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  Introduction



Diabolical (adj.)- devilish, fiendish




In Mystery Most Diabolical, you will visit a darker side of human nature that might make a nice, clean murder seem almost lighthearted. You’ll meet spiteful betrayal, selfish cruelty, thoughtless mayhem. Avarice. Greed. Obsession. And, yes, murder.




Plots will backfire, outcomes will defy expectation, manipulators will be, as Hamlet might say, hoist on their own petard. 




Sometimes good will triumph in circuitous ways. Thankfully.




In these stories: 


	Social media can be downright unsociable

	It takes more than love of art to make a successful gallery

	The rivalry of two sisters takes an unexpected turn

	One misstep can destroy a perfect plan

	Thieves discover just how dangerous knowledge can be

	Being a taker has consequences

	A history lesson leads to theft… and murder

	Are office shenanigans a cover for something more sinister?

	Too many questions can be dangerous

	Many a mystery makes for unusual friends

	Re-gifting isn’t always the wisest thing to do

	The sins of the past have to be repaid

	A mystery has no solution—or does it?

	There is a cost for trying to buy respectability

	A sinister force is rotting the foundations of the university’s English department

	A tradition going back centuries still survives

	Not every new business can survive a sudden death, especially a suspicious one

	Going back again doesn’t always mean happy memories

	Can learning the truth turn love to hate?

	Gardening can be hazardous in the right circumstances

	A wedding doesn’t happen and a honeymoon does

	There’s nothing angelic about this premonition

	It’s a case of poetic justice

	A lawyer and a dog: are they real or just pretense?

	The theater can be both absurd and deadly

	This time, the trick is not a magician’s illusion

	Choosing a new team mascot needs to be politically correct—and profitable

	The key to the solution lies in the context

	Finding an apartment in LA can be risky when you have Mom’s specialized help

	Laughing men and solemn women: it’s all about family and chili sauce

	No one should come between sisters. No one.

	Music-mixes from the past bring sad remembrance and new truth







Happy reading!




Rita Owen








  
  
  GO BIG OR GO HOME

  
  




By Barb Goffman




I slammed the front door shut, tore off my jacket, and stormed into the kitchen. The overhead fixture flickered and buzzed when I turned it on. Then it cast yellow light on our plastic trash can, overflowing with dirty paper plates, empty beer bottles, and those disgusting beets Jamie insisted on buying every Thanksgiving.

“Babe…Jamie, where the hell are you?”

Rubbing her eyes, she plodded from our bedroom, her long, faded T-shirt wrinkled and her blond hair a tangled mess. “What?” 

She’d used her annoyed tone. Well, game on, darling. 

“Notice anything missing?” I held my arms out wide.

“It is six a.m. The only thing I’m missing is sleep.”

“The guys are coming over later to watch the games on our new big-screen TV.”

“So?”

“Do you see me holding a big-ass TV?”

“I see a big ass.”

I narrowed my eyes. “I got in line at the electronics store at three in the morning so I could be one of the first ones in there.”

“I know.” She stretched out that last word. “You made a point of waking me at two-thirty to tell me you were leaving. So, where’s the TV? Too expensive?”

“Nope.”

“Did other Black Friday shoppers beat you to ’em?”

“Nope.”

“For God’s sake, Earl. Spit it out. What happened to the TV?”

“I fought off three guys—and one really tough broad—for one, waited a million years to get to the register, and you know what happened?”

“The suspense is killing me,” she said deadpan.

Why had I married this woman?

“My Visa didn’t go through. It should’ve had enough room for that TV, even after I ordered those new video games last night. Want to explain how that happened?”

She gazed at the water-stained ceiling, drumming her fingers on her arm. “Was it cold out there at three a.m.?”

“What?”

“Was. It. Cold?”

“Of course it was freaking cold. It’s almost December.”

“Are you cold now?”

What? “No.”

“You’re welcome.”

“What?”

“They were gonna shut off the heat, so I paid the bill. You’re welcome.”

I punched a wall, leaving a dent, then glanced back up to see her walking away, as if we’d finished talking. “Hey. Where’re you going?”

“Back to bed, genius.”

“What are we gonna do for money? Neither of us gets paid for another two weeks.”

She turned around, hands on her slim hips. “I guess you gotta pawn something. I’d offer my wedding band, but we both know that’s worth zilch.” She nodded at a cabinet in the corner. “Pawn some of your guns. Hell, pawn ’em all. It’s not like we need ’em for protection. There’s nothing here worth stealing.”

I stomped my foot. I hated when she was right. The only other things I could pawn were our TV and PlayStation—I wasn’t giving them up, especially since I didn’t get the new TV—and our computer. I wasn’t giving that up either. I needed to watch porn somehow.

“Fine. I’ll pawn the guns. But we gotta figure out how to make more money.”

She glared at me. “Or you could just stop spending it.” She returned to the bedroom.

Lord give me strength. There was nothing wrong with kicking back after a long shift, having a pitcher or three at the Blue Moon, and tipping that sweet redhead who pretends she doesn’t like me. I pulled a gun from the cabinet, caressing its smooth barrel. I’ll get you back, baby. I promise. 

I needed to score more cash. I’d ask the boss for extra hours, but he didn’t like me, so it’d never happen. More burglaries were an option. Or I could go big and rob a bank. But I’d already done two stretches in the joint, and California has that friggin’ three-strikes rule. Minimum twenty-five years if I got another felony conviction. 

There had to be a less risky way. My eyes landed on our computer. Of course. It was Thanksgiving weekend. No better time to check in with family.

* * *

“You look way too pleased with yourself.” Jamie came out three hours later wearing her ratty robe.

I leaned back in my kitchen chair, our laptop practically smoking in front of me. “I’ve got the solution to all our problems.”

She poured some Kix into a bowl. “This oughta be good.”

