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      Some of the recipes in the bonus pages contain alcohol and gluten. Pregnant women, elderly persons, underage people or those with allergies or a compromised immune system should be careful about eating certain foods and imbibing alcoholic drinks.  Neither the authors nor the publisher claim responsibility for adverse effects resulting from the use of homemade recipes, ingesting alcohol and/or dietary information found within this book.

      Please eat and drink responsibly.
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      “Those who dream by day are cognizant of many things which escape those who dream only by night.” -Edgar Allan Poe
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        “He who is not contented with what he has, would not be contented with what he would like to have.”—Socrates
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          BY VERONICA CLINE BARTON

        

      

    

    
      It was slippery climbing up the wet, cobblestone walkway of the Sleepy Hill Cemetery this morning. I was on my way to join the mourners gathered to pay their respects to my dear friend and former employer, Mrs. Amelia Crowe.

      Amelia had taken me into her service ten years before, ironically in this very same cemetery. I’d come a long way since then. The quiet, shy girl raised in the animal refuge had spread her wings.

      I tightened the belt of my black, tailored trench and adjusted the brim of my hat as I stood, greeting the town’s people who had come to honor the woman who had reigned over the Rockford social scene for so many years. I made introductions to Amelia’s two surviving relatives who stood at the front of the sitting area, but from their arrogant, bored stance, I didn’t think they would remember anyone’s name.

      When the chapel clock chimed noon, we took our seats under the protection of the marquee that had been set up to ward off the rain. The drip-drip-drip sounded mournful, drowning out the whispers of those gathered.

      As the service began, I focused on the blue, enameled vase that held the ashes of my beloved employer from my seat in the back row. It sat regally on a pedestal, surrounded by baskets of white roses, her favorite. The setting was poignantly beautiful, I was sure Amelia would be proud of the arrangements.

      When the music stopped and the reverend began his sermon, my mind drifted off, thinking about how my life had changed from the time I first met her. I’d walked thousands of miles since that spring day ten years ago, coming to love the town and life I had grown into. I didn’t want to leave…
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        * * *

      

      Rockford is a quiet town on the central California coast. It has its Main Street complete with a distinguished library, Morgan era bank, posh-cuisine eateries, an authentic Irish pub where everything turned green on the seventeenth of March, and numerous, retail shops catering to the beaux-mondes in town who bowed to the latest moment’s fashion and home décor trends for their ‘see me’ pics on social media.

      Flags proudly wave from the porch posts of the Victorian-era homes in the historic district to remind us of our patriotism, and latest cause.

      Amelia’s home stood front and center in the district. Her husband, Harry, had made his fortune as an aerospace engineer who pioneered the design of the sleek rockets that shot off from the southern California coast at Vandenberg.

      Harry came from an affluent family who flaunted their son’s achievements. They set him and his young wife up in an opulent home on Rockford’s finest street in the nineteen-fifties. Harry was the genius in the family, but Amelia reigned as queen.

      She was head of the women’s league, served on the school board, and sponsored numerous, philanthropic events. By all accounts, they had a happy marriage—at least as defined by the times.

      Harry traveled often and was immersed in his scientific projects. He was home most weekends to attend the cocktail parties and dinners Amelia had dutifully arranged, bringing local celebrities and government officials into their well-to-do, social circle.

      They traveled to Europe once a year and always had the latest Cadillac in the drive. Harry passed away from a massive heart attack when he was forty-six. It was an unexpected death, but a generous life insurance policy and well-padded, family trust fund ensured Amelia’s continued reign as queen of Rockford society.

      Amelia and Harry had two daughters, Harriet, the eldest, named after her father; and Elmira. Harriet, known as Poppie, was a wild child who sprouted in the hippy-dippy days of the sixties and seventies, ironically marrying the yacht club heir from a few towns north who was known to be fond of whacky tobaccy and assorted pills to speed you up and slow you down.

      They both died as drug-addled alcoholics before their fiftieth birthdays. It was fortunate for them really; they had burnt through their family trust funds and heavily mortgaged their home.

