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CHAPTER ONE


[image: ]




The judge’s voice rang out, “One...two...three...four,” as the judge pointed to each dog and handler, and the audience began to applaud her choices.

Charlie was thrilled, and she and Royal Rufus Von Brookstone, Roy-Boy for short, began to dance.  He knew he had won when he heard, “Good boy,” directed at him.  He jumped up into Charlie’s arms, and she laughed merrily as he wiggled his little body joyfully, panting happily as he shared in her pleasure.  With that win, he had become grand champion for the third time and would retire shortly.  Aunt Kitty would be pleased.  Charlie put Roy-Boy down, and he wagged his entire body happily as she went to shake the judge’s hand politely after the others had received their ribbons.  Afterward, they had their pictures taken with the judge.  Charlie brushed the shavings from her dress and put Roy-Boy into a classic showman’s pose.  His legs were back and his body leaning forward...Hell, he was so smart he could do this by himself.  Charlie whipped out a comb to fuss at his hair, the feathers on his legs puffing out beautifully.  He smiled prettily for the camera when the poses relaxed; he knew how to ham it up.  Taking her trophy and purple ribbon, Charlie headed out of the ring and straight towards where their grooming table was set up.

“Another win, Charlotte?” someone said cattily; they were obviously jealous.  Charlie ignored the woman, not liking her or the dogs she bred and showed.  The dogs, like their owner, always ended up being nasty.

“Good for you, Charlie, and you too, Roy-Boy!” others said, complimenting them on all their hard work.  Charlie accepted their words as her due and thanked her admirers.  Roy-Boy knew he was being complimented too.  His tail was up, and his hips were swaying from side to side as he trotted along at her side, showing off.

“Up,” she ordered him, and with very little effort he jumped to the platform of the grooming table and tried to give her a kiss.  “No kisses,” she laughingly commanded while dodging his agile tongue as he got in one celebratory lick.  He knew he’d done good.  Charlie began to pack up the few supplies she had left out, replacing the comb she’d carried in her pocket to touch him up in the ring.  She gave him a treat, which he gratefully took and immediately ate, chomping loudly.

“Well, when are the rest of us going to have a chance?” a voice asked as she started stacking her boxes.

Charlie looked up at Trina and smiled.  “Now.  This was Roy-Boy’s last show,” she told her.

“No!” she gasped.  “Really?”

At Charlie’s nod, she asked, “What about you?  Are you going to show any more of your aunt’s dogs or are you branching out?”

“Nope, this was my last show too.  I’m done with this,” she gestured towards the large Cumberland County Civic Center where the Portland Dog Club had held its show.

“But why?  You’re so good at this!”

“I’m kinda sick of it.  I’ve been doing it since I was nine, and Aunt Kitty promised if I got Roy-Boy his championship, then we could retire together.  I don’t need the stress, and...” she lowered her voice, so no one would overhear, “I’m sick of these bitches,” she indicated the women whose catty remarks always seemed to arise from their bitterness over their own failures.

Trina laughed at the pun as was expected.  She understood though.  Starting in 4-H, Charlie had been showing her own dogs and then, her aunt’s dogs for the last decade.  She had learned from some of the best trainers available, and now, she was a great trainer herself.  She deserved to retire while she was on top.

“You’ve earned it too, haven’t you Roy-Boy?” she crooned, dodging his nose and more kisses as he responded to her voice.  His tail was flying high as he acknowledged her question.  She was certain he understood what she was saying.

“Is your aunt going to breed him?” Trina asked, knowing the gossips would want to know, and she already knew a couple people who would jump at the chance to breed their own bitches to the triple champion.

“Yes.  She’s already bred him to her own bitches, but I’m sure she’d consider other offers,” Charlie answered.  “Down, Roy,” she told him, and he hopped adroitly off the grooming table.  Although she knew she didn’t have to worry about him running away, she stepped on his leash as she collapsed the grooming table on casters.  She quickly stacked the boxes of grooming supplies on the table.

“I’ll miss seeing you around.  What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to college next semester, and I’ll be around,” Charlie answered, feeling confident.  She was looking forward to getting out of Maine and going to school in Massachusetts.  She was tired of small towns where everyone knew everyone else’s business.  At nineteen, she thought herself very worldly.  She packed up the family station wagon and let Roy into the front seat, cranking the window halfway down, so he could poke his nose out in the fresh air.  It took no time at all to lift the grooming boxes into the back and then put the table upside down on top of them, so it wouldn’t roll while she drove.  Shutting the tailgate, she got behind the wheel.  Roy leaned over to snuffle her, trying to get in one last kiss as she pushed him back to his side of the car.  She placed the trophy on the floor in front of him, wrapped the ribbon around it, and smiled.  

“Grand champion, old boy, and you deserve it too!” she said to the dog, cupping his muzzle fondly, giving him a quick kiss, and releasing him as she started up the station wagon.  While letting the car warm up for a few moments, she pushed a button to roll up the back window, already smelling the carbon monoxide from the tail pipe seeping into the car.  She cranked her own window down to get a cross breeze and carefully drove off the grass of the parking lot, bouncing her way along as she avoided other participants, vendors, and the many spectators.  Reaching over with her free hand, she yanked on the rubber band holding her arm band and number until it gave way.  She threw that on the floor in front of the trophy, chuckling silently—the number sixty-nine appealed to her macabre sense of humor.
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“Well, Aunt Kitty, you got what you wanted.  Roy-Boy here is a three-time grand champion,” Charlie announced, letting the champion precede her into the old, Victorian house.  She smiled at her aunt, who greeted the dog, allowing him to kiss all over her face as she praised him for all his hard work.  Charlie placed the large trophy on the TV, so her aunt could admire it.  The ribbon looked bright and cheerful against its rich gold cup.

“That’s Royal Rufus Von Brookstone,” she corrected and then smiled at her niece, pleased that she had won this final championship for her.  She painfully rose from where she had been sitting, using her cane as she dodged the three other dogs who had come to greet Roy.  “Thank you, Charlotte.  I really do appreciate everything you have done with the dogs.  I guess you’ll be packing up now and heading to Boston?”

Charlie nodded.  “I have another week before school starts, but I’ll be back for Thanksgiving, maybe even Halloween,” she promised her aunt, leaning in to give her a hug.

“I don’t know why you have to go so far away,” she complained.  “We have perfectly good schools here in Maine,” she pointed out prissily.

Charlie pulled back to look at her aunt to see if she was serious.  Seeing the twinkle in her aunt’s eyes, she laughed.  She was parroting her stodgy sister, Charlie’s mother, when she said such things.  “Tsk, tsk,” Charlie admonished the older woman she adored so.  Of all the things she would miss when she got out of Searsport, she would miss her Aunt Kitty the most.  Her whole life, she’d only ever heard her mother refer to her sister by her formal first name, Catherine.  Everyone else referred to her aunt as Kitty, which was kind of ironic since she had bred and shown champion Border Collies for as long as Charlie could remember.  Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted a cat eyeing her from the steps.  She smiled at the large feline, pleased to see it make an appearance.  The dogs eyed it too, hoping for a chase, but they wouldn’t be satisfied by this particular cat.  She’d often made it known they weren’t to bother her with such undignified things, backing them up with well-aimed smacks of her paws against tender dog noses and using her claws as a last resort.