I pushed the laptop around so she could see it.

“Facebook? What are you, eighty?”

“Nope. But we know someone who is.”

She scrunched her eyebrows in confusion.

“Someone who’s got me in her will,” I said.

Jamie’s eyes lit up. “Your Aunt Sandy?”

“Bingo.”

She plopped down at the Formica table and started eating by hand, piece by piece. “Okay, I’m intrigued. What’s your plan?”

“I’m gonna cause her to have a heart attack. Or a stroke. Don’t care which. Then when she dies, we’ll inherit her fancy house, all her money, everything. We’re gonna move from this dump to Palm Springs.”

“You don’t even know you’re in the will, not for sure.”

“Who else is the old bat gonna leave everything to? I’m her only living relative.”

“One she hasn’t seen in ten years.”

“So what? She still calls every Christmas. She loves me.”

“Yeah, ’cause you’re so loveable.”

I wonder how much it would cost to get a divorce? I needed a cigarette. I opened the pantry, pulled out a carton. Empty. Damn it. I threw it back on the shelf and pulled out another one. Nearly empty. I needed to kill the crone fast just so I could afford more cigarettes. I lit up, took a deep puff, and felt the relaxing wonder that is nicotine flowing through my veins.

Calmer, I returned to the computer.

“So, how are you gonna get Aunt Sandy to drop dead?”

I smiled and started typing again. “I’m gonna kill her with kindness.” 

* * *


Sandy Dunn Findlay

Good morning. I hope you all had a wonderful Thanksgiving. I spent yesterday at my dear friend Helen’s. She was so kind to make everything low sodium because of my high blood pressure. I’d like to send her a thank-you gift basket. Can anyone recommend a mom-and-pop shop here in Palm Springs that sells nice ones? I want to spend my money locally.




Lydia Taylor

On The Mark does great baskets. Wine, chocolate, gourmet foods. They’ll make up whatever you want.




Penny Pachter

I get gift baskets from Bristol Farms all the time. They make them with wine and cheese. And they deliver. What’s not to love?!




Earl Dunn

Can’t go wrong with Amazon, Aunt Sandy. They have everything and ship everywhere!




Mary Mulford

Don’t buy from Amazon, Sandy. They’re taking over the world. You want to shop local.




Sandy Dunn Findlay

I do want to shop locally. That’s what I asked for. Local references.




Earl Dunn

Aunt Sandy, check out Man Crates. They can send booze. Jerky. Canned meat. They’re based outta San Francisco.




Mary Mulford

Man Crates? Why would you shop at a place like that? If you’re going to order from far away, you can’t go wrong with Harry & David, based in Oregon.




Sandy Dunn Findlay

No, no, no! I want to shop locally. Helen likes wines and cheeses. Or chocolate-covered fruit might be nice. Not jerky.




Bella Bainbridge

If you’re going to buy jerky, why have it shipped 400 miles? For cripes sake, go to Walmart!




Sandy Dunn Findlay

I DON’T WANT JERKY. I simply want to order a nice gift basket from a local shop. Why aren’t people reading my post carefully?




Jamie cackled, reading over my shoulder. “You’re gonna go to Hell, Earl.”

“I never did do well with reading comprehension.” I laughed, typing another suggestion on Aunt Sandy’s Facebook page. “Or following directions.”

* * *

The next morning, freshly hungover, I opened Facebook again. Gotta love that Aunt Sandy posted regularly.


Sandy Dunn Findlay

I’ve signed up to sponsor the cutest corgi, Sugar, who’s staying at my local animal shelter while she waits for her furever family. Until then, I’ll donate $100 monthly toward Sugar’s care. I wish I could adopt another dog—I miss my sweet McNeil so much—but at my age, with my health issues, that’s not feasible. Helping Sugar will be the next best thing!




Penny Pachter

That’s wonderful. I love dogs!




Helen Wiley

That shelter’s a blessing. They offer low-cost vaccines and spay/neuter services. Before I retired, my clerk volunteered there. She always shared the cutest pictures of cats, dogs—even rabbits and guinea pigs. They all were available for adoption.




Earl Dunn

I’d rethink adopting another dog at your age, Aunt Sandy. I understand why you’d want to. McNeil was a wonderful dog. But it wouldn’t be fair, taking in a new pet, considering your health. You wouldn’t want the poor thing to need to be rehomed after it’s gotten attached to you.




Lydia Taylor

Yay for Sugar! And good for you for helping her.




Bella Bainbridge

Sandy, I’m surprised at you. Adopting a dog at your age. Earl Dunn is right. That wouldn’t be fair. Why, you might up and die any minute now. Sorry to be blunt, but that’s just the way I am.




Sandy Dunn Findlay

I’m not adopting Sugar! I’m only sponsoring her until she finds a new home.




Mary Mulford

You should check your HOA rules before you bring Sugar home. They might not allow dogs at all. A lot of them are very strict. Too strict, in my opinion. I don’t know why you live in an HOA community in the first place.




Bella Bainbridge

HOAs are the worst. Just a bunch of busybodies wanting to control your life. 




Sandy Dunn Findlay

I’M NOT ADOPTING SUGAR! I’m only sponsoring her, which I said in my post, for goodness sake. (And the people who run my HOA are nice.)




Earl Dunn

That’s smart that you’re not gonna adopt her, Aunt Sandy. You shoulda made that clear before.




I slapped my thigh, laughing. “Look.” I shoved the laptop so Jamie could see the screen. “She just put an angry face on my last comment. Her blood pressure must be through the roof.”

Jamie set down her coffee and scowled while reading the comments.

“What’s wrong?” I said. “It’s workin’.”

“You’re pissing her off too much. What if she gets so angry that she writes you outta the will?”

