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Spring came early to Adriana Island and Holly Haven. March flourished purple and white crocuses, golden daffodils and satiny tulips in neon reds and yellows. It was now the middle of April, which was showing off with forget-me-nots and fresh pink blooms on camellias and Japanese cherry trees. Ben had almost finished getting the garden ready for the greenhouse seedlings he'd tended through the West Coast's usual wet and windy winter and was chirping about the new vegetable varieties he intended to plant.
I'd have been content to sit on the front veranda and gaze at the ocean or watch blooming apple trees in the orchard while birds defended their territories with song, but in November I'd been elected as a trustee for Adriana. Since then I'd learned that creating an official community plan took a lot of time and gave back equal amounts of frustration. And, because I was still writing Tidelines, the business gossip column in the Adriana Advocate, being Mom to a Samoyed dog and six cats with demanding Siamese voices, my plan to write more short stories was on a burner so far back I couldn't even see it.
I'd just finished putting breakfast dishes in the sink and was looking out the window at the end of the driveway, where three cats sniffed at the cedar shrub that served as their message tree, when the phone rang. I hoped it wasn't Duff, one of the other trustees. We were forever getting complaints about our zoning proposals from some landowner who didn't want his land zoned because he might want to do something different with it some day. Ben and I would be happy raising asparagus and cats forever, but we didn't want to risk having a slaughterhouse next door.
“Holly, dear, are you busy this morning? I need to talk to you.”
My mother-in-law sounded stressed. That worried me; she was usually so calm. “Should I come over?”
“No, I'll come to you. I don't want to have this discussion in front of Norma.”
Maggie had been sharing Norma's house for a year and they were getting along fine. Still, Maggie was eighty-one and Norma in her late seventies. I wondered if was becoming too much for them to take care of a big house, a big garden and Norma's animals.
“By the time you get here, I'll have the morning coffee brewed. If you're lucky, Cal might show up, too.” Maggie and Cal Peterson, our next-door neighbor, had lived together for a while, scandalizing Ben, but now they were back to just dating.
“He had to go to Victoria today,” Maggie said. Cal was the island's Mr. Fix-it, probably buying building materials he couldn't get on Adriana.
Twenty minutes later I heard tires crunching on gravel and went to greet Maggie at the back door. In spite of seeing her almost every week, I was always surprised at her tiny size. Her take-charge attitude – no doubt left over from her days as an elementary school teacher – made her seem much bigger than four feet eleven and a hundred and five pounds.
“So what's wrong?” I asked, as she preceded me through the combination mud and laundry room into the kitchen. I hoped she wouldn't notice the kitchen cupboards needed wiping down. I loved white pine, but it showed every sticky fingerprint.
“Let me say hello to my grandcats first.”
Her eldest grandcat had heard the car, too, and came mincing across the red brick-patterned linoleum on delicate black paws. George, our Siamese/tabby cross, had been King of Holly Haven ever since we'd moved in five years before. He had dark tabby stripes, large green eyes and a Type A personality that made him, in spite of weighing only ten pounds, a force to be reckoned with. He'd been dubbed Georgius Felinus Rex by Ben, who had a passion for Latin and ancient Rome and the name suited his outsized ego and regal dignity. Maggie cuddled him against her chest while he purred, green eyes half-closed in ecstasy.
“You are such a precious,” Maggie crooned. “I wish I still lived here so you could curl up on my pillow at night.” I couldn't help smiling. When Maggie moved here from Moose Jaw, she didn't like cats. Five years ago Ben hadn't liked cats either but now they were both adoring slaves of the resident felines.
George decided he didn't want to be called 'precious' – no doubt preferring 'majestic' or 'awe-inspiring' – and demanded to be put down.
Maggie did as she was told and I followed her into the living room, where our Applehead Siamese seal points, Kaylie and Ming, were napping on the sofa. She gave the two cats a few strokes. They yawned and stretched in acknowledgment. “Is Kaylie still trying to boot George off the throne?”
“She's watching for the least sign of weakness,” I said. Kaylie was dainty and petite, eight pounds of unrepentant terrorist. Ming, thumping in at twenty-four pounds, was a gentle worrier who tried to look after everybody. Kaylie had taken full advantage of that when she birthed her only litter. Ming spent twice as much time with the kittens as she did.
“Where are the kittens?” Maggie asked.
“They're not kittens anymore. They're almost a year old.”
“Well, teenagers then.”
“They went out with Nicky and Ben,” I said. “They're either helping Ben by digging holes in the garden or stalking some unsuspecting creature.”
“Not the hens, I trust.”
“With Mr. Mighty on guard? Never.” Our Leghorn rooster put the run on everybody except Nicky with his thick, white Samoyed fur.
The cat flap in the back door rattled and our three teenagers galloped through the mudroom, sounding like a herd of ponies. They raced down the hall bisecting our house, past Ben's den, our bedroom and bath, then past the stairs that went up to the guest bedrooms, then the door to my den, bounced off the front door as they turned the corner and erupted into the living room. Poppy and Caesar had chocolate points, crossed eyes and kinked tails, like Ming, who was a throwback. Cato, however, was living proof of Kaylie's illicit affair. He was well-named, a talkative politician with blue eyes who kept his pure white fur spotless and followed George everywhere, intent on learning how to put down peasant revolts. Maggie petted them all and, their curiosity satisfied, they completed their circle tour by trotting through the dining room and kitchen, and back outside.
I put out mugs, cream and sugar. “Come and have your coffee and tell me what's bothering you.” Everyone sat at the kitchen table to drink coffee, make plans and gossip. It was the heartbeat of the house and stood, symbolically, at the center of the kitchen.
Maggie sighed as she reached for the cream jug. “Trevor told Norma he's going to sue The Islands Trust to get her property back.”
“That's sickening!” The year before, Norma had deeded her hundred and sixty acres to The Islands Trust for parkland, subject to a life tenancy for herself. Her only child, Trevor, a wealthy, balding surgeon in Victoria, had been trying to get control of the property for several years so he could develop it, which was why I'd got myself elected as trustee. I wanted to make absolutely certain the old-growth forest and sloping meadows were designated as park in the community plan. I didn't want the serenity of the pioneer farm destroyed by hotels, marinas and golf courses.
“I don't think he's actually done it yet,” Maggie said. “But Norma is devastated. She's been feeling low, anyway, ever since the tragedy in January.”
My heart ached for Norma. Barely eight months ago, her son had tried to get her designated as mentally incompetent, hoping to take her land. Then her three oldest cats, Pyewacket, Tigger and Whiskey, had died of feline infectious peritonitis, all within the space of one week in January. The three youngest, Smoke, Doran and Blue Eyes, had escaped the FIP, but I knew Norma was grieving for the others and would for a long time. I still missed my beloved Buddhist cat, Henry, and he'd been gone for more than two years. “Are the cats and BJ still grieving, too?” BJ was Norma's roly-poly long-haired red dachshund, as much enslaved to cats as our Nicky.
“They're getting over it. Smoke is regaining the weight he lost and Doran no longer insists on sleeping with Norma every night. Blue Eyes has stopped clawing the couch.”
Maggie ran her fingers through her short auburn hair. Dyed, of course, much to Ben's disgust, but it fitted her youthful attitude. I found it difficult, now, to believe I'd once disliked Maggie. But that was when we used to visit her in Saskatchewan and she was a rigid authoritarian named Edith. Her husband's death and her own heart attack had brought profound changes, including her name.
“It's Norma I'm worried about,” she continued. “I don't know whether she's physically ill or depressed about the cats and Trevor.”
“Last year, after she got over the pneumonia, her doctor said she was in great shape. Sounds like it's time she saw him again.”
“I've suggested she make an appointment, but she keeps putting it off. She's such a stubborn old biddy.”
“Takes one to know one.” I pushed the plate of shortbread toward her. I only realized how worried Maggie was when she didn't respond to my teasing.
“Holly, I'll look after Norma if there's anything wrong, but I may need help. Would you be able to give me a hand now and then?”
“Naturally! No need to even ask.” It wasn't likely I'd be called on to do much. Norma had lived her entire life on Adriana and many people would be willing to help. Before I could remind her of that fact, Ben came in for his morning coffee, followed by Nicky, looking for anything edible and eager to soak up all the attention he could get.
“Good morning, Mother,” Ben said, giving Maggie a peck on the cheek, “you're looking chipper.”
“I'm perfectly well, Benjamin.” She gave him a sharp look. “You're beginning to show your age, though. I can see gray hairs in your beard.”
“I could dye it,” he said. “Red, so we'd match.”
In spite of the difference in height – Ben was five foot nine – he and his mother did look somewhat alike. Both had blue eyes. Both had high cheekbones and fairly heavy eyebrows. Ben's hair was a sandy blond, like Maggie's before she went completely white. My long, black hair was now laced with so much silver that it almost matched theirs.
“My hair is auburn, not red,” Maggie said.
“Whatever.” Ben poured himself a mug of coffee. “I refuse to dye mine, though. I've earned my gray hair.”
Nicky put his shaggy head in Maggie's lap, gazing up at her with a soulful look that no self-respecting cat would ever deign to use. She buried her hands in his thick white fur and scratched his neck. “Don't remind me of your age, Benjamin. It reminds me all too clearly of my own.”
He sat at the table and reached for a shortbread cookie. “You're out early today.”
I refilled Maggie's mug while she told Ben about Trevor's threat to sue The Islands Trust. “I thought he might just be giving her a bad time for thwarting him,” she said, “but Norma is convinced he means it.”
Ben looked at me. “You haven't heard anything, have you?”
“Not a word. I really don't think he could get a reputable lawyer to take it on. Norma was told by her own lawyer that her agreement with The Islands Trust was rock-solid. I'm sure it was also checked by the Trust's lawyer.”
“Maybe Trevor will get a disreputable lawyer,” Ben said. “If the case goes to court, it could be a real mess. And take forever.”
“That's what I'm afraid of.” Maggie looked worried.
“There's nothing you can do about it, Mother.”
“But Norma's really upset,” Maggie said.
“Sure she is,” Ben said. “But tell her not to worry. Common sense will prevail.”
“I wish I could be that optimistic.” Maggie sighed. “Benjamin, are your hens laying these days?”
“Spring is sprung,” Ben said, “and the eggs are starting to roll again. Want some?”
“Yes, please. But not the little green ones.” We had white Leghorns and Rhode Island Reds who laid normal eggs and tiny Araucanas who laid little green eggs that none of my egg customers were willing to buy. “Are those funny little hens still laying under the blackberry hedges?”
“They are,” I said. If they went broody and raised a family, Nicky would be pleased. He adored herding chicks.
“Don't bad-mouth my Araucanas,” Ben said. “They're the cutest birds around, with those little tufts of feathers on top of their heads.”
I looked at Maggie and shrugged. Soon after we'd moved to Holly Haven, five years before, Ben had acquired the nickname St. Francis of Assisi because he couldn't resist the blandishments of any animal, feathered or furred, a fact I swore was known by every deer, bird and squirrel within a ten-mile radius, not to mention our own menagerie.
Maggie pushed her chair back. “I'd better get some groceries. Nothing has been resolved, but I feel better now that we've talked about it a little.”
“Maybe it's time Norma adopted a kitten,” I said.
“She can have Caesar,” Ben said from the mud room. “That blasted cat snuck in while I was having coffee and buried another dead mouse in my boot.”
“Ben, you don't really mean that.” I don't know why I bothered. We both knew he didn't really mean it.
“See you later, Mother.” Ben went out. I heard the clash of the garbage can lid and then Ben walked by the kitchen sundeck, heading for the greenhouse.
“It's too soon for another cat,” Maggie said.
“A kitten might take her mind off Trevor.”
“It could work, I suppose.” Maggie smiled wryly. “A kitten would be loyal and much easier to deal with than Trevor.”
“They both mark territory, though.”
“Yes, but cats only spray; they don't hire lawyers.”
***
A few days later, I drove to Mora Bay for the trustees' monthly meeting, held in a small room at the Yellow Duck, a sprawling waterfront pub. The room was meant for private parties and, like the rest of the pub, had utilitarian round tables, chairs with plastic-covered pads and insipid paintings of sailing ships on the wall. Outside, sunlight sparkled on the pleasure boats, trawlers and seiners in the marina, and on the rainbow of oily water in the slip where the Victoria ferry docked. I would have preferred sitting out on the deck, where I could listen to water gurgle around the pilings underneath the cedar planks, but if we met in plain view, somebody was bound to buttonhole us about the community plan or the ferry fares or perhaps even their Aunt Susan's lost dog. I gave one longing glance at the spring day, plugged in my laptop and opened WordPerfect, ready to take minutes.
Duff came in, his grocer's smock straining over an ample belly. “Where's Joanna?” He glanced out the picture window. “Oh, there she comes. I'll go and help her tie up.” The third trustee for each island had to be a trustee from another island and, when the sea was calm, Joanna came from nearby Melfort Island in her own little boat.
By the time he was out on the dock, Joanna had secured her runabout and was striding toward him, wearing her usual costume of rubber boots, jeans and plaid shirt. Her grandparents had been the first settlers on Melfort and she'd inherited their farm, where she tended sheep, goats, chickens and a garden. In her early fifties, she was strong and wiry with short gray hair and gray eyes. She gave the impression that she could run the entire country without even getting flustered.
Duff followed her into the room and we sat down. “Here's the mail.” He tossed two legal-size white envelopes on the table. “They both arrived this morning. One's routine and one's trouble. Which do you want first?”
“Let's get rid of the routine one.” Joanna reached across the table and picked up the letters. She opened the top one and read it. “This one, right? Deanna and Peter Perry are applying for permission to cut down trees on their property.”
“That would be Rollin RV Park,” I said. “Five acres, beachfront, on this side of Gordon Bay, across from Norma Brentwood's property.” Deanna Perry was Trevor Brentwood's sister-in-law and every bit as greedy. “What reason do they give?”
“They say the trees spoil the view for their customers.” Joanna handed me the letter. “That sounds like a pile of sheep, uh, droppings.”
“Last fall, Cal Peterson told me that Deanna asked him to fell some trees because she wanted to make money,” I said.
“Profit makes more sense than improving the view.” Duff moistened a finger and smoothed one of his salt and pepper sideburns. “Under the bylaws, no trees more than one foot in diameter can be cut down without our permission. I'm for letting them take down a few at least.”
“I'm against letting them cut any.” Every time I remembered that Deanna had shut an abandoned kitten up without food or water, I wanted to use a power saw on her. “If their customers want a view, all they have to do is walk down a short path to the beach.”
Joanna nodded. “I've seen the place. The Perrys have those RV sites packed in so tight all their customers can see is one another.”
“So what it amounts to,” said Duff, “is they want the cash.”
“Do we turn them down then?” I asked.
“I don't think so,” Joanna said. “It's no crime to want a profit. And it's their property. I agree with Duff that we let them take a few trees down.”
I wanted to delay the evil deed as long as possible. “Let's get Derek to have a look at the property and give us his opinion. There might be a problem with erosion.” Derek Jamison, an ecology student from the University of Victoria, had just begun the inventory of geography, species of flora and fauna, and ecosystems for our community plan.
Duff smiled. “Holly, you're turning into a fine politician. The kid might actually find a good reason for saving some of the trees. That would suit me.”
Joanna said, “He can also mark the ones to be cut on a plan of the property, which will save one of us going out there to look at them.”
“One of us, and it better not be me, should inspect the property after the trees are cut, too,” I said.
“Why not you?” Joanna raised her eyebrows.
“Deanna ran against me in the trustees' election.”
She grinned. “Sore loser, huh?”
“I haven't received any hate mail, but she wasn't happy. She had a very different agenda for what should happen on Adriana, no doubt dictated by Trevor.” I quickly typed in a few notes about the conversation. “Duff, will you talk to Derek tonight?”
“Sure can.” He handed me the other letter.
It was from a lawyer in Vancouver, giving notice of a suit by Trevor Brentwood against his mother, along with the Islands Trust, Ben and me, Duff, Joanna and Ben's mother, Maggie, for the wrongful alienation of his birthright. For a second I felt sad for Norma. Then I was furious. Ben, Maggie and I were getting sued, too.
“What does that sleazy little bastard think he's doing!” I could feel the blood pounding in my face.
Duff reached over and patted my hand. “Trying to get Norma's quarter section back so he can develop it, something he's been salivating over for years.”
“I know that, Duff, but why is he suing everybody in sight? I mean, he might as well name our cats and Nicky, too!”
“Read the rest,” Duff said. “He says you all influenced his mother against him.”
Joanna raised her eyebrows. “Did you?”
“You're damn right I did!”
Duff gave me a solemn look. “Don't say that to anyone but us, Holly. I don't think he'll get anywhere because he's going up against The Islands Trust, which is pretty much the same as trying to buck the government. But until the Trust makes this suit go away, don't admit to anything.”
“Oh, all right.” I slumped back in my chair. “I wish we could get this community plan done right away, so Norma's land will truly be safe from development.”
“On Melfort, it took nearly two years.” Joanna ticked items off on her fingers. “We have to finish developing policies for the community, then have information meetings and consultations and then a public hearing.”
Duff added, “And since the community plan itself isn't a law we have to draft a zoning bylaw to make it legal and that also requires a public hearing. On top of that, it has to go to the Trust Council for approval.”
“Oh, wonderful! Should be a snap!” But being sarcastic wouldn't get me anywhere. “In the meantime, what are we going to do about Trevor?”
“I'll phone the Trust's lawyer,” Duff said. “I've met him and I think he'll give us good advice.”
“Do you think Ben and Maggie and I should get a lawyer?”
Joanna shook her head. “I wouldn't be in a hurry. This could all blow over.”
We spent the next couple of hours looking at Derek's preliminary reports and kicking around land use policies I'd gleaned from other island communities via the Web. When Joanna said, “Come on, let's call it quits for today. I could do with some lunch,” I was on my feet before Duff could even offer an opinion.
We moved out into the main room of the pub and ordered beer and hamburgers. The decor of the pub might be pure motel, but the food was always good. By the time I'd finished my hamburger, I thought we might actually escape what Ben called Duff's 'fact of the day.' But no such luck.
Duff said, with that sincere, interested look he always wore at such times, “Did you know that the acid in your stomach is strong enough to dissolve razor blades?”
“I'd love to sprinkle some on Trevor,” I said.
Joanna smiled. “If he's made of plastic rather than human flesh, as I suspect, nothing will destroy him.”
“Holly, you're a farmer's wife,” Duff said. “Don't you know that salt is the usual weapon against garden slugs?”
***
When I came home, Ben was tilling the far side of the garden. I put the coffee on, saw that all the cats were recharging their batteries with afternoon naps, finished the meeting minutes and emailed them to Duff and Joanna. I needed to do more research on community plans, but it would have to wait until I talked to Ben. A letter identical to the one the trustees had received was lying on the kitchen table so I knew he'd read it.
He and Nicky came in half an hour later, looking pleased. “Finished the tilling. Now I can start planting the hardier seeds.” Sunlight streamed across the sundeck and in through the glass sliding doors, highlighting dust motes floating above the dark red linoleum. If this weather kept up, the garden would be off to an early start.
“What do you think of that letter? The trustees got one this morning, too.”
“Trevor Brentwood is a disgusting excuse for a man.” Ben sat at the table with his mug of coffee. “I don't know how he can treat his mother that way.”
“But what if he wins? If we have to hire a lawyer, it'll ruin your budget.” Ben had worked as a cost accountant for years and developing stringent budgets for Holly Haven was one of his favorite pastimes.
“You worry too much. I'll bet you a quarter the case never gets to court. Besides, you and Duff and Joanna won't allow him to develop that land.”
“We're only trustees for another year and a half. If Deanna gets elected next time, instead of me, and the third trustee is somebody other than Joanna, he might get away with it.”
Ben had just opened his mouth to reply when George streaked across the kitchen table, Kaylie right on his tail. The plate of cookies escaped demolition by a hair's breadth.
“Hey, you two, what's going on here?” I demanded. “You know you're not allowed on the table.”
When I caught up with them, Kaylie was standing at the foot of the piano, tail thrashing. George was crouched on top, swearing at her in Siamese.
“Kaylie, what are you trying to do? George rules this household.” She turned her back on me and stalked out, every delicate inch bristling.
I carried George to my big chair and cuddled him. “I know you're eleven and getting to be a grumpy old man, your majesty, but I didn't think you'd ever give up the throne to a brat like Kaylie.”
He grumbled deep in his throat and then began to purr. I thought about his history with Kaylie and decided this episode was more likely the result of habit than any weakening of his hold on the throne. Kaylie had chased him when she was a kitten, too, and rather than belting her into the middle of next week, as he probably should have done, he played the gentleman and escaped to some safe retreat she couldn't reach.
“George,” I said, “when Kaylie was little, she was only playing when she chased you. Now she's dead serious. If you want to keep your position as ruler of Holly Haven, you'd better take steps.”
