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  Chapter 1

  
  




A Bitter Review

The lavender macarons sit in perfect rows on their vintage silver tray, their delicate purple shells catching the afternoon sunlight that streams through the greenhouse windows of The Secret Garden Tea & Treats. Clara Bloom adjusts her butterfly brooch—a cheerful blue number she picked specifically to match today’s “Fall’s Surprise " themed tea service—and steps back to admire her handiwork.

“They look divine, Clara,” Mavis Wakefield declares, bustling past with a three-tiered serving stand loaded with cucumber sandwiches and lemon curd tarts. At seventy-two, Mavis moves with the efficiency of someone half her age, her silver hair pinned in its usual no-nonsense bun. “Though I still say you’re wasting your time trying to impress that dreadful woman.”

Clara sighs and glances toward table seven, where Victoria Sterling sits alone, her laptop open beside a barely touched pot of Earl Grey. The food blogger’s reputation precedes her like a storm cloud—sharp tongue, sharper pen, and a blog called “Sterling Standards” that can make or break a small business with a single scathing review.

“She requested our signature lavender macarons specifically,” Clara murmurs, smoothing her lavender cardigan. “Said she’d heard they were ‘attempting something ambitious for such a quaint establishment.’”

“Ambitious?” Mavis snorts. “Your macarons are better than anything they serve in Boston. That woman wouldn’t know good food if it danced on her tongue wearing tap shoes.”

Inspector Whiskers, Clara’s imposing gray Maine Coon, emerges from beneath table three where he’s been charming tourists with his amber eyes and magnificent whiskers. He pads over to Victoria’s table and sits, fixing the blogger with an unblinking stare that Clara has learned means trouble.

“Whiskers, come away from there,” Clara calls softly, but the cat remains statue-still.

Victoria looks up from her laptop, notices the feline audience, and frowns. “Is that sanitary? Having a cat roaming freely in a food establishment?”

“Inspector Whiskers is our official greeter,” Clara explains, approaching with the macaron tray. “He has excellent instincts about people.”

“I’m sure he does.” Victoria’s tone suggests she finds this anything but charming. She examines the macarons through her designer glasses, then selects one with the care of a bomb disposal expert. “Local lavender, I assume?”

“From the Meadowbrook Farm just outside town. Organic, of course.”

Victoria takes a small bite, chews thoughtfully, then reaches for her laptop. Her fingers fly over the keys with disturbing intensity. Clara catches a glimpse of the screen: “Overdone. Dry. Poisonous to the palate…”

Heat creeps up Clara’s neck. Forty years of teaching middle schoolers has given her thick skin, but seeing her beloved macarons dismissed so cruelly stings.

“Perhaps you’d enjoy our rose petal cookies instead?” Clara suggests. “Or our honey lavender scones are quite popular—”

“I think I’ve tasted enough.” Victoria closes her laptop with a sharp snap. “Though I will say, the atmosphere is… authentic. Very… rustic.”

The way she says “rustic” makes it sound like a communicable disease.

Mavis appears at Clara’s elbow with a fresh pot of tea, her knuckles white around the handle. “Perhaps madam would prefer somewhere more suited to her refined tastes? I hear the highway rest stop has excellent vending machine fare.”

“Mavis,” Clara warns quietly.

Victoria’s smile is razor-thin. “How refreshing to encounter such… provincial charm. It will make for colorful copy.” She stands, gathering her purse and laptop. “I’ll be publishing my review tomorrow morning. Do read it—I think you’ll find it quite educational.”

She sweeps toward the exit, her heels clicking sharply against the greenhouse’s flagstone floor. Halfway to the door, she stops suddenly, pressing a hand to her throat.

“Are you alright?” Clara hurries over.

Victoria’s face has gone pale, then faintly green. “I feel…” She sways, reaching for a nearby chair. “Something’s wrong. Very wrong.”

The laptop slips from her fingers, clattering to the floor as Victoria collapses. Her breathing becomes rapid and shallow, her eyes wide with panic.

“Call 911!” Clara drops to her knees beside the blogger. “Mavis, call them now!”

Other patrons gather around, murmuring in alarm. Inspector Whiskers sniffs delicately at Victoria’s fallen purse, then looks up at Clara with an expression that distinctly says, “I told you so.”

Victoria’s lips move weakly. Clara leans closer to hear.

“The macarons,” Victoria whispers. “Poisonous… really poisonous…”

Her eyes flutter closed just as the distant wail of sirens begins to echo through Ivywood Hollow’s peaceful streets.

Clara stares down at the unconscious woman, her mind racing. Around them, the gentle sounds of the tea room—clinking china, soft conversation, the whisper of turning pages—seem suddenly ominous.

In her leather-bound notebook, tucked safely in her cardigan pocket, Clara had written this morning’s favorite quote from Agatha Christie: 

“The impossible could not have happened, therefore the impossible must be possible in spite of appearances.”

Looking at Victoria Sterling’s still form, Clara has the sinking feeling she’s about to discover just how possible the impossible can be.
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Stirring Up Trouble

The Secret Garden Tea & Treats has been transformed into a crime scene, complete with yellow tape that Inspector Whiskers keeps trying to duck under. Clara watches from her kitchen doorway as Officer Jake Harrow photographs the overturned teacup and scattered macarons, his young face creased with concentration.

At twenty-eight, Jake still has the eager-to-please air of someone relatively new to law enforcement in Ivywood Hollow, where the most exciting crimes usually involve Mrs. Eelman’s prize-winning roses being mysteriously pruned or teenagers sneaking into the old cemetery after dark.