“Never gonna happen.” I got up to grab a beer. Hair of the dog. “I’ve just gotta keep fanning the flames on her page. Before you know it, she’ll be six feet under and we can sell that mansion of hers and move somewhere better.” 

I took a big slug while Jamie kept reading. 

“That dog she’s sponsoring worries me,” Jamie said. “A hundred bucks a month. Plus she’ll probably be giving a lot of money away in the next few weeks to charity.”

“Damn, you’re right. She always was way too generous around the holidays. Well, not with me—I deserved those gifts, though it has been a while since she’s sent any—but with other people, who don’t deserve it, the old bat’s too kind. I’ll never understand giving money to folks who don’t know how to make ends meet without relying on charity or the government.”

Jamie laughed. “Like you know how to make ends meet.” 

“What the hell are you talking about? Who could be more enterprising than me? Did or did I not pawn all my guns yesterday, plus my leather chair.”

“Pawning stuff was my idea.”

“Well, I’m the one who did it. Man, I loved that chair. Kicking back with a beer, watching The Fast and the Furious. Ain’t nothing better. Now it’s gone.”

“Money down the drain,” she scoffed. “We only finished paying the damned rent-to-own store last month. We musta paid more in interest on that chair than you got from the pawnshop.”

“We needed money, and I got it, so stop complaining. Besides, who came up with this plan for a windfall?” I nodded at the computer. “Me, that’s who.” 

“The pawnshop dough’s only gonna last so long, with how you spend. What are we gonna do for money till the old lady croaks?”

“You still look awful nice, darlin’. You could try stripping again. That place out by the airport has a bunch of older gals.”

“Older!” Her eyes bulged.

“Don’t get your panties in a bunch. I still think you’re fine, but you gotta admit, you’re not in your twenties anymore. Or your thirties.”

“Neither are you, Earl. And don’t use that word around me. Panties. I hate it.”

“Whatever. So, what about stripping?”

She groaned and pointed at the computer. “Keep typing!”

* * *

I spent part of Sunday checking out Aunt Sandy’s photos on Facebook, as well her friends’ pages. Helen was a retired judge who lived next door. Penny was an attorney who lived on the other side. All their husbands were dead, and the three biddies lived side by side in their fancy houses. Bet there were a lotta relatives out there waiting for ’em all to croak, so they could literally spread the wealth.

Aunt Sandy had been mysteriously quiet all day. Maybe I’d already driven her over the edge. Chuckling, I scrolled to her last post from yesterday.


Sandy Dunn Findlay

My pants are snug after all that wonderful turkey, mashed potatoes, and pumpkin pie on Thursday, plus the leftovers Helen insisted I take home with me. (Thank you, Helen.) I’m thinking I should change my diet a little bit. Maybe cauliflower would do the trick. I keep seeing it mentioned everywhere. Cauliflower rice. Cauliflower pizza. Cauliflower mac and cheese. Cauliflower hummus. I’ve never been a big fan of cauliflower, but it seems to be all the rage. If you have a simple, yummy recipe, please let me know. But keep in mind that I’m not a good cook. I can burn cereal, if you get my drift. I need to keep things simple.




Things had rolled along nicely for Aunt Sandy for an hour after she posted. Several people had responded with recipes she probably could make without burning down the house, which I approved of, since that house was soon gonna be mine. But her weight-loss plan worried me. The healthier she became, the longer it would take to get my inheritance. So, I’d waded into the discussion. 


Earl Dunn

Jamie makes cauliflower all the time. Her specialty’s breakfast hash. It’s real easy. First you fry up a buncha bacon. Then saute onions, cauliflower, and peppers, add some water, cook it till its tender, stir in garlic and chives and cook till it smells real good, then throw in a buncha eggs, cover with the bacon, fry it all up for a few minutes, and you’ll have a great cauliflower hash.




The recipe was actually more detailed than that. And Jamie never made it. She never made anything that didn’t come in a can. I found that recipe online. I’d figured giving these vague directions would annoy Aunt Sandy, and I’d been right.


Sandy Dunn Findlay

A “buncha” bacon? How much bacon, Earl? How much of the vegetables? What kind of peppers? Green, yellow? Does it matter? And how many eggs exactly? Oh, why am I even asking? I couldn’t pull this off. It’s way too complicated. I need SIMPLE recipes.




And then, like clockwork, the responses had poured in.


Bella Bainbridge

You can never have too much bacon. I love bacon onion rings. And bacon-wrapped potatoes with cheese on top. Mmmm. And bacon butternut squash. And…




Mary Mulford

Have you tried bacon and bourbon Jell-O shots? Sooooo good.




That lady sounded right up my alley. Why couldn’t she be my aunt?


Sandy Dunn Findlay

I don’t want bacon recipes. Bacon is fattening. I’m looking for simple cauliflower recipes, which I hope will be low-cal.




Geraldine Hughes

My favorite is a bacon brie crescent wreath. You need to get two crescent rolls—which you’ll unroll, separating the triangles—cranberry sauce, a wheel of brie you’ll cube, eight slices of bacon you’ll crumble, two eggs, kosher salt, and ground pepper.




Geraldine’s recipe had been even more complicated than the ingredients. After several other people piled on, liking it and making more bacon suggestions, Aunt Sandy responded.


Sandy Dunn Findlay

I’m sorry, but that’s too difficult. Besides it doesn’t sound low-cal. And there’s no cauliflower in it. I asked for cauliflower recipes.




Earl Dunn

You know what’s better than cauliflower? Broccoli. You can take any cauliflower recipe and substitute broccoli and it’ll be low-cal, Aunt Sandy.




Sandy Dunn Findlay

I detest broccoli. The way it smells while it’s cooking—makes me gag. No offense to anyone who likes it, but it’s not for me.