~~~~~
May Day fell on a Monday and at midmorning, I stood in the kitchen with my second cup of coffee, daydreaming about crowning Kaylie Queen of the May. She was sitting on a chair with her dark brown tail wrapped around her paws, looking exceptionally regal. I was thinking that a crown made of the buttercups that were scattered through our lawn like shining golden stars would look perfect on her creamy head, when the phone rang.
It was Maggie. “Are you going to be home for a while, Holly? I have something to tell you.” Her voice sounded shaky.
“I have to go to Mora Bay and mail our tax returns. I wouldn't dare miss the deadline when Ben sat up until two this morning to finish them. How about meeting me there for lunch? The Yellow Duck at noon?”
“I thought April thirtieth was the income tax deadline.”
“It usually is, but because it fell on Sunday this year, the tax department extended the deadline by one day.”
“Oh,” Maggie said. “That was nice of them. And I'd rather go to The Apple Tree.”
The Apple Tree was more upmarket than The Yellow Duck but popular because it also had a more varied menu. Maggie liked it because they always had vegetarian entrees on offer. “That's fine with me. Let's make it quarter to twelve so we're sure to get a table.”
On my way into town, slowing down to admire a Japanese plum tree swathed in pink blooms, thus annoying the logging truck on my tail, it occurred to me that it was time Ben thought up a new income tax joke. Every April, he moaned about not being able to claim the cats as dependents. But if I complained of boredom, he'd probably moan about not being allowed to claim all the chickens. I decided to forget the whole thing and, in spite of more plum trees, dropped our tax returns in the mail, bought groceries, including fifty pounds of last year's carrots for the deer and made it to The Apple Tree by eleven forty-five.
Maggie was already there. We hugged and got settled at our table with coffees and menus before I said anything, but I could see that she had been crying.
“What's wrong, Maggie? Is it Norma?”
“Yes, dear.” Tears gathered at the corners of her eyes and she swallowed, then took a deep breath. “Her doctor says she has pancreatic cancer.”
“Oh, my God.” Tears welled up in my eyes, too, but this was not the time or the place to let them flow. Unless one was very careful, living in a small community guaranteed that other people knew what you were doing or saying almost before you did yourself. “He's sure? Norma seemed so well last summer and fall.”
“He's sure,” Maggie said. “And she was feeling fine back then. But Trevor's idiocy and the death of those precious cats were hard blows.”
The waitress appeared at my elbow and I ordered the soup and sandwich special without asking what it was. I couldn't concentrate on the menu. “Is she in pain?”
“Not yet. She's losing her appetite, though.”
“I thought she looked thinner last time I saw her.” The guilty realization that I hadn't found time to visit Norma and Maggie for at least six weeks made me squirm. Somehow I'd allowed the trusteeship to take over my life. I made a silent promise to myself to stop spending every moment on the damn community plan.
“Her doctor told her that depression is one of the symptoms,” Maggie said, toying with the buttered asparagus on her plate. “So perhaps it isn't Trevor causing it.”
“Maybe not, but his actions must certainly be making the condition worse.”
“I know.” Maggie sighed. “The doctor says it's too late for an operation, but he wants her to have chemotherapy and radiation.”
“What for? Isn't pancreatic cancer a death sentence?”
“Norma hasn't made any decisions about treatment. She's still too shocked at learning she has only six months to live.”
“Shit!”
“I don't approve of your language, Holly, dear, but it expresses my feelings, too.”
“Would she like company? I want to come and see her. So will Ben, though he won't know what to say to her. I'm not sure I do myself.”
“As long as it's just you and Ben,” Maggie said, “she'll be happy to see you. She doesn't want anyone else to know, not even Trevor.”
That surprised me. “You mean she hasn't told him?”
“She can't stand the thought of having him around. He'd probably harangue her about the property, no matter how sick she is.”
“She should have drowned him at birth,” I said. “Do you want dessert?”
“No, I'm going home. I don't like leaving her alone for too long. And, Holly, Trevor was probably quite lovable as a baby.”
“Nothing will ever make me believe that.”
***
That afternoon at coffee-time, I told Ben about Norma and he looked sad. “Poor Norma,” he said, “she hasn't had an easy time the last two or three years.”
Nicky whined and put his paw on my lap. He always seemed to know when his two pack leaders were upset. I petted him but instead of leaving after a minute or so, as he usually did, he nudged my hand for more comfort.
Ben put his mug in the sink. “Let's go over there now and see if there's anything we can do. They're going to need help with that big garden.”
“They might not bother with the garden this year.”
“They both need their veggies,” Ben said firmly. “I'll plant it if they can't manage.”
We left Nicky to guard the house, from the inside, of course. If we left him outside, he'd wander off looking for us and, because he was so friendly, it might be days before we found him. I could hear him howling as we climbed into Ben's ancient truck, Bouncing Blue Betsy, but the rattling rumble of the pickup soon drowned him out.
The road took us south past Mora Bay and Rollin RV Park, giving me the chance to aim a sneer at the Perrys and mutter to myself about losing more trees from their property. Then we drove around the curve of Gordon Bay and pulled into Norma's front yard, which ended at the high tide line. The tide was out, leaving a pungent odor of seaweed stranded and drying over rocks. An occasional tiny spurt of water betrayed the presence of a clam under the wet sand.
Norma's red-haired sausage dog, BJ, came scuttling out to greet us. He wiggled and squirmed with delight, then led us up the steps, past a purple lilac bush in full bloom. The sweet powerful scent drowned out even the seaweed.
Maggie was waiting at the screen door. “I'm glad you came. We've just been discussing the garden.”
We both hugged Norma and managed to get through an uncomfortable couple of minutes while all four of us tried to arrange our faces into normal afternoon-tea expressions and fussed over which chairs to sit on.
“So what do you think about the garden?” Ben said, bypassing the urgent subject on everyone's mind.
“I want to plant one.” Norma's voice was firm. Her body, though dressed as usual in jeans and plaid shirt, looked fragile enough to break and her skin had a slightly yellow cast. “Maggie thinks it will be too much work, but I want to see new peas and carrots and potatoes out there one last time.”
Her attitude made me feel better. I hoped that when my turn came I could be that brave and that clear about what I wanted.
“I'll bring the Rototiller over,” Ben said. “It'll take me less than a day to till the whole thing and make rows where you want them.”
“Are you sure you have time, Benjamin?” Maggie asked.
“Most of ours is already planted,” he said. “A week earlier than last year. I still have seedlings to set out, but they can wait a day or two.”
Norma leaned forward. “I want to get my hands into the soil and plant as much as I can myself.”
“Well, don't overdo it,” Ben said.
Norma's laugh startled me. “Getting sore muscles seems highly irrelevant now. I'm going to do exactly what I want, as long as my body lets me. This disease may be Nature's way of telling me to slow down, but I won't do that until I have to.”
Ben rose. “I'll take a look outside and see if I need to bring any tools beside the tiller.” He disappeared into the kitchen and went out the back door. Then the cat door slammed three times and Norma's cats marched into the living room.
Smoke led the pack, twenty pounds of chunky cat in a cloud of short, soft smoke-gray fur. He blinked yellow eyes at me and meowed a greeting so quiet I barely heard it.
“His voice needs to put some weight on,” I said.
“It'll never happen.” Norma smiled. “He doesn't use it enough.”
Smoke was heading for my lap when Doran, the long-haired gray and white boy, shouldered him out of the way. Doran's neck ruff and ear tufts hinted that some of his ancestors were Maine coon cats. His impish expression, large green eyes and enormous froth of a tail made him my favorite of Norma's cats.
“Come up here and see me, bad boy,” I said. Doran always had to be where the action was, looking at it, climbing on it, sniffing it, making comments. Sometimes he scratched things, too, to see what sounds he could make with his claws. He jumped onto my lap, flopped over on his back and let me caress his white tummy.
Blue Eyes rubbed against my calf, then put her front paws on my lap. She was an affectionate ginger tabby with such long, slim legs that I was sure she had a Siamese gene or two. With my free hand, I reached out to pet her, but too late.
Doran bounced upright and took a swing at her. She ducked, backed away and trotted over to leap up on the arm of Norma's chair. Smoke jumped up on the other arm and BJ sprawled at Norma's feet. Doran snorted, expelling air in a short burst, the same way I did when I was too hot.
“Are you huffing at Blue Eyes or me, Doran?”
“He's annoyed that you tried to pet Blue Eyes when he was having his special time with you,” Maggie said.
“So 'huff' is a statement of disgust? I don't recall him doing that before.”
“He only started in January,” Norma said. “I think it means he's asserting his authority now that Pyewacket is gone.” Pyewacket had been even tinier and more delicate than Kaylie, but she'd ruled Norma's cats – and Norma – with an iron paw.
“It looks like Smoke and Blue Eyes don't mind him being boss,” I said.
“They're easy-going. But I notice he doesn't 'huff' much at Smoke.”
“Understandable.” Ben came through the doorway from the kitchen. “Smoke must weigh nearly double what Doran does.”
Maggie brought tea in and we chatted about the garden and the house for another half hour. I didn't have the heart to say anything about Trevor's suit. And anyway, what was the point? I didn't even ask Norma what her doctor had said. We all knew the score. If Norma wanted to talk about it, she'd bring up the subject herself.
We left, Ben promising to return in a couple of days with the Rototiller. It wasn't until we walked into our own kitchen, where Nicky refused to look at us, his usual punishment for leaving him, that I realized the full implications of Norma's impending death.
“Ben, I just realized Maggie will have to move back in with us. And she'll bring three cats and a dog with her. There'll be fights over territory and hurt feelings and blood and never another peaceful moment!”
***
At nine that evening, I was still feeling frantic about the prospect of living with nine cats, two dogs and two alpha adult humans. I'd tried to distract myself by doing dishes, tucking up the chickens for the night and watching Ben feed raccoons on the kitchen sundeck, but none of it worked.
“But you love cats.” Ben handed me a scotch.
“You know perfectly well I'm a sucker for anything that meows at me. And so are you. But Doran will try to take the throne from George and that's not fair. George is having enough trouble with Kaylie.” I collapsed into my favorite chair, having first removed a couple of Siamese teenagers. “The only solution I can think of is for Maggie to move back in with Cal.”
“No way!” Ben's expression was fierce. “My mother's eighty-one and it's just not right for her to shack up with a younger man.”
“For goodness sake, Cal must be at least seventy-two.” Poppy and Caesar hopped up on my lap and settled down. If they couldn't lie directly on the chair, they'd lie on me. Kaylie and Ming were snuggled on the couch, as usual, and George was lording it over everyone from the top of the piano, with his disciple, Cato, beside him. “And we know it wouldn't work, anyway, because they tried it before. They're both too independent to live in a partnership.”
“Isn't there any way Maggie could go on living in Norma's house?”
“I don't see how. It would be good for the animals to stay in their own territory, but Norma's tenancy will end with her death. That means the Islands Trust will be free to do as they like with it. If they go along with our idea to make the house into a heritage site, it'll need to be cleared and some renovation done before it's open to the public.”
Ben took a sip of his beer. “I wonder if she has enough money to rent a house somewhere. I'd better talk to her.”
“That's a good idea, but as far as I know, there's nothing available. Even if there were, owners aren't usually keen about renting to tenants with animals.”
“They could all be outside,” Ben said, “the same way they are now. We've never had any problem with ours being indoor-outdoor cats.”
“I know, but every cat we've adopted was an indoor-outdoor cat when he came. If George couldn't go to the cedar shrub by the gate and get his p-mail every day, he'd probably destroy the house and us along with it. Our whole five acres…”
“Two hectares.” Ben adored the metric system, which was no doubt admirably suited to cost accounting but didn't appeal to me in the least. He corrected me every time I annoyed him by clinging to the familiar intricacies of imperial measure.
“Our whole property is the cats' territory and I think the reason they rarely go off it is because it's big enough for all of them. If we transplant Norma's three cats to a different place, they'll try to go back to Norma's farm. They might succeed, too. Which means that wherever Maggie goes, the cats will have to stay indoors or be fenced in.”
“That's cruel,” Ben said.
“It's for their own good. If all Norma's cats had been kept indoors, the oldest three wouldn't have contracted FIP and died.” I held out my glass for another scotch. “I can't move; I have cats in my lap.”
When he came back with my refill, I said, “Maybe we could close in the front veranda with glass or netting and Norma's cats could live there.”
“But that would prevent us using the front door.”
“We never use it anyway, except to go sit on the veranda. I don't know why we even call it the front door. Everybody uses the back door.”
“That's because the driveway ends at the back door,” Ben said patiently. “It wouldn't make sense to walk all the way around the house to come in the front door. Besides, the mud room is at the back door.”
I decided it was time to return to my previous argument. “We should think about building an outdoor run for ours so they'll be safe from any diseased cats wandering around. Wild animals carry diseases, too.”
“I'm more worried about other animals being safe from George.”
“All the more reason for a run.”
“Let's not talk about it tonight.”
That meant he didn't ever want to talk about it. In one way, I agreed with him. It was wonderful to see the cats climbing trees and wandering through the jungle of uncut grass in the meadow that sloped down toward the sea. It was fun when they went with us down to the beach and picked their way through the gravel, sniffing delicious fishy odors and making empty threats against seagulls. But, was the freedom worth the risk?
***
Next day, when Ben came in for morning coffee, he said, “I took a walk around our property this morning and there's a spot between the garden and the south fence that would do for a house for Maggie.”
I stopped stirring my coffee and stared at him. “You mean we should build one for her?”
“Sure. Why not?”
“It would absolutely destroy your budget. And anyway, where would we get the money?” Like a bad dream, the summer we'd spent renovating our own two-story house flooded my mind. The upheaval, the trips to Mora Bay for lumber, hardware and paint, feeding a dozen people, a thousand decisions to make every day.
Ben looked unconcerned. “We already have the land and we can get water free from Ken Dyckman's lake.” When we built the greenhouse, we'd tapped into Ken's pipeline from the lake that lay behind a hill on his property. “All I have to do is run a line from the top of the garden.”
“But building materials are so expensive now. So are carpenters and plumbers.”
“Cal can do all that stuff and, because it's for Maggie, I bet he'll charge a reasonable rate.”
“But where are we going to get the cash?”
“Take a mortgage out on our property.”
“A mortgage? At our age? Why would you even think of doing that when we own this place free and clear?”
“What's our age got to do with it? Anyway, we're not old.” Ben poured a second cup of coffee, fortifying himself for more argument. “I need to provide a home for my mother and this will work. You don't want her to live with us because of the problems with animals, and I don't want her to live with us because she'd drive me crazy, like she did before. She's always got some new harebrained scheme she wants to try.”
“The trouble with you and Maggie is that you both want to be boss. What neither of you seems to realize is that George is boss.” Ben loved his mother, as I did, but it would be easier on all of us if she had her own place.
As if he'd read my mind, George the Magnificent padded into the kitchen, floated onto my lap and gave me a lecture about the breakfast I'd served him. He didn't like the new wet food we'd bought. Nicky ate it up in two seconds and George didn't like that either. And, though he'd eaten my second offering, he still seemed annoyed about the inconvenience to his royal person. I soothed him and pretended not to notice when Ben slid a ginger snap off the plate and into Nicky's eager jaws.
“We're in good shape financially,” Ben said. “We have no debts. We both have pensions and I had that greenhouse up and making a profit pretty fast. So getting a mortgage shouldn't be a problem.”
“I'm sure the bank will be delighted to give us the money. But can we afford to make the payments?”
“If my mother can afford to pay us rent out of her pensions. I know she's got a nest egg, but I don't want her to touch that. She might need it.”
“But what do we do with this new house when Maggie dies?”
“She isn't going to die!” Ben looked exasperated. “Well, not for a long, long time. Just because Norma is unlucky, it doesn't mean Maggie will be. As for the house, I suppose it can eventually be rented to someone else.”
“I don't think I want to be a landlady. Or have strangers living so close.”
Ben shoved his chair back and rose. “Maybe Gareth and Sue will come and live in it when they retire.” Gareth was Ben's only son, a computer tech in Campbell River.
“It'll be years before Gareth is ready to retire. And if they move in next door, we really will have to build runs for the cats. Otherwise, Beanbag would have a nervous breakdown.” Beanbag, Gareth and Sue's corgi, was terrified of cats.
Ben put his boots back on. “I'll talk to Maggie about the house this weekend. If she agrees, I'll draw up some plans and we can get started right away.”
“Let's call it a cottage instead of a house. It would make me feel less overwhelmed.”
“Whatever you want.”
“We'll have to apply to the trustees for permission to build.”
He stood up. “I'll draft up something after I've talked to Maggie. I don't see any problems with it. I can have a word with Duff and I know you'll vote in favor.”
“I probably won't be allowed to vote. But supposing I am, don't be too sure that I'll vote yes. After all, I have to give due consideration to things like septic fields and potable water and community input.”
“Yeah, yeah.” Ben headed back to the garden, Nicky at his heels. When I looked out the patio door a bit later, Kaylie, Caesar, Cato and Poppy were in the garden, watching Ben plant a few more pumpkin seeds so the deer would have plenty of food in the fall. They followed along behind him, digging up what he'd just buried to see what it was.
With most of the household involved in horticulture, it was the perfect time to hide in my den and do more research about official community plans. On my way down the hall, I looked into the living room to see if Ming was there. As usual, when he was on his own, he was curled up in Ben's chair. As a kitten, he'd gone after a purple martin chick and been attacked by the whole family of purple martins. Ever since then wild birds terrified him and he rarely went outside until after dark. I felt sorry for him, but Ben kept saying that all cats should be afraid of birds. I'd respond with, “But almost every wild creature eats other wild creatures.” St. Francis would have none of it, of course.
As I went into my den, I thought about Trevor Brentwood. If a flock of angry ladies attacked him, would he become civilized and stop stalking his mother? Probably not. I sighed. A flock of lawyers might be the only answer.
***
Ming's nightly travels brought a surprise later that night. When Ben turned on the television for the eleven o'clock news, a muffled 'mrrrrow' attracted my attention. Ming stood in the archway between living and dining rooms, carrying a skinny kitten by the scruff of the neck. Its fur looked matted and dirty.
“Ming!” I cried. “Where did you find that kitten? We don't need any more cats!”
Ming dropped the kitten, who streaked underneath the couch.
“Shazaam!” said Ben. “A magical disappearing cat!”
“Ming,” I said, “you get that creature out from under the couch and take it back where you found it.”
“Don't make him do that, Holly. The kitten is probably hungry.” St. Francis turned off the television and went out to the kitchen. He came back with a small dish of food and another of water. “I found some cans of kitten food left over from when ours were little.” He got down on his knees and pushed the dishes under the couch.
I knew there was no possibility of 'making' Ming do anything. He might be laid-back and gentle but, like all our cats, he regarded me as a servant. Ben called himself the Houseboy and my sporadic attempts to be Head Cat always ended in defeat.
“All right,” I said, “I'll rescind that order. Ming, get under there and give that kitten a bath.” The other five cats, led by George, were now lined up in front of the couch, peering underneath it and hissing. To my relief, Ming crawled in after the kitten. He'd keep the little creature safe from getting smacked by the rest of the crew.
“We should name the kitten,” Ben said.
“What for? We're not keeping it.”
“We can't just say 'it' all the time. We need to have something to call him or her until you take him or her to the SPCA.”
“How did I get landed with that job?” I went to the mud room and bolted the cat door closed. “I don't want Ming going out and finding more strays. And I don't want to name the kitten until it's cleaned up and I can see it in daylight.” I didn't want to name the kitten at all. If it had a name, it would feel like one of the family.
“Oh, I already have a name.”
“What?”
“Shazaam.”
~~~~~
The next morning I managed to sneak out of bed before the heap of fur sleeping at the foot woke up and started campaigning for breakfast. I slipped into my robe and went to look under the couch to see if Shazaam was still there. Two big blue eyes stared back at me. The kitten looked cleaner and the food dish was empty.
“Come out, sweetie.”
Blink.
“It's okay. You're safe. I've been trained by some very demanding cats.”
Blink.
“Okay, don't come out.” I washed and refilled the food dish and shoved it under the couch. The kitten wasn't yet ready to be sociable.
“Ming will look after Shazaam,” Ben said, when we finally sat down to breakfast after feeding everyone else. “He was a good father to his own kittens.”
“So good that he nearly had a nervous breakdown trying to keep track of them and went bald. We don't want that to happen again.” I tossed a piece of bacon into Nicky's efficient maw. “Shazaam is a perfect illustration of why cats should have a closed-in run, rather than being allowed to run free outside and end up lost and hungry.”
“But,” said St. Francis, “Ming rescued her and brought her home, so everything turned out all right.”
“How do you know the kitten is a 'she'?”