“I’m gonna miss you around here, Puddin,” Kitty told the young woman.  She meant it too.  Of all her many nieces and nephews, Charlotte was certainly her favorite.  They shared a love of animals, more specifically, a love of training and showing dogs.  She understood the girl more than she realized.  She especially understood the pull of the big city, but she also knew that someday, the pull of home would bring her back to this section of Maine and her family.  It had happened to her too.  She’d married a good man and been widowed far too young.  Life had thrown many challenges at her, and she still wasn’t satisfied with what it had given her.

Charlie quickly unpacked her gear from her parents’ station wagon, the same one she would use to head for Boston and her dorm the following week.  She neatly stacked the boxes in her aunt’s familiar garage, setting the portable grooming table on its side against a wall.  She admired the full grooming area of the two-car garage for a moment.  The set-up reminded her a lot of her aunt: neat and modern.  Then, she looked up at the Queen Anne Victorian house her aunt owned and shook her head at the contradictions.  Her aunt was a rebel in a family that didn’t appreciate rebels.  She was the odd one out.  Maybe that was why Charlie loved her so, even more than her own parents.  No one knew that, but she hoped Aunt Kitty at least suspected.  Kitty had never had children of her own, but with the five children Charlie’s parents had borne and her brother Peter’s family, she was well-supplied with snow shovelers and grass cutters that could take care of their now elderly aunt.

Charlie waved as she pulled out of her aunt’s drive.  She saw Aunt Kitty looking out the window, but she was too far away to see the sad look in the woman’s eyes.  Charlie headed for her own home in Searsport, the next town out of Belfast.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Charlie got out of her brand-new Mazda Miata.  She smiled at the convertible, giving it an imaginary polish with the side of her hand as she admired the gleaming, red paintwork.  She looked up at the porch of Aunt Kitty’s Victorian, pleased to see the elderly woman waiting there for her, three dogs at heel on her left and one on the right.  The dog on her right had earned his special space; he was now fifteen.  She glanced at the round cupola on the corner of the house and spotted a cat looking out the window at her suspiciously.

“That’s a pretty spiffy car you got there, Puddin,” her aunt commented, amused by the sports car her niece was driving.  She already knew her sister, Margaret didn’t approve.  She’d heard her worrying about the fast people that her daughter associated with through her work.  She worried that at twenty-nine years of age, the young woman wasn’t married and hadn’t made her a grandmother, unlike all her siblings.  Kitty had tried to tell her to let the child be, to let her have her family in her own time, but Margaret wouldn’t listen to her.  Kitty was so different from Margaret and their brother, Peter.  The differences were like night and day, but then, she’d always been the rebel, despite growing up in the same time and era as them.

“Yep, just bought it last month,” Charlie bragged, pleased with herself as she walked up the steps to the house.  Leaning down, she gave her aunt a kiss on the cheek and a firm hug at the same time.  She released her with a smile, making sure she was secure with her cane, then leaned down and greeted each of the four dogs individually.  For as long as she had known her aunt, she had kept at least four dogs in her house.  The village had tried to limit her to only three, but because she was a registered breeder of champion Border Collies, she had often kept more, many more than they normally allowed.  The village couldn’t seem to do anything about the eccentric, old woman because she’d been grandfathered in when they passed the ordinance about how many dogs you could keep within the city limits.

“Hey, there, old man.  How are you doing, Roy-Boy?” she asked the old dog, remembering their adventures together over the years.  He was still a viable dog, but now, he had white whiskers.  He still tried to give her a kiss.  “No kisses,” she protested automatically, pushing away the persistent tongue and snout of the dog.

“And who is that?” Aunt Kitty asked, seeing a posh-looking dog sitting in the passenger seat.

Charlie looked back over her shoulder, although she knew who it was.  She smiled at the vision of the black and white Poodle sitting in the front seat, wearing Doggles brand dog sunglasses and laughing as she panted towards them.  She looked interested in the four dogs Charlie had greeted, and Charlie got the impression if she were able, she would have lowered her Doggles and looked them over like any snooty girl.  “That, Aunt Kitty, is one of the models from our shoot.  Her owner died, and rather than let her go to the pound, I asked if I could have her.  Careful.  She’s sensitive,” she warned with a laugh.  Cara wasn’t sensitive in the least.  She barely missed her former owner as she was paraded from photo shoot to photo shoot, making money for her owner with her good looks.  She was trimmed within an inch of her French cut.  Charlie planned to let it all grow out and then shape it into a sporty cut.  She signaled the dog, who hesitated only a second before jumping out of the car, her paws never touching the red paint job as she landed easily on the sidewalk and made her way up the walk, prancing.  Her French cut, with the balls around her ankles and above bare toes and painted nails, made her look very posh.

“Oh, my.  She does have style, doesn’t she?” Aunt Kitty asked, smiling at the dog that was clearly showing off for the other dogs.

“Aunt Kitty, Roy-Boy, Bonner, Bandit, and Leon, this is Cara,” she said by way of introductions.

“That isn’t Leon.  Leon passed.  That’s Two-Tone,” her aunt hissed, almost as though Charlie had personally insulted the brown and white dog.

“Oh, I’m terribly sorry, Two-Tone,” she said formally to the Border Collie.  He eyed her before looking back at the dog wearing goggles.  It was clear where his interest lay, and he hadn’t cared in the least that she got his name wrong.  “Let’s get these off, so you can see her pretty eyes,” Charlie said as she whipped the Doggles off, careful not to catch the curly hair of the Poodle’s topknot in the sunglasses’ rubber band at the back.

The dogs reached out as far as they dared without leaving the porch without permission, trying to scent the new dog.  They glanced meaningfully at Aunt Kitty, but she ignored the dogs and took a step down to greet the fancy Poodle.  “My, aren’t you a beauty,” she murmured, sitting down painfully with her cane between her legs, so she’d be on the same level when the dog approached.

Cara sniffed the new woman, sensing something about her that she immediately accepted.  It was a hint of something only a dog brain could detect.  She not only sensed that this dog lady was acceptable, but that there was a part of her that was part of Charlie, who Cara had given her whole heart to.  Charlie gave her more attention and steady, no-nonsense direction than her last owner, who had only yelled at her to go here and go there and gave her treats only when she performed.  Charlie was fair but firm and repeatedly played with her.  Cara adored Charlie’s giddy sense of humor.