I’d remembered that from my childhood. One year she and Uncle Harold came over for dinner on my dad’s birthday, and we all talked about how we hated the vile weed. It’s about the only thing I’d ever had in common with Aunt Sandy.


Earl Dunn

You’d like it if you had the right recipe. Does anyone have a great broccoli recipe for Aunt Sandy?




And the recipes poured in. Complicated recipes. Probably high-calorie, too, considering all the cheese they included. Aunt Sandy started hitting the angry button on each one.


Sandy Dunn Findlay

Why isn’t anyone listening to me? I DON’T LIKE BROCCOLI! I WANT CAULIFLOWER RECIPES. Things that are easy to make.




Geraldine Hughes

Don’t be afraid of a challenge. I’m sure you can handle these recipes. 




Sandy Dunn Findlay

No, I can’t. I’ve never been a good cook. I don’t want to start now.




Geraldine Hughes

You’re selling yourself short. Just try!




Sandy Dunn Findlay

I DON’T WANT TO TRY! Why isn’t anyone listening to me?!!! It’s like you’re all trying to make me have a stroke. 




Well, surely not all of us. It took a lotta willpower for me not to put a laughing face next to Aunt Sandy’s last comment. I grabbed another beer, then scrolled back to the top of the page. Ahhh. Finally, Aunt Sandy had posted again.


Sandy Dunn Findlay

I’ve just returned from the ER. I got dizzy going down the stairs this morning and fell the last few steps. I’m all right. Bruised but otherwise okay. Thanks to that handy Alexa speaker Helen got me for Christmas last year, I was able to call her without getting up. She and Penny took me to the hospital and stayed with me the whole time. It was my blood pressure again. The doctor increased my medication, and I should be okay.




Hot damn! “Babe! Get in here.”

“What?” Jamie muted The Real Housewives of Timbuktu or wherever the hell it was set. Her ass remained planted on the worn couch.

“It’s working. Aunt Sandy fainted and fell down the stairs this morning.”

She frowned. “I know that’s supposed to make me happy, but it’s hard to feel good about an old woman getting hurt like that.”

“She wasn’t hurt. Just bruised. This time.”

“Maybe this isn’t a good idea, Earl. Maybe we should wait for her to go in her own time.”

“And live on what? There’s nothing left to pawn, and I can’t get any extra work. I’m lucky I haven’t been canned already, considering my boss is such a weasel. ‘Late again, Earl? That’s twice this week.’ I’d like to pop him one.”

“My friend Erica waits tables at the diner. Maybe she’d put in a good word for me. I wonder if they could work around my shifts at Subway.”

“If you’re gonna get another job, you’d make a lot more stripping.”

“I’m not stripping again!”

“You too good for it?”

Her nostrils flared as sunlight spilled through the broken blinds. “I wouldn’t want to risk falling for another great guy like you. I shoulda known the day you tried to stuff that quarter in my G-string that I’d end up living this life of luxury.” She turned the TV’s volume back on.

Typical. She was happy to shoot down my plans but never offered good ones of her own. I had to keep focused. Go big or go home! 

I checked the screen. Aunt Sandy was online now. I clicked video call. A minute later, Aunt Sandy appeared on my screen. She looked smaller than I remembered, with white hair, a whole lotta wrinkles, and a shiny pearl choker around her crepey neck. I bet I could sell it for real cash at a fancy jewelry store, unlike that rip-off pawnshop.

“Earl, what a surprise. You haven’t called me in years.”

“Hi, Aunt Sandy. I saw your post about falling down the stairs. I wanted to make sure you’re okay.”

“I’m just fine.”

“Great!” Yeah, great. 

“You’re looking well. I like that bushy mustache.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I was surprised to find you on Facebook when I tried it out a few days ago.”

“Oh, I love Facebook. Don’t you? I don’t get out much these days. But with Facebook, I can keep up with all my friends so easily. And family, like you. How are you doing, Earl? Keeping out of trouble these days?”

“Sure am. You don’t have to worry about me.”

“I’m glad to hear that. Your father was so disappointed when you went to prison, and then when it happened the second time, it about killed him.”

So Ma said. Repeatedly. But they were both gone now—and hadn’t left me much—so screw ’em. Aunt Sandy’s the only one in the family who’d ever made good, marrying up in the world.

“Tell me the truth, Aunt Sandy. You don’t have to pretend. What did the doctor really say? It didn’t sound good, you falling down the stairs.”

“It’s not good, actually. He said if I have another episode like that, I could have a stroke.”

“Oh, no.” Oh, yes! “You really should try those broccoli recipes. I eat it all the time.”

Her eyes widened. “That’s sweet of you to care so much about what happens to me. I want you to know, you’re mentioned in my will.”

“Really?” I couldn’t avoid smiling. “That never occurred to me.”

She smiled back. “I’m feeling tired. I should go. But I’ll see you online?”

“You bet. Bye now.”

“Bye.”

I hung up and danced around the kitchen. 

* * *

I spent the next few months making her life miserable. When she shared a hilarious meme about women always being late, saying, “I don’t understand why anyone finds this funny,” I explained the joke to her. When she vented about a dog that barked too much late at night, I jumped in with suggestions like “are you sure it’s a real dog and not the TV? Maybe try lowering the volume.” Every day Aunt Sandy posted, and every day I tried my best to be helpful. 

What made it even better was that every time I was helpful, lots of folks jumped on the bandwagon, telling her what to do too. Aunt Sandy kept grousing that she either wasn’t seeking advice or people weren’t providing the advice she’d requested. Inevitably—thanks to me—she grew more and more frustrated, peppering her responses with capitalized words and angry faces. Eventually, I’d chime in with something like “I’m sorry, Aunt Sandy. I was just trying to help. I’m sure everyone is.”