“Her fur looks soft and she's got those gorgeous blue eyes.”
Three teenage kittens stared at the bacon disappearing into my mouth. “Stop trying to make me feel guilty, kids. You've already had your breakfast.” They didn't listen to me, of course, any more than Ben would if I told him to stop attempting to feed every animal on the island. “Ben, we're not going to keep that kitten.”
“Why not? Seven cats are no more trouble than six.”
“Except for the vet bills.”
“Oh yeah, I forgot about that part of it.”
Ben must be completely smitten if the kitten made him forget his budget. “I wonder if Norma would like to have her. Assuming it is a 'her.' Taking care of a new baby might be something she'd like to do with the time she has left.”
“Poor Ming,” Ben said. “He'll be upset if you take his kitten away from him.”
“Pardon? Who is it that's going to be upset?”
Ben pushed back his chair. “It's a nice sunny day out there. I'm going to load the Rototiller on Betsy and go do Norma's garden. I'll see you this afternoon sometime.”
***
By Saturday, three days later, Shazaam had worked up enough courage to come out from under the couch. As soon as she did, Nicky picked her up and carried her around the same way he'd carried Kaylie and her kittens, with her whole head in his mouth. I thought that would frighten her, but she didn't seem to mind. I rescued her from Nicky's tender ministrations, wiped her dry and cuddled her for a moment while she purred. I'd never seen a kitten with such dramatic coloring. Her tail and ears were dark brown, a sharp contrast to her belly, chest and the lower half of her face, which were white. She had a pale sandy mask across her face and similar fur on her back. If she was anything like a Siamese, that fur would grow darker as she matured but for the moment, she was a streak of white punctuated with two dark carets at the beginning and a long dark dash at the end.
It was obvious the kitten was used to humans and a litter box so I tried to discover where Ming had found her but no one appeared to be worrying about a lost kitten. There'd been nothing in the paper, no notices at the SPCA or nailed to trees and telephone poles. The possibility that someone had simply dumped her made me furious, but at least she was safe now.
The other cats had stopped hissing at Shazaam and seemed willing to tolerate her as long as she didn't infringe on their favorite sleeping places. It was time to get her checked over so I made an appointment for a couple of weeks later to take her to our vet, Jerry. I also wanted to know whether to say 'she' or 'he.' At least a name like Shazaam would fit either sex. If I had my way, it would get shortened to Shaz.
After lunch, I drove over to Norma's to have a visit with her before bringing Maggie home to talk with Ben about the proposed cottage.
“You should have come for lunch,” Maggie said, as I settled in a big chair with Bad Boy Doran on my lap. “I made potato and cheese soup.”
“Ben is upset so it was probably better that I ate his 'world famous' pea soup that he made yesterday and paid him lots of compliments on it.” Doran flopped over on his back in the crook of my arm, pulled my face down to his with one paw and licked my nose. “Hey, cat! I did wash my face this morning.”
Norma chuckled. “That's a new trick. I think it means he likes you.”
“I like you, too, Doran, but I'm not altogether sure I want you to wash my face.” The green eyes stared into mine for a couple of seconds. Then he huffed and jumped off my lap. “Oh, darn, I suppose I hurt his feelings.”
“He'll survive,” Norma said. “What's the matter with Ben? And how are your plans coming for his sixtieth birthday party?”
“Well, you know I intended the party to be a surprise but Gareth phoned last night and mentioned to Ben that he's coming down from Campbell River for the party. So not only is the surprise element gone, Ben's angry. He says he doesn't want a party.”
“Why not?” Maggie demanded.
“He thinks reaching sixty is no big deal and that it's silly to celebrate something like that. I told him the invitations went out a month ago and everybody's coming, so he'll just have to put up with being feted.”
“He'll get over it, dear,” Maggie said. “Ben was one of those boys who had to learn everything the hard way and apparently he still hasn't learned the significance of time passing.” She stirred honey into her tea. “Have you done anything about food yet?”
“I haven't even made up a menu.”
“Norma and I will do that and we can also do a bit of the prep. What would he like in the way of a present?”
“He says he doesn't want any, but I have a suggestion for something that would really thrill him.” Smoke eyed me, then made his move. “Oof! I wouldn't want to have both Smoke and Ming in my lap at the same time. They'd squash me.”
“So what does Ben want?” Maggie urged.
“Heritage seeds. Tomatoes, potatoes, any kind of vegetable you can find. And I have a present for you, Norma, if you want her.” I told them about Shaz. “She's really cute, but six cats are enough cute for me. Sometimes more than enough.”
Norma looked thoughtful. “Let me think about it for a day or two. Maggie and I will talk it over. It would mean another animal for her to look after when I'm gone.”
“We also need to think about what happens to the animals when I die,” Maggie said. “Considering I'm eighty-one and a half, a kitten is sure to outlive me.”
“I said something like that to Ben when he suggested we build a cottage for you on our land. I asked him what we'd do with the cottage after you're gone and he got upset and said you weren't going to die for years and years.”
“It sounds to me,” Maggie said, “as though that boy doesn't want to face the fact that he's mortal.”
“You may be right.” I looked at Norma. “How are you feeling? Are you going to take the usual cancer treatments?”
“No.” Norma's voice was firm. “Definitely not. The slash, burn and poison routine is not for me.”
“The doctor told her he wouldn't operate,” Maggie said. “The cancer has spread too far. It probably started years ago. But he coaxed her about the chemo and radiation, saying the treatment might give her more time.”
Norma's huff sounded almost exactly like Doran's. “What's the point if I'm going to feel ill all the time? Besides, from what I've read, those treatments will ruin my immune system. It makes sense to me that a strong immune system will fight the cancer and give me more time than radiation and poison.”
“More quality time certainly,” Maggie said. “I agree with her decision.”
“I admire your courage, Norma,” I said. “Not many people are willing to go against what their doctors say. What about painkillers?”
“I haven't needed any so far,” she said, “but I know the time is coming when I'll have to accept them.” She rose. “One thing I do need these days is an afternoon nap. I suppose my body is using up most of its energy arguing with the cancer cells. I'm glad you had time to visit, Holly. Come back soon.” She went down the hall toward her bedroom, followed by three cats.
“Do the cats have naps with her?” I asked Maggie, as we got into my rather grubby white Chevy.
“They do now. I'm sure they know she's ill. They're always cuddled up to her when she sits or lies down, as if they're looking after her.”
We were quiet on the way to Holly Haven. Part of me wondered what it would be like to know I only had six months to live. Another part looked with more appreciation than usual at the fresh green leaves on poplar and birch trees and the final spring showing of brilliant tulips in the front yards we passed on the outskirts of Mora Bay. If I had only six months, I'd spend a lot of time watching plants grow and cats play. I'd try to enjoy every minute. But was it possible to be aware of and enjoy every single minute as it passed?
I hadn't come even close to finding the answer by the time we came down Holly Haven's driveway and parked at the back door. Nicky bounced up and down, eager for us to get out of the car. He never barked at my car or Bouncing Blue Betsy. Ben said it was because he recognized the sound of the engines, a skill that eluded mere humans with their inefficient ears.
Ben came out on the back step and kissed his mother's cheek. “Did Holly tell you about maybe building a cottage?”
“She did and I think it's a fine idea.”
Ben smiled, obviously pleased. “Good! Well, let's take a walk around and see which is the best place to put it. Though I'm quite sure I know the answer.”
“Show me,” Maggie said.
Ben led the way along the fence that separated our land from Macklin Road. The fence was buried under such a mass of tangled blackberry vines we had no idea whether it was made of barbed wire or split rails. To our left was his big garden, surrounded by an eight-foot fence that kept the deer from feasting on his plants. Beyond the narrow western end of the garden strip was a hundred feet or so of clear meadow, used long ago as a horse paddock and beyond that, tall poplars and a boundary fence between us and the five-acre property to the south.
“This is the best spot,” Ben said. “It's close to where I'd have to hook up to the water pipe from Dyckman's place and we can put in a new culvert and a driveway to Macklin Road.”
“It has the same view of the sea as we get from our house,” I said.
Maggie looked thoughtful. “No, I don't want a driveway, Benjamin. I'm not planning on buying a car. Cal will take me where I need to go.”
“You don't have to depend on Cal all the time. Holly or I can drive you any place you want.” Ben waved his hand at the meadow. “Trucks will have to bring in lumber and cement. And you won't want to carry bags of groceries all the way from our driveway.”
“We'd need to put in a cattle guard, too,” I said, “like the one on our own driveway.”
“Why bother?” Ben looked at me. “Remember the time all of Ken Dyckman's Holsteins came wandering through our yard? The cattle guard didn't stop them.”
Maggie stood a few feet away, one hand tucked under her chin, the other resting on Nicky's head. She was looking at the path we'd just walked. “Benjamin, if you put some gravel down, you could just run a driveway off the main one. There's room enough between the garden and the blackberry hedge.”
“If you did that, you wouldn't have to deal with the highways department about road access and a culvert,” I said.
“And it would give me more privacy,” Maggie said. “The blackberries and the young alders in the corner would almost hide a cottage from the road.”
A new voice intruded on the conversation. George the Magnificent bellowed a question as he picked his way through the grass on slim, delicate legs, snow-white Cato at his heels. Like Doran, George always wanted to know what his servants were doing and whether or not it was likely to inconvenience him.
“We're going to build a cottage for Maggie,” I told him.
George walked up to Nicky, gave him a sniff, then sat down to see what odd things his two-legged slaves were going to do next.
Ben said, “All right, the driveway can curve to the left about here, to run up to a carport on the left side of the house.”
“If I don't have a car, why do I need a carport?” Maggie asked.
“You might change your mind about the car,” he said. I knew he was thinking of some day far down the road, when someone else might be living in the house.
Maggie gave him a sharp look. She knew what was in the back of his mind and that he didn't want to say it out loud. She turned and looked east, down the sloping meadow to the groves of Douglas fir, Garry oaks, maples and arbutus at the foot of our property. Beyond the trees lay the ocean, sparkling under the late spring sunshine and curving around half a dozen islands farther out in the Strait. “It's not as close to the ocean as Norma's place, but I suppose Nicky and BJ would be pleased if I took them for walks down to the beach access.”
“And good exercise, too,” I said, “even if it is only a quarter mile.” A road allowance and a strip of bare lots on the waterfront paralleled our bottom fence. “I don't walk down there nearly as often as I thought I would.”
“You and Ben are always too busy doing things. I plan to spend more of my time watching rocks grow. And having coffee with Cal.” Cal lived in an ancient log house next door to us on the north side, along with his prize Angora goats and his cat, Daisy.
“We can put the cat run at the back of the house,” I said. “The cats won't care if they don't have an ocean view.”
“Cat run?” Maggie raised her eyebrows.
“If we don't confine Norma's cats to your cottage, I'm afraid there will be major territorial battles, especially between Doran and George. Not only that, but your three will try to find their way to their old territory and that's more than fifteen miles from here.”
“Twenty-six kilometers,” Ben said. “I hate to see animals confined, but Holly's right about territorial battles. This entire two-hectare property belongs to George. Always has and always will, as far as he's concerned.”
Maggie nodded. “I'm inclined to agree with Holly about the cat run. It would keep them safe from other animals, too.”
“They'd be very unhappy, though,” Ben said. “I'd hate to deprive an animal of freedom once it's accustomed to going where it likes. Maybe we should just weather the fights between Doran and George.”
“Doran is younger and heavier than George.” Maggie bent down to stroke George's head. “I'd hate to see this aging gentleman get beaten up. No one can reason with Doran. He does exactly what he wants to do and if I smack him, he smacks me back. He doesn't take any sass from BJ or the other three cats either.”
“The cats won't get proper exercise shut up in a house,” Ben said.
Maggie turned to look at the trees along the south fence. “Maybe we could build the run long enough so it includes the lower part of one or two of those poplars. That would give them something to climb, at least.”
Ben could huff quite as effectively as Doran. “You're talking a lot of money.”
“I have some money, Benjamin. I can pay for the run myself.”
“I don't want you using your nest egg for that.”
Maggie scowled at Ben. “I'll spend my money on whatever I please.”
“Let's talk about it later,” I said. “Maggie, would you like to stay for supper?”
“No, thanks, dear. Norma spent a lot of time in the garden this morning and she needs to conserve her energy, so I'm doing the cooking tonight. I will come in and have some tea, though. Are the rest of my grandcats in the house?”
“When they're allowed to run free, you never know where they are,” I said. “But they do always come home for dinner.”
“You're exaggerating, Holly,” Ben said. “They're almost always in the house.”
“Just making a point,” I said.
Ben huffed again.
When we came into the kitchen, Shaz was batting something across the linoleum. As soon as she saw Maggie, she streaked into the living room and disappeared under the couch.
Maggie asked, “Was that the kitten you want to give away?”
“I'm afraid so,” I said. “You'll have to get down on your knees to see her.”
“Shazaam is training to be a spy.” Ben plugged in the kettle. “She was under cover all of her first three days here.”
Maggie rolled her eyes. “Let's have tea first. If she hasn't come out by the time we're through, perhaps I'll give in and kneel to her. And perhaps I won't.”
We spent the next half hour drinking tea while Ben and Maggie talked about the cottage. Neither of them mentioned the impending birthday party and I guessed that Maggie thought Ben's annoyance would evaporate if we ignored it. Ming and Kaylie came down from upstairs, where they often napped in one of the guest bedrooms, and wandered around, looking for attention from all of us. George, eyes half-closed but watchful, sat with his feet tucked under him beside Maggie. Poppy, Caesar and Cato crawled all over Ben, wanting to play and, when he wouldn't cooperate, attacked Nicky, who was used to kittens clinging to his thick fur.
I had begun to think that Shaz would never emerge from her hiding place when she did just that, edging out an inch at a time from the end of the couch. She crept to the corner of the couch and peered with big, round, blue eyes at Maggie. We all, including the animals, sat perfectly still and watched her.
“Come here, kitten, I don't bite,” Maggie said. “How old is she, Holly?”
“I'd guess about three months.”
“Her coloring is a bit like a Siamese,” Ben said.
“She's not, though,” I said. “If she was Siamese, her feet and legs would be dark, like her tail and ears.”
Shaz trotted to Maggie's feet, floated up onto the couch and sat down in Maggie's lap, where she gazed around with a serene expression. Maggie began patting her, while George sat up straight, apparently trying to decide what he should do about this cheeky kitten. Kaylie, from the back of Ben's chair, growled but stayed put. I let go the breath I'd been holding. “I'm amazed. I thought she was frightened of you.”
Maggie went on stroking Shaz. “Her fur is wonderful. Very thick and soft and silky. She'll need a lot of grooming. Fur this thick will quickly tangle into mats.”
“She looks like a Ragdoll,” Ben said. Not only did he have dozens of reference books about cats in his den, all of which he'd read at least twice, he also subscribed to Cat Fancy. “If I'm right, her fur won't tangle.”
“I think you're stuck with her, Maggie.” I crossed my fingers. “It's obvious she's picked you as her slave.”
“I'm not a cat's slave.”
I smiled. “No?”
“I feed and groom cats and empty litter boxes. I even provide petting and open doors on demand, but I am not a slave.”
“You're splitting hairs, mother,” Ben teased.
“You forget I taught school. I like to use language accurately.” Maggie went on petting Shaz. “You pretty little girl, you're purring!”
I glanced at Ben but he didn't seem upset. Of course, Maggie hadn't yet said she'd take the kitten but I could tell by her face that she was a goner. “I've already made an appointment to get Shaz examined and see if she needs shots, so you don't need to worry about that.”
“And I'll do the application to the trustees for the cottage this weekend,” Ben said. “Holly, they don't need detailed plans, do they?”
“No, just what kind of building it will be, how big it is and what materials you're going to use. There's lots of time; we're not meeting until the twentieth.”
“That's barely two weeks away.”
“I'd say that time flies if it wasn't such a cliché,” Maggie said, “but the phrase certainly describes the process succinctly.” She put Shaz on the couch and rose. “Give me a lift home, would you, Benjamin, please?”
The kitten jumped down and headed into the hall as if she had a definite destination in mind.
A moment later, when I went into my den to send a couple of emails, I discovered that Shaz had indeed known where she was going. The small blue bowl that held my paper clips was empty and Shaz was trying to bury a large pink clip under the pad my chair sat on. I could see the gleam of a silver clip among the leaves of my gloxinia.
“Shaz, you are not allowed to steal my paper clips.”
“Is that who's doing it?” Ben stood in the doorway. “I saw a blue one in George's water dish as I was heading out the door. Do you know where the car keys are? Maggie's in a hurry to get home.”
“Ask Shaz.”
“Get serious, Holly.”
I patted my jeans pocket. “Oh, here they are. Sorry, I forgot to put them back on the rack when we came in.”
Huff.
***
I moved Shaz's food and water dishes to the kitchen, where the rest of the gang ate. Over the next couple of weeks, she spent a lot of time playing with the three teenagers and Ming. George thought kittens were undesirable pests and Kaylie, dreaming up schemes to usurp George's throne, was too busy to bother with anything so trivial as a playful kitten. But every time a stranger came into the house, Shaz vanished under the couch and wouldn't come out until the person had left.
“Do you think she's frightened?” I asked Ben.
He shook his head. “She's not afraid of anything else on two legs. Except for Mr. Mighty.”
Shaz certainly wasn't afraid of me, even when I scolded her for stealing paper clips. I finally got fed up with retrieving clips from all over the house and hid them in my desk drawer. Next day I found her chewing the leaves off my gloxinia and discovered she'd done the same to a few other plants. I put the paper clips back on the desk and peace reigned. That is, until George began complaining that when she dropped a clip into his water dish, she splashed water everywhere when she tried to hook it out.
The next thing Shaz taught us was that she didn't much like being picked up, though she'd climb on a lap or a shoulder when it was her own idea. She always purred when I knelt on the floor to pet her and let me stroke her cloud-soft tummy.
She fought against being put in the cat carrier and, when she wasn't mewing piteously, panted all the way to Mora Bay and Jerry's office.
“What a gorgeous kitten,” he said, as he began poking and prodding and peering into her mouth and ears. She shivered and struggled until I lost my grip on her, then leaped off the table and nearly made it under a cupboard before Jerry grabbed her. “She looks like she might be part Ragdoll.”
“I think she is. She also seems to be terrified of the cat carrier. None of my crew like being in the carrier but they're not afraid.”
“Where'd you get her?”
“Ming brought her home. She was filthy and starving, so either she was lost or somebody abandoned her.”
He handed me the kitten, who was still panting and shaking, while he prepared a vaccination shot. “She must have had a bad experience with a carrier. A dog might have barked or growled at her while she was in one and she'd have been terrified because she couldn't get away.”
“I guess I'll never know. Oh, and is she a 'she'?”
“Yes,” he said. “Didn't you look?”
“I did, but she's not old enough to have bumps so I wasn't sure.” I told him that Maggie and Norma might adopt her. “She took to Maggie at once.”
“That would be a good idea. Norma was heartbroken about those three cats of hers dying. Shaz is healthy, though she needs to put on a little weight.”
“The way she's been eating, I don't think that will be a problem.”
Jerry cuddled Shaz against his chest for a minute, in spite of her protests, then tucked her into the carrier. “Are you up for a game of bridge Thursday night?”
“Yes.”
He gave me a questioning look. “You haven't even checked your calendar.”
“Whatever is on it will have to be postponed. I've been spending far too many hours on the community plan and I need a break. Ben tells me I worry too much. Even Maggie has started saying that. But it's hard to deal with the frustrations sometimes.”
“I'll let you trump one of my aces,” Jerry promised. “That should make you feel better.”
Shaz was quieter on the drive back to Holly Haven. I wondered if she sensed she was going home.
Nicky greeted me with furiously wagging tail as I got out of the car carrying his kitten. “Yes, I brought her back again.” I'd just set the carrier down in the kitchen and let Shaz out when the phone rang. It was Norma.
“I've decided not to take the kitten, Holly. Maggie and I have our hands full as it is and I really can't face worrying about another cat.”
I was disappointed but when I told Ben, he was delighted. “I'm glad we get to keep her. Is it a her?”
“Yes, she's a her. And I don't know if we'll keep her for long. Norma doesn't want to take on another cat, but I can tell Maggie is in love with her.”
“Well, until Maggie moves into the cottage,” Ben said, “I'm going to tell Shaz to stay under cover so you won't try to give her to anyone else.”
***
On Saturday, May twentieth, I went off to the regular trustees' meeting at the Yellow Duck, carrying Ben's application for a building permit. A misty rain fell from uniformly gray skies, hardly a felicitous beginning to the Victoria Day long weekend.
“I hope this rain quits by tomorrow,” Duff said, as he followed Joanna and me into the back room at the pub. “Otherwise the Rotary picnic on Monday will be washed out.”