      Poppie had two children, a boy, Sam, who died in a surfing accident when he was sixteen, and a daughter, Meghan; a lazy girl who grew into a lazier woman, marrying the local stud whose claim to fame was downing shots in the bars by the docks.

      They lived paycheck to paycheck, or I should say, handout to handout, with a teenage son, Brad, in the mortgaged home of her parents that Amelia had paid off for them. They rarely visited her, angry she refused to support them in the style they thought they were owed.

      Daughter Elmira remained single, blossoming as a local artist and proprietor of a wildlife refuge. She cared for the unwanted and ailing animals in the community that had been displaced by Rockford’s expanding real estate developments or injured by the occasional oil slicks of modern man’s coastal drilling.

      Foxes, wildcats, and flocks of birds were the usual inhabitants of the Painted Lady Animal Refuge, with the occasional sea lion, pony, or buffalo who needed nursing or a temporary place to rest their fins and hooves.

      Elmira was a recluse who preferred her animals to humans. She had rare contact with Amelia in her later years. She died tragically; eaten by a lion she had taken in from an abandoned movie set. It was at Elmira’s funeral where I had first met Amelia. I had been a foster child, reared by Elmira and her refuge assistant, Kate, since I could remember. I felt close to the animals I had been raised with. I knew what it was like to be a refugee.

      Amelia had a soft spot for Elmira’s animals and funded the expenses of the Painted Lady so that it could continue its operations. Kate became the main keeper of the refuge, and I was surprisingly offered a position as Amelia’s assistant. I remembered the day I entered the grand house of the eighty-year-old matriarch.

      The dark wood floors were covered with luxurious, wool rugs and runners in brilliant colors from the orient. Beveled mirrors and windows bounced the sun rays across the rooms of the old house, giving a kaleidoscopic play of lights against the walls and furniture.

      “Come on in, Makara. The sea air is chilly this afternoon.” She shuddered, beckoning me into her elegant home.

      Amelia was still a beauty, her silver hair coiffed in an elegant twist, pinned in place with a jeweled comb. Strands of pearls wrapped around her neck. She wore one ring, a massive, pear-shaped diamond set in platinum. Its brilliance dazzled my eyes as I stepped inside.

      “Is it real?” I whispered, leaning in for a closer look.

      “Quite real, Makara. I don’t tolerate anything fake in my home. Life’s too short to settle for imposters. Best to do without if you can’t have the real thing, don’t you agree?”

      “I had lots of riches living with the animals at the Painted Lady. Miss Elmira let us roam free on the grounds with plenty of food and water and shelter. We had the best of care and never did without.”

      “As it should be, my dear, but you’re not with the animals any longer. I will teach you about the finer things in a genteel, human society. You have fine features….” She walked around me, inspecting me from head to toe. I stood up straight, not knowing what I should do.

      “Thank you. Miss Elmira told me I was a lioness, destined to rule her kingdom. The animals always obeyed my commands. I suppose it is time to expand my boundaries.” I gave Miss Amelia an impish grin.

      “You did quite well at the community college; you have a nose for business. I want to involve you in my charitable projects to help run them. You’ll meet Rockford’s finest and not so finest. I think with the proper guidance, you’ll take over the helm quite nicely. That is, if you’re prepared to put in an honest day’s work.” She stood tall in front of me, her eyes gazing deeply into mine.

      “I’m not afraid of work, Miss Amelia. When do we begin?” She smiled and took my hand.

      “This afternoon, Makara, but first we’ll take tea. Tell me, black or white, clotted cream or jam first?” She giggled as she saw my confused stare. “We have loads to learn, I see.”

      My education into the world of Amelia Crowe began, with first things first. The protocols, manners, and genteel discussion topics of the societal mavens were drilled into me from day one. I learned what fork to use first (start left and go right); how to hold a porcelain teacup (no extended pinky fingers); and the art of starting an engaging conversation (light, uplifting topics, let your guest speak, and most important of all, listen).