That all culminated in tonight’s post on Aunt Sandy’s page from Helen. She’d found Aunt Sandy dead in her bed that morning. They’d apparently had a system where they spoke first thing every day, keeping tabs on each other. When Aunt Sandy hadn’t answered the phone or called Helen back within an hour, Helen let herself in.

To my surprise, learning Aunt Sandy had finally dropped dead left me a little sad. Tormenting her had become one of the best parts of my life. I hadn’t had so much fun in years. 

After having a celebratory dinner, I reached out to Helen—via Facebook video call; it seemed only right—to offer my condolences and see how I could help, being Aunt Sandy’s only living relative. And heir.

“It’s kind of you to call, Earl.” Sharp brown eyes peeked out from Helen’s platinum-blond bangs. “Sandy spoke of you often.”

“Really?”

“Oh, yes. You made quite the impression on her.”

I fought back a smile. “So, what’s next? Need me to pick out a casket?”

“No. Sandy took care of those arrangements ages ago. You don’t need to do anything but come for the funeral. Afterward, we can talk about her will. I’m her executor. Sandy wanted me to ensure you got everything you deserved.”

“I appreciate that.”

“I’ll message you the details. It will be next Wednesday. Can you get off work?”

“No problem.” First thing in the morning, I was gonna march into my boss’s office and tell that smarmy bastard he could take his job and shove it up his—

“Earl? Did you hear me?”

“What? Sorry. I was distracted, thinking about poor Aunt Sandy.”

“I’m sure. Well, I’ll see you soon. And I’m sorry for your loss. I know you must be devastated.”

“Thanks.”

I disconnected and jumped up. “Yahoo!”

* * *

A week later, after the funeral, we followed Helen’s car back to Aunt Sandy’s house for the reading of the will. Jamie practically swooned as we drove past tall palm trees shaded by mountains. 

“Maybe we shouldn’t sell,” she said. “Just move in and live here forever.” 

“No way. We’ll be able to get a lot more bang for our buck somewhere else.”

Soon we entered a gated community—ka-ching!—with two-story houses with Spanish-style roofs. The inside of Aunt Sandy’s place was even more impressive. The downstairs was one big room with gray walls, stainless-steel appliances, and a gas fireplace. It had nice furniture, too, including a leather chair to make up for the one I’d pawned. This place made our dump look even dumpier.

Helen introduced us to the other two women there, Penny and Lydia, both of whom I remembered from Facebook. 

“I’m Sandy’s attorney.” Penny pushed her glasses up her button nose. “Will readings aren’t required by law, but Sandy wanted us to do this. She made a video for you so she can explain her intentions. I’ve watched it. It accurately represents what’s written in the will.”

I tried to look solemn as we sat on the softest couch in the world. It was damn difficult to pull off.

Aunt Sandy’s wrinkled face appeared on the computer screen. “Hello, everyone. If you’re seeing this, I’ve gone on to be with Harold. I want to thank you, Penny, for all your assistance these last few months, and Helen and Lydia for your ongoing support from this point forward.” She took a deep breath. “And Earl. Thank you and Jamie for coming all the way for my funeral. I’m sure you must be broken up by my passing.”

I nodded, since all eyes were on me.

“Okay,” Aunt Sandy said with a smile. “Let’s get down to business. Earl, you’ve been a huge help to me lately. All those suggestions on Facebook. The unsolicited advice. You probably couldn’t tell they annoyed me just a little bit. But that’s okay.” She waved her hand. “It’s good to get fired up sometimes.” Her smile disappeared. “Except when it isn’t. When you’re eighty-two years old with high blood pressure, you’re supposed to remain calm. I suspect you know that, Earl. You never paid much attention in school, but you’re not dumb. So, I bet you were trying to upset me. Did you want me to have a heart attack so you could get your inheritance sooner? Was that your murderous plan?”

Uh oh.

“Let’s talk about that inheritance. My will—until recently—left you half the value of my Fidelity account. You wouldn’t have been on easy street, but several hundred thousand dollars is nothing to sneeze at. But after you started being so helpful to me, I came up with my own plan. Each time you did something on Facebook to annoy me, I withdrew some of the Fidelity money and put it into a trust, to be administered by Lydia. Money that would have gone to you will now be supporting my local animal shelter, food bank, and public library, among other worthy charities.” She wagged a finger. “Don’t even think about contesting the will or trust. Penny may be older, but she’s shrewd. And Helen, a former judge and my executor, will be happy to attest to my sound mind.”

I eyed the three old broads, who all grinned at me.

“By this point,” Aunt Sandy said, “I’m sure you’re wondering how much is left in that Fidelity account for you, Earl. Here’s the answer: one dollar. I recently revised my will again after you egged people on to annoy me one too many times. Now all you get is a dollar, which you can put toward gas for your long drive home, because you’re not getting this house. It and its contents will be sold, and the proceeds will be donated to a local homeless shelter, where I hope the money will do a lot of good for people who are a lot better than you.”

Son of a…

“But don’t worry, Earl. I left you something else. Money from the trust will pay for a large delivery that will be going to your home every month, as a reminder of my affection.” 

Jamie squeezed my hand, probably hoping, like me, that finally something good was coming.

Aunt Sandy reached out and lifted a bowl up toward the camera. I couldn’t see what was in it, just caught a glimpse of something green. My breath quickened. Was that cash? Then Aunt Sandy tilted the dish, and my world tilted with it. 

The bowl was filled with that vile weed—broccoli. 

Aunt Sandy laughed. “I know just how much you love it.”
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By Peter W. J. Hayes




When Myra looked down from the tiny balcony, everything was exactly what she was looking for. 

Three stories below Lena gazed upward, her shoulder-length raven black hair swept back, her mouth a swath of Ferrari-red lipstick. “What do you think? It’s perfect!”

Just like Lena to answer her own question, Myra thought. 