After a good petting, Aunt Kitty let Cara pass her to greet the other dogs.  She didn’t want any nonsense with posturing and territorial squabbles.  Her gang knew better.  Kitty had had many dogs in and out of the house over the years—some that stayed while she trained them and others who came only to be bred.  She’d retired Roy-Boy from breeding three years ago.  He’d had a good go, and his pups were worth a fortune.  Bonner was one of his sons and worth almost as much as Roy-Boy.  Bonner had already won his second championship with a different trainer since Charlotte had refused to train or show again.

“How’s the job?” Kitty asked her favorite niece knowingly as they watched the dogs poke and prod each other, tails wagging like crazy as they became acquainted.  She was pleased to see this Poodle’s tail wasn’t docked.  Its long hair made the tail appear like a flag, much like her Border Collies’ tails.

“You were right,” she conceded with a smile.  “I’m having a ball.”  They both grinned at the double entendre.

“I’m so pleased,” Kitty smiled in return, extending her hand to the tall brunette as she rose painfully from the steps.

Charlie held firm to her aunt’s hand, letting her do most of the pulling as she got up.  Once she was steady on her feet with her cane propping her up, Charlie let go but was prepared to catch her if she lost her balance.  After a second, she climbed onto the porch and gestured for Charlie to join her as she made her way to one of the swings on the wide porch.  

“How long have you been there now?”

“Three years.  I’m maxing out what I can do with them unless they expand.  I don’t think they’ll expand, but I learned a lot.”

“How’d you like that trade show in Las Vegas?” her aunt asked, knowingly.

“Oh, that was awesome!  I saw the coolest things,” she enthused, remembering the massive aisles of products and services related to the pet industry.

“Maybe, when you are ready, you can send your resume out to a few of those companies,” her aunt suggested.

“That’s what I thought too,” she agreed, and they continued to discuss Charlie’s career and the opportunities it afforded while they visited.

“By this time next year, I should have that paid off.”  She nodded towards the Miata.  “Then, I can plan on getting a townhome.”

“Why not a house?”

“Do you know how expensive houses are in Massachusetts?”

Nodding, they continued their conversation, passing the time until Charlie reluctantly announced she had to be going.  “Mom is going to be expecting me.”

“Well, don’t you leave town without coming for another visit,” her aunt warned her, always pleased to spend time with the young woman.

“Bye, Aunt Kitty.  You behave now,” she warned the elderly woman with a smile as she hugged and kissed her.  Then, she looked at old Roy-Boy and said, “You take care of her, ya hear?”  The elderly dog thumped his tail on the porch as though he understood every word.  He even gave her a slight, “Woof,” in agreement.  The other three dogs looked on expectantly.  “Behave yourselves,” Charlie teased as she signaled to Cara that they were going.  The well-behaved Poodle trotted down the steps with Charlie, her tail waving in the air and making it look as though she were sashaying towards the car.  Charlie opened the door for the dog, who hopped into the front seat and proudly took her place.  She looked back laughingly at the other dogs as Charlie replaced the Doggles over her eyes.  “Bye,” Charlie called once more as she got behind the wheel and waved.

Kitty waved until the car was out of sight and then smiled as she remembered the conversation, treasuring every moment until she would hear from her beloved niece again.
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CHAPTER THREE


[image: ]




“Charlotte told me you encouraged her to take that job in California?” Margaret frostily asked her sister, Kitty, a year later during a visit.  “At this rate, she will become a career woman and never settle down and find a husband!”

Kitty rolled her eyes mentally at Margaret but looked at her innocently.  “I merely told her she should send out her resume and see what other jobs were available if she wasn’t happy with the job in Boston.  With her business degree and her background in the pet industry, she could find a better job.  She hasn’t told me about this job in California yet.”  She smiled to herself.  It was a new era, and her niece should be able to do whatever she wanted.  Good for her!

“Yes, but it’s taking her across the country and farther from the family.  You really shouldn’t encourage her to be such a rebel.  She’s behaving just like you did at that age!”

Kitty wanted to cheer at the backhanded compliment spat at her by Margaret, who had never understood her.  “I’m sure she’ll come home to visit when she can.”

“As long as she doesn’t bring that dog with her.  The only good thing I can say is, it didn’t shed on my carpets.”

How this woman could have been raised at the same time and in the same era and area as her, Kitty didn’t understand.  She’d had a lifetime of dealing with her and her narrow-minded views.  It really was too bad.  Margaret’s attitude would have stifled her children if they hadn’t possessed some of their father’s sterner stuff and felt a need to prove themselves.  

The oldest, Carson, had become an electrical engineer.  He was working for a firm out of Portland, so he, at least, was within hailing distance of his mother when she felt the need for a visit.  But she wouldn’t go to him because it would involve traveling outside her comfort zone.  She’d even complained when she had to attend Charlotte’s college graduation in Boston.  

Charlotte, the second oldest, had stayed in the Boston area after college and now, with her new job, was moving across the country to California.  Her experiences were outside the realm of her mother’s understanding and were causing her mother all sorts of blood pressure problems.  

The next child, Calvin, was going for his masters in accounting.  That was a bit boring by Kitty’s standards, but he did love figures.  

Their third son, Connor, was building a landscaping business.  As he hadn’t gotten any help from his cash-strapped parents, Kitty had kicked in a few bucks so he could expand.  He now had a truck, a trailer, and two industrial-sized lawnmowers that allowed him to handle multiple accounts.  Kitty had been pleased when he paid her back very quickly, and she insisted on reinvesting, so he could buy a second truck and take on even more accounts.  Margaret didn’t know how her son had grown his business so rapidly or where he had found the money, but she was secretly proud of his success...even if he was wasting his college degree.  

Their youngest daughter, Carolyn was still in college in Portland and dutifully taking general courses to pass the time until she found a husband.  Kitty thought it a waste and still held out hope the young woman would realize her mistake and break free of the mold her mother was trying to fit her in.  

“I felt Cara was a well-behaved dog when I met her,” Kitty commented.  She didn’t find shedding a problem with her own dogs as she vacuumed frequently. 

“She doesn’t need the responsibility of a dog,” Margaret answered quickly, and then, perhaps, realizing she was insulting Catherine, she glanced up at the large cat watching her and asked, “How is Mr. Fluffet?”

“Oh, that’s not Fluffet.  That’s Mr. Tribbles,” Kitty corrected.  “He’s relatively new,” she explained, so Margaret wouldn’t get upset over the mistake.

“Did Mr. Fluffet die?” she asked bluntly, not taking Catherine’s feelings into account.  She simply didn’t understand how anyone could expend so much energy on animals, but then, Kitty had never had children of her own, and she supposed it was also because she was widowed so unexpectedly.

“No, he’s probably upstairs sleeping away the afternoon,” she assured Margaret, surprised she would even bother to ask.

“Did you see Connor this week?” Margaret abruptly changed the subject.

“Yes, he and his crew came through to cut the lawn.”

“Oh, I didn’t know you could afford his services.”

“Well, Peter’s son is working for Connor now and it’s easier for them with the equipment.  I needed my bushes cut, and I wanted lilacs planted on the far side of the house.”