“I want to see the fireworks, too,” I said. “I didn't make it last year.” The other two settled down while I got the laptop up and running. “Shall we deal with old business first?”
“Sure,” said Duff. “I talked to the Trust lawyer and he said to sit tight on Trevor Brentwood's suit. He'll look into various statutes and case law, then let us know if we have anything to worry about.”
“No point talking about it then,” Joanna said. “Has Derek Jamison reported on the Perrys' trees yet?”
“No,” Duff said. “What's that paper you're fussing with, Holly?”
“An application for a building permit from Ben and me.” I handed them each a copy and they studied the details for a few minutes.
“There's no detailed plan here,” Duff said. “Is this going to be a regular house?”
“Ben can't do the proper plan until he's talked to his mother. He wants to build the cottage for Maggie to live in. But I think it'll probably be a two-bedroom bungalow with a patio on the side facing the sea and a screened cat run in the back.”
“More cats?” Duff asked. “Ben told me you have six of your own.”
“Maggie will be looking after Norma Brentwood's cats a few months from now.”
“Yes,” Joanna said, “I heard about that. It's a pity; I was told she's a really nice lady.”
I wondered how she'd heard, way over on Melfort Island, but I didn't bother asking. The inter-island gossip network was almost as efficient as Adriana's own.
“How many cats will be living with Maggie?” Duff asked.
“Four. She won't adopt any more because she's getting on in years herself.” Duff seemed a bit obsessed with the number of cats on our land, perhaps because they made him nervous. At the post-election celebration at Holly Haven, I'd discovered he was terrified of Ming. It can be a little disconcerting to have a twenty-four-pound cat stare fixedly into your eyes, but my guess had been that Ming was simply trying to read Duff's mind.
“That's ten,” Duff said. “Won't they produce kittens?”
“Of course not! They're all fixed.” I decided to get even with Duff for all the weird facts he'd dumped on Ben or me over the years. “Did you know that a cat's nose pad is as unique as a human fingerprint? No two nose prints are identical.”
“That's amazing,” he said. “I thought they'd be all alike.”
“Each cat is a unique individual,” I said, “just like humans.”
“This is all very interesting,” Joanna said, “but we're way off the subject. I'm ready to vote on your application, Holly. How about you, Duff?”
“I'd like to discuss it with you for just a minute,” he said. “Holly, will you leave the room, please? You're not allowed to vote on something that deals with your own property.”
I went into the main pub, stood at one of the windows and watched raindrops dapple the water in the marina. Would Duff and Joanna find some reason to turn down Ben's application? I couldn't imagine why they would; Ben had been very thorough in his presentation, other than for a detailed plan of the cottage.
“Okay, Holly, you can come back in now.” Joanna was holding the door open for me. “And stop worrying; we voted yes.”
I thanked them, recorded the motion and vote and we sorted out a few snags that had come up in the community plan. By noon we were done. “Are we going for a beer and hamburger or do you two want to get on with your long weekend?”
“What long weekend?” Duff said. “I'm working today. You can't shut down a grocery store just because it's a long weekend.”
In the pub, he pulled out chairs for Joanna and me. “Did you ladies know there are about one trillion bacteria on each of your feet?”
~~~~~
May twenty-seventh dawned warm and sunny for Ben's sixtieth birthday. When I'd first started planning his party, I was glad it fell on a Saturday because we could celebrate the actual day instead of defaulting to the nearest weekend. Now that he knew about the party – and didn't want it – my only joy was in the fact it would soon be over. However, Maggie and Norma had done a fine job on the menu and I'd done my duty in the grocery and liquor stores, hiding most of the goodies under the upstairs guest room beds. The party was going to happen whether Ben liked it or not.
When he came in from the greenhouse for midmorning coffee and saw the rack of cheese and onion tarts cooling on the counter, he said, “What time are people coming to this shindig of yours?”
“Any time after three. And it's your shindig, not mine.”
“Ha. I hope you all have a good time.”
“Ben, you can't refuse to attend your own birthday party.”
“Why not? I wasn't invited. You just assumed I'd want one and you were wrong. I don't have to do anything I don't want to do.”
He sounded exactly like his mother. Such statements from a woman of eighty-one were admirable and could even be cute. From a sixty-year-old man with a sulky look on his face, they were just annoying. “But you've always liked parties.”
“I don't like this one.”
“Ben, sixty is just a number. Nobody cares what it is.”
He gave me a triumphant look over the rim of his mug. “If that's true, then what's all this fuss about?”
“It's the custom. People have parties on major birthdays.”
“Sixty is not a major birthday.”
“Yes it is,” I said. “Kidnappers won't be interested in you now.”
Ben stared at me. “Get real! Kidnappers are only interested in money and we don't have any.” He poured himself another coffee and reached for a cheese and onion tart.
I slapped his hand away. “Oh, no, you don't! These are for the party. If you're not attending, you don't get any.”
“Then I'll eat some tonight when the party's over.”
“The leftovers will go home with Maggie and Norma. Duff might appreciate some as well.”
Ben drank his coffee, grabbed a tart when he thought I wasn't looking and hurried back to the greenhouse. I vacuumed carpets and polished glasses but my heart wasn't in it. What if Ben was serious about not showing up for the party? I couldn't see any point lighting candles on the birthday cake if he wasn't there to blow them out. Our friends would miss the chance to tease him about being over the hill and feel slighted if he didn't show up to receive and exclaim over cards and gifts. The whole thing would bomb. I was ashamed of the birthday boy; he was a party pooper.
I was also getting angry. People would gossip about this for months, which meant I'd be apologizing for him even longer. Should I ask Maggie to talk to him? But once he got stubborn about something, he was worse than any cat about changing his mind. If either of us nagged him, he'd just dig his heels in that much harder. I went out to the kitchen and turned on the heat under some leftover minestrone. I didn't feel like eating but Ben would want lunch.
At twelve-thirty, he came in, trailing Nicky and the Siamese teenagers, Poppy, Caesar and Cato. “The salad plants are thriving. I've got two boxes of lettuce and one of green onions to take to the grocery store.”
“Oh! I forgot you were going to have lunch with Duff today.”
Ben raised his eyebrows. “You forgot? But surely you set up this thing of me having lunch with Duff to sign a new contract. He's supposed to keep me talking until everybody arrives for the party, right?”
“Yes, I did set it up.” I was so annoyed about his rudeness that I really had forgotten about the lunch with Duff. “So, are you going?”
“Sure. The contract is for real and I need to sign it.”
He changed and left, with a breezy “See you later. Much later!”
I turned off the minestrone and ate a cheese and onion tart. They were the best I'd ever made and I was determined to keep Ben from having more unless he showed up to blow out his candles. For the next couple of hours, I crammed the living room with chairs and laid out party food on the kitchen counters, leaving space for the trays Maggie and Norma were bringing. Whatever Ben did, at least the rest of us would have places to sit and food to eat.
I discovered, after coming downstairs with the last two chairs from the guest bedrooms, that we wouldn't have quite as much food as I'd planned. I went into the kitchen so quietly that I caught Nicky with his front feet on a kitchen chair, reaching for his sixth sausage roll.
“Darn you, dog! You know you're not allowed to do that.” He scuttled into the mud room and stuck his head through the cat flap, desperate to escape a verbal mauling. I opened the human door for him. “Get out! Go herd chickens or something.”
The cats were restless and paced back and forth, sniffing the multitude of food aromas in the kitchen and the new chairs in the living room. Always against any change in their routine, they were trying to understand all the strange and unusual happenings in their kingdom.
The first arrivals were Gareth, Sue and Beanbag, announced by Nicky barking and leaping around their car. I hugged the humans, patted the corgi, and left him outside to play with Nicky. “How was the drive?”
“The traffic was brutal,” Gareth said, running a hand through his thinning blond hair. He looked a lot like Ben, but carried an extra seventy-five pounds because his working life was spent on a chair, delving into the mysteries of computers. “We almost missed the ferry. Where's my old man?”
“Out to lunch. In more ways than one.”
Gareth took a small spicy sausage off one of the trays. “Why do you say that?”
“He says he's not coming to his party.”
“But that's ridiculous,” Sue said. She folded her tall, slim body onto a chair and petted George the Magnificent, who was annoyed by all the noise and disruption and wanted someone to atone for it. He'd missed his ruff this morning because Ben had been in too much of a snit to give him one, but I didn't have time to teach Sue how to get down on her knees and rub George's body all over. “Does he have a reason?”
“He says he doesn't think being sixty is worth celebrating and he wasn't invited, so he's not coming. I think the real problem is he doesn't want to admit he's that old. If he doesn't allow himself to be feted, he can pretend sixty hasn't happened.”
“Head-in-sand syndrome,” Sue said. “Just like a frightened cat that hides its head in your arm pit. If it can't see the danger, obviously the danger can't see it.” Sue was, to my delight, as much a cat person as a dog person.
“Ben's not a cat,” I said, “but if he doesn't appear at his own party, I might just arrange for him to end up as cat food.”
“Cheer up, Holly,” Sue said, “he'll probably give in.” She pulled a card out of her bag and handed it to me. “Here's the card I made for him.” Sue taught art at a junior college. On the outside was a pen and ink cartoon of Ben, with vegetables growing out of various parts of his body, and inside were the words 'Happy Growing!'
“That's delightful,” I said. “Are you parked in the driveway?”
“On the grass,” Gareth said. “Do you want me to move the car?”
“No, that's fine. I just want Maggie to be able to pull up to the back door. Ben knows you two and Maggie will be here, but perhaps the other people who come will be a surprise. I asked them all to park in the neighbors' driveways. The Dyckmans, Traffords, Millers and Cal Peterson will walk over, anyway.”
“Who else did you ask?” Gareth speared another sausage.
“Rusty and Jean Bell from Victoria. Rusty was Ben's boss for years.”
“I remember him,” Gareth said. “Great guy, except for his mouth.”
“What's wrong with his mouth?” Sue asked.
Gareth grinned. “After he's had two drinks, it never stops moving.” He turned to me. “Anybody else I know?”
“I don't think so. I did ask Dave and Betsy but Dave said he had too many operations booked to fly out from Moose Jaw.” Dave was Ben's younger brother. “The rest are local, like the other two Adriana trustees and a guy that's working for us, my editor at The Adriana Advocate, and so on.”
“The house will be bulging,” Sue said. Shaz had hidden under the couch as soon as I opened the back door for Gareth and Sue. The rest of the cats had disappeared upstairs, out of the way. The rumble of a car engine and two dogs barking made George leap off Sue's lap and race upstairs after them. I could hear him thinking, “Enough is enough!”
A look out of the kitchen window confirmed that Maggie and Norma had arrived. “Gareth, could you give them a hand with the food, please?”
“Don't let Beanbag in here,” Sue added. “If he sees a cat, he'll have a heart attack.”
“Poor old mutt,” I said. “I don't suppose he's ever going to recover from being ridden by a cat with long, sharp claws.”
When we'd arranged the rest of the food on the kitchen counter, settled Maggie and Norma in the living room and Sue had gone upstairs to the guest room to unpack, it was after three o'clock and I was kept busy running to the back door to let in more people. Kaylie decided it was a shame to miss out on all the attention available in the living room and had come downstairs again. She was parading around, looking queenly and allowing people to stroke her once or twice. I'd thought Shaz might emerge when she heard Maggie's voice, but she obviously preferred to stay under cover.
By the time it was three-thirty, everyone had arrived except for the birthday boy and Duff. Gareth poured drinks and Sue helped me put out plates of nibbles. I winced every time someone made a joke about Ben driving Bouncing Blue Betsy into the ditch because he'd celebrated too much at lunch or wondered if he'd had a flat tire. As the clock moved inexorably toward four, I did some wondering of my own, though not aloud. Could murdering Ben be classified as justifiable homicide?
Finally I couldn't stand it anymore. “Gareth, give me a cigarette.”
“Hey! I thought you quit at New Year's.”
“I did,” I said grimly. “Now I'm starting again.” But before I could make my way to the front veranda, I heard the explosive sounds of Bouncing Blue Betsy roaring into our driveway. I handed Gareth's cigarette back to him and hurried out to the mud room, shushing people as I went.
Ben came in the back door, followed by Duff. “Where is everybody, Holly? I thought you invited a bunch of people.”
“I phoned them all and canceled,” I said, in my sweetest voice. “Gareth and Maggie decided to come anyway.”
Ben looked disappointed. Then he peered into the kitchen. “Where did those cheese and onion tarts go?”
“They're on a tray in the living room.” I turned to Duff. “Go ahead. If you're lucky, Gareth might have left you a couple.”
Ben hung his keys on the rack and headed to the bedroom, removing his good jacket on the way. For one long moment I was afraid he was going to change into his grubbies, assuming nobody would see him but relatives but he came out and continued down the hall. When he stepped into the living room, the roar of twenty-odd voices singing 'Happy Birthday' enveloped him. I waited for a moment before I joined them, regretting the cigarette I'd given back to Garth. Smoking still seemed like a darn good idea. Better than killing Ben, anyway.
A couple of hours later, when Ben had opened all his presents, laughed at the silly cards and blown out the candles on his cake, the fuss had died down somewhat. I cornered Duff. “How did you talk him into coming back in time for the party?”
“I don't know. I'd just finished telling him that a sixty-year-old human has spent twenty years of his life in bed and three years eating, when he got a funny look on his face and said, 'I can live with that.'”
When the guests had either gone home or upstairs to bed and the cats had herded Ben and me into our bedroom, I asked Ben why learning he'd spent a third of his life sleeping had made him relent about the party.
For a moment he looked blank. “Oh! It wasn't what Duff said. It was that system of figuring out how old cats are in human years. You know, a cat at one year is equivalent to a human at twenty, and then you add four human years for every cat year.”
“You're not making sense.”
Ben buttoned his pajama top. “Well, I'd just explained to Duff how to calculate a cat's age. Then I thought about George being eleven, which means he'd be sixty if he was human, and I decided being eleven wasn't so bad. It'll be another four whole years before I'm twelve.”
***
The following Saturday, Maggie came over to look at the rough plan Ben had drawn up for her cottage.
“You didn't bring Norma,” I said, as Maggie came in the back door with Nicky nuzzling her hand and stirring up a breeze with his wagging tail.
“She had to take a painkiller this morning.”
“Oh, dear. How bad is it?”
“Now, Holly, don't fuss.” Maggie sat at the kitchen table. “She's had very little trouble until today, but this morning the pain was bad, so she took a pill. The pill made her sleepy, so she's having a nap with all the animals.”
“Are you sorry Norma didn't want to adopt Shaz?”
Maggie smiled. “Yes, I am. I think Shaz was meant to be my cat.”
“She will be, in time, and I think she'll be happy in the cottage. She goes outside very little, though perhaps she doesn't like Nicky and Ming following her around and lugging her back to the house every ten minutes. Perhaps she also remembers being lost and cold and hungry outside.”
“She might. Anyway, don't worry about Norma. She's completely accepted the fact that her illness is fatal and she's content with it, even happy.”
“Happy? I could understand if what she felt was resignation, but 'happy' seems too good to be true.”
George jumped into Maggie's lap, causing Nicky to back away, well aware that his nose might suffer if he didn't make way for the King. “She is happy, though. She told me that she feels it's time for her to go and everything is working out right. She even said yesterday she'd stay long enough to enjoy carrots and potatoes out of the garden and then she was leaving.”
“Wow!” I said. “I hope I can be that cool with dying when my turn comes.”
“Enjoy every minute of your time now and then you'll be ready.”
“That's a lot easier to say than do.”
“I know it is,” Maggie said. “I keep trying to be aware of every moment that passes, but I fail more than I succeed. I keep on telling myself to do it, though, hoping I'll discover the secret of living every single moment.”
The back door slammed and Ben came in. He leaned down to kiss Maggie's cheek, then poured himself a coffee instead of waiting for me to do it. I hadn't altogether forgiven him for his birthday performance and, like Nicky, he could sense the emotional weather well enough to avoid possible turbulence. He retrieved the cottage plan from his den and sat down beside his mother.
George, annoyed with all the chatter and activity, jumped down and stalked away. He'd barely reached the living room when Shaz woke up from her nap on one of the dining room chairs and took his place on Maggie's lap.
“Oh, you little precious!” Maggie patted the kitten. “You're my pretty girl, aren't you?”
“She certainly is,” I said. “She doesn't like Ben or me picking her up but I've noticed she lets you do it.”
“Maybe it's because we both have blue eyes.” Maggie went on stroking the kitten while she studied Ben's plan. “Benjamin, which side faces the ocean?”
“Here.” He pointed. “The patio, living room, dining room, kitchen and the master bedroom face east.”
“All right, so the guest bedroom, den, bath and laundry room all face west. Isn't there any way for all the rooms to have a view of the sea?”
“If that's what you want,” Ben grumbled, “I might as well buy a house trailer.”
“No, no!” Maggie looked annoyed. “I don't want to live in a trailer.”
“You couldn't anyway,” I said. “The bylaws say no trailers except in a trailer park and that rule will stay the same in the official community plan.”
“I could make it two stories,” Ben said, “but you don't want stairs, do you?”
“No,” Maggie said, “and two stories would make it look like a house, not a cottage. I like the idea of it being a cottage, but instead of having roses around the door, maybe I'll have an ivy-covered arbor framing the door.”
Ben groaned. “Please don't. Ivy is nearly as invasive as blackberry vines and I've got enough trouble with those on two sides of the property.”
“I suppose it will work the way it is. I'll be able to look at the ocean from the rooms I use most.” Maggie nodded. “Yes, the layout is fine. But the master bedroom is too small.”
“It's big enough for a single bed, a dresser and a chair,” Ben said indignantly. “What more could you want?”
“I intend to buy a queen-size bed and a nice big armchair.”
“What do you need a queen-size for?” Ben was beginning to sound irritable. “You're single.”
“What about when I invite Cal to stay the night?” Maggie demanded.
Ben's face went beet-red and his mouth opened but nothing came out.
Maggie relented. “Benjamin, it's not just that. I happen to like a big bed. I like room to move around and spread out the newspaper in the morning. The cats and BJ will want to sleep with me, too. Maybe I should go for a king-size.”
Ben recovered enough to say, “If I add another four feet on the south end of the house, will that do?”
She bent over the plan with a ruler, sketching in the furniture where she wanted it. “Make it six feet. There's nothing so luxurious as having a spacious bedroom, especially when you can prop yourself up with a cup of tea and the paper and glance out at the world whenever you feel like it.”
“All right, another six feet. Consider it done.” He began to roll up the plan.
“Wait a minute,” Maggie said. “You haven't shown the screened cat run on that plan. I think it should go the full length of the house on the west side.”
“The cat run doesn't need to go on the plan; it can be built afterward if you really want one,” Ben said. “I'm assuming you want the cats to run around in the grass, so I won't have to put in footings for a floor.”
“And climb trees,” she said. “We're going to add six feet to the house. Does that mean we can include one of those poplars inside the pen?”
“I'll have to pace it off, but I think it's likely. Anything else you can think of?” I could tell by Ben's tone of voice that he was hoping she wouldn't come up with any more changes. And I knew, though perhaps Maggie didn't, that adding six feet to the length of the house would add significantly to the cost.
“Are the windows on the east side going to be floor to ceiling?” Maggie asked.
“Not quite,” Ben said. “I was planning on two feet above the floor up to the ceiling. And sliding glass doors to the patio, of course. From the living room.”
“Maybe those should be in the kitchen,” Maggie said. “Oh dear, I can't decide.”
“You can make that decision later,” Ben said. “But I need to know by the time the subfloor is laid. That's when we'll start framing.”
Maggie let Ben roll up the plan. “Perhaps you're right about having the sliding doors in the living room after all. It will be more convenient for guests. For me, too. If I'm working in the kitchen, I won't want people traipsing past me to get outside.”
“The plan is fairly open,” I said. “The way Ben's drawn it, there's only a low partition, like a narrow counter, between the dining and living room, and a wide counter with cupboards underneath on both sides, between the dining room and kitchen. Like one long room, with a bedroom closed off at the end.”
“It sounds fine,” Maggie said. “And now I'd better go home and see how Norma's doing.” She put Shaz on the floor and the kitten went over to the fridge, hooked a large red paper clip from underneath and batted it under the stove, where I suspected there were dozens more. The supply on my desk was getting so low I'd put them on my shopping list.
“Aren't you going to stay and visit your grandcats?” I said.
She shook her head. “Next time. Norma may not feel like cooking tonight, so I'd better take care of it.”
“Do you want me to come over and weed the vegetable garden?” Ben asked.
“Not just yet,” Maggie said. “We're doing all right so far. When the sun is shining, Norma spends all her time in the garden.”
I walked out to the car with Maggie. “There's one thing worrying me about Norma's situation. Isn't she going to say goodbye to her grandsons?” She'd told me both young men had aced their exams and had summer jobs. In September, John would be working on his PhD in astronomy and Bruce would be in his last year of chemical engineering.