But the space was perfect, dammit. Myra drank it in. A stretch of blond-oak floor the size of a basketball court. Stripped brick walls. Silver conduit and ventilation runs glittering under movable spotlights. Myra imagined temporary walls arranged in different configurations for each of her openings, customers sipping champagne and nibbling hors d’oeuvres as they drifted from painting to sculpture.

It was completely out of her price range, of course. 

She heard her father’s words, ‘Go big or go home,’ his pet phrase. She remembered the laugh that always followed as he poked fun at himself, and how, over the years, that laugh turned ironic, then mean, and at the end, desperate. 

With no mother to speak of, that phrase was her entire parental legacy.

She turned from the narrow balcony, her hand brushing the protective wrought iron railing. It wobbled, and her heart jumped as she steadied herself on the door frame. Something to fix at the closing, she thought, noting the loose nuts on the railing’s anchor bolts. She descended the narrow, dimly lit stairs to the ground floor.

“Why is that balcony even up there?” she asked, crossing to Lena. 

Lena waved a hand, gold and brass bracelets clattering. “Lots of these old ice houses have them, dear. Just a quick way for the foreman to check inventory. But for you…” She leaned close and placed her hand on Myra’s forearm, her perfume reminding Myra of being sixteen, summer nights and driving with the windows down. “Think of it for your openings. Standing up there, introducing the artist to everyone. It would be so dramatic!”

That’s Lena, Myra thought. The conspiratorial lean-in, her voice rising to an exclamation. She really was the best real estate agent in Manhattan. Myra extricated her arm. “But it’s so expensive.”

Lena waved her hand, bracelets jangling in defiance. “You have to think about it the right way, my dear. It isn’t the selling price, it’s what the property will bring you. The recognition. The credibility.” Again she leaned close, this time her perfume triggering a memory of another summer night, six-packs and swimming in a reservoir with her friends. “Because,” Lena pressed on, “this building proves you’re the best at spotting new artists. People will come to you. They’ll be drawn to you. People will clamor to own the paintings you show here. The price you can charge will skyrocket! Think Haring. Basquiat.”

A cynical voice inside Myra said, ‘as long as they die young.’ 

“And you’ve got Katie Pleury,” Lena crowed. “So young. So fresh!” Her deep brown eyes positively vibrated.

Myra sighed. The ice house was perfect. An 1890s building made hip again, but with a story. Two-foot-thick walls to keep the ice cold, the arched ceiling a masterwork of bricklaying. A place only the kings and queens of the art world could afford. 

“I’ll work the numbers,” Lena confided. “Find a comfortable monthly payment for you.”

Somewhere deep inside, that cynical voice warned Myra against it. But the idea of ownership tingled in her fingers and warmed her skin. She saw herself closing the door to her narrow gallery in Soho, with its temperamental air conditioner and cramped, mildewed back room. 

Right here, she thought, is the chance to stride among giants. To be recognized. Accepted.

“I’ll think about it,” she heard herself say. “I’ll look at your numbers.” Vaguely, she realized Lena was holding her forearm again. She met Lena’s brown, unblinking eyes and felt a charge. 

With a little pat, Lena let go. “Well. This is going to be perfect.” 

Myra had the odd feeling Lena wasn’t talking about the ice house at all. 

* * *

That night, alone in her three-room Staten Island apartment, Myra toyed with her wine glass, the remains of a frozen dinner pushed to one side. The apartment was silent except for the muffled, indistinct sounds of her neighbors. 

All of them living their lives, she thought. Except me. She poured a third glass of wine. The hard thinking about the ice house was behind her. The rational list of pros and cons. She’d teased out how the income from Katie Pleury’s artwork was the key. That, and living rough in the cramped back rooms of the ice house to avoid rent.

She was fine with that last part. Growing up with her father, it was all they did. She remembered the string of creaky second-floor apartments across upstate New York. The bugs, wonky plumbing, and smelly refrigerators. Her father’s drunken, table-thumping rants about his bosses. Her constant fear there might be no dinner.

And the flip side of that memory. The Wood Library in Canandaigua, her after-school sanctuary. The evening she first opened an oversized art book: a retrospective of the Dutch masters. How the portraits transfixed her, each subject gazing at her, seemingly paused in mid-sentence, as if unsure whether to reveal their deepest secrets. She recognized that moment. She’d hesitated for that same split-second while talking to school friends, choosing whether to tell them about her father. Then, an explosion of colors: Van Gogh’s sunflowers and wheat fields, the summer heat bright in his brush strokes. 

The book transformed her. 

She’d only tried to tell one person about that moment, that book. A plague of a memory from sophomore year in college. The start was her roommate, Susan, asking, “Haven’t you ever wanted to screw a guy?” 

Myra mumbling about a boy she dated briefly in high school, and Susan’s yelp of disgust. “No, not high school boys. I mean when you see a guy and right away you blush. Here.” Susan circled her hand in front of her pelvis, eyes greedy. 

Weeks later, her virginity lost to Gary several nights earlier, Myra entwined her legs in his hairy ones. She was finally relaxed about what they’d just done, even warm and happy about it. But blushing? Never in her entire life, and certainly not down there. Yet the moment made her want to confess her discovery in the library. 

“Do you know the Dutch masters?” she asked him.

Silent for several seconds, he finally shifted on the narrow dormitory bed. “You mean Dutch Masters cigars?” 

She heard the word ‘oh’ slip from her mouth, a jabbed-in-the-stomach sound. “Don’t worry about it.” She slapped him playfully on the chest. He misinterpreted that as an advance and slid his hand down her stomach. To cover her embarrassment, she went along with it. 

The next morning—disgusted with herself at letting him have his way—she told him it was over. 

Myra slopped the last of her wine into her glass, checked her phone and saw a new email. Somehow, Lena had talked the seller down another hundred thousand dollars.

