to give me the right of way.

I could simply have murdered Joe. His mother didn’t want me at this big family meeting. In-laws were invited as a courtesy. Mercy and Mike wanted to talk to Joe and Tony, their sons.

How could Joe do this to me? How could he do it to his mother?

But Joe understood the whole situation, I reminded myself. If he couldn’t leave the meeting in Hogan’s office, it must be something important. But what was more important than his mother’s plans for her life?

I was still mad when I got into my van. I slammed the door so hard I nearly broke the window out. I turned on the ignition and gunned the motor loudly. I shot out of my parking place.

What was I going to tell Mercy?

When I got to the corner I turned toward Dock Street, the most direct route to Mercy’s house. I automatically checked out the spot where the Georgia vehicle had been parked. At least that car had moved.

As I went by the end of our alley, I glanced down it, toward the shop. And there, under the light over our back door, I saw Aunt Nettie’s blue Buick.

Oh, yikes! Aunt Nettie was back at the shop. Was something wrong?

I decided I’d better check. I threw on my brakes, backed up ten feet, then turned into the alley. I drove slowly. Aunt Nettie’s car was square in my headlights.

And so, I realized, was Aunt Nettie herself. She was at the back door of the shop, fumbling with the door. As I watched she shoved at it frantically. But it didn’t open.

I stopped about twenty feet away, opened my door, and stepped out.

“Aunt Nettie? What’s up?”

“Lee!”

“Yes, it’s me. Did I frighten you?”

“I hardly know.”

Aunt Nettie was squinting in the headlights, and I saw that she was holding something. A bottle. She had it by the neck, and she was holding it upside down, almost as if she was ready to use it as a club.

“I was just checking to see if anything was wrong,” I said.

Aunt Nettie made a sound I can only describe as a hysterical giggle. “Wrong?” She giggled again. “Oh, what could be wrong?”

“Well, you’re standing there holding that bottle as if you’re ready to attack.”

“It’s too late for an attack.” Aunt Nettie used the bottle to point with. “Look!”

I followed the line of the bottle. There, wedged between our Dumpster and the wall, was a lump. A large lump.

And it was a lump outlined with what looked like polyester fur.

I edged toward the mass. It was a person. A man was lying on the icy asphalt of our alley.

My nerves jumped all over. “Oh, no! I’ll call an ambulance!”

“I think he’s beyond an ambulance,” Aunt Nettie said. “I think he’s dead.”

I ran back to the van, grabbed my cell phone, and called 9-1-1. Aunt Nettie stood silently as I told the dispatcher about finding the man in the alley. She said she’d have the Warner Pier patrol car there within minutes.

“Please page Chief Jones,” I said. “He’ll want to know. His wife found the man.”

“Do you recognize him?” she asked.

“Recognize him?” I repeated the words. “I haven’t looked that closely.”

Aunt Nettie spoke then. “It’s that detective,” she said. “That one who came looking for Pamela.”

Then she dropped the bottle. It shattered into big shards of glass.
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whose blue ribbon has slipped through Phylliss fingers

more than once.
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