      Clothes may not make the woman, but they certainly can give one a boost. My refuge wear of jeans and tees were soon replaced with bespoke, linen shirts and tailored slacks. I was taught the fine art of accessorizing—leather belts and silk scarves became my trademark, coupled with a few pieces of fine silver and gold jewelry. My shaggy, brown hair was cut at a sharp angle and straightened, highlighting my deep, brown eyes flecked with gold. I transformed from the girl running through the fields to a well-attired, director in training of Amelia’s philanthropic projects.

      Through the years, with Amelia’s guidance, I navigated the wealthy circles of local and international organizations. I was a quick study, learning who-was-who and the financial means of all. It turns out many so-called elites had little money left in their coffers; drained by years of extravagant spending and entitled living.

      I quickly learned when to prune someone from our benefactor list, my social shears honed for a clean cut. Phonies and fakes were not allowed to remain, no matter how much they pleaded and cried. Placement on our list was not to be taken lightly. Amelia’s philanthropic portfolio was in the tens of millions. Exclusion often meant financial ruin to those who had been foolhardy.

      Meghan and her son, Brad, would visit once a year during the holidays, her drunken husband remaining at home. They barely noticed me during their short stays, treating me as a lowly servant to fetch their drinks. They fawned over Amelia with sugary niceties that quickly turned sour once they realized they would not be getting extra funds added to their allowance.

      I made sure their coats were close to the entry when they departed, making for a quick exit for false promises to ‘see you soon’ and air kisses devoid of contact. Amelia always stared out the door for a few moments after they left, clenching her pearls with her diamond-ringed hand. She’d quickly shake off any qualms of sadness or regrets, smiling at me as we went back into the parlor to resume Amelia’s one true passion, jigsaw puzzles.

      Her puzzles were not ones you could buy at a retail store, but custom creations from a California photographer who specialized in capturing scenes along the coast. She loved the dramatic coastlines with their cliff-lined shores. The rugged beauty against the blue hues of the ocean was breathtaking, bringing my aged employer and me hours of entertainment. We would sit for hours sometimes, piecing together the scenes and sipping a glass or two of sherry.

      We often took trips to the locations in the puzzles, relishing the fresh air and beauty in person. We’d walk along the cliffs or beach walks, pointing to features we admired in the puzzles. Amelia pointed out details I had overlooked, filling me with a new wonder and appreciation of the California coastline she loved so much.

      During this past year, Amelia’s health had taken a turn for the worst. We still made time for the puzzles each evening, but the sojourns to the coast had become more infrequent. I cherished each visit we did make, taking her frail hand in mine as we walked and viewed the scenes that had given our evenings such pleasure.

      “You’re a good woman, Makara. Elmira would be proud of her ward. You’re very much like her, you know.” I looked down at her and smiled.

      “Thank you, Amelia. She threw me in with the animals to learn how to survive. I think you’re right; I am very much like her. We both chose our paths.” I kissed her wrinkled cheek, noticing the twitch when my lips brushed her skin…
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        * * *

      

      “I’d now like to ask Amelia’s companion and director of her philanthropic endeavors, Miss Makara Cherrywood to come up and say a few words.” Reverend Jeremiah motioned for me to come up to the podium, jarring me out of my trip down memory lane.

      I made my way up the main aisle, nodding and smiling at the townspeople, friends, and the two family members who were salivating for the next step, the reading of the will.

      Amelia had prepped me well for this next phase. Like the lioness her daughter Elmira had once called me, she had refined my senses, and my ability to go in for the kill.

      “Reverend, thank you. Amelia Crowe loved the town of Rockford. Her spirit, enthusiasm, and generous programs…”

      “Will be sorely missed. Now if you will excuse us, family matters await.”

      I looked up from the podium, shocked by the insolent interruption by Amelia’s great-grandson, Brad. He and his mother, Meghan glared at me, daring me to take issue with them. The audience gasped, agog that this display of rudeness would arise at the funeral of one of its social mavens.