“So, Mrs. Bloom,” Jake says, consulting his notepad with the solemnity of someone handling a matter of national importance, “you served the victim—excuse me, the patient—your lavender macarons at approximately 2:15 PM?”

“That’s correct.” Clara fidgets with her butterfly brooch. “She specifically requested them.”

“And you made them yourself?”

“This morning, yes. The same recipe I’ve used for three years.” Clara’s voice wavers slightly. “Jake, surely you don’t think—”

“Just covering all the bases, Mrs. B.” Jake’s attempt at official sternness crumbles into his familiar, slightly flustered smile. “Though I gotta say, if your baking was deadly, half the town would be six feet under by now. My mom still raves about those chocolate croissants you made for the church bake sale.”

Mavis emerges from the greenhouse proper, her face stormy. “They’ve taken our entire display case, Clara. Every last pastry, sealed up in little bags like evidence.” She glares at Jake. “Young man, I hope you realize you’re depriving the good people of this town of their afternoon treats based on the word of a woman who wouldn’t know fine cuisine if it performed Shakespeare for her.”

“Ma’am, I understand your frustration, but—”

“Do you know what that dreadful creature wrote about the Riverside Inn last month?” Mavis continues, building steam like a kettle on the boil. “Called their shepherd’s pie ‘an insult to both sheep and shepherds.’ The McGraths have been serving that recipe for forty years!”

Clara notices Jake scribbling furiously. “Mavis, perhaps we shouldn’t—”

“And don’t get me started on what she said about young Jasper’s cream puffs at the Whisk & Ladle. ‘Tragic pastry attempting to be French but achieving only farce.’ The boy cried for a week!”

“Jasper Whitmore?” Jake looks up. “The pastry apprentice? How did he take that review?”

“How do you think? He was devastated.” Mavis’s expression softens slightly. “Poor lad came here yesterday, practically begging Clara to put in a good word with that Sterling woman. Said a positive review from her could change his whole career.”

Jake makes another note. Clara feels a chill that has nothing to do with the October air.

The tea room’s front door chimes, and Dr. Patricia Webb enters, still in her emergency room scrubs. As Ivywood Hollow’s only full-time physician, she’s known for her brisk efficiency and her complete inability to make small talk.

“Jake, Clara.” Dr. Webb nods curtly. “I thought you should know—Victoria Sterling is stable but still unconscious. We’ve run preliminary tests, and there are definite signs of poisoning.”

Clara’s knees go weak. “Poisoning? But that’s impossible. My ingredients are all fresh, organic—”

“I’m not saying it was intentional,” Dr. Webb says quickly. “Could be anything from an allergic reaction to accidental contamination. We won’t know more until the lab results come back.”

“What kind of poison?” Jake asks, pen poised.

“Too early to say. Could be plant-based, chemical, even food-borne. We’ve sent samples to the state lab.” Dr. Webb glances around the cheerful greenhouse with its hanging ferns and vintage teacup displays. “I’d recommend keeping this place closed until we have answers.”

Clara sinks onto a nearby stool, her mind reeling. Three years of building her dream tea room, of creating a cozy haven for book lovers and tea enthusiasts, and now it might all come crashing down because of one horrible woman and her vindictive reviews.

Inspector Whiskers appears at her feet, winding around her ankles with a purr that sounds like a miniature engine. Clara reaches down to scratch behind his ears, grateful for the comfort.

“There’s something else,” Dr. Webb continues. “Victoria was conscious briefly in the ambulance. She kept mumbling about a fountain pen. Said someone took it.”

“A fountain pen?” Jake looks confused.

“She’s a writer,” Clara says slowly. “Always uses this expensive-looking fountain pen. Vintage, with mother-of-pearl inlay. I noticed her using it when she was taking notes about the macarons.”

“Could be important,” Jake muses. “If someone poisoned her and then took evidence…”

“Or she could have been delirious,” Dr. Webb points out practically. “Poisoning affects the brain. She might have been talking nonsense.”

The door chimes again, and Hazel and Dot Carmichael shuffle in, their matching purple cardigans and concerned expressions making them look like elderly bookends. At eighty-three and eighty-five respectively, the sisters run Ivywood Hollow’s most efficient information network, disguised as a weekly knitting circle.

“Oh, Clara dear!” Hazel rushes forward with surprising speed for someone using a walking stick. “We heard the sirens. Is it true about that awful blogger woman?”

“Poisoned right here in your lovely tea room,” Dot adds with the sort of ghoulish satisfaction only the very elderly can achieve. “We always said that woman would come to a bad end.”

“Now, ladies,” Jake begins, but Hazel waves him off.

“Don’t you ‘now ladies’ us, Jacob Harrow. We’ve been keeping an eye on things in this town since before you were born.” She fixes him with a steely gaze. “That Sterling woman made enemies everywhere she went.”

“Like young Jasper,” Dot adds helpfully. “Saw him leaving here yesterday evening, red-faced and muttering something about showing her who makes ‘tragic pastry.’”

Clara’s heart sinks further. Poor Jasper—barely twenty-two, full of dreams about opening his own bakery someday, and now the sisters’ gossip network has him


















OEBPS/851504d17daf47eefd0e8686c79d4dd153b7bb32_smallRaw.jpg
' The Murder & Macarons Cozy Mystery Serles

(@ATH“ﬁ?N SVMR:LETS