“We've talked about it,” Maggie said, resting her hand on the car door handle, “and I think she probably will. At first, you know, she didn't want to tell anyone and she still doesn't want to tell Trevor, but she's very fond of those two boys and they'll be hurt if she doesn't confide in them.”
“Would they rat on her?”
“I don't know, dear. But I suppose that's why she's hesitating.” Maggie gave me a shrewd look. “And I rather think saying goodbye to them will be the most difficult thing she has to do.”
“Trevor probably won't care, one way or the other.”
“I'm afraid you're right, Holly. But at least he can't get his hands on her land now.”
When Maggie had rattled across the cattle guard and disappeared down the road, I went into my den and started more research on the community plan. We needed to get both it and the subsequent bylaw approved to make absolutely sure Trevor couldn't find a way to get his greedy fingers on the old-growth forest and the beach front that made Norma's house such a wonderful place to visit.
***
Going to bed at night was a fairly simple procedure as long as we did it when the cats started rounding us up and shooing us toward the king-size bed. It could have been complicated because so many bodies were involved, but we'd all laid claim to our own territory and trouble was rare. Nicky slept at the foot, his back braced against the footboard, with Ming and Kaylie sprawled on him or beside him. George slept on my pillow, often curled around the top of my head, and complained indignantly if I moved. Poppy, Caesar and Cato slept in the middle of the bed, sometimes all in a heap, or else one on either side of us and one in the middle. Sometimes Shaz slept between Nicky's front paws but more often on the overstuffed armchair in the corner.
This night, George was more than ready to snuggle up when I'd finished my tea and put my book down. He paced around my pillow, tail waving, until I turned off the light, slid down under the covers and put my head down. He draped himself around it and heaved a satisfied sigh. Ben turned off his light and the teenagers rearranged themselves.
All was peaceful. For maybe five minutes.
“Meow!” It was Kaylie's voice and, surprisingly, it sounded like she was beside my waist instead of down around my feet.
“What's the matter?” I asked.
“Meow!” she said, into my ear this time.
Ben turned the light on. “What part of meow don't you get, Holly? You're supposed to understand everything these cats say.”
George growled. It was soft and low, but a growl nonetheless. I turned my head and saw Kaylie, about six inches from my face, staring at him.
“She's challenging him,” I said. “She not only wants to boot him off the throne, but out of his favorite sleeping spot as well.”
Kaylie meowed again, holding her position. George growled, louder this time.
“George,” I said, “you have my permission to give her a good thumping but wait until I get my head out of the way. She has no business trying to usurp your territory. That's like declaring war.”
Ben said, “The Sanskrit word for war means 'desire for more cows.' Do you suppose Kaylie wants more mice?”
I eased myself out of bed. “What are you doing with Sanskrit words? Shouldn't you be telling me something clever in Latin? If I remember correctly, that's the language they used in ancient Rome.”
Ben was too busy watching the drama to answer. George rose to his feet, head forward, and went into a crouch, lips drawn back from his teeth. He started the deep growl-yowling cats do when they're thinking about killing one another. All the other cats were standing up now, looking worried.
Kaylie held her position for another second, then turned and scooted to the foot of the bed and tucked herself between Nicky's front paws. George's growl eased up, then stopped. I climbed back into bed and George curled up, grumbling a little.
“George, beat her up if she does that again. Otherwise, she'll just keep harassing you.” Sometimes the cats actually seemed to understand what I said to them. I hoped this was one of those times.
Ben turned out his light. “If he wants to keep his throne, he'll have to learn that she's not a kitten any more, that she means business now.”
“Tonight's episode should have got him out of the habit of thinking she's only playing.”
“I agree,” said Ben. “I bet he'd even beat me up if I tried to sleep on your pillow.”
“He's not the only one.”
Ben rolled over to face the other way and started snoring. Or pretending to.
~~~~~
Ben and Cal spent the next couple of days studying the cottage plan and working out what supplies they'd need. Ben spent two more days after that on the phone, costing materials and muttering to himself about inflation, outrageous prices and how we were going to end up destitute. When he was finished costing, he asked Cal to come over and double-check the list of materials and calculations.
On this last visit, Shaz decided Cal had been around enough to be accepted as part of the family. She came out from under the couch, trotted into the kitchen and batted her big blue eyes at him.
“Hey, this one's going to be a real looker.” He reached down to scratch her head and Shaz flopped onto her back, exposing her soft tummy. “And a slut, too, aren't you, sugar?” He gently rubbed her tummy and I could hear her purring from where I stood at the other end of the kitchen, peeling potatoes for supper.
“This cottage is going to cost more than I thought it would,” Ben said, his head bent over his materials list. “I wish my mother wasn't insisting on a big bedroom.”
Cal abandoned Shaz and snagged another ginger snap. “That first plan you drew up had it eight by ten feet. A room that size, you couldn't cuss a cat without getting fur in your mouth.”
I'd been holding my breath but Cal obviously had too much sense to say the bedroom had to be big enough to hold him as well as Maggie. Cal and Ben got along really well, but Ben couldn't seem to get used to the idea that his mother was sexually active. I didn't think it was her age that bothered him so much as some odd belief that mothers were somehow exempt from lust. Though if that's what he thought, it might be fun to ask how he explained his own existence.
Shaz dropped a big silver paper clip at Cal's feet. He threw it into the hall and Shaz raced after it. He looked amazed when she brought it back and dropped it by his feet. “Never thought I'd see a cat play fetch.” He threw the clip for her again and looked at me. “Is this the kitten Maggie likes so much?”
“She's the one.” I smiled. “It's obvious she likes you, or she'd still be under cover.”
“Cal, are you okay to start as soon as I get the go-ahead from the bank?” Ben asked.
“Don't see why not,” Cal said. “I sheared the goats a couple weeks ago and the three kids are doing good.”
Ben rolled up the plan. “All right. I can't put in full days because I've got the garden and the greenhouse to look after.”
“And the deer and squirrels to feed,” I said, straight-faced.
Ben gave me a suspicious look, then his face cleared. He'd never believe I could tease him about the essential task of feeding his flock, just as he'd never believe the luxuriant grass and fresh leaves of June would keep his deer from starving or that the squirrels could get along on last year's pine and fir cones.
“You could hire another carpenter if you get too busy in the garden,” I said.
Ben shook his head. “No way. Cal and I can do it.”
Cal threw the paper clip for Shaz for about the tenth time. “This kitten never quits. I might have to take off a day now and then to take care of other jobs. You know, stuff like plugged toilets and busted wiring.”
“Doesn't matter,” said my intrepid husband. “I can manage. I could probably build the whole thing myself, but it would take too long.”
***
By the time I had to attend the June twentieth trustee meeting, we were seriously in hock to the bank and Ben and Cal had poured the footings and completed the subfloor. As I bumped over the cattle guard and headed toward Mora Bay, I realized I was still ambivalent about the cottage. I liked having the whole five acres to ourselves and I hated owing money to the bank. But I also wanted Maggie to have a home of her own. In the cottage, she'd be near enough for us to easily look after when she started getting frail.
Derek Jamison joined our meeting in the back room of the Yellow Duck. “How did you make out with Deanna and Peter Perry?” Duff asked.
Derek arranged his lanky six foot four on a chair and unfolded a large map. “I've marked the trees it's okay for them to harvest.” He slid the map across to Duff and Joanna. His curly black hair and smooth, tanned skin made him look like an overgrown teenager but I knew he was twenty-four and would graduate as an ecologist in January.
“Did you go over this with the Perrys?” Joanna said.
Derek nodded. “They're not happy. I only approved about half of what they want to take down.”
“Which is fine,” Joanna said. “Enough to keep them quiet, one hopes, without making the property into a desert. What reasons did you give them for not approving all the trees?”
“Erosion, for one,” Derek said. “Trees have root systems that keep the soil stable. If you were to take all those trees down, the water runoff from winter rains would start washing away the soil and nibbling at the cliff edge. Give it a few years and the edge might give way under somebody's weight.”
“Excellent!” Joanna said. “Anything else?”
“Oh, I gave them a lot of details about how some trees need others of the species for support and that taking out as many as they wanted would let the prevailing southwest winds sweep right across the property. I told them the customers wouldn't like that much, especially if an RV got blown over. Could mean insurance claims and lawsuits. Not to mention somebody getting hurt.”
“You're a politically savvy young man,” Duff said.
“Not really,” Derek said. “I just figure trees needs to be protected from human predation. And everything I told them is true.”
“What I meant,” Duff said, “was that you gave them reasons; you didn't just act like a bureaucrat.”
Derek grinned. “Can't do that till I get my degree and a full-time government job.”
“I'll phone the Perrys and be sympathetic. I also need to remind them that whoever they hire to fell the trees has to stick to the ones you've approved.” Duff folded the map. “Now, what about the other things you're doing for the official community plan?”
“I'm almost done,” Derek said. “I've finished the topographical map and another that shows different ecosystems, plus I've made lists of the flora and fauna in each one.”
“Does that include the trees?” I asked.
“Yes, it does, along with estimates of how much forest could be harvested.” Derek opened his briefcase and passed copies of his maps and lists to each of us. “What I'm doing now is working out what should be done for protection of each area and making suggestions for parklands and trails.”
“Have you considered the Brentwood property?” I pointed to it on the Adriana land survey map in front of me.
Derek peered at the map. “Ah, yes, that piece. I understand it belongs to the Islands Trust now. The twenty acres of old-growth forest should be preserved as park, along with a strip around Gordon Bay to where it abuts the Perrys' property.”
“What about the cleared meadows, the old farm land? Norma Brentwood wants the whole hundred and sixty acres to be park.”
Joanna shook her head. “That should be classed as farm land. Every year we lose too much good agricultural land to residential use. It's a crime to build houses on land that will grow potatoes or grain. And I don't think we need all that acreage to be park.”
“Is it actually good agricultural land?” I asked. “I hear what you're saying, Joanna, but Norma did give the place to The Islands Trust on the basis that it would all be kept as parkland.”
“It would be fine for grazing,” Joanna said. “I had a look at it the other day. Or to grow potatoes. You wouldn't want to plant wheat there, but it would grow forage crops.”
“This question comes under the heading of development policies,” Duff said. “Which I think we're ready to do. Holly's done a great job of studying different Official Community Plans and combining points from each of them into a draft plan for Adriana.”
Joanna nodded. “I agree. I have a few nits to pick, Holly, which I'll email to you, but I think we're ready to get down to the decisions on zoning for each area.”
“If you don't need me anymore, I'll get back to work.” Derek rose.
“When we've roughed out the general zoning,” Duff said, “we'll need to consult with you and see if anything needs changing.”
Derek left and the three of us discussed zoning for a while. We'd all done a lot of driving and walking around the island and, in the main, agreed on the designation of most properties. Not Norma's, though. Joanna wouldn't budge from her position that a hundred and twenty acres of it should be classified as agricultural.
“Let me talk to Norma,” I said to her. “When I ran for election, I promised her I'd make sure it all became a park.”
“I won't change my mind. Not on that point.”
“Well, Duff, if Joanna and I remain on opposite sides of the fence, that leaves you with all the power.”
“Right now I feel totally powerless. But that's likely due to lack of beer and food.” Duff pulled a calendar out of his briefcase. “Talk to Norma first, Holly, and let's have a special meeting with Derek on the thirtieth and see if we can finalize the draft plan. We've got a lot of consulting to do with a lot of people before we're ready for a public hearing.”
Joanna sighed. “There will be tongues flapping for weeks and weeks.”
“Did you know,” Duff said, “that some hummingbirds' wings flap at a rate of nearly a hundred beats per second?”
***
The following Saturday, while Ben and Cal did the rough plumbing at the cottage so they'd be ready for the backhoe that was coming the following week to dig for the septic tank and field, I went over to Gordon Bay to visit Norma and Maggie. BJ bounced down the front steps, wriggling all over in anticipation of some stroking and it was nearly a minute before he had calmed down enough to lead me to the door.
My mother-in-law and Norma were both looking relaxed. “I'd offer you coffee, Holly,” Maggie said, “but coffee doesn't agree with Norma's system now, so we're drinking green tea.”
“Green tea is great.” I settled into an overstuff chair. “I drink too much coffee anyway.” After Maggie handed me a mug of tea, I told Norma about the argument over her property in the last trustee meeting. “Before we meet again, I need to know if you have strong feelings about it all being parkland.”
Norma stroked Blue Eyes, the ginger tabby, for a moment. “I do have strong feelings about this land. I was born in this house and I've lived here all my life. I'd like all of it to be a park, but perhaps I'm being unrealistic. Holly, if the meadows are designated as agricultural, can they ever be subdivided for residences?”
“No. Agricultural means exactly that. Basically, cows or crops.”
“All right,” she said, “I'm willing to go along with what Joanna wants. Farming is such a gamble that I doubt if those meadows will ever be plowed up. So, in effect, they will be part of the park. If cows or horses graze there, that will be fine, too.”
“Thanks, Norma, I'll tell her. We're having a special meeting on the thirtieth to try and hurry this community plan into being.”
“Norma,” Maggie said, “tell Holly about BJ's new trick.”
Norma smiled. “That's because I have a new trick, too. After Maggie and I have breakfast, I usually go back to bed with a book and read for an hour. BJ loves it; he snuggles up with me and sleeps. But this morning, I decided to have a shower instead of going back to bed.”
“I called the dog,” Maggie said, “and told him it was time to go outside for a widdle. He came down the hall, saw Norma at the bathroom door and scuttled back to bed. I went and got him and headed for the front door.”
“When BJ saw that I wasn't coming with him,” Norma said, “he scooted underneath my long nightie, in between my feet.”
“He wouldn't come out,” Maggie said. “I think he hoped that if he couldn't see me, I couldn't see him. By that time Norma was laughing so hard she could barely stand up.”
I was laughing, too, as I pictured the scene. “How did you get him to go out?”
“I played a trick of my own.” Maggie smiled. “I got his leash and said 'car' to him. He loves going in the car so he went outside willingly. I don't know if he'll ever forgive me.”
“He'll have forgotten about it by tomorrow,” I said. “How's the garden coming along? I meant to go around the back and have a look, but BJ distracted me.”
“Growing fast, with all the warm, sunny weather we've had lately.” Maggie poured me another mug of tea. “I'll have to ask Benjamin to bring his cultivator over and weed between the rows.”
“The sunshine has been wonderful,” I said. “June can be such a wet month. It's been great for Ben and Cal, too. They'll start putting up the wall studs on Monday.” Then I regretted what I'd said. Would it bother Norma to have the cottage mentioned, to know that she'd never see it finished?
“I want to come and see it when the walls are up and the roof is on,” Norma said. “That way I can imagine Maggie and my babies living there, close to you and Ben.”
Tears prickled my eyes as I realized that two of Norma's six months had already gone. Why did time have to disappear so quickly? “I'll phone as soon as it gets to that point. “Did Maggie tell you about the cat run?”
Norma nodded. “It's a good idea. That will prevent them trying to find their way back here.” She poured herself more tea from the pot on the end table beside her. “The thought of leaving my cats and BJ is hard for me, harder than leaving people behind. I guess it's because they need me.”
“You know they'll be in good hands,” I said.
“I know, and I'm enormously grateful. Still…”
I didn't know how to answer and luckily Doran chose that moment to come flying in through the cat door in the kitchen, race into the living room and land heavily in my lap. “You're very friendly today, Mr. Bad Boy.”
He flopped over on his back and purred loudly while I rubbed his tummy and scratched his neck under its heavy ruff of fur. Then I realized that Smoke had followed him in and was sitting at my feet, doing his silent meow in greeting and, no doubt, looking for some attention, too.
“Okay, Doran, that's enough for now.” I put him on the floor. He huffed, turned and smacked me hard on the ankle. “Ouch!”
“You're not allowed to leave him to his own devices until he says you can.” Maggie grinned. “The only time you may put him down is when he demands it.”
“Well, pardon me!” I picked him up again. However, he wouldn't forgive the insult. He jumped down and turned his back on me. I took the opportunity to lean down and cuddle Smoke. As I straightened up, I heard a car engine.
“Are you expecting someone?” I asked. “If so, I'll get out of your hair. I need to do some driving around the island while I think about property uses.”
“For heaven's sake!” Maggie turned away from the front window. “It's Trevor.” She looked at Norma. “Do you want to escape into the bedroom?”
Norma shook her head. “No. If there's going to be a showdown, I'd rather get it over with now, while I have you two here.”
Trevor rapped at the door and walked in without waiting for an invitation. There was something different about him but I couldn't figure out what it was. His casual slacks and open-necked shirt didn't make him look any less pompous or full of himself. I scolded myself for giving free rein to prejudice. Then remembered that he'd tried to get his mother committed so he could grab her land and decided I was more than justified. It occurred to me, too, that he was rude for simply walking in. His mother was not the only person living in the house now.
“Hello, mother.” Trevor turned and saw me. “Oh, you're here.” If he were a cat, his tail would have been fluffed out to twice its size.
“Yes, she is, and she's staying,” Norma said.
I thought about Trevor suing me for exerting pernicious influence on his mother, and decided that, if I were a cat, I'd scratch his eyes out.
“I brought Tanya over to the island to see Deanna and Peter,” Trevor said, “and while I was here, I decided to ask if you're considering settling out of court. My lawyer hasn't received any notification that you're prepared to defend against my suit.”
“Why should I settle?” asked Norma. “You don't have a hope in hell of winning.”
My mouth fell open. Norma never used bad language. Trevor apparently felt the same way, for he stared at her. He started to say something, then stopped and stepped closer to her. “You're not looking well. Your skin is yellow and you've lost weight. Have you seen your doctor?”
“Oh, yes. There's nothing he can do.”
“I don't believe it.” Trevor was frowning. “These hick doctors are always years out of date.”
“Not this one,” Norma said. “He only just became an MD. He took over from my old doctor a few months ago.”
“Then he's inexperienced,” Trevor said. “What does he say is wrong with you?”
“Cancer of the pancreas.” Norma took the last sip of her tea. “I've seen the lab reports so I know it's true. And it's inoperable.”
Trevor sat down, unasked, and adjusted his trousers to preserve the crease. “I'll go and see him myself. I doubt very much he knows what he's doing.” He leaned forward. “I think you'd better come back to Victoria with me. I'll send you to some specialists who will tell you the truth and take care of you.”
“I trust Dr. Giles,” Norma said. “And it was the lab in Victoria that did the tests. I suppose your specialists would use the same one.”
Trevor looked at Maggie. “I'm trying to see that my mother gets proper care,” he said. “Surely you can see that. Don't you agree she should come with me?”
“It's none of my business. In my opinion, Norma should do whatever she wants to do.”
Trevor turned back to Norma. “Tell me, at least, that you're taking appropriate treatment.”
“If you mean chemotherapy and radiation,” Norma said, “I don't think it's appropriate and I've refused it.”
Trevor looked astonished. “But it could save your life!”
“For how long?” Norma said. “From what Dr. Giles said to me and what I've read, pancreatic cancer is fatal. What's the point of suffering the knife and your poison and drugs if I'm going to die anyway?”
“But you can't do that,” Trevor said. “If your doctor has prescribed therapy, you must take it.”
“My body belongs to me, not to any doctor. I have the right to decide what's going to be done to it.”
“You're being very foolish.” Trevor rose and paced across the room. “You know nothing about illness or treatment. Doctors are the experts in health care and you absolutely must listen to them. At the very least, chemotherapy and radiation could prolong your life.”
“But at what cost?” I could see that Norma was angry. Pulsing blood lent a pink glow to her yellow skin. “What's the point of living longer if I'm going to spend that time being sick?”
“Don't be silly, mother. We have some excellent anti-nausea drugs available now. What could be more important than prolonging your life?”
“Dying a good death.” Norma paused for a second. “It's time for me to go, Trevor. I can feel it. Maybe a heart attack would have been easier, but at least this way I have time to arrange my affairs and say my goodbyes.”
“You're being negative,” Trevor snapped. He stalked to the front door and turned to face Norma, scowling. “I'm going to see your Dr. Giles and tell him what I think. I will also instruct him to make sure you get appropriate treatment.”
I wondered if Dr. Giles would be diplomatic or tell Trevor to get stuffed.
“You can tell him anything you like,” Norma said, “but I won't change my mind.” As Trevor put his hand on the door knob, she added, “Why do you care, anyway? The last I heard, you were suing me.”
His knuckles tightened on the knob. “It seems to be the only way to get you to listen to reason. It certainly doesn't alter the fact that you're my mother and I love you.” He opened the door and marched out.
He'd said 'I love you' as though he'd been taught how to say the words but had no idea what they meant. From the window, I watched him stumble on the last step and recover himself, one hand going up to his hair. Then he climbed into a Mercedes-Benz convertible. It was a silvery sand color and, before he pulled away, I saw the chrome insignia, 'SL 500.' “I could swear he looks different from the last time I saw him.”