“You can’t take care of all this yourself,” her gesture encompassed the large house and yard.  “I don’t understand why you never sold it.”

“Because I love it here, and I didn’t want to move back up to Searsport.”

“There is nothing wrong with Searsport!” she began indignantly, taking it personally.

“Of course, not.  I grew up there too, remember?  I just meant I always loved this house and made it my home.”

“I never understood why you didn’t remarry when you were widowed so young.”

You know why, and because I didn’t love my husband the way you love yours, she wanted to say but remained silent.  What Margaret didn’t know was Kitty’s departed husband had left her well-off, so she didn’t have to remarry.  In fact, she’d indulged herself and found happiness elsewhere with her dogs, which was all they thought she had done for decades.

A week later, she saw her favorite niece.  “Well, this is it, Aunt Kitty.  We’re off to California and ready to start over.”  Charlie had come for a last visit.  This time, she was driving an SUV and towing a trailer with Cara’s head out the back window.  The convertible was a thing of the past.

“You make sure you call your mother periodically.  She is going to worry,” she admonished her niece, seeing the excitement in the young woman’s face at the adventure she was embarking on.

“I said all my goodbyes as I finished packing up my things,” she thumb-pointed at the trailer, “while she gave me lecture after lecture.”

“I can imagine.  But some of that is out of concern for your well-being.” And some of that is just her being a busybody, she thought but didn’t add.

“I know she loves me, but I’m never going to fulfill her dreams for me.  She doesn’t understand that I want to pursue my own dreams.”

“You do what feels right for you and to hell with everyone else.  If California is where your dreams lie, you pursue them,” she encouraged, envious and wishing she could go too.  She’d miss this niece of hers.

“I’m going to miss you, Aunt Kitty,” she said honestly, unknowingly parroting her aunt’s thoughts and leaning in to hug the shorter woman.

“I’ll miss you too, Puddin’,” she told her just as honestly, talking into her shoulder as she didn’t quite reach as high as she would have liked.  The dogs were crowding around, sensing this wasn’t just one of her fly-by-night visits.

“I’ll call you,” Charlie promised as she let go and smiled, turning to go down the steps and petting the dogs out of her way.  There were six dogs on the porch today, and she laughed inwardly, knowing the city wouldn’t be thrilled if they happened to see all of them but knowing they had no choice.  Lastly, she petted Roy-Boy, her favorite from so long ago.  They had a special bond, and she could see how old he was looking.  Then, glancing back at her aunt, she noticed how old she looked too, almost frail as she leaned on her cane.  “Bye,” she said a final time and waved.  She didn’t see the tears in her aunt’s eyes as they were masked by the tears in her own eyes as she got behind the wheel.  She didn’t wipe at them until she’d pulled away from the curb and was headed towards the highway.  She had to stop in Boston to clear out her townhome, and then, she would be on her way to California and the adventures that awaited her there.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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“I only came back for Mom.  I know losing Uncle Peter was a blow to both of you, but...” Charlie began, clearly uncomfortable as she spoke with Kitty at the funeral home.  She looked miserable.

“Do you like California at least?” she asked, having only heard about the job and nothing about Charlie’s personal life.

Charlie smiled.  She looked mature at thirty-two and yet, seemed so young to the older woman.  “It took me about a year to stop feeling homesick for the east coast, but now, I love it.”  She hesitated, glancing around before adding, “I tried to maintain a relationship with a ...friend, but that didn’t work out long-distance and I’m back here for the funeral and to end that relationship.”

“Is that friend a woman?” Kitty asked, knowingly, laughing at the young woman’s surprise.

“You knew?”

“Of course, I knew,” she answered pertly.

Charlie’s face lost all color, and she glanced around again to see if anyone had overheard their conversation.  Uncle Peter was well known and well-loved in the community; the place was becoming packed.  “Does Mom know?” she gasped.

“Of course not.  She doesn’t understand why you can’t find a nice young man and settle down.”  She laughed.

Uneasily, Charlie joined in and then asked, “How’d you know?”

Aunt Kitty considered for a moment before she confessed, “Takes one to know one.”

As the import of her words penetrated Charlie’s mind, her eyes opened wide.  She had often wondered why her aunt lived alone in that big house but remembered she hadn’t always been alone.  She remembered a couple house guests over the years, always women.  Now, some of those friendships made sense.  She’d always thought they were just doggie people like her and her aunt.  Their status took on new meaning as she thought over this revelation.  “So, Marion was...” she began, remembering the one who had lasted the longest.

“She was,” her aunt confirmed, nodding.  She’d also died, and she had been Kitty’s last love.  The reminder still hurt.  She hadn’t tried to find another girlfriend to bring into her home since then.

“I’m sorry,” Charlie said quickly, seeing the unintentional hurt she had caused her aunt.

“Me too,” her aunt said, nodding to a few people she knew from growing up in this area.  “No chance of working it out with your girlfriend?” she whispered, knowing that some here, specifically relatives, might overhear and be alarmed.  Most of the other people here wouldn’t care.  Times had been changing for years, and she recognized a few people here who were probably gay or lesbian, but Margaret and others of their ilk didn’t have a clue.

“No, and the distance thing didn’t work for either of us.  I came back on ‘business’ a few times,” she made quotation marks in the air before continuing, “and she visited me but didn’t like the lifestyle there.  I’m going to pack up a few things I left at her place and end it.”

“Boston gal, eh?”

Charlie nodded, still amazed at how astute her aunt was and what her news implied.  They quieted down as her mother, Margaret came over with Aunt Martha.

“Are you two going to sit back here or up front with the family?” Margaret asked, sending them both warning looks.

“We’d like you to join the family,” Martha said kindly.

Charlie helped Kitty to her feet, and she leaned heavily on her cane as they followed the two women to the front seats reserved for family during the service.  Charlie nodded to her siblings, nieces, and nephews before taking a seat next to Aunt Kitty once she got her settled.

“You got a ride home?” Charlie asked, once the service had concluded.

“Oh, yes.  Connor let me ride in the big truck,” she said as she started to laugh.

Charlie laughed with her.  She’d seen the name on the back of the truck, and it was duplicated on Connor’s trailers: LAWN & ORDER, SPECIAL MOWING UNIT.  His trucks and trailers were all black with white lettering.  She’d even heard his catchy little commercials on the local radio station.  They started with an authoritative and mysterious voice saying, “In the lawn mowing system, weed and crabgrass offenses are considered especially heinous.  The dedicated lawn workers who mow this vicious vegetation are members of an elite squad known as the Special Mowing Unit.  These are their stories...”  Then the commercial provided their phone number and website address.  “Don’t let your lawn get away with murder.  Mow it down before it gets carried away.  We’ll keep it looking innocent.”

“The big truck, eh?” she teased.  “How’d you ever hop up in that?”