       I took a deep breath and glared back at the offensive relatives for a moment, ruining their brief display of crassness. To be honest, I was not surprised by their outburst. I knew what I was dealing with.

      “I apologize for the blatant disrespect shown to Ms. Amelia and to you. Raw emotions sometimes erupt at sorrowful times. Thank you for understanding and for your kind thoughts and words.”

      I walked over to the marquee entrance to bid adieu to the guests who had come to pay their respects. Meghan and Brad remained seated, frantically whispering to Amelia’s attorney, Winston Clark. I could see their anger erupting. It was not going to be a pleasant afternoon. I kept focused on thanking the departing guests. I could only imagine the gossip around the tables this evening. When the last guest left, I went over to the podium to collect my purse.

      “How dare you treat us like that, Makara. We’re Amelia’s family, not you. This entire gathering was pure show. You’re just trying to get people to believe you deserve a piece of Amelia’s estate. You’ll get nothing,” Meghan hissed. Winston stepped in between us and shook his head.

      “Meghan, please. You must stop this. It’s not the time or place. Makara did a magnificent job putting this gathering together. It was Amelia’s wish.”

      Winston looked at me and gave a quick nod of appreciation. We had become friends over the years; in addition to being Amelia’s personal attorney, he also dealt with legal documents for her honorable projects. He wiped his refined brow with a handkerchief. I could tell he was dreading this afternoon too.

      We drove separately back to the house. I shifted the gears of my vintage, Alpha Romeo Spider, enjoying the rolling in of the marine layer along the coast. I breathed in the mist from the ocean through my open window, relishing the musky, salt spray.

      A murder of crows passed overhead, bringing a smile to my face. I was quite familiar with the flocks along the coast. They had often taken shelter at the Painted Lady.

      Pigeons, seagulls, and crows thrived at the refuge, indulging in the plentiful food and engaging in playful avian warfare. They had taken me under their wing when I was sad, lifting my spirit to the sky where they roamed.

      I pulled into the driveway of Amelia’s house and slowly drove into the garage. I stole a few moments to towel off my beloved convertible, using the time to calm my nerves before I met the vultures inside. I giggled, thinking of the bird analogy but in retrospect, Meghan’s hands did resemble talons and Brad’s nose was rather beak shaped. I prepared myself for the pecking I was sure to receive.

      I had arranged for an afternoon tea to be served for the reading of the will in the parlor. I knew Winston would appreciate the tasty offerings. He had taken tea with Amelia and me many times over the years. I made sure there was ample brandy and whisky included in the offerings for Meghan and Brad. I had a feeling cucumber and chicken salad sandwiches weren’t going to be their first choice.

      Cecilia, Amelia’s housekeeper had arranged the bounty of flower arrangements tastefully around the elegant room. The floral aroma was a subtle perfume that reminded me of my aged friend. For just a moment, I thought I saw Amelia sitting on the settee by the fire. I jolted when I heard Meghan, Brad, and Winston enter the foyer. Meghan’s cackling voice could be heard throughout the first floor.

      “Of course, Amelia would choose to have her service on the rainiest day of the year. My hair is ruined,” she hissed, jerking off her raincoat and throwing it at Cecelia. Brad was about to do the same, but Winston grabbed it and handed it gently over to the blushing maid’s arms. She hurried down the hallway, anxious to escape the toxic vibes of Amelia’s relatives.

      “I thought we’d have tea and do the reading of the will in the parlor. The fire has made the room quite toasty. It’ll take the chill out of your bones.” I smiled and gestured for them to join me.

      “The first thing I need is a brandy. Pour me one, Makara. A large one,” Brad barked, brushing against my arm as he went to stand by the fire. There was no mistaking his disdain for me.

      “Make it two, and don’t be stingy with the liquor. Amelia’s not here.” Meghan pulled her scarf over her shoulder, giving me a hateful glare. I poured a generous serving of the amber liquor into the cut-glass snifters and handed them to their ungrateful hands.

      “Winston, what may I serve you?”