Dammit, she thought. Lena’s a killer. How do I learn to do that?

She slugged down her wine and carried the glass, a bit sloppily, to the kitchen. Holding the edge of the counter with both hands, she closed her eyes and swayed. Opened them. 

“Go big or go home,” she said out loud to no one. A funny thing for her to say, she knew. She’d got where she was by scrounging out a college scholarship, hard work, and sacrificing everything for her gallery. Going big was a foreign country to her. Vaguely, she wondered if there might be a cost.

But still. The idea of it. 

* * *

The next morning, groggy from last evening’s wine, Myra dozed as the train carried her to Southport, Connecticut. An Uber deposited her at Katie Pleury’s run-down barn and studio. 

It was ten o’clock, yet Katie still needed five minutes to answer Myra’s knock. Katie’s long hair was flat on one side as if she’d just woken up, the last eight inches bright orange. Her breasts swayed loosely under a paint-spattered T-shirt. She blinked at Myra. “You’re coming today?”

They hugged, and Myra smelled sex and sweat. “I texted last night I was coming.”

“That was last night?” Katie squinted at her. “Then come in.”

Myra followed her to a table near the barn’s largest window. A nearby sink was gorged with dirty dishes. A small refrigerator hummed in the corner, beside a thin Indian tapestry hung as a wall.

“You want tea or something?” Katie shifted on bare feet.

When Myra nodded, Katie placed a kettle on a hotplate and scrounged mugs from the sink. Myra bit back the urge to tell her to shower, brush her hair, and put on a bra. 

She hated how Katie triggered this maternal instinct. She’d never felt the need or wanted to have children, but Katie’s slouch and feeble hygiene riled her. Perhaps because Katie—properly dressed and presented—would look stunning. She had the cheekbones and widely spaced, bright brown eyes to do it.

Katie strung teabags into mugs. Myra told herself for the thousandth time that it was Katie’s talent that mattered, nothing else. 

And what a talent it was. Myra first saw Katie doing performance art at a local arts festival. She’d watched Katie rail against America’s systemic gender inequality and patriarchal fascism, shouting that freedom for women meant subverting all the social and gender norms imprisoning them. How only then could a woman’s true identity break free.

She’d watched Katie get down on her hands and knees, stick her rear suggestively in the air, and slowly, lovingly, as if it was a sexual organ, lick the sidewalk.

Not a prepared sidewalk, the real thing. 

Katie rose to the gasp of the crowd, her arms outstretched like Christ on the cross, and sold all fifteen dolls she had created. 

At two hundred dollars a pop. 

Myra was impressed, by the performance and the dolls. They were naked Barbies, their breasts and genitals painted red, white, or blue. From the mouth of each hung a knee-length, oversized leather tongue studded with grit, broken glass, and chewed gum. No two alike. 

When the crowd thinned, Myra offered Katie her card and asked if she had more dolls.

She did, and for three years, Myra sold that studded tongue as it grew larger, more abstract, shifted onto canvas, and evolved into diptychs, triptychs, and clay creations. It graced a line of T-shirts and ball caps sold through Myra’s gallery and website, under the Mother-Lickers brand (again, Katie’s idea).

Through it all, Katie appeared at countless parties across Manhattan, swilling Southern Comfort and snorting coke like a gun-slinging Janis Joplin. Every time she stuck out her tongue at a photographer, breathless stories followed in the art magazines. With photos.

Until she simply disappeared from the scene.

The kettle shrieked, and Katie slopped water into the mugs. Sat across from her without offering milk or sugar.

“Thank you,” Myra said, searching for the best way to ask about the last eighteen months. 

A voice from behind the tapestry asked, “Who’s here?” A corner lifted, and a young woman ducked out, naked except for panties. As Myra dropped her gaze, she glimpsed luminous white skin and freckles under a riot of ginger curls. She focused on a label sticking out from the waistband of the woman’s panties. It took a moment for her to realize the panties were being worn backwards and inside-out.

“Myra from the gallery,” Katie answered. 

Myra felt the woman staring at her. In her peripheral vision, she watched her slowly scratch one of her breasts. Myra could tell the woman liked making her uncomfortable. 

Katie finally broke the silence. “Eda, you better get dressed. We’re talking money.”

“If I have to.” With a wink to Katie, Eda disappeared under the tapestry.

Myra saw a pixie’s glint of humor flit through Katie’s eyes, but her face turned serious. “You’re wondering what I have to sell, right?” 

Myra nodded, glad to reach sure ground. From the start, Katie always understood the business side of art. “Exactly. I’m almost through your inventory. Just thinking ahead.”

“Figured.” Katie tasted her tea and made a face. She stood and searched a nearby shelf, and Myra, grabbing the opportunity, dumped her teabag on a nearby plate of gnawed pork chops. Katie clumped a bottle of Southern Comfort onto the table and gave Myra a quizzical look.

Myra shook her head. “Too much wine last night. Sorry.” 

“Hair of the dog. I sure need it.” She extracted a glass from the sink, ignored the spots and inside ring, and half-filled it. Before she sat down, Eda reappeared in jeans and a T-shirt, took Katie in her arms, and kissed her on the lips for so long Myra knew she was sending a message. 

Katie disentangled herself, swigged from the glass, and closed her eyes. “Needed that.”

Myra wondered if she meant the drink or the kiss. Or both.

Eda turned to Myra, hands on hips. “Why the visit?” 

Myra forced a friendly smile. “As Katie said, I was wondering if she has anything she’s ready to show.”

“She’s been working hard.”

Myra heard the protective tone in Eda’s voice. “As always. That’s why I don’t need to stop by often.” 

Eda frowned. “The checks keep getting smaller.” 