I turned to Norma and was surprised to see her smiling. “Yes, he's wearing a rug.”
Both Maggie and I began to laugh, perhaps as much out of relief that he'd gone as at his vanity. I patted one of Norma's hands. “I'm so glad you stuck to your guns.”
“Me, too,” she said. “But I expected this, sooner or later, just as I expected him to pretend that he cares what happens to me. If he can soften me up that way, he probably thinks I'll cave in and help him try to get the property back from the Islands Trust. If I'm dead, of course, I can't do a thing for him.”
Maggie said, “I seem to remember you telling me that Trevor has always been like this.”
Norma nodded. “He gets worse as he gets older, too.” She put Blue Eyes on the floor and rose. “I told Dr. Giles what Trevor is like. I also told him that I was certified as sane by those two psychiatrists Trevor hired to try and get me judged as incompetent. So he knows the score.”
“Do you think Trevor is a sociopath?” Maggie asked.
“I don't know what a sociopath is,” Norma said, “but if it means somebody who doesn't care about anybody but himself, then that describes him well enough.” She stopped in the hallway. “That session tired me out. I'm going to have a nap.” BJ raced ahead of her into the bedroom, the three cats following sedately behind.
When Norma's door had closed, Maggie said, “I'm lucky to have two normal, decent boys as sons. I guess you're right, Holly, Trevor should have been drowned at birth. I'm grateful that Norma has her beloved garden and her animals. And many good friends.”
“I'm sure she'd agree that she's blessed in those ways. But it must be a constant ache to have her only child turn out to be such a cold, selfish…”
“I can fill in that blank, Holly.” Maggie smiled. “One good thing might come out of this. I think Norma will phone her grandsons now and ask them to come for a visit before she goes.”
“I suspect Trevor will get to them before she does. He may try to get the boys on his side so they'll talk her into doing what he wants.”
“You worry too much, Holly. At this point, nobody is likely to talk Norma into anything.” Maggie came outside with me and we stood for a moment, watching small wavelets caress the sand around Gordon Bay. “I guess you know that Norma left me the animals in her will.”
“No, I didn't. I assumed you offered to take them.”
“I did,” Maggie said, “but Norma wanted to make it formal. She left everything else to Trevor and wanted to be sure there was no misunderstanding. He thinks animals are a waste of time and money, so he'd probably euthanize or abandon them.”
“The idea of euthanizing him is very appealing.”
Maggie ignored that. “Holly, I have a new idea. Since I'm going to be looking after Norma's three cats and BJ, perhaps I should go the whole way and start an animal shelter.”
“That would make Ben stop dragging his feet about the cat run. He may be channeling St. Francis of Assisi, but I bet he'd be loyal to George and his subjects.”
“Don't worry, Holly. If there are needy animals to consider, the St. Francis part of his character will take command.”
~~~~~
By the following Thursday, Maggie's cottage was beginning to actually look like a cottage. The framing was done and Cal and Ben were nailing plywood sheets on the roof. When they came in for morning coffee, Cal bemoaned the fact that Ben had bought ordinary asphalt shingles.
“Sure would have been nice to use cedar shakes like the ones on my place,” he said. “They make a house look more rustic.” He sat down and took a shortbread cookie while I was pouring the coffee. I'd never seen a house more rustic than Cal's. It was built of logs and cedar shakes so old and weathered they were dark gray. The house looked as if it had grown out of the ground, like the trees that surrounded it. Funny little Angora goats, rectangular chunks of wool with two horns sticking out the top and four legs sticking out the bottom, wandered around the yard. Altogether, the place looked like it had been dropped there from a book of fairy stories.
“We talked about that before,” Ben said. “If one of us had a dead cedar tree, I guess we could take time to split shakes, but we don't. And they're too expensive to buy.”
“At least the asphalt shingles are a nice light green,” I said. “That will blend in well with the trees.”
“Yeah.” Cal seemed unimpressed. He ate another cookie.
“How far up the roof have you done?” The special trustee meeting was the next day and I'd been too busy preparing for that to walk over to the cottage and admire their progress.
“About five feet on the east side,” Ben said, waving his hand to demonstrate. Ever vigilant for such opportunities, Nicky snatched the half-eaten cookie out of Ben's hand and gulped it. “Bad dog,” Ben said, but without much conviction.
“Those interlocking shingles are easy to handle,” Cal said, “but it takes a knack just the same. Figure we'll be pretty fast by the time we get the whole roof done.”
“Maybe the two of you should start a construction company to make use of all this experience you're getting.”
They spent the next ten minutes telling me why that was a bad idea while I politely listened and wished I hadn't tried to tease them. Between the cottage and the garden, Ben had been working sixteen-hour days and his sense of humor was suffering. I was glad to see them heading out the back door.
I cleared away the coffee things and decided I could take five minutes to enjoy the morning from the kitchen sundeck. The sun was already hot and the early morning dew had evaporated but everything looked green and fresh. Robins hopped around in the grass, looking for worms, and squirrels chased one another across the greenhouse roof. I could see Ben's and Cal's heads, shaded by baseball caps, on the cottage roof and hear their hammers echoing each other.
“Meow!” George the Magnificent, paws still damp from walking in wet grass where the sun had not yet reached, demanded my attention.
I picked him up and cuddled him for a moment. He butted my chin with his head and purred, then demanded to be set back on his royal feet. “All right, go have your morning nap. I'll check on your Nemesis.”
But peace reigned in the living room. Ming and Shaz batted paper clips around while Kaylie sat like the Sphinx on the couch and watched disdainfully. I knew that Cato, Caesar and Poppy would be outside somewhere, terrorizing the wildlife. I drew the drapes on the south windows to keep the heat at bay and went back to my den to slave over the community plan.
The rest of the morning flashed by all too quickly. I was in the kitchen, making salmon salad sandwiches and up to my ankles in extremely vocal cats demanding their share of the catch, when I heard what sounded like a scream.
An eagle? But no, it had been too prolonged. I hurried to the sundeck and looked toward the cottage. Cal was running toward me.
“Holly! Ben's hurt!”
For just a moment fear immobilized me. “How bad is it?”
“Don't know.” Cal wiped the sweat off his face with a large navy blue handkerchief. “Think he broke an arm.”
He followed me into the house, where I scrabbled for tape. “Cal, have you got anything on the building site that would do for a splint?”
“No.”
I grabbed a couple of wooden rulers out of my desk drawer and we hurried over to the cottage. Ben was half-lying against a stack of plywood sheets, his face white, supporting his right arm with his left. Cal pulled him over so he was sitting up straight.
“Hurts like hell,” Ben groaned as Cal and I fumbled with the splints and finally got them taped in place. “That's better. Not much, though.”
“Think you can stand?” Cal asked.
“Don't know. Everything hurts.” But he shifted to his knees and Cal hauled him upright. “Legs work okay, I guess.”
“Should I call the ambulance?” I said, “or can you sit in the car?” I wanted to get him to the hospital instantly and the car would be faster than waiting for the ambulance.
“I'll go in the car,” he said.
Cal and I, one on either side, walked him to the car port. “What happened?”
“He lost his footing on the roof and slid down,” Cal said, “then fell against that stack of plywood. I figure that's what busted his arm.” He opened the Chevy's passenger door to help Ben in.
I hurried into the house for my keys. When I came back, I said to Cal, “Phone Dr. Giles, would you? Tell him what happened and ask if he can meet us at the hospital. And do something with the salmon on the kitchen counter before those cats eat it all. Oh, and if you go home, put Nicky in the house so he doesn't wander off.”
As I backed out, Cal said, “Yeah, I know.”
The drive to Mora Bay was an exercise in frustration. I wanted to hurry but, every time I hit a bump, Ben yelped. By the time we were halfway to town, I realized I'd better apologize to Cal for giving him orders. He'd looked after our house and animals often enough that he knew the score.
At the hospital, Dr. Giles, young, blond and dressed in sweatshirt and jeans, helped Ben out of the car. “Glad to see you put a splint on,” he said. “If the bone's broken, any movement could sever blood vessels and cause more tissue damage.”
“It's broken all right.” Ben's words were a cross between a snarl and a moan.
Dr. Giles led him away to be X-rayed. It was a relief to see Ben's color was better, but now I was beginning to react to the shock and fear. I wanted a cigarette worse than I had the whole time I was quitting. I decided it was a good thing my hands were shaking too much to hang onto one. An hour in the waiting room with year-old movie magazines calmed me down to the point where I was more interested in those salmon sandwiches I'd left behind than in having a cigarette.
Dr. Giles called me into the treatment room where he was putting a professional splint on Ben's arm with gauze and elastic wrap. “Ben's lucky. It's a simple closed fracture of the radius and it should heal up without complications.”
“Are there other injuries?” I asked.
“Doc says I'm just bruised,” Ben said, “but I feel like somebody went at me with a baseball bat.”
“You're going to be uncomfortable until the bruises settle down. I'm immobilizing the arm to hold the bones in position and also the elbow and wrist, for the same reason. Bone healing is a natural process and takes some time so you'll have to be patient.”
“Ha ha,” Ben said. “Patient. Very clever. Why aren't you putting a cast on it?”
“Because fractures swell. When that happens, there's a build-up of pressure under the cast. Which means more pain and possible damage to the tissues around the bone.”
“So when do I get a cast?” Ben asked. “I need to get back to work.”
“In a week, if everything looks good.” Dr. Giles gave me a sympathetic glance over the top of Ben's head as he put the final touches on the elastic wrap. “And you're not going to be working with the cast on either, if you want the arm to heal properly. In fact, for the next twenty-four hours – seventy-two would be better – I want you to rest and elevate the arm well above your heart. That will reduce the pain and minimize swelling.”
Ben glowered. “I haven't got time for this kind of thing. I'm building a house and running a market garden.”
“Are you left-handed or right-handed?” Dr. Giles asked.
“Right-handed.”
“Then, since it's your right arm that's immobilized, spend your time figuring out how you're going to brush your teeth with your left hand,” Dr. Giles said. “I'd suggest getting other people to do your work for the next several weeks.”
“But…”
“You can supervise,” I said. “Cal will work on the cottage. I'll do some of the gardening.”
Ben moaned. But this time I reckoned it was emotional rather than physical pain. He didn't want me and my incurable black thumb messing around in his greenhouse or garden and making his plants die. He raged and grumbled the whole five miles of twisty gravel road that wound through tiny farms and cedar forests to Holly Haven. “This is ruining all my plans!”
“Well, if you're going to be careless and fall off a roof, what do you expect?”
For the last half mile, he treated me to a dark, brooding silence. When I parked in the car port, he managed to unbuckle the seat belt and open the door with his left hand and limped off toward the cottage, radiating outrage.
“What about elevating your arm?” I yelled. He didn't even look around.
***
The next day, Friday, was June thirtieth, leading into the Canada Day long weekend and the traffic was twice as busy as usual. I'd headed for town and the trustees' meeting early so I could stop and buy painkillers for Ben. I wondered if Dr. Giles would prescribe tranquilizers. I wanted to stuff some down Ben's throat. Or my own. If he kept on moaning the way he had for the last eighteen hours, I'd have a hard time not strangling him.
The complaints were endless. He needed help to put his clothes on. It was awkward brushing his teeth and combing his hair with his left hand. He couldn't tie his shoes. He couldn't have a shower. He couldn't cut up his dinner or aim his fork with his left hand so as to find his mouth. His arm hurt. His bones ached. The cats jumped on his lap and jarred his broken arm.
Earlier I'd helped carry food out to the meadow for the deer and turned on the garden sprinklers. Then Ben discovered he couldn't fill the bird feeders with only one hand and erupted again.
“I don't have time for this! That doctor better fix this arm so I can use it!”
“Ben, he said it takes time to heal. He can't wave a magic wand and do it instantly. You'll just have to learn to ask other people for help.”
“I don't need help,” he snarled. “What I need is for this arm to get back to normal.”
It had seemed best not to remind him that Dr. Giles had warned of several weeks for healing.
It was a relief when he went over to the cottage, though I'd worried for a minute or two that he'd harass Cal so much that Cal might quit. I hadn't bothered even putting on the coffee for them. They had three hands and two brains between them; they could do it.
In Mora Bay I bought painkillers, with the fervent hope they would improve Ben's mood, and arrived at The Yellow Duck, grateful to face a couple of hours with only a community plan to argue about. I set up the laptop and stepped out on the pub's deck to smell the ocean. The marina was crammed with sailboats, their masts glinting in the sunlight. The Canada Day regatta was scheduled for tomorrow and sailors were busy polishing brass or doing last minute adjustments.
Duff joined me at the railing. “I heard Ben had a fall.”
The way the island gossip network functioned, I was surprised he hadn't heard five minutes after it happened, then remembered Cal hadn't been able to get to a phone that fast. “He broke his arm, but it was a clean break so the doctor doesn't foresee any problems. He'll be flying on one wing for several weeks, though.”
Joanna had walked up the ramp from the dock in time to hear my words and we went into our meeting room. “About three months,” she said. “At least, that's how long it took when I broke my arm.” I must have moaned, for she gave me a sympathetic look. “Is he worrying about all the things he thinks he should be doing and can't?”
“Exactly. And the doctor hasn't even told him yet that it'll take that long to heal. He'll go right out of his mind when he learns that.”
“Well, I won't tell him,” Joanna said. “Before Derek gets here, can we review the situation regarding Trevor Brentwood and his suit?”
Duff cleared his throat. “I went over to Victoria to see The Island Trusts lawyer. His name is Robert Geraghty. Older guy, but really sharp. He sounded like he could handle Trevor okay. He said he'd represent everybody, including Ben and his mother.”
“Is it going to cost a lot?” I couldn't help worrying about the new mortgage on Holly Haven and wondering how much extra Ben might have to pay Cal for help on the cottage and the greenhouse.
“He said he'd charge us all something, but since The Islands Trust owns the Brentwood property, it will be responsible for the major portion of his fees. He said the defense would be much the same for each of the parties, so it's not like he has to do much extra work.”
“There'll be extra paperwork, at least.” Joanna fiddled with her pen. “But did he say anything about the outcome? Does he think Trevor has a good case?”
Duff said, “He wouldn't commit himself on that but he did say that Norma had executed a proper deed of gift under seal, which proves her intent to give the property to the Trust. I got the impression that was a good thing. He's coming over to talk to Norma next week. I told him she was ill.”
“I hope she tells him about Trevor hiring those two shrinks to prove she was incompetent,” I said. “If she doesn't, I will.”
“He said he'd meet with the rest of us together,” Duff said. “Ben, Maggie, you two and me. He'll phone me when he gets his schedule sorted out.”
Joanna leaned back in her chair. “Is this suit going to delay the community plan?”
“Geraghty said not.” Duff looked around as Derek came in and sat down beside him. “He told me to go ahead on the basis that the property will continue to be owned by the Trust.”
“That's a relief.” I smiled at Derek. “So have you finished all your recommendations about parks and ecology?”
Derek handed each of us a copy of his report and we got down to work. By the end of two hours, we'd agreed on zoning and basic restrictions for every part of Adriana except the Brentwood property.
“I talked to Norma about that,” I said. “She's agreeable to the forest and waterfront being designated park and the rest being agricultural as long as it can't be built on.”
Joanna looked relieved. “I'm glad we're not going to have an argument about it. Now we'd better talk about the consultations the Act says we have to do.”
We talked for another half an hour about what the trustees on Melfort Island had done and finally agreed that sending a newsletter outlining the provisions of the community plan to all Adriana's property owners should be the next step.
“Holly, you've got most of that information on your computer already,” Duff said, “so will you do the newsletter? We can get The Adriana Advocate to print off one for each registered landowner. And we'd better have an information meeting so that people can sound off. That'll work better than all of them phoning me at home.”
“I know it's been a pain in the butt for you, Duff,” Joanna said, “but you'll find it worthwhile. You've got to do whatever it takes to satisfy people so they'll be happy to pass the bylaw making the community plan official.”
“Short-term pain for long-term gain, I guess,” he said. “I'll talk to the school board secretary about renting the high school auditorium. Derek, I'd like you to attend the information meeting. You have the training and the right language to give detailed answers on why we've made some of these decisions.”
“I'll give you my parents' phone number in Sooke.” Derek scribbled on a slip of paper. “I'm taking the ferry over to the big island tonight, for the long weekend.”
“Oh, gosh, I forgot it's Canada Day tomorrow,” Joanna said.
I'd forgotten it for a moment, too. Now I realized that Monday would be a holiday, too, which meant three days with no work done on the cottage. Ben would be frantic.
Duff rose and stuffed his papers into his briefcase. “I move we adjourn to the pub for lunch.”
“I'm all for that,” I said. It had been a long time since breakfast and Nicky had eaten most of my bacon. Besides, I'd just had an idea.
The lunch crowd had thinned out to half a dozen people so the four of us got a table overlooking the deck and the harbor. The sun shone, the water sparkled and life was good, except that I had to go home and deal with Ben's bad temper.
The waitress hurried by with a tray of beer and said over her shoulder, “I'll be there in a jiffy.”
“She'll never make it,” Duff said. “A 'jiffy' is the name of an actual unit of time. It means one one-hundredth of a second.”
By the time I'd calculated how many jiffies in a minute, she was back and we ordered our usual beer and burgers.
“Derek,” I said, “do you have another job to go to after you're finished with us?”
“No,” he said, “I don't. But my old man's a contractor, so I can probably work for him until my next term starts.”
“How do you feel about working in a market garden? Or building a cottage?”
Derek grinned. “Guess I could handle either one as long as there's somebody to tell me what to do.”
In his present mood, Ben would be quite capable of telling Derek what to do, in the most profane terms. I winced at the thought and said, “My husband broke his arm and this is a busy time for him, considering he's also building a cottage for his mother. I'll have to talk it over with him, but I think he's going to need help.”
“You can let me know,” Derek said.
I turned to Duff. “Speaking of bones, did you know that a house cat has two hundred and thirty? A human, who is fifteen times larger than a cat, has only two hundred and six.”
Joanna looked across the table at Derek and said, her gray eyes twinkling, “Think we can pick the bones out of that?”
***
On Sunday afternoon, Maggie and Norma came over to look at the cottage and offer sympathy to Ben. Nicky was always ecstatic to see company and Ben greeted the women cordially but if he'd been a cat, his fur would have been bristling with rage, his tail whipping back and forth.
“I'm sorry about your arm, Benjamin,” Maggie said. “I suppose it's made things a bit awkward for you.”
“Awkward!” Ben glared at her. “You have no idea what a disaster it is! I can't do a damn thing with my left hand. Can't pound nails, can't weed, can't drive the truck, can't even tie my own damn shoes.”
Norma smiled. “Ben, you've only broken an arm. That's hardly the end of the world.”
He opened his mouth to argue, then realized who he was arguing with. “No, I guess it isn't. But that's what it feels like.” He looked a bit deflated. “I hate being useless. I've got all this stuff I have to do and I can't do any of it.”
“This isn't going to last forever and you can get other people to work for you for a little while,” Norma said. “Holly says you might hire that nice young man, Derek. Think how much you could teach him while you're having a holiday from physical labor. Wouldn't it be fun to crack the whip for a change?”
I'd been too busy defending myself to realize that his male pride in physical competence was injured just as much as his arm and I was grateful to Norma for recognizing the problem.
“I hadn't thought of it that way.” Ben turned to me. “I'll phone Derek.” Then his face turned red and the fingers on his right hand clenched into a fist. “I can't even deal with the damn phone! Holly, you phone him.”
“Of course I will,” I said.
“There you go, Benjamin,” Maggie said. “You'll enjoy telling everybody else what to do once you get used to it. I certainly did when I was teaching elementary school. Now, can we go look at the cottage?”
“You'll probably find most of the cats over there,” I said. “They're very curious about this new structure and spend a lot of time sniffing every bit of it they can reach. I'll stay here and make some tea.”
When they came back, both Norma and Maggie looked pleased. “It will be a lovely place to live.” Norma waved her arm at the sea sparkling around small islands in the strait. “Nice to be up on a hill where you have a sweeping view.”
“I can actually imagine living there now,” Maggie said. “And, Holly, I didn't know what you meant when you said new lumber smelled good, but now I do.”
I brought tea into the living room and, as soon as Maggie sat down, Shaz slowly emerged from under the couch and settled on her lap.
“You have the magic touch, Mother,” Ben said.
Maggie looked pleased. “She acts more like a dignified lady than a kitten.”
“She's only like that when we have company,” I said. “A couple more visits from you, Norma, and she'll be racing around like a normal kitten. You should see what she's like when she gets drunk on catnip.”
“Which always seems to happen about four in the morning.” Ben sounded aggrieved. “She races through the house yowling, then comes rushing into the bedroom and jumps on Holly and me before taking off again.”