      “I think I’ll stick with tea, thank you, Makara.” I smiled at him as I took a cup and filled it with our favorite, orange spice blend. I plopped in two lumps of sugar and gave it a quick stir, handing it to him.

      “There are sandwiches and sweets here if you’d care for something to eat before we get started.”

      “We’re not interested in the mini sandwiches, Makara. Winston, please proceed with the reading,” Meghan commanded, taking a seat in the wingback chair by the window. I noticed her snifter was almost empty.

      Winston shrugged but did fill a plate with the tea sandwiches before he sat down at the table Amelia and I had used for our evening puzzle time. He pushed his cup of tea and sandwiches to the side as he fished through the briefcase on his lap, pulling out a folder. He spent a few minutes glancing at the documents, taking sips of his tea in between reading the pages.

      “We don’t have all day, Winston. Mother and I have an appointment at the Gerard estate this evening. We’re thinking of buying it.” Brad smirked, walking over to his mother to take her snifter over for a refill. It seems both were quite thirsty this afternoon.

      “Just a moment, Brad. I want to make sure I have everything in order.” Winston looked at him over his reading glasses, giving him a hint of a frown.

      I had seen that look before. Brad rolled his eyes, oblivious to the diss as he refilled the brandy snifters. If they kept drinking at this rate, Winston and I would have to peel them off the floor. Just as he took a seat in the chair beside Meghan, Winston tapped the papers on the table and looked at us.

      “Right, let’s go through this. This is the last will and testament of Amelia Crowe. Everything is in order and up to date in accordance with her wishes and directives. I…”

      “Just how up to date?” Meghan sneered.

      “As of last week. Your grandmother was meticulous in keeping her accounts in order. Now, if you’ll let me continue…”

      “Was she really of sound mind? Most people over ninety are ga-ga. If you’re coverin’ something up…”

      “How dare you! Amelia was one of the most astute people on this planet. If you’d visited her more than once each year, you’d know that.” I steamed, clenching my fist.

      “Makara, Brad, please. Your great-grandmother was of an extremely sound mind, Brad. In fact, she suspected you might bring up the question of her sanity. I have a notarized statement from her physician. She was as sharp as a tack.” Meghan and Brad glanced at one another and huffed. They were going to use any excuse to contest the will I feared.

      “Just give us the bottom line, Winston. You can bet our attorney will be going through every line to check things over.”

      “Meghan, I welcome your attorney’s review. I have copies of the documents you may take with you. Per your request, Meghan, I’ll get straight to the bottom line. Amelia left the bulk of the estate to you and Brad.” The mother and son gave each other a high five.

      “How much?”

      “I’ll get to amount in a minute, Brad. There are other provisions. Amelia left her faithful maid, Cecelia, an annual stipend of forty-thousand dollars to be paid until her death.”

      “Forty grand a year to the maid? We’ll see about that.” Brad hissed.

      “You can see all you want, it’s a valid bequest. The next beneficiary is Makara.”

      “Me? I wasn’t expecting anything, Winston.” I set my teacup on the table and clasped my hands on my lap.

      “You’re to continue to manage the philanthropic programs, Makara, and receive a salary of two-hundred-thousand dollars a year.”

      “Absolutely not. Mother and I are disbanding the charities. We won’t be needing Makara’s services any longer. In fact, you can pack your bags and leave the house immediately.” Brad looked at me with hatred in his eyes.

      “I’m afraid it’s not your call, Brad. Amelia was quite clear with her instructions. Further, there’s no need for Makara to pack her bags. Amelia has left her the house with everything included.” Meghan jumped up from her seat when she heard this. I was in shock.

      “She has no right! This house and everything in it is mine. Amelia was my grandmother.” She threw the cut glass snifter into the fireplace. Glass shattered across the floor.

      Winston looked over at me and shook his head, returning a stern look to Meghan.

      “The cost of the snifter will be deducted from your portion of the trust. Sit down, Meghan, you’re wasting my time.”