Myra felt a flicker of annoyance. “Well, my inventory of Katie’s work is almost gone. With less to sell, the checks get smaller.” 

“Oh, for Christ’s sake,” Katie broke in. “I’ve been painting. Big canvasses.”

“Great,” Myra said brightly before Eda could speak. “Anything you’d like to show me?”

“Why the hell not?” Katie refilled her glass with Southern Comfort. “They’re in the shed.”

“Are you sure you’re ready?” Eda’s face was a mask of concern.

“Need to do it sometime.” Katie’s eyes thanked Eda for her worry. 

Myra’s stomach opened. She’d seen this happen with other artists she represented, and it never ended well. Eda was playing the protector of Katie’s emotions and talent, using it to insinuate herself into managing her work. Myra knew Eda would consider her a rival.

Katie rose and led them outside to her studio shed. Inside, she flicked on overhead fluorescents. A long, paint-splattered workbench ran along one side. Large canvasses, eight or nine deep, faced two other walls. 

Katie frowned upwards. “I hate those lights. Shades everything blue.”

Eda touched her arm. “Soon as we have good money,”—she gave Myra a pointed look—“I’ll put in whatever kind you like. LEDs, you tell me.”

“Are these all finished canvasses?” Myra asked, ignoring her. 

Katie thumped her glass onto the workbench. “Yep. Eighteen months’ worth. Plus, I’ve got maybe twenty smaller ones. They’re in the barn.”

Myra was impressed. Despite her carousing, Katie had averaged two canvases a week since she dropped out of sight. She smiled at Katie. “Please, I’m dying to see them.”

Katie nodded, distracted. “I changed direction. I guess I’m played out on the tongue thing.”

“Great.” Myra tried to sound encouraging, but she wasn’t sure she wanted a new direction. The tongue motif sold. Everybody understood it.

Katie nodded to Eda and, together, they leaned four of the largest canvasses against the workbench. They went down the row and turned each so Myra could see. 

Myra’s breath left her. She was back in Canandaigua, turning the page to that explosion of Van Gogh artwork. The colors of Katie’s canvasses were thunderously rich. Deep greens and blues, splashes of red and orange. And something more. She couldn’t put her finger on it. The abstract, encircling shapes and lavish brush strokes reached right inside her. They were feral, yet somehow comforting. “They’re beautiful,” she breathed.

“Aren’t they,” Eda agreed admiringly.

Myra glanced at Katie, who stood to one side, looking embarrassed. The aggressiveness and arrogance of her tongue-themed works was gone. It’s as if she’s revealed herself, thought Myra. Instead of attacking everything around her, she’s opened herself, risked her feelings. Completely.

It took forty minutes to review all the canvasses, including the smaller ones in the barn. There wasn’t a mediocre one among them. When they’d finished, Myra slumped into one of the seats at the table. “Katie,” she breathed, trying to gather herself. “They’re absolutely beautiful. And vital. There’s something alive in them.”

Katie refilled her glass with Southern Comfort. “Can you sell them?” Her words were thick. Myra wondered if it was the alcohol or the idea of losing the paintings.

“Absolutely.”

“We need to talk about that.” Eda tapped her hand on the table. “I went to your gallery. It’s a dump. No way it shows these paintings the right way.” 

Myra started to say something and stopped. She took out her phone and texted Lena. ‘Make the offer,’ she thumbed. ‘Go for it.’

Almost instantly, a text came back: ‘Yessssssssssssss!!!!’

Myra met Eda’s gaze. “I totally agree. Let me tell you about the place I’m buying.” Carefully, and in detail, she described the renovated ice house. She finished with a showcase of photographs from her phone.

Katie looked up from the photos, smiling. 

Space and light, Myra thought. Artists always get it right away.

Eda read Katie’s face and quickly turned to Myra. “We need a new contract.” Her words were sharp, almost angry. “The current one doesn’t work. We need a higher percentage.”

Eda’s use of ‘we’ irked Myra, but in the afterglow of seeing the paintings, she let the sentences wash over her. It was as if the colors and brushstrokes had wrapped their arms around her. “Of course,” she said finally, focusing. “But first, we do a big opening. Get the paintings out there. Create demand.” She turned to Katie. “Money is one thing, but this is going to change you. Your reputation.”

Katie shifted in her chair, and Myra guessed she’d already suspected that.

“New contract before the show,” Eda said sharply. 

Myra didn’t want this argument now, but she knew she couldn’t escape it. She turned to her. “No, Eda, it doesn’t work that way. Katie’s contract gives me right of first refusal on all new works. And I am taking them.” 

Eda’s face hardened. “But there’s an out.” 

Myra waited. She knew what Eda was talking about, but wanted to hear her interpretation of it.

“The contract only guarantees you one show of any new art. Afterwards, if Katie thinks you didn’t make enough money, the contract is finished.”

“Well, it’s not specifically about the money. Yes, I get one show of the new work. After that, if Katie wants a new gallery or contract, it’s up to her.” 

Eda opened her mouth to speak, but Katie was quicker. “That’s fine, Myra. You’ve been fair with me. I trust you. Let’s do the show.”

Eda’s face flushed in anger. 

Myra ignored her and smiled at Katie. “It’s beautiful work. I can’t wait for the opening. I’ll start the PR machine now, put rumors out about your new direction. You should go to parties again. Drop hints. Stick out your tongue. New York will eat it up.”

Katie sat back with a grin. “That I can do.” 

It was only when she was back on the train that Myra understood the attraction of Katie’s paintings. Katie hadn’t just moved past her early work; she’d altered her entire worldview. They were about loving someone fully, of accepting and nurturing them, no matter what. She’d chosen beauty as her weapon against oppression; love as the thing that would save her. 

She sighed. Those canvasses grew from Katie’s love for Eda. She was sure of it. And already Eda was exploiting that love for money. 
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