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(This story takes place between Exposed and Shameless in the Splitsville legal thriller series)

Kenzi held the refrigerator door open to block her guests’ view of what she was doing on the other side. They were busy. They wouldn’t notice. She hoped. Her daughter, Hailee, was showing her sister, Emma, and her assistant, Sharon, a beautiful red and green scarf. Hailee had crocheted it herself—and many others just like it. Did Emma and Sharon realize there was an identical scarf under the tree for each of them? If not, they would soon.

Kenzi opened the bottle and quietly poured the contents into a pitcher. She didn’t know why she was being so secretive. Must be related to some deep-seated insecurity. They all knew she couldn’t cook. But Sharon had challenged her to make the eggnog from scratch, and she could never resist a challenge. She read an online article that suggested it was easy—and then proceeded to give lengthy, complicated instructions about whisking and heating that were completely over her head. Which one of these metal thingies was the whisk? Hailee would know, but she wasn’t going to blow her cover by asking. This ready-to-drink bottle she snagged at Capco even included the liquor. She didn’t have to do anything. But she stirred a little, for show. She even set out an empty egg carton and some cream. 

She put three glasses on a tray and carried them to the living room of her spacious downtown Seattle apartment. “Okay, time to get merry. Eggnog, Kenzi-style.”

Her friends grabbed their glasses. “I feel merrier already,” Sharon said, laughing. Her dark face brightened and she brought the glass to her lips. 

“I normally abstain from alcoholic beverages,” Emma said. She was, as usual, decked out in black Goth attire, though she was sporting a tiny reindeer broach. Did the nose glow? “But whatever. It’s Christmas.”

Kenzi was impressed. Just getting the normally reclusive Emma to a social gathering was no small feat. If Emma actually appeared to enjoy herself, well, the Christmas spirit really was contagious. 

Emma licked her lips. “What’s the liquor in it?”

“What’s the—?” Kenzi froze. It would be too obvious if she went back into the kitchen to read the label. “It’s...rum.”

“Huh. Tastes like some kind of brandy.”

“Well...it’s a...brandy rum.”

Sharon frowned. “That’s not a thing. You’re mixing grape and grain.”

Kenzi raised her chin. “I’m not revealing my secret recipe. Does it taste good?”

“It does, actually.”

“Then what else matters?’

“Hey, where’s mine?” Hailee peered up from her wheelchair, obviously unhappy. Though she could walk in short spurts, she suffered from ME—myalgic encephalomyelitis— which meant she tired easily and had to be careful not to exhaust herself. 

Kenzi shook her head. “You’re only fourteen, dear. I’ll have some eggnog ready for you in seven years.”

“Didn’t you put some aside before you added the booze?” Hailee sat beside their small Christmas tree, which she had decorated with biodegradable, eco-friendly, no Red Dye #3, recyclable, non-plastic ornaments. Probably gluten-free, for all Kenzi knew. “Like that crappy sparkling grape juice you feed me on New Year’s?”

“Sorry. Didn’t think of that.” Because it would be impossible. Because the bottle came with the booze already added. “I can get you some orange juice.”

“Right. Because that’s practically the same thing.”

Kenzi ignored her. “Thanks for coming over, everyone. I know you have other things to do on Christmas Eve. But I thought it would be nice if we all spent an hour or two together before we went our separate ways.” She raised a glass. “I want to propose a toast to—”

“We can’t have a toast,” Hailee said, cutting her off.

“We can if you don't interrupt your mother again.”

“We can’t have a toast because I don’t have a glass.”

“Hailee—”

“Here,” Emma said, “take mine.” She glanced at Kenzi. “Just for show purposes.” Then glanced back at Hailee and winked.

Kenzi frowned. “I feel I’m losing control of this situation.”

Sharon laughed. “Girl, you were never in control of this situation.”

“And I’ve forgotten my toast.”

“Allow me.” Sharon raised her glass. “Here’s to Team Kenzi, the roughest toughest legal team in Seattle. Mistresses of Mayhem. Demons of Divorce Court.”

“With the occasional murder trial tossed in for spice,” Emma added.

“Right. Spice. It’s like...like the nutmeg on this eggnog.” Sharon paused. “There is nutmeg in this eggnog. Right, Kenzi?”

“Umm...sure.” Probably? She had no idea. 

“Did the recipe call for nutmeg? Did you go to the store and purchase nutmeg?”
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