      She started to argue but followed his order when Brad grabbed her hand and pulled her down. I could see the veins in Winston’s neck throb.

      “As I was saying, Meghan, you are to receive a trust fund in the amount of two million dollars. Brad, your trust fund is in the amount of one million dollars, payable on your twenty-fifth birthday.” This time, Brad and Meghan jumped up from their chairs, each of them enraged.

      “Two million, that’s it?”

      “I need that money now, not when I’m twenty-five.”

      “Both of you, sit down, now!” Winston boomed. Brad and his mother took their seats. “Amelia’s will is iron clad, take it or leave it. I have one more bequest and that is for the continued support of the Painted Lady Animal Refuge. They will receive an annual stipend to cover the operational expenses. Makara, you will have the responsibility to add the refuge to the philanthropic distributions.”

      “Of course, Amelia loved supporting the animals.” I smiled.

      “The final directive of the will is this. Tomorrow morning the three of you are to take a chartered plane and fly out over the coast to scatter Amelia’s ashes over the water. Before you object, you must do this in order to inherit. If any of you are not on the plane in the morning, you forfeit your portion of the bequests. The persons on the plane will receive the forfeited share.” We jumped when a log slid in the fireplace, sending sparks spiraling up the flue.

      “We’ll be on the plane to do this ridiculous spreading of the ashes, but mark my word, as soon as we land, we will meet with our attorney and contest this rubbish. This house is worth twice the amount of the trust funds. By the way, where is my grandmother’s diamond ring? I demand it be turned over to me!” Meghan screamed. Winston stood and poured another cup of tea.

      “You can turn a hundred lawyers loose on this will. It’s solid. As to the ring, it was cremated with Amelia’s remains. It’s in the pot of ashes that was delivered to the Rockford airport for tomorrow morning’s flight.”

      “How could she? The ring is priceless.”

      “It was her ring.” Winston smiled for the first time since the reading of the will began.

      “You just wait. Something is extremely off, and I believe you’re both complicit. As soon as we dump those ashes, our attorneys will be investigating both of you.” Meghan gave me and Winston a menacing sneer.

      “That’s enough, I think you both should leave. You have no right to say anything vile about me. I was by Amelia’s side for the past decade. You know nothing about her. Go, now. I will see you in the morning at the airport.” I gripped the back of my chair, my heart beating wildly.

      As Meghan and Brad brushed past me, he stopped for one last smear.

      “We’ll leave now, Makara. Don’t get to attached to this house, you won’t be here long.”

      “I’d leave now, Brad, before Makara files harassment charges against you. I’ll be glad to do so on her behalf.” Winston stepped in between us. For a moment I thought they’d come to blows.

      “Come on, son. We’ll let the lawyers handle them.”

      Brad finally backed down and followed his mother into the foyer to retrieve their coats. I finally let go of the back of my chair when I heard the front door close, sighing deeply. Winston placed his hand on my shoulder.

      “Don’t let them intimidate you, Makara. They have nothing to stand on if they do decide to challenge the will. It’s airtight.”

      “I’m not afraid of them, Winston. I just hate the way they are treating the memory of Amelia. ‘Dump the ashes?’ It was all I could do to not clobber them. I had no idea Amelia was leaving me the house. I guarantee you, I will cherish it, unlike those two louts.”

      “I’m sure you will. Be at the airport on time. Remember, you still have one more task to do before the will goes into effect.”

      I saw Winston to the door and gave him a warm hug of gratitude. I don’t know what I would have done if he had not been by my side.

      Going went upstairs to my room, I pulled out my violin, playing a mournful tune into the wee hours. I was already missing my dear friend and benefactor.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I arrived at the Rockford airport to board the plane with Meghan and Brad.

      When I pulled up next to the hanger, I was shocked to see the plane pulling out onto the runway. Meghan and Brad waved and laughed at me through the passenger window, holding up the blue jar with Amelia’s ashes.

      “Makara, why aren’t you on board? You must be on that plane,” Winston shrieked, running across the hanger.

      “It was taxiing just as I arrived. I wasn’t late. Why didn’t you stop them?”

      Winston’s face went ashen. “They told me you had arrived early and were on board. I didn’t think they’d do something this stupid.”

      Winston smacked the top of his head and started walking in circles. “I can’t believe I didn’t check myself. You won’t inherit anything now, Makara.”

      My heart sank as I watched the plane take off, heading out to the coastline.

      I hugged Winston and walked over to the Alpha Romeo. I decided to drive to the shore and watch the sea.

      Everything I had worked for was gone. The sadness tugged at my heart.

      I drove to Cypress Point, one of the favorite coastal haunts where Amelia and I used to picnic. I stood by the edge of the cliff and watched the endless waves roll in, crashing against the rocks. All I could think about was Amelia and the time we had spent together these past years.

      I looked up when I heard the buzz of a plane engine overhead. It was the plane carrying Meghan, Brad, and Amelia’s ashes. It circled the shoreline a few times. I watched, mesmerized by the scene as the small window on the right side of the plane opened.

      For a few minutes, I stared as Amelia’s ashes floated through the air, swirling in the wind before landing on the ice-blue waves below. It was one of the most beautiful moments I’d ever experienced.

      The plane circled two more times. I could just imagine the cackles going on in the plane. Meghan and Brad would get everything, and there was nothing I could do about it.

      I was walking back to my Alpha when I heard the engine of the plane start to sputter.

      As I turned around to watch, a murder of crows surround the plane like a dark, black cloud. They stuck to it like iron shards to a magnet.

      Before I knew it, the plane was nose-diving into the sea, smoke circling the propellers like an eerie mist. It was like watching a slow-motion film. I reached out my hands, wanting to save them.

      I screamed when the plane hit the water, exploding in a gigantic splash of water and fire.

      The drive back to Amelia’s house was a blur.

      When I pulled into the drive, Winston was standing on the front porch. I made my way up the walkway and fell into his arms.

      He held me as a flood of tears unleashed, my body shaking.

      “There, there. You won’t have to worry about them anymore, Makara. Let’s go inside. I have something to tell you.” We moved to the parlor and sat by the fireplace.

      There was a clause in Amelia’s will that stated in the event of the death of any of the beneficiaries before the distribution of the ashes had been completed, any surviving beneficiary(s) would inherit the entire estate. Winston explained to me that since the plane exploded without returning to the airfield with the urn holding Amelia’s ashes, the distribution technically was not completed.

      In other words, I inherited everything.

      Winston stayed with me, talking through the various clauses of the will and had me sign the final papers.

      By the time we completed the signing, a wave of weariness hit me. I walked Winston to the door and thanked him.

      As I made my way up the winding staircase, I ran my hands along the rich railing, looking down into the crystals of the chandelier in the foyer.

      Smiling, I reached into my pants pocket and pulled out Amelia’s diamond ring, slipping it onto my ring finger. It shined brilliantly.

      You see, when I was picking out Amelia’s final accessories, I just couldn’t bring myself to see the ring destroyed by the crematorium fires. I substituted one of my rings that looked very similar, but of course, had a very faux stone in place of the diamond.

      That night as I slept, I dreamt of the murder of crows I had befriended during my time at the Painted Lady.

      They had taken me under their wing, making me their mistress of crows. They did anything I asked of them. Much like the lion did when he attacked and ate Elmira. You see, I had learned I was Elmira’s daughter, born late in her life, and was not some little refugee taken in.

      She never acknowledged me as such, and that hurt. I think Amelia knew I was her granddaughter, although, she never said anything either—not once, in ten years. I looked down at the ring and smiled.

      This was my reward for being dissed.

      What I didn’t count on was Amelia’s ghost paying me a visit later that night, with a crow perched on her spectral shoulder.

      She was none too pleased. I should have remembered Amelia’s first rule, she would not have any fakes, in life, or in death, most especially when it came to the diamond ring she treasured.

      Alas, my brief reign as the next queen of Rockford came to a tragic end.

      

      Fini
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