“He has a step,” she said prissily and started laughing.  She loved that nephew of hers almost as much as this niece.  His sense of humor was a favorite of hers.  It had been a chore getting into the big truck, and he had finally lifted her gently into the front seat, making sure her seat belt was securely fastened.  “I could use a lift home,” she added, smiling in remembrance.

“Ditching me for ‘er?” Connor teased, overhearing her.

“Well, if you didn’t have such a big truck...” she teased in return.

“Are we compensating for something?” Charlie asked him, laughing at his expression.  “Now, now...I was just teasing,” she said as he came forward to tickle her.

“This is not the place for roughhousing,” Margaret hissed as she came forward to make her children behave.  She felt they should know better at their ages.

“Peter would have understood,” Kitty said dryly, knowing he’d have been in on the fun.  Her eyes were dancing.

“This is not the place,” she repeated, casting a warning look at her two adult children.

Charlie promised to leave whenever Kitty was ready.  She originally wandered off to talk to a few people she knew who weren’t relatives and found herself talking to her sister, Carolyn, now a homemaker with two children.

“Yes, I just love casting my own pots and other creations,” she was saying.  Her husband, Frank, had installed a kiln in the garage for her, so she could keep busy while the children were at school.  She had a booth at all the local flea markets and events for artists.  She painted the pots with her own characters and art, and she obviously enjoyed it.

“Could you cast in more than clay, if you wanted?” Charlie asked, intrigued by this artistic side of her sister she had never heard about.

They discussed it for a while, happy to discover a common ground of interest.  Finally, Carolyn was called away by Frank to take their two young children home.  She hugged her older sister and promised to visit before Charlie returned to the west coast.

Charlie managed to talk to quite a few people before Aunt Kitty waved her over and asked for a ride home.  “Can’t leave the dogs for too long.  They’ll worry that I’m not coming back.”  Both she and Charlie knew the dogs were probably snoring along with the cats.  It was Kitty who worried about the animals.  Still, she drove her back to her beautiful home and helped her slowly climb the steps and get settled inside.  Kitty slept in a downstairs room as the steps to the second and third floors were too much for her legs now.  “You stop by before you head back, you hear?” she ordered as she dismissed the younger woman.  Charlie promised and only left when she felt assured her aunt was settled for the evening.  She worried the older woman shouldn’t be left on her own and mentioned it to her mother.

“I’ve said the same thing.  Since Marion died, she hasn’t had anyone there to help her,” she complained, speaking as though Marion had merely been a nurse or tenant in her home.  “She should have sold that big, old house years ago.  It’s too much for her.  Connor and his crew do all the landscaping, and she hired two of your nephews to paint it last year.”

Charlie regretted asking her mother about her aunt.  Her mother had her own opinions about everything anyway.  Charlie managed her visit with her mother and father without too much upset on either side since it was short and sweet.  She also visited with Kitty once more before heading south to Boston to end things with her girlfriend.  When Charlie found out someone was shacking up with her soon-to-be ex, it ruined any plans she had for an amicable separation.  Her things were already boxed up.  A few things were missing, but she figured that was par for the course since it was obvious her girlfriend had been cheating on her for a while now.  She left angrily and headed for the airport, shoving her things into the extra suitcase she had brought for just this occasion.  She didn’t understand how years of a relationship could go up in smoke like that, and she was hurt.  She had never cheated.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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“And on this sad day, we wish our sister in Christ, Catherine DuBois, a fond farewell,” the priest’s voice droned on as they all sweltered in the airless church.

Charlie thought she was going to choke to death from the heat.  She wasn’t used to these hot Maine summers anymore.  Where she lived in California, there was always a breeze from the Pacific.  She would have thought the Atlantic coast would be cooler, but she couldn’t remember after being away all these years.  She looked up unhappily at the casket where Aunt Kitty lay, sad over the loss of this amazing woman.  Aunt Kitty had been one of her favorite people in the world, and she would miss her forever.  Kitty’s dogs had been kenneled at her mother’s insistence, and Charlie figured she could get them out first thing tomorrow.  Then, she’d take them all back with her to California even if it cost a fortune to fly them home.

Charlie was startled from her thoughts as those around her made the sign of the cross.  She belatedly followed them, a lifetime’s habit coming into play.  She hadn’t been listening to the priest, and she could see from the corner of her eye that her mother was glaring at her.  As a lapsed Catholic, Charlie wasn’t too thrilled to be in the church either.  She knew that Father Amos would probably try to corner her at some point today, and she wasn’t happy with that thought.  She hadn’t believed in organized religion in a long time and hadn’t attended church except when she was in town to visit her mother.

Charlie was lingering near the entranceway, accepting condolences from people.  She wasn’t sure she knew all these people.  She knew a few but others were strangers.  Suddenly, she caught a glimpse of a woman who was shepherding two, crying children out of the church.  And in that moment, Charlie was transformed.  She wasn’t sure why that woman had caught her eye.  She was sure she had seen the woman once before but wasn’t sure where.  She was also positive the woman hadn’t noticed her.

“Charlie, will you be at your parent’s house for the wake?” a voice near her shoulder asked.

Charlie looked up from where she had been staring at the door of the church and the woman.  She was sure it was Father Amos’ voice, and she was ready with an excuse.  She was surprised to see Brian Murphy, the family lawyer.  “Um, yeah.  I guess I will be,” she said, surprised.  Why wouldn’t she be, she wondered?

“We have to talk as soon as possible,” he said mysteriously, glancing around at the assembled guests, “...alone.”

“Um, yeah, okay?” she responded, unsure why he was approaching her.

“I’m serous, Charlie.  I need to talk to you alone, without your parents around,” he emphasized.

“Okay,” she nodded, wondering what this was about.

Nodding in agreement, he quickly left as Margaret came up.  “Did Mr. Murphy want something?” she asked, curiously watching his abrupt departure.

“Oh, no.  He was just passing on his condolences,” she lied cheerfully, not knowing why she even bothered.  Her mother always seemed to know when her children were lying or figured it out later.  She was just thinking she’d burn in hell for lying in church when she looked back and saw Father Amos making his way towards them, looking determined.  “Mom, do you want me to prepare anything at the house before this lot gets there?”

“No, we’re having it catered,” she crowed, pleased with herself for doing it up right.  After all, Catherine and she had been so close and that justified the expense in her mind.

“Okay, I’ll go ahead and wait for you all there,” she said, slipping away into the crowd before her mother could say more or Father Amos could corner her.  It wasn’t hard to disappear with the mob of people milling about and talking.  She made her way to her rental and looked up at the hot summer sun, wishing Aunt Kitty was there to enjoy it with her.  She wasn’t looking forward to the burial service and hoped to avoid it by going to the house ahead of everyone.

“Going to the cemetery?” Carson asked before she could make her escape.

“No,” Charlie said before she could think.

“Mom will be angry if you’re not there.”

“Mom is always angry at me these days.”