“You'd think it was a horse racing up the stairs,” I added, “not a five-month-old kitten.”
Maggie stroked Shaz, who stretched full length across her lap and purred. “I never noticed before, but she's got a patch of seal and brown that goes around her right hind leg. Like an ankle bracelet, except it's around the knee.”
“Cats don't have knees,” Norma said.
“Then it's a thigh bracelet,” Maggie said.
“They don't need knees,” Ben grumbled. “But we do, because they all expect us to kneel to them.”
“Her colored fur is getting darker,” I said. “I think her tail and ears and eye mask are eventually going to be black. And some of the light sand color on her back is turning a little darker. It may end up as light brown.”
“Her fur seems even thicker and softer now.” Maggie cooed at the kitten. “You little precious, your feet are so white and dainty. You're my pretty girl.”
“In some ways, she really is like a dignified lady.” I got up to pour more tea. “She seems to prefer lazing in the house to being outside with the rest of the gang. Perhaps she's afraid of getting a sunburn. She won't go out when it's windy because she hates having her fur ruffled and she's back inside at the first drop of rain.”
Norma said, “Does she hide under the couch because she's afraid of people? Or of the other cats?”
“That's what I thought at first,” I said, “but I've changed my mind. She gets along fine with the other cats. She also doesn't hide from people she sees all the time, including Maggie and Cal. I've looked at her under the couch, when someone new is here, and she seems perfectly relaxed. Sometimes she's even asleep. My guess is that she wants to be where she can hear what's going on but doesn't need to interact with anyone.”
“As a great beauty,” Maggie said, “perhaps she saves her charm for special people.”
“What you're saying, Mother,” said Ben, “is that she thinks she's too good for the common herd and refuses to mingle with them.”
Maggie took a sprig of green grapes from the plate I'd put out. Shaz reached up with both paws, snagged one of the grapes and ate it.
“I've never seen a cat do that!” Norma said.
I nodded. “She does have some odd tastes for a cat. She likes grated carrot, too.”
“A vegetarian cat.” Maggie looked thoughtful. “If all cats have such different tastes, it could be a challenge running an animal shelter.”
“I don't think animal shelters cater to individual tastes,” Norma said. “They have all they can do providing simple food and shelter and veterinary services.”
Ben was frowning. “You're not serious about running an animal shelter, I hope. It would be a lot of work, with a lot of frustration. I thought, from what you've said, that you want to lie in bed with cups of tea and look at the view.”
“Do you think I'm too old for it?” Maggie demanded, her tone tart.
“Well, no, no, of course not. But…” Ben couldn't seem to think of anything else to say. He knew that implying Maggie was past doing something simply ensured that she'd go out and do it, no matter the consequences. He'd said to me once that he was glad people over sixty-five couldn't get a licence to fly small aircraft.
“Perhaps I should run an animal sanctuary, rather than a shelter,” Maggie said.
“I don't think there's much difference.” I put my teacup back on its saucer. “Except that sanctuaries don't usually euthanize animals.”
“I'll talk to Jerry about it,” Maggie said. “And the SPCA in Mora Bay, next time I'm there. Ben, I looked at wire netting at the hardware store last week. We'll need a lot of it for the cat run.”
“You won't need a cat run if you aren't running an animal shelter,” Ben said, “and I certainly don't think you should be. That's what the SPCA is for.” He rose. “I'm going to turn the sprinklers off in the garden. At least that's one thing I can do.” He went out the front door, across the veranda and down the steps, Nicky at his heels.
“He's being stubborn about that cat run,” Maggie said. “I don't want to argue about it just yet, because he's obviously spoiling for a fight, but I won't give up.”
“You know I'm on your side, Maggie,” I said, “but when you discuss this topic with Ben again, I think I'll just take cover under the couch with Shaz.”
~~~~~
Derek Jamison came down the driveway on a motorbike Tuesday morning. Nicky went into a paroxysm of barking at this alien, helmeted creature riding a strange vehicle that was smaller than Bouncing Blue Betsy but made even more noise. By the time I opened the back door, Derek had taken off his helmet, revealing a human head, and Nicky was apologizing by licking his face.
I took Derek into the kitchen, poured him a coffee and introduced him to Ben, who was awkwardly spooning cereal into his mouth with his left hand, while George the Magnificent and Cato sat at his feet, wanting to know why there was no bacon. The two men did a left-handed shake and Ben was just beginning to explain what he wanted done in the greenhouse when Cal rapped at the back door and walked in. He was earlier than usual but I knew why. He'd heard the motorcycle and couldn't wait to find out who it was and why they were visiting Holly Haven.
I'd just poured coffee for Cal when a flatbed truck came down the driveway, carrying a backhoe to do the septic field. Mick was only a week late, which was actually early by Adriana standards. He came in and, of course, had to have coffee before he could do any work. That meant I had to make another pot before I could pour myself one and, hopefully, escape into my den to work on the trustees' newsletter.
While the coffee pot bubbled and spluttered, I listened to the conversation. Derek was calling Ben 'sir', much to my amusement, and trying to ask him questions, but was being kept busy by Cal wanting to know how much motorcycles cost to run and how they were on wet roads and was there a lot involved in getting licensed. Mick and Ben were comparing notes on broken bones and bad backs. I was just about to head down the hall when the phone rang.
It was Duff. “The information meeting is set for Sunday, July twenty-third. I think we should open up the auditorium at noon so people can come and look at maps and zoning proposals. The actual information meeting will be at seven. Okay?”
“Sounds good to me. What about security for the auditorium?”
“No need for that. The janitor will be around somewhere.”
I was surprised. In Victoria we'd have needed more than a janitor. “How soon do you want the newsletter?”
“Yesterday would be nice.”
“All right, Duff, I'm on it.”
After I hung up, Ben said, “Oh, Holly, would you mind feeding the chickens? Mick wants to get finished quick because he's got another job and I need to show him where I want the septic tank.”
I put on rubber boots and gloves, in case Mr. Mighty decided to try killing me, and filled up the feed and water troughs. By the time the hens were clucking contentedly over their breakfast, the four men had gone to the cottage and, except for the roar of the backhoe, life was peaceful again.
Half an hour later I realized the backhoe was silent. I checked the computer clock but it was only nine forty-five. Not coffee-time yet. Then the back door slammed and Ben yelled, “Holly!”
His tone worried me. Had he broken his other arm? But he was waiting in the mud room, appropriately, since he looked like he'd been standing in gooey mud up to his knees. “What's happened now?”
He sat down on the bench. “Help me get these boots off. You've got to drive me into Mora Bay to get some copper tubing.”
“Why?”
He took a deep breath. “The damn backhoe cut through the damn water line and there's water from hell to damn breakfast, that's why.”
I kept quiet while I took off his boots and trousers, helped him into clean pants and tied his sneakers. I turned the heat down to 'warm' under the beef stew on the stove, and grabbed my bag from the bedroom. We shut Nicky in the kitchen, sulking, and headed for Mora Bay. Buying the copper tubing was no problem, but I spent a lot of time waiting while various people came over and wanted the details of Ben's fall. This usually led to stories of their own disasters, so that it was nearly noon when we got back in the car.
“Why don't we go to The Yellow Duck for lunch?”
Ben gave me a blank look. “But…”
“But what? Is the water line still spewing?”
“No. We shut off the water at the greenhouse.”
“What were the boys doing when you left?”
“Cal showed Derek how to put shingles on, so he was doing that,” Ben said. “Mick said he'd get the backhoe going again and finish the field and the hole for the septic tank.”
“What about Cal?”
Ben was silent for a minute. “I guess he's supervising.”
“Okay, so they don't need you for anything. And if Cal can't figure out what to do with the stew heating on the stove or the loaf of bread I left on the counter, then he's not the man I've known for the last five years.” I pointed the car toward The Yellow Duck.
“We haven't eaten out for ages,” Ben said.
“Ever since you built the greenhouse, you've been working hard. Like me with the trustee job. I think we're entitled to a little break now and then.”
When we were tucked into a corner table with a mug of beer each and hamburgers on order, Ben said, “It feels weird not to be home taking care of stuff.”
“But you are taking care of stuff. You're paying three men to do the work you can't do yourself right now.”
“When I was a kid, my Dad always mowed the lawn and shoveled the walks himself. He never hired it done. He said those things were his responsibility, that it was part of being a homeowner.” Ben took a swig of beer. “But I guess hiring people, if you can afford it, is just as good. Provided they do it right.”
“If they don't do it right, then you fire them.”
Ben raised his eyebrows. “Can you imagine me firing Cal?”
“Well, no.” Cal was part of the territory we'd acquired when we moved to Adriana. Good neighbor, a very handy handyman and now a dear friend.
Ben leaned back and looked out the harbor for a minute. “You know, I felt really dumb when Norma told me that breaking an arm wasn't the end of the world. I realize I'm lucky to be healthy and able to work hard, but I didn't know how to tell her that without talking about her illness.”
“She wouldn't have minded, Ben. I'm sure she thinks about it every day.”
He shook his head. “I wouldn't want to face what she's facing.”
“You must have missed elementary biology when you went to school. We all have to die, sooner or later.” I reached over and patted his hand. “I know you're only eleven in cat years, but there's no denying that you'll be twelve eventually.”
“Yeah, yeah.” He did more staring at the harbor. “Okay, so I'll have to think about it some day, but I don't want to think about it right now. I feel young and I've got a new career. I'm enjoying life.”
“Even with a broken arm?” Cruel, but I thought he deserved it.
He turned his head to look at me. “Yes! Even with a broken arm. But it's damn frustrating, Holly, so don't take it personally when I blow off steam.”
“Okay, just don't get upset when I remind you that eventually we're all going to be permanently out of print.”
The waitress brought our burgers and Ben sniffed appreciatively. “Been months since I had one of these.”
I cut his burger into quarters, easier to manipulate with only one hand.
“Thanks,” he said. “But I'll never get used to asking you to help me all the time. I hate being dependent.”
“You could put me on the payroll.”
Ben was learning to huff even better than Doran.
***
By Wednesday night, the water line was fixed, the septic tank installed and I'd delivered the trustees' newsletter to the Advocate, which had promised to print it right away. We'd also have to pay for the staff to mail it out, but they did that kind of job fairly often, so I was sure it would be done right.
Thursday morning, I drove Ben to the hospital to see if his arm was ready for a cast.
Dr. Giles removed the splints, told him the arm was doing fine and put a fiberglass cast around the arm, immobilizing both wrist and elbow. “That's to keep the fracture from moving, so that it'll heal properly.”
“Can I have a shower now?” Ben demanded.
“A bath would be better so you can hang the arm outside the tub,” Dr. Giles said. “You've got to keep the cast dry. Put a plastic bag on it and secure it above and below with rubber bands. Or buy pre-made plastic covers with Velcro fastenings.”
“Even in the bath?”
“Yes,” Dr. Giles said firmly. “Especially in the bath.” He folded a square of heavy cotton to make a sling and tied it around Ben's neck. “You're to wear this, too, to give your arm support. You can put a folded towel between the sling and your neck to keep the sling from rubbing on your skin.”
“So can I go back to work now?”
Dr. Giles raised his eyebrows. “What do you think you're going to accomplish with just one hand, especially your non-dominant hand?”
“I'll figure it out.”
“Stick to brushing your teeth and having a beer now and then,” Dr. Giles said. “It's summer and the weather is warm. If you sweat under the cast, that could cause mold or mildew to develop.”
“Oh, that doesn't sound appetizing.” Ben knew plenty about mold and mildew from learning how to run a greenhouse.
“It's not,” Dr. Giles said. “Believe me, it's not.”
“How long do I have to wear this contraption?”
Dr. Giles sighed. “The whole process of bone healing can take up to eighteen months, but I'd say the strength of your arm will be eighty percent of normal in three months.”
Ben looked crushed. “Eighty percent? Three months? That long?”
“Be reasonable,” Dr. Giles said. “We're talking broken bone here, not a pimple.”
Ben turned to me. “I guess you were right. I'm going to be on holiday for a while.”
In the car, I said, “We could go to Hawaii for a couple of weeks.”
“I couldn't stand it. I need to keep track of what's happening in the garden, make decisions about building the cottage.”
I felt that way myself. I couldn't bear to go away until the community plan was official. And we couldn't leave Maggie and Norma on their own.
We were home in time for me to make fresh tomato soup and roast beef sandwiches to feed our crew. Ben seemed to have accepted his fate, at least temporarily, for he opened a beer and sat in the living room with George in his lap and Nicky at his feet until Cal and Derek came in.
“How long you gotta keep that on?” Cal pointed at Ben's cast.
“The doctor says he'll X-ray it in a month to see how it's healing. But he also says it'll likely be three months before I can use it much.”
Cal shook his head. “Too bad. You just never know what's around the next corner. Makes me think twice about buying a Harley, I can tell you.”
We all stared at him. “You can't be serious,” Ben said. “Have you ever ridden a motorcycle?”
“No,” Cal said, “I haven't. But I've been watching Derek here and it doesn't look like it would be that hard.”
Derek said, “There is a knack to it, though.” I could see he was struggling with the idea that somebody three times his age and with no experience would even think about buying a bike.
I was struggling with it, too, but guessed that Cal was imagining himself in black leather jacket and boots, with a shiny black helmet and bones that were fifty years younger. I wondered what Maggie would think about it but, knowing my mother-in-law, she'd probably buy her own helmet so she could ride with him. Ben would really be frothing at the mouth if that happened. I also wondered if Cal still thought of speed limits as a challenge, but dismissed the thought. Adriana roads had built-in speed limits: bumps, potholes and tight curves.
“Guess you need a special license to drive it, do you?” Cal asked Derek.
“For sure. You can go to Motor Vehicles and do a written exam and get a learner's license, or you can take a driver training course and get a license right away. I'd say the driver training course is the best way to go.”
Especially for somebody who's seventy-two or so and wants to look like twenty-two, I thought.
Cal nodded. “I'll look into that. Don't know if I'll have time this summer, though. Ben's gonna need help for a while and I'm weaving some shawls and bed throws for the fall fair.” He looked at me. “Maggie did some more designs for me.”
“That's great,” I said. “Derek, Cal raises Angora goats and does the whole process with the wool, right through to the dying and weaving. I think it was last year he won first prize at the Vancouver fair. Or was it the year before?”
“Wow!” Derek looked slightly stunned.
“Year before,” Cal said. “Before I forget, Holly, the Perrys want me to cut down their trees this winter, after the tourist season is over.”
“Good. I'm glad it was you they asked. If they don't give you a copy of Derek's map showing which trees can go, I'll give you mine.”
“I've got some extra copies,” Derek said. “I'm kind of interested to see what they're going to do with the information I gave them.” He turned to me. “One of your cats keeps climbing up the ladder and walking around the roof. A little black and brown tabby. I was worried he'd fall off, but he seems okay up there.”
Ben smiled. “George the Magnificent is steadier on his feet than I am. But he's got the advantage of having four of them.”
“George is King of Holly Haven,” I said. “Because you're on his property, he thinks he has the right to check on what you're doing.”
“He's the king?” Derek looked surprised. “I thought that big one I see every time I come in the house would be the leader. He's twice the size of the tabby.”
“That would be Ming,” I said. “He has no political ambition at all. And he doesn't go outside much because he's afraid of birds.”
Derek seemed to have spent most of lunchtime looked surprised. “Afraid? A cat who's afraid of birds?”
“Psychological damage,” I said. “He was attacked by a family of purple martins when he was only two or three months old.”
The phone rang and I got up to answer it. “It's Maggie, dear. Are you home all afternoon? I need to come and get some eggs.”
“Come any time,” I said. “The boys are just about to go back to work.”
“The shingles are all done,” Derek said to Ben. “What do you want me to do now?”
“Come out to the greenhouse with me,” Ben said. “There's some stuff ready to harvest both there and in the garden.”
The men trooped off toward the greenhouse and the cottage, followed by Nicky and the three Siamese teenagers, Caesar, Cato and Poppy. Ming and Kaylie went outside to lie in the shade of the cedar shrub by the kitchen deck, only a quick dash to safety if a sparrow flew over, and George sprawled in a patch of sunshine on the living room carpet. I knelt and peered under the couch. Shaz opened her eyes, stretched, yawned and said, “Prrrrt?”
“It's okay, little sweetie. Just checking to see you're all right.”
Maggie arrived half an hour later. “Put the tea on, Holly. I can stay for an hour or so and I have gossip.”
“Oh, good!” I put the kettle on and Maggie disappeared into the living room. When I followed with the tray a few minutes later, Shaz was purring on Maggie's lap. “So what's the gossip?”
“Norma's grandsons, John and Bruce, came to see her on Monday.”
“I'm glad. Was the visit a good one for her?”
Maggie let her hand rest lightly on Shaz's cloud-soft fur while she took a sip of tea. “It was very emotional at first, but yes, I think all three of them felt happy about seeing one another. The boys already knew about her illness.”
“I suppose Trevor told them.”
“Yes, he did,” Maggie said. “Norma wrote to both boys after Trevor's visit in June, but of course, he telephoned them. I gathered, from the questions the boys asked Norma, that Trevor told them to lean on their grandmother about the property.”
“And were they leaning on her?”
Maggie shook her head. “No, they weren't. I had the impression they were simply trying to learn her side of the story.” She paused for a moment. “None of them mentioned Trevor at all.”
“Do you think the boys are on her side?”
“Yes, I do, but they wouldn't want to bad-mouth Trevor to his mother, and she wouldn't want to bad-mouth their father to them.”
“It's tough trying to keep peace in a family. Though I doubt Trevor cares about peace or family. What's he expect her to do?” I was getting irritated. “Pretend she's loony so there's a chance of setting aside the agreement?”
“That would no doubt please Trevor, but she'd never do it. She did what she wanted to do with the property when she deeded it to the Islands Trust. That brat – and he is a brat, even if he is over fifty – has phoned three times in the last ten days. After the second call, I took over answering the phone. Now when he calls, I just say his mother is sleeping.”
“I wish he wouldn't nag her. She deserves to enjoy what time she has left.”
“I told the boys that when I helped them carry boxes out to their car,” Maggie said. “Perhaps they can exert some influence.”
“Boxes?”
“Norma gave them all the family photo albums and mementoes. They were pleased about it and so was she. And they promised to come back and visit as soon as they could. She wants to give them vegetables and flowers from her garden.” Maggie looked thoughtful. “I had the feeling she regarded those as more important than anything else.”
“They're living gifts. Photographs last longer, though.”
“Not always. I can still remember eating fresh green peas in the garden when I was four,” Maggie said. “A picture wouldn't have captured that wonderful taste.”
***
A week later, on Friday, July fourteenth, Ben and I collected Maggie from Norma's house, and drove to The Yellow Duck for the meeting with the Islands Trust lawyer. I kept my fingers crossed that it wouldn't be a disaster and tried to remember Henry's lessons in Buddhism. Duff had phoned the day before. “Geraghty will arrive after lunch and spend the weekend here, interview Norma, play a little golf and look around. You guys okay with meeting at two-thirty?”
“Absolutely.” I was eager to do anything that would get the suit resolved. It had been perched in the back of my mind, flexing its talons, for weeks.
Robert Geraghty was already with Duff and Joanna in the back room when we walked in. He rose to shake hands with each of us. He reminded me of a heron, very tall and thin and slightly stooped, with gray hair, a gray suit and a lugubrious expression. I also noticed that he wore a deep pink tie and that his smile lent real warmth to his gray eyes. A tape recorder was on the table.
He sat down. “I'm going to tape this interview, if none of you object. My assistant will type it up and send you each a copy next week.” No one objected and he leaned over to turn on the machine. He began by identifying himself, then stating the date, time and purpose of the meeting.
The formality made me nervous and my voice shook a little when it was my turn to introduce myself. “Mr. Geraghty, why is Trevor suing all of us? It seems to me his argument, if he has one, is with his mother and The Islands Trust.”
Geraghty smiled. “I believe his counsel is using the shotgun approach. Sue enough people and you're bound to hit at least one of them.”
“Charming!” Joanna sighed. “I suppose that's why we three trustees were named at all. We certainly had nothing to do with Mrs. Brentwood's decision to deed her property to the Trust.”
“Did none of you speak with her about it?” Geraghty asked.
Duff shook his head. “I certainly didn't. The first I heard of it was when her lawyer notified us that it had happened.”
“And I didn't,” Joanna said. “I'm the outside trustee, from Melfort Island, and I don't know anyone on Adriana except on a business basis.”
“I talked to Norma about it,” I said, “but that was at least a couple of years ago and I spoke as a friend, not as a trustee. I've only been a trustee for a little over six months.”
Geraghty nodded. “Unless I discover facts which refute what you've told me, I would say the trustees have nothing to worry about.” He turned to me. “However, you, your husband and your mother-in-law are accused, in essence, of influencing Mrs. Brentwood to disinherit her son.”
