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The evening air in Pinebrook was crisp, the kind that made breath turn to mist and the lights of Marlowe Hall seem to glow a little brighter against the dark sky. Snowflakes drifted lazily, settling on the historic stone façade and on the polished mahogany doors that opened to a world of glittering chandeliers, polished brass, and the low murmur of well-dressed townsfolk. Inside, the great hall was a sea of navy suits and emerald dresses, each guest clutching a flute of champagne, their laughter echoing off the vaulted ceilings.

Clara Bennett moved with practiced calm through the bustling kitchen, a whirlwind of white apron and steel-toothed smile. The scent of fresh pine and cinnamon swirled through the air, mingling with the faint perfume of winter roses that adorned each table. Her eyes, sharp beneath the soft curls pulled back into a neat bun, flicked from one station to another, ensuring every garnish was immaculate, every platter perfectly aligned.

“Clara, the eggnog is ready!” Maya “Muffin” Alvarez called from the side, her voice bright as ever, a hint of mischief tucked into every syllable.

Clara turned, catching the gleam in Maya’s eyes. “Muffin, you’ve outdone yourself again. Bring it over; I want to give it the final taste before we send it out.”

Maya lifted the steaming pitcher, its surface swirling with creamy swirls and a dusting of nutmeg that caught the chandelier light. She set it gently on the polished oak counter and stepped back, hands clasped together in anticipation.

“Here’s to a night that’ll go down in Pinebrook history,” she declared, raising her own glass of eggnog toward Clara.

Clara laughed, the sound light and genuine. “May it be for the right reasons.”

A chorus of clinking glasses rose in response, the sound mingling with the soft strains of a string quartet tucked into a corner of the hall. The music floated above the chatter, a gentle waltz that seemed to hold the evening together.

The doors at the far end of the hall opened with a soft thud, and a line of figures entered, each one turning heads as they passed. At the head of the line was Vivian Hartwell, the town’s most polarizing philanthropist. Her sleek black dress clung to her statuesque frame, and the glittering diamond necklace around her neck caught the light like a beacon. Her reputation for misappropriating charity funds had made her a lightning rod for gossip, but tonight she moved through the crowd with the poise of someone accustomed to being the center of attention.

“Vivian, darling! So glad you could join us,” Maya whispered to Clara as they watched Vivian glide toward the head table.

Clara forced a smile, the edges of her own composure tightening. “She’s a... crucial guest.”

Maya’s eyes flicked to the pitcher, then back to the woman. “Don’t worry, the eggnog’s perfect. It’s my secret recipe. No one ever leaves the table disappointed.”

A few moments later, the hall fell into a hushed anticipation. The maître d’ lifted a silver tray, announcing, “Ladies and gentlemen, please enjoy a special serving of Clara Bennett’s signature eggnog, crafted especially for tonight’s gala.”

The servers, moving with practiced grace, filled crystal goblets with the creamy concoction. Clara watched, her heart beating a little faster as each guest raised their glass for a toast. Vivian Hartwell lifted hers, her eyes briefly meeting Clara’s before scanning the room with a practiced, calculating gaze.

“To the spirit of giving,” Vivian intoned, her voice smooth and resonant. “May our generosity light the path for those in need.”

A ripple of agreement rose from the crowd. Glasses clinked, and the first sip of eggnog was taken. Vivian swirled the liquid, inhaled its sweet scent, and smiled. She lifted the glass to her lips, took a measured sip, and set it down with a soft clink.

For a heartbeat, everything seemed to hold still. Then, in a flash of motion too quick for the eye, Vivian’s hand slipped from the rim of her glass. Her face, usually composed and immaculate, contorted in a flash of pain. She dropped the goblet, the crystal shattering on the polished floor, and collapsed into a heap on the marble, her body limp, her eyes staring blankly at the vaulted ceiling.

A gasp tore through the hall, followed by a sudden, collective silence. The string quartet screeched to a halt, the violins' notes cutting off mid-phrase, as if the music itself had sensed the tragedy. Murmurs turned into shouts, chairs scraped back, and guests surged toward the fallen philanthropist.

“Call the police! Someone—” a voice shouted, but it was drowned out by the growing panic.

Within minutes, the hall’s grand doors burst open, and the flashing red and blue lights of the Pinebrook Police Department painted the polished wood in urgent streaks. Officer Patel, a seasoned veteran with a no-nonsense demeanor, stepped forward, his badge glinting. He raised his hand, demanding order.

“Everyone stay where you are!” Patel barked. “No one leaves until we’ve spoken to each of you.”

Clara felt a cold sweat break out across her forehead. Her mind raced, replaying the moment of Vivian’s collapse, the scent of the eggnog, the subtle gleam of the star anise she’d added earlier that evening. Maya stood frozen beside her, eyes wide, her hands trembling around the empty goblet.

“Detective Ramirez,” a voice called from the doorway. Luke Ramirez entered, his crisp dark coat contrasting sharply with the hall’s warm tones. He moved with the confidence of someone used to being in control, his eyes scanning the scene, taking in the chaos with a calm, analytical gaze.

“Detective, what do we have?” Officer Patel asked, his tone brisk but not unkind.

Luke stepped forward, his voice low but carrying an authority that commanded attention. “Homicide. Vivian Hartwell, age fifty-three, deceased. No obvious external injuries. Preliminary assessment suggests poisoning.”

A ripple of shock passed through the crowd, the word “poisoning” hanging like a dark cloud. Clara felt a sting of panic. The eggnog—her eggnog—had been the focal point of the night, the centerpiece of her culinary artistry. Could it have been the cause?

Patel turned his gaze toward Clara, his eyes sharp. “Ms. Bennett, we need to ask you a few questions about the drink.”

Clara swallowed, steadying her voice. “Of course, officer. I made the eggnog myself, using my family recipe. It’s a blend of egg yolks, cream, sugar, bourbon, nutmeg, and a dash of star anise. I added the star anise this morning after it arrived from the specialty spice shop. I’d never... I never imagined something like this.”

Maya stepped forward, her voice trembling but resolute. “Detective Ramirez, I can attest—Clara’s eggnog is always flawless. I’ve tasted it countless times. There’s nothing... nothing wrong with it.”

Luke inclined his head, taking in both of their statements. “We’ll need to test the remaining eggnog, as well as the spices and any remaining containers. In the meantime, I’m going to need a full list of everyone who served the drink, and any staff who had access to the kitchen.”

Clara’s mind raced. She glanced at the pantry door, half-open, where a stack of flour bags loomed. In her peripheral vision, something caught her eye—a half-torn scrap of paper fluttering slightly as a draft moved through the kitchen. She forced herself to focus, reaching for the note without drawing attention.

She slipped into the kitchen, the hum of the refrigerator and the faint clatter of pans her only companions. Maya followed close behind, her eyes darting around the cramped space. The note lay on a clean workbench, the ink smeared slightly by the humidity.

“Check the sugar,” it read, the words hurried, the handwriting uneven.

Clara stared at the scrap, her heart pounding. “Who would—”

Maya cut her off, voice urgent. “Clara, we need to get back out there. They’ll start questioning the guests. We have to tell them what we found.”

Clara slipped the note into her pocket, the paper crinkling against her skin. She forced a calm expression onto her face as she stepped back into the hall, where the guests were huddled in clusters, murmuring anxiously. The police had begun cordoning off the area with yellow tape, the red and blue lights casting eerie shadows across the marble floor.

Luke approached, his eyes meeting Clara’s with a mixture of professional concern and something softer, a hint of empathy. “Ms. Bennett, do you have any idea who might have wanted to harm Ms. Hartwell?”

Clara shook her head, her voice barely above a whisper. “No. I... I’ve never seen her at my bakery. She’s always been... distant, I guess. I just... I never imagined this.”

Maya placed a steady hand on Clara’s shoulder. “We’ll get to the bottom of this. I promise.”

Patel gestured toward a small table set aside, where a forensic team was already unpacking evidence bags. “We’re taking samples of the eggnog, the spice containers, and any other items that came into contact with the drink. If there’s a toxin, we’ll find it.”

Luke nodded, his gaze lingering on Clara. “I’ll need you to stay here for now, Ms. Bennett. We’ll be asking you detailed questions about the preparation process, the timeline, and anyone who had access to the kitchen.”

Clara swallowed, feeling the weight of the accusation settle like a stone in her gut. “Of course. I’ll answer everything you need.”

Outside, the snow began to fall more heavily, blanketing Pinebrook in a silent, white shroud. Inside Marlowe Hall, the once-cheerful gala now felt like a crime scene, the festive decorations a stark contrast to the grim reality unfolding.

As the forensic team swabbed the remnants of the eggnog, the sound of a camera clicking echoed through the hall. A journalist from the Pinebrook Gazette, notebook in hand, whispered to a colleague, “This will be the story of the year. The Hartwell scandal finally catching fire.”

Clara felt a surge of humiliation and dread. She thought of her bakery, the warm ovens, the smell of fresh bread, the simple joy of serving a community that loved her pastries. Now, that joy was being tainted by a murder, and the weapon—her beloved eggnog—was at the center of it all.

Maya squeezed her hand again, grounding her. “Clara, we’ll find out who did this. We’ll clear your name.”

Clara forced a nod, the resolve in Maya’s voice sparking a small flame of determination within her. She lifted her gaze to the ceiling, where the crystal chandeliers still glittered despite the darkness of the night. “I’m not going to let this ruin everything I’ve built,” she said, her voice steady now. “I’ll help you find the truth, Detective. Whatever it takes.”

Luke gave a brief, approving smile. “Good. We’ll need every detail you can remember. And Maya—if you notice anything unusual about the spice deliveries or the ingredient inventory, tell us immediately.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
"EGGNOG

AND

«






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