“She’s proud of you, and she just wants you to be happy.  You’d be happier married,” he told her.  Charlie rolled her eyes at her older brother.  She was happy.  She had a good life in California, far from all this.  The only person she was really going to miss was Aunt Kitty, and now, she was dead.  She didn’t know what would draw her back here now that she was gone.

“So, are you going to the cemetery?” he repeated.

“I told you, no,” she answered, not allowing him to intimidate her into going.  Her mother, even in the form of her older brother, wasn’t going to get her way.  Charlie didn’t like funerals.  She’d been to enough of them in the past few years, and she hated cemeteries even more.  She headed for her rental car and got in before anyone else could say anything to try to convince her to attend the additional graveside service and listen to Father Amos ramble on.  He was so old, and he frequently repeated himself, making his services excruciatingly long.

“You didn’t go to the service,” her mother hissed at her when she saw her back at the house.

“I did.  I just didn’t attend the graveside service,” Charlie corrected.  She was glad she had ducked out.  The caterers hadn’t known where to set up.  Apparently, her mother had thought just calling in a catering order was all she needed to do.  Charlie had been busy since she let herself into her parents’ home, but her mother wouldn’t appreciate that, and she didn’t intend to tell her.

“You were to attend both services,” her mother continued to whisper fervently, keeping her voice low as guests had started to arrive and were heading for the food the caterers had put out.  Free food tended to make people happy to attend any event, even a wake.  Kitty didn’t need to entice people.  She had many people who liked her and would come to her wake to remember her fondly.

“Sorry, Mom.  I thought I was needed here,” she said, trying to sound sincere and apologetic at the same time.  She didn’t give a rat’s ass if she attended both services.  The church service was the only one that mattered to her.  Once they carried Aunt Kitty out to the cemetery, she was done.

“We’re not done talking about this, young lady,” her mother finished and walked away.

“Wanna bet?” Charlie countered, low enough that her mother didn’t hear her.

“I heard that,” Calvin said as he came up with a plate full of food.

“Yeah?  Well, now my secret’s out.  I don’t like funerals,” she said dryly.

“I thought Amos was gonna make Aunt Catherine a saint the way he went on and on about her generous works.  I sure would like to get a look at her books.”

“She didn’t have you do her accounting?” Charlie asked, surprised.  Once her brother set up shop in town, he was immediately besieged by relatives demanding his services...at a discount of course.  He’d bought out old Mr. Hinkle when he retired.  Obviously, Calvin was doing well as he had people working for him and had expanded his offices.

“Naw, she had some firm in Belfast doing it.  They also have offices in Portland,” he said, disgusted over that showy kind of firm.  It was obvious he was envious that the firm had more than one office.  His business wasn’t doing badly, but Searsport wasn’t as big as Belfast and it was certainly nowhere near as large as Portland.

That was interesting, thought Charlie.  She wondered if her aunt was a creature of habit and that was why she hadn’t clamored to have Calvin do her books, or maybe, there was something else?

Charlie waited until most of their guests had food before she filled a plate of her own and quickly ate.  She was busy answering questions of well-meaning friends and family, who hadn’t seen her in the years she was away.  It had been a few years since she came back for Uncle Peter’s funeral, and few knew she had gone into Belfast to visit Aunt Kitty a few times when she was in Boston or Portland.  She had driven up specifically to see her and had not bothered to come up to Searsport.  If her mother had known, she would have been hurt and angry.  

“Charlie, almost done there?” Brian Murphy was standing by her.

Charlie finished the carrot she was crunching on.  She really wasn’t hungry, but she’d scarfed down a ham sandwich just in case anyone was watching.  Apparently, they had been.  “Um, yeah, sure,” she said to the attorney, still wondering what this was about and glancing around to see if anyone was watching.  She felt terribly guilty about something, and the attorney seemed to understand that as he watched her, amused.  Putting down her plate, she led him out to her parents’ backyard where the overflow of guests was standing around, some chatting and some eating the offerings of the caterers.  Her brother, Connor was doing a good imitation of a serious drinker along with some of his pals.  She headed for the gazebo, seeing no one was sitting in it and it was far enough away from anyone else that they would be able to see if anyone approached.  “Will this do?” she asked him, turning around, so she could see the party without looking like she was watching for anyone.  She particularly wanted to keep an eye out for her mother, who she knew wanted to chastise her further when she got the opportunity.

“This is perfect,” Brian said, glancing around to see that no one could overhear them.  “I wanted to say how sorry I was to hear of your aunt’s death.  She was one in a million.”

“Um, yeah,” she repeated for the umpteenth time that day.  “Thanks?”  Surely, he didn’t want a private word with her for this?

He smiled.  He knew if he were talking to Catherine, she would have called him on the floor for all the niceties and asked him to get to the point.  “Your aunt wanted me to tell you that she left everything to you,” he began, watching her expression.

“What everything?” Charlie asked, confused.  “Her dogs?  Cause I was gonna go get them from the kennel tomorrow...” she began, but he was shaking his head.

“Now, look.  I don’t have a lot of time before your mother or father see I’m talking to you.  I know your mother has already inquired about the will.  I want you to hear this from me before the will is read.  Your aunt wanted you to know.  She left you the house and her money.  Except for a few, small bequests, it’s all yours.”

She blinked, wondering at this bit of information.  “Why would she do that?  My mom is her sister and–”

“But you were always her favorite.  Didn’t you know?” he asked, frowning, wondering if she really hadn’t known.  Catherine had been adamant that her will be very specific, knowing Margaret would be the biggest obstacle if she died first.  Her sister might even bring legal action to say Catherine wasn’t in her right mind, not that this argument would hold up in court because she’d drawn up the will over eight years ago, and there were other legalities Margaret wouldn’t want brought to light.

“Well, we were really close, but ....”

“She felt you understood her the best.  She felt you were most like her and you’d make sure her dogs and cats were taken care of, if something happened to her.”

Oh, God!  The cats.  Did anyone do anything about them?  Someone, probably Charlie’s mother, had arranged to take the dogs to the kennel over at the vets, but that wouldn’t last long before they were taken to the county pound, and who knew what could happen to them there.  That was why Charlie was intending to get them tomorrow and arrange to take them back with her, hang the cost.  However, no one had mentioned the cats.  She wasn’t even sure how many there were anymore.  “Yes, I would,” she agreed, puzzled about what this entailed.  “But why not leave it to her sister, my mom ....”

“She doesn’t love dogs and cats like you do,” he finished for her, something her aunt would have said.  He wouldn’t get into that aspect of it with her.  Catherine had been very specific about what he could or could not tell her niece, and he wouldn’t violate attorney-client privileges, even if the client were deceased.  He’d adored Catherine and enjoyed doing her legal work over the years.

“That doesn’t mean I should get it all.  I mean that house has to be worth ....”

He told her its value, and her eyes widened at the figure.  “She had it assessed eight years ago when we drew up this will.  It’s been long enough that no one can say she wasn’t in her right mind,” he said meaningfully, and they both knew who he might be referring to.

“She’s going to be so mad!”