“I never said she should disinherit him,” I said. “She wanted to have her land kept the way it is and I suggested that the only way she could accomplish that was give it to the Trust and have it designated as a park.”
“It amounts to the same thing,” Geraghty said.
“I suppose it does, but at the time I wasn't thinking about Trevor. I was just trying to help a friend accomplish what she wanted to do. She didn't like the idea at first. She said property should remain within the family. But I think she changed her mind when she found out Trevor planned to subdivide the hundred and sixty acres and build a hotel, golf course and marina on it.”
“It wasn't only that,” Maggie said. “Trevor sent two of his psychiatrist friends over here to stay with Norma and me. They spent most of their time hanging around talking with us instead of fishing. We only found out afterwards that Trevor was trying to have his mother certified as mentally incompetent, so that he could take control of her and the property.” Maggie gave Geraghty a fierce look. “As far as I'm concerned, Trevor Brentwood deserves to be disinherited.”
“I know who he is and I've made it my business to learn as much as I could about him,” Geraghty said smoothly, “but we're not here to discuss personalities. As you are no doubt aware, there is an extremely strong legal tradition that property should remain within the family and that tradition is what Mr. Brentwood is basing his suit on. In law, Mrs. Brentwood has the right to do as she chooses with her own property, but sometimes the courts will step in when they judge that an individual's actions in that regard have been unfair.”
Maggie slammed her small fist on the table. “Well, I certainly influenced Norma to disinherit her son. And I'll stand up in court and tell everybody why, too.”
Geraghty smiled at her, then looked at Ben. “Mr. Sutton, what about you? Did you try to influence Mrs. Brentwood in any way?”
“No,” Ben said. “Never. As far as I can tell, I'm only part of this meeting because I'm Holly's husband and Maggie's son. And I'll probably have the privilege of paying the legal fees.”
I patted him on his good arm. “It's a tough life, honey.”
Maggie snorted. “I'll pay my own legal fees, Benjamin.”
Geraghty spent another hour asking questions, then turned off the tape deck. “I've checked into the motel so my next step is to talk with Mrs. Brentwood. Could one of you give me directions?”
“I'll do better than that,” Maggie said. “I live with Norma, so you could drive me home. And if you'd like to stay and have dinner with us, you're more than welcome.”
“Thank you,” Geraghty said, rising. “Let's see how it goes. Mrs. Brentwood may feel too tired for company by the time the afternoon is over.”
He and Maggie left, then Joanna said she had to get home because one of her brothers, a plumber, was coming to fix a plugged drain.
“I'm supposed to be working,” Duff said, “but I could stand a beer right about now. You two care to join me?”
Ben looked at his watch. “I've got time for one, I guess. I want to get home before five and see what the boys have accomplished and decide what I want Derek to work on when he comes back Monday. And Cal might work tomorrow if he's in the mood.”
We went out into the pub's main room and ordered beer with a plate of nachos. Duff asked Ben about his broken arm and got the full details, including the prohibition against having a shower.
Duff said, “I trust you can take a bath, though. Did you know that a pair of human feet contains a quarter of a million sweat glands?”
I groaned. “Duff, where do you find all this weird information?”
“People tell me things, because they know it's my hobby. And I come across quite a lot on the internet.”
“Well, I don't know if cats have an equal number of sweat glands in their feet,” I said, “but I do know that after they eat, they immediately wash themselves. Their instinct tells them to remove the food scent so predators won't smell the food and come after them.”
“That's one of the reasons they always smell clean and fresh,” Ben said.
“You two know a lot about cats,” Duff said. “Maybe you can explain what's wrong with this cat my niece was telling me about.” He swallowed a mouthful of beer. “Chrissy and her husband bought an old house down at Ellis Bay six months ago. The realtor said a cat came with the house but wouldn't be a problem because he lived outside.”
“See?” Ben was looking at me. “Lots of cats live outside all the time.”
I didn't know how he'd managed to interpret 'a cat' as 'lots of cats' but that told me he was still looking for a way of talking Maggie out of her cat run. “So what does this cat do, Duff?”
“The realtor told Chrissy the bucket of water out by the carport belonged to the cat and he had to have it kept full and freshened up regularly because he liked to sleep in it. All year round, too.”
“What?” Duff really had my attention now. “I've never heard of such a thing.”
“Neither had Chrissy, but sure enough, the cat would come and yell at the door if the bucket wasn't full. When Chrissy went out and put more water in, the cat was happy. He'd climb into the bucket and go to sleep.”
Ben looked amazed. “He must have been very busy every morning, licking himself dry.”
Duff shook his head. “Apparently not. Chrissy told me he didn't seem to worry about it. He'd just come dripping up onto the veranda to get his breakfast.”
“Makes me wonder what happened to that cat during his life to make him want to sleep in a bucket of water,” Ben said.
“It has nothing to do with keeping himself clean,” I said. “He must have started doing that as a kitten and now it's a habit. But it is extremely odd. Cats aren't normally fond of water, except as a drink.”
“Too bad.” Duff shrugged. “I thought you might be able to add something to my store of knowledge.”
“How do you remember all those facts?” I asked.
“That's easy.” Duff grinned. “Did you know that the human brain can hold five times as much information as the Encyclopedia Britannica?”
~~~~~
On Sunday I couldn't stand it any longer. I had to find out how Norma's talk with Robert Geraghty had gone. “Ben, do you want to run down to Gordon Bay with me?”
“No, I'd rather stay here and get something done.”
“Like what?” I was afraid he'd try something foolish and break the other arm.
“I'm going out to the greenhouse with a pen and pad of paper,” he said, with exaggerated patience. “I intend to make a list, using my inefficient left hand, of what needs to be done this coming week. That way I won't forget anything when Derek comes to work tomorrow.”
“You could dictate notes to me.”
“No. I'm going to do this myself, Holly.”
I thought of telling him his middle name should be Stubborn but that wouldn't get either of us anywhere. I fetched my bag from the bedroom and was heading to the mud room for the car keys when George raced in through the cat door. It looked as though he had something in his mouth but he was moving too fast for me to be sure.
“Holly, that cat's got a dead mouse.” Ben stood in the mud room doorway. “We can't let him keep it. He'll have it in pieces all over the living room rug.”
In this case, I knew that “we” meant me. One needed both hands and quick reflexes to grab a cat intending to parade around showing off his hunting prowess. Ben stepped aside for me as I dashed back into the house and chased George.
Mr. Magnificent dropped the mouse halfway across the living room but, before I could pick it up, Kaylie came off the couch like a cream-colored streak and snatched it almost out of my fingers. She ran into the kitchen, where Ben cornered her, and dropped the mouse.
“Get the mouse,” I said. He could do that one-handed.
Ben was too late. Kaylie picked it up and ran back toward the living room. I caught up with her before she managed to escape under the couch but she dropped the mouse again and George grabbed it before I could and headed for the kitchen, no doubt intending to take it back outside where he could brag without danger of losing the trophy to his weird two-legged servants.
This time Ben managed to forestall the King. He'd shut the door between mud room and kitchen. Dismayed at the loss of his escape hatch, George dropped the mouse and I finally snagged it.
“If this poor creature hadn't been dead to begin with,” I said, “it would have died of fright by the time I rescued it.”
“Not necessarily. Remember all the live rabbits, snakes and birds George has brought into the house? We usually managed to let them escape.”
The memory of George's youthful exploits made me, as always, wonder why I'd ever thought that living with six cats would be such a wonderful experience. I dropped the mouse into the garbage can on my way to the car.
When I arrived at Gordon Bay, Maggie and Norma were sitting on the garden seat below the kitchen window, admiring a jungle of beans, peas and frothy green carrot tops. “Get one of those folding chairs by the greenhouse, Holly, and join us,” Norma said.
I brought the chair over and set it up. BJ was still following me and I decided to see if he'd do his usual tricks for me. “Roll over, BJ.” He lay down and rolled onto his back. “Good boy!” But, when he tried to get up, he couldn't. He rolled back and forth, his long, silky ears flopping over his face.
“He's put on too much weight,” Norma said. “I've been feeding him more treats than I should.”
“Spoiling him rotten,” Maggie said comfortably. “I've been doing it, too.”
I was reaching down to help him regain his feet when he finally managed it himself. “You poor little sausage, you'll have to go on a diet.”
“Mr. Geraghty said dachshunds were originally bred to fight badgers,” Norma said. “It's a good thing we don't have any around here, because the only way BJ could fight a badger would be to roll on it.”
She'd given me the perfect opening. “So how did your talk with Mr. Geraghty go?”
“Oh, it was fine, Holly. I told him that Trevor was always greedy, even as a child and gave him some examples. And I told him about those two shrinks Trevor sent over here. They'd left me their business cards and I gave those to Mr. Geraghty.”
“That's good. Did he say anything about how he thought the case would go?”
“I don't think lawyers ever do that,” Norma said. “He seemed pleased, though, when I showed him my will. I've left everything to Trevor, of course, so I really haven't disinherited him.”
I wondered what she had to leave. The furniture in the house, and perhaps she had a little money in the bank. But my curiosity would have to wait. Maggie might volunteer the information someday.
“Not quite everything.” Maggie reached down to pat BJ. “She specifically left the animals to me.”
“Yes,” Norma said, “Maggie will give them a good home. Trevor has never been interested in animals.”
Other than himself, I thought. I could just imagine what would happen to BJ and the cats if Trevor had any say in it.
“Are you still thinking about an animal sanctuary, Maggie?” I asked. “If you're going to do it, you have to apply to the trustees for permission, under the current bylaws. That requirement probably won't change when we do a bylaw for the community plan.”
“I haven't made up my mind,” Maggie said, “but there's no hurry.”
Norma shifted on the seat. “Maggie, could you get me a cigarette, please?”
Maggie went into the kitchen and came back out with a homemade cigarette. As soon as Norma lit it, I knew by the smell that it was marijuana. “When did you two reactivate the granny grow op?” The year before, a neighbor had given them some marijuana to try and they'd planted seeds from it in Norma's little greenhouse. I'd forgotten to ask if the plants had grown and they'd probably decided the less said about it the better.
Maggie laughed. “We never shut it down. We harvested the first two plants but we didn't do anything with them until a couple of months ago. Then Norma read that it's used as an appetite stimulant and a gastrointestinal sedative so she tried it and it works.”
“That's terrific,” I said. “Does it give you a high, too, Norma?”
She sucked in some smoke, held it, and then released it. “I don't get giddy or silly, the way I would with alcohol,” Norma said. “But this article I read said marijuana is also an antidepressant and a tranquilizer and I can attest to that. I feel a lot better since I started smoking it.”
“It's supposed to be an antibiotic as well,” Maggie said, “so now and then I have one, too. We planted more seeds in the spring, but we may have to buy some from our farmer friend if these plants don't develop quickly enough.”
“Does Dr. Giles know you're smoking it?” I asked.
“Not officially,” Norma said. “I asked him what he thought about it and he said it's been known to have some good effects. I've never told him I actually use it. If the pain gets worse, I'll have to go on heavy-duty painkillers, I guess.”
“I wish he'd known about the cancer last year, when you had pneumonia,” I said.
“It was way too late even then. He says I've probably had it for ten years or more, but there were no symptoms until this spring. An ordinary medical checkup wouldn't have found it.” Norma took another puff. “This cancer is the way I'm fated to go, and that's all right. I'm at home and I can play in my garden. Things could be worse, Holly.”
Doran came wandering out of the kitchen door, yawning and stretching. When he saw me, his tail perked straight up and he trotted over to rub his forehead against my shin. He walked around Norma and Maggie, sniffed the air, decided he didn't like the smell of marijuana smoke and came up on my lap. “I should be going home, Doran,” I said, and lifted him down. His ears went back and he smacked my ankle.
“Ouch! Why did you do that?”
Norma laughed. “He's king of the castle and you simply are not allowed to say no to him. Ever.”
“You're a spoiled brat.” I allowed him back on my lap.
“That's true,” Maggie said. “I picked sweetpeas last week and put them in a wide-mouthed vase on the coffee table. Doran kept sticking his head in and drinking out of it. I didn't want him doing that because sometimes we have arrangements with flowers, like lily of the valley, which are poisonous. I kept telling him not to do it but naturally he didn't pay attention. Finally I put the sweetpeas into a vase that had such a narrow neck there was no way he could drink from it.”
“Somehow I have the feeling that's not the end of the story.”
Maggie smiled. “The next morning I discovered he'd knocked the vase over. The carpet was soaked and there were sweetpea petals everywhere. I told him he was an Evil Boy but he'd made his point. What Doran wants Doran gets. Or else.”
Norma rose. “Come and look at the far end of the garden, Holly, where we have the flowers. It's doing really well.” Doran immediately jumped down and followed her.
“Seeing that the Prince of Evil has given me permission, I will.”
At the east end of the garden was a trellis covered in sweetpeas and, in front of them, a broad patch of tiny purple flowers, so dark they were almost black. “They're beautiful. Are they violets?”
“No, violas. Violets are never that dark. These last until late fall, too.”
I bent down to touch a finger to one small pansy-like face, wishing for the umpteenth time that I didn't have a black thumb. “They look like purple velvet.”
Norma led me to the right. “This year I planted California poppies among the zucchini plants. Don't they look marvelous?”
I laughed aloud in delight. The delicate silken petals of bright orange were a whimsical touch, dancing among the enormous green leaves of the squash plant. Again I bent down to caress a glowing petal. Before I could straighten up, something landed on my back, settled down and began to purr.
I decided it was safer not to move. “Is that Doran?”
“Who else?” Norma said. “He does that when I'm weeding.”
“I suppose I'm a very convenient rickshaw,” I said, “but there's a limit to what my back will stand.” I slowly straightened up, giving the Prince of Evil time to jump down with some pretense to dignity. “I hope you'll forgive me, your Majesty.”
“Huff!” he said, and stalked away.
***
On Monday, Holly Haven was once again bustling with activity, including trucks delivering material and complaints at morning coffee time. Cal expressed sorrow that I'd run out of peanut butter cookies, though he thought ginger snaps were all right in their way, and Ben said, “My arm itches under the cast. It's driving me crazy. I don't suppose you have a knitting needle or something like it that I could scratch with.”
“Dr. Giles said not to do that. You might break the skin and get an infection. He suggested tapping the cast or blowing air from a blow-dryer down into it.”
“Sounds like witchcraft to me,” Ben said, but he went off to the bathroom to use the blow-dryer and came back with the news that it had helped.
After Derek and Cal went back to work, Ben made some phone calls. He'd quickly learned how to punch buttons with his left hand but I could tell by his face that it was irking him not to be able to use his right hand to scribble notes.
When he was finished, I said, “How's Derek doing in the greenhouse?” Being an ecology expert was one thing; distinguishing between a weed and a viable plant was something else.
“Much better than I thought he would,” Ben said. “He says his mother has been into organic gardening ever since he can remember and he spent a lot of time helping her. He seems to enjoy it, too, which is also more than I expected.”
I spent the rest of the morning and most of the afternoon catching up with housework, making peanut butter cookies to keep Cal happy and, finally, doing last-minute tasks in preparation for the trustee meeting on Thursday. It was nearly five when I realized George the Magnificent had been pacing in and out of my den and complaining softly.
“What is it, your Majesty? I know I haven't been paying proper attention to you today. Is that your problem?” He couldn't be hungry because I'd picked noon to give the tribe their weekly tuna treat. I moved to my big armchair, but he didn't seem interested in my lap. He stood in the doorway, stared at me and meowed.
“Where's Cato?” I said. It occurred to me that I hadn't seen Cato since the teenagers had followed Ben out to the cottage site after breakfast. Which was unusual, because Cato usually stayed close to his mentor, George. “Let's go find him.”
I don't know if George understood or was simply happy that I was moving, but he trotted along with me out to the cottage. Cal was busy stringing electrical wire with Derek as his gofer. “Have you seen Cato?” I asked.
“Which one is he?” Cal said.
“He's built like a Siamese but his fur is pure white, he has bright blue eyes and he talks all the time.”
“Oh, that one! Always follows George around.” Cal screwed up his face. “I can't rightly recall the last time I saw him. Might have been this morning. They were all out here checking up on me then.”
That wasn't much help. “Are there any cat-sized hiding places in here? Where he might accidentally get shut in?”
Cal shook his head. “Sorry, Holly. And he's not on the roof because we checked for cats before we took the ladders away.”
George and I went back to the house. I'd feel really silly if Cato was merely sound asleep on one of the beds upstairs. We did a thorough search of three bedrooms and the bathroom. We looked on and under the beds and in the closets, and all we found was Ming and Kaylie trying to have their afternoon nap on one of the beds, Poppy and Caesar on another and Shaz underneath the third. All five raised their heads, glared at me and went back to sleep.
“At least everybody but Cato is accounted for,” I said.
“Meow,” George said, and headed for the stairs.
Searching the main floor took much longer. The master bedroom, two dens, living room and kitchen all had many cupboards to be opened and little dark corners to be investigated. By this time I was getting worried. If Cato had been anywhere in the house, by now he'd have been trotting after us and chattering about whatever adventure had kept him from George's side.
I stood at the bottom of the stairs and called one more time. “Cato!” I held my breath and listened, but heard no answering meow.
“All right, George, let's go see Ben.” We went out to the greenhouse, checking the garden on the way. Ben didn't usually let the cats into the greenhouse, but Cato might have slipped in unnoticed.
Ben was slowly weeding around his seedlings with his good left hand. “I'm sure Cato didn't come in here,” he said, but he helped me look under the benches and behind the stack of tools in the corner. I glanced up toward the roof joists, wondering if Cato could have jumped up that far.
“You've got a big crop of cobwebs up there,” I said. “Don't you ever sweep them down?”
“Of course not. They're spider webs, not cobwebs, and I don't disturb them because even spiders deserve a home of their own.”
“I notice you don't extend that privilege to weeds.”
“That's different,” Ben said. “Have you checked the house?”
“Yes. All the other cats are there.” Except George, who was still at my feet.
“The carport? Hen house? Workshop?”
“No.”
“I'll help,” he said. “Time I quit messing around in here anyway.”
We walked back over to the house with Cal and Derek, who were also finished for the day. Derek climbed on his motorbike and zoomed off down the road. Cal watched him go and expelled a heartfelt sigh. “I'll have a look in my house. I always leave a couple of windows open, so he might have gone in there to visit Daisy. I'll call you if I find him.”
I doubted Cato would have spent time with Daisy. The calico was fairly possessive of her house and her human. “Thanks, Cal.”
Ben and I combed through the outbuildings, but no Cato. I was really getting worried now. What could have happened to him?
“I'll double check the upstairs,” Ben said.
“I already did that.”
“Won't hurt to do it again,” Ben said. “They can get into such darn tiny little places, you know. They use their whiskers to determine if the space they're entering is big enough for them.”
“Yes, I know.” It was annoying to be lectured by somebody who, five years ago, knew absolutely nothing about cats, and thought they were boring because all they did was sleep. I comforted myself with the thought that my teaching had been successful.
Ben went upstairs and searched while I put a casserole in the oven. When he came downstairs, we went out into the meadow and began calling Cato. George sat on the deck with the rest of the clan and watched us.
“I think we'd better search the whole property,” Ben said grimly.
We started at the northwest corner and went around the perimeter, peering into blackberry vines, looking up into trees and calling. By the time we got back, it was almost nine and the casserole was a black lump.
I scrubbed at the tears on my face with one hand. “I just don't understand where he could get to.”
Ben looked like a thundercloud. “An eagle might have got him.”
“Isn't he too big for an eagle?”
“Eagles catch salmon heavier than Cato.”
“Salmon don't have teeth or claws, though,” I said. “Ming might have made a fuss if an eagle had been around. You know how afraid of birds he is.”
“That wimp would have been hiding under the bed.”
“No, he wouldn't; he'd have been pacing around, meowing, telling everybody there was danger outside. What about raccoons?” I went into the bathroom and splashed some water on my face. When I came out, I said, “Let's have a drink and see if we can come up with any ideas.”
“If it was the raccoons,” Ben said, when we were sitting on the front veranda with our drinks, “that means I shouldn't feed them anymore. That would discourage them from coming around here.”
“That won't work,” I said. “You started feeding them in the first place because they were getting into the garbage can every night and spreading garbage all over the yard. They've never done that since. They don't even bother the chickens, so I don't see why they'd go after a cat.”
“Maybe he got too sassy with one of them.”
There were so many possibilities and no way of knowing which one was right. All I could think of at that moment was that if Cato was on the property, he must be unconscious or dead, otherwise he'd have answered our calls. “Do you think somebody might have stolen him?”
Ben looked startled. “He's a handsome boy, but with so many cats at the SPCA needing homes, who would risk stealing one?”
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