“It isn’t her place.  It was your aunt’s house to bequeath as she saw fit, and there is more ...” he began, but Charlie stood up straighter as she saw her mother glance out the back door and head for them when she saw them.

“You’ll have to tell me later,” she hissed and quickly changed the subject, “So, Mr. Murphy, you should really talk to Connor if you want to landscape your place.  He found this great deal on gazebos and put it in for my mom.  Oh, hi, Mom.  I was just showing Mr. Murphy the gazebo Connor got you.”

“Oh, yes.  Isn’t it lovely?” she said as she came up the steps to the octagonal building.  “Connor also found these roses that climb along here.”  She showed him where they were twining along the latticework.

Brian was a sharp cookie, and he went along with the ruse that Charlie had started, pretending an interest in the flowers and the beautiful wood of the structure.  He noticed Charlie stepped back to let her mother take over the conversation.  She was a pretty sharp manipulator, and she was going to need those skills when he read the will later.

Why in the world would Kitty leave her everything?  Yes, they had been close, but her mother was going to be furious when she realized that she hadn’t been left her sister’s estate.  She probably already had plans for everything.  Charlie didn’t even live here.  She didn’t know ....

“Don’t you think so, Charlotte?” her mother was addressing her, noticing her attention had wandered.

“I’m sorry, Mom.  Could you repeat that last part?  I was watching Connor and his friends,” she nodded to where her brother was trying to catch beer drops and making a mess at the same time.  It was a good distraction, and Margaret was immediately thrown as she rushed to stop him from getting his good suit covered with beer.

“Good one,” Brian murmured as he came up behind Charlie.

“Well, it distracted her, didn’t it?”

“I’m going to be quick here.  Just listen.  There’s a trust set up to administer everything for you, so you don’t have to pay taxes on any of it.  Your mother can’t know how much there is; your aunt was specific about that.  She’s left your mother enough from the trust that she won’t have to pay taxes on the gift every year.  Each of your siblings and cousins receive a one-time payment of the same size, but you get the rest.”

Charlie desperately wanted to ask questions, argue, debate it, but she was hampered by her feigned interest in her mother berating her brother and his hijinks.  Her mother could still clearly see into the gazebo, and Charlie could pretend concern over him as she looked on.

“She wanted you to be prepared.  Your mother is going to argue ... as we know she likes to do.”

She’d argue all right, and she’d make demands.  Charlie understood why Aunt Kitty wanted her to be prepared.  Why hadn’t she told her this years ago?  They’d seen each other often enough over the years, and there had been phone calls and even letters.  Kitty could have explained and prepared her.

“Catherine was afraid your mother would somehow find out before the will was read.  She wanted me to come to you before the reading.  I couldn’t get to you sooner because I had to tie up some things on another case in court yesterday.  I would have liked to sit down with you for a few hours before the reading, but I’m sorry, this is as much as I can tell you in the time we have.”  He stopped since he saw Margaret was returning.  She’d ordered Connor’s friends to please go home after thanking them for coming and all the other niceties.  Connor looked duly chastised.  He was a little old for such hijinks and even his wife was berating him now.  She was taking over where Margaret had left off.

“Brian, don’t you think now would be a good time for the reading of the will?  I know it’s just a formality, but as our guests are leaving ...,” she gestured to Connor’s friends, who she had asked to leave.  Others were taking it as a sign that the free food and booze was over, and the wake itself was ending.  Already, the caterers were moving in to clean up abandoned plates and drinks.

“Soon, Margaret.  That sounds good,” he agreed with a charming smile.  “You were saying about the roses?” he asked, giving Charlie an opportunity to get away for a few minutes.  

She took that moment to head into the house.  Her mother’s edict had spread, and others were saying their goodbyes to the family members who were staying.  Uncle Peter’s three children, her aunt by marriage, as well as her brothers and sister were staying, probably by Margaret’s decree.  Charlie didn’t think she’d been told to stay, but she was staying at her parents’ house in her old room, bare now except for the bed and the faded walls where her posters had hung as a child.  Her mother wouldn’t allow her father to paint it for some reason.

“Hey, Charlie,” Trina said, greeting her.

Charlie’s eyes opened wide in surprise at seeing her old friend.  “Oh, my God.  Trina, it’s been years,” she said as she hugged her.  “Are you still showing?”

“Yep, I finally had a chance after you left.  I didn’t want to go without saying hello.  We should catch up,” she said as she took her leave.

The siblings and cousins stood and talked about inanities until the caterers were done cleaning up after their many guests.  Charlie saw Father Amos leaving with a large box of leftovers pressed onto him by her father.  He would have come over to talk to her, she saw it in his eyes, but her father steered him out the front door.

“What do you think she left us?” Carson asked Calvin.

“Probably debts a mile high,” the accountant answered with a grin.  “All she had were those damn dogs and cats.  She probably ate cat food to save money.”

Charlie was disgusted by her brother.  Her aunt was sharp to the day she died, she’d bet.  It wasn’t her fault that her body had failed her as she grew older.  She’d bet that Calvin and Carson had hardly ever visited the old woman and relied on their mother for gossip about her instead of the facts.  She glanced over at a greatly sobered Connor who was looking at her with a raised brow, almost as though to say, “What?”  She frowned and shook her head as she shrugged.  They were all waiting.

Margaret walked in with Brian and said, “I think we should have the reading of the will.  Shouldn’t we?”  She looked around at everyone, daring them to contradict her.  No one would dare think of it.  “I think the grandchildren could go outside with the spouses?” she suggested, looking at her sons and daughter and gesturing outside.  She ignored Charlie since she didn’t have children of her own.  Charlie looked sympathetically at her sisters-in-law and her one brother-in-law being ordered about like their own children.  Still, everyone went, and all that were left were her four siblings, three cousins, father, mother, and Brian.  Even her aunt had gone out, and she wondered at that.  What was the big secret?  They’d all find out anyway.  “Shall we begin, Brian?”

“Um,” he began, shuffling his feet as he reached into his suit for the copy of the will he had prepared for this.  He had copies for all those who had inherited from the estate too.  He glanced at the caterers and then back at Margaret.

“Oh, don’t mind them,” she began, but had second thoughts and went into the kitchen to ask the caterers to finish up.  While she was gone, the rest of the family standing or sitting shuffled uncomfortably, not saying anything.  It was quiet in the house without the children running about or the many people who had come to pay respects to Aunt Kitty and eat the catered food.  When Margaret returned, she said in a pleasant voice, “They are leaving now.”  They must have sat there in silence for ten minutes, something their family weren’t known for.  Several people sighed in relief.

A few minutes later, the caterers began taking their pots and pans out to their van, the leftover food that Margaret had paid for placed in her Tupperware and put away in the refrigerator as she had directed.

“That was really nice,” Margaret said to make conversation in the uncomfortable silence.  Several people murmured agreement, wondering why they had to wait.  Why the drama?  Still, Brian had sent them all a note telling them they were named in Catherine DuBois’ will and would they please attend the reading.  Not knowing what she had left any of them, they were all curious.  No one thought it would be much as Catherine had lived frugally in that big, old house.  The upstairs had been shut off for years because Aunt Kitty couldn’t climb the stairs anymore, so it wasn’t the house that interested any of them.

Brian waited for Margaret’s nod to begin reading the legal jargon, “I, Catherine DuBois, being of sound mind, do make this my last will and testament ....”  He droned on for a while, and finally, Margaret interrupted.

“Could you skip that and get to the rest.  We all know you are a stickler for the legal side of things, and I’m sure the will is legal and binding.  We don’t really understand everything,” she gestured to the paperwork and then saw that a few of the others were nodding in agreement, “so it’s not necessary to tell us all that.”

“Yes, of course,” he said, knowing her patience was at an end.  He knew a lot more about Margaret Chevrolet Abella than she knew, not only what he’d learned from Catherine ‘Kitty’ DuBois.  He’d grown up in the Belfast and Searsport area too.  He began to read how much was left to each of them, naming them individually.  He seemed to start with the people that would annoy Margaret the most.  “To Margorie Chevrolet,” he gave it the full French inflection, “the sum of_­,” and there were a few gasps.  Then he went on to name the same amounts for Magnus, Marvin, and Millicent, the offspring of Aunt Margorie and Uncle Peter.  He named the same amount for each of Charlie’s siblings and both their father and mother, but after their mother’s amount only, he also added ‘yearly for life.’  Several people noticed that Charlie hadn’t been named along with her siblings and wondered at that.

“To my beloved niece, Charlotte, also known as Charlie, I leave my house, on the condition that she take care of my cats and dogs for the duration of their lives.  I further leave her various other forms of property as income to pay for the upkeep of the house and its grounds.  My nephew, Connor has agreed to keep up the property for as long as he has his landscaping business,” he read.  They all looked at Charlie and a few glanced at Connor.  “There are further details that are only to be released to Charlie,” he finished, waiting for the explosion he knew was about to come.  

He also looked meaningfully at Connor.  He would make sure the young man knew that the landscaping business was in exchange for the forgiveness of the debt he incurred by her loan and reinvestment.  Connor nodded briefly, understanding without Brian saying it aloud.  All his savings that would have paid back Aunt Kitty, he could now use in expanding his business further.  That old woman was savvier than anyone had given her credit for.

“Well!” Margaret gasped, unable to say much more in the moment.  She was stunned.  She had expected Catherine to leave everything to her.  After all, she was the only one left.  Fixing a look on Charlie, she said, “You’ll have to have the house assessed.  I don’t know what the upstairs is like.  No one has been up there in years.  I’m sure you can sell it and get enough to–”

“I’m not selling it.  Didn’t you hear Mr. Murphy?  It’s to be maintained for the life of the animals.”

“Well, surely they are elderly and won’t last long...” she began.

“Mom, it doesn’t matter.  It may be years before they pass.  I won’t upset them.  I’m sure they are already confused by their stay at the kennel.”  She glanced at the clock; sure the vet’s office was closed by now on a Saturday.  She couldn’t get the dogs until tomorrow, and only if the vet’s office was even open on Sunday.  Leaving it until Monday would be hard on the dogs but she might have no choice.

“So, you’re what ... going to keep that big, old, drafty house?  I’m sure it will fetch a pretty penny and we can–”

“Mom, it’s for the dogs,” she assured her mother, having thought about what Brian had told her since that moment in the backyard.  She was thankful for the heads up.  It hadn’t been long enough, but she was better able to handle it now that she wasn’t completely surprised.  She’d cope with her mother, who would assume she’d capitulate to any plans she had.

“And what other items are there, Brian?” Margaret turned on the attorney, pointing to the papers he had in his hands.

“Excuse me?” he asked, hedging for time.  It was a lawyer tactic he knew would annoy the older woman.

“Those details that are only to be released to Charlotte.  What are they?” she demanded.

“I’m sorry.  They are part of Mrs. DuBois’ estate and not to be revealed to anyone other than Ms. Abella,” he gestured to Charlie, who was trying to keep a neutral expression on her face.

“Let me see,” she said, asking for the papers, which he handed to her.  She scanned through the documents, flipping pages rapidly, but it told her no more than he had.  “Well, where is the list of assets?  I’m sure we will–”

“Margaret,” David spoke up for once.  Normally, a quiet man, he only spoke when he felt it was necessary, and as a result, people tended to listen when he did say anything.  A lot of people thought he was quiet only because Margaret was too verbose, but not at all.  He just was a thoughtful man and only spoke when required.  “The will states that Kitty didn’t want you to know.  You aren’t going to find out unless Charlie wants you to know.  That is that.”

In the silence that descended on the house, they could hear the children out back, playing avidly.  You could have heard a pin drop in that living room as they all exchanged looks, waiting for Margaret to demand that Charlie tell her she would give her the list she was demanding.  Instead, they watched Margaret deflate, disappointed.  She handed Brian Murphy back the copy of the will.

“Oh, no.  That’s yours.  I have a copy for each of you in my briefcase.  You will receive your checks after the estate has been processed through the courts.  I already filed the necessary paperwork as the trust is intact, and you will all be paid out of it.  I do have one part here,” he indicated the papers Margaret was holding.  “It concerns the grandchildren and a trust that has been set up to pay their first years in college, if they decide to go.”  Margaret read it and nodded.  That was more than fair, but again she glanced at the words that bothered her the most ... the trust and what it entailed were none of her business unless Charlotte wanted to tell her.

“Why was Charlotte singled out?” she asked the lawyer as the others started talking about their individual inheritances and what they would do.  A couple of them were already talking to Calvin about how this inheritance would affect their taxes.

“Because Mrs. DuBois knew that Charli–” he started and then quickly changed to, “Charlotte, would take care of the house and animals the way she had.  She wanted to be sure that any animals that outlived her would be taken care of.”  He glanced at Charlie and nodded.

Charlie knew there was a lot he wasn’t saying.  There wasn’t time to have said much in the backyard.  She also knew her mother would want details.  She didn’t relish whatever it was she was going to have to hide from her nosy mother.  Under the guise of her concern for her daughter’s wellbeing, her mother would want specifics.  She wouldn’t know until Brian had gone over it all exactly what those would be.  She could see a vision in her head already.  Her mother would insist on a detailed list of all Aunt Kitty’s assets to determine their value, so she could have them sold.  Charlie would be damned if she would let that happen.  It wasn’t until that very moment when she felt they were threatened that Charlie realized how much she had loved her aunt, the house she had lived in, and the animals that had been part of her family.  She’d damn well make sure her aunt’s wishes were carried out.

Brian fetched the copies of the will and handed them out, looking meaningfully at Charlie when he presented hers; however, he didn’t say anything as Margaret was watching too closely, waiting for them to make an appointment, so she could demand to go along.

“Has anyone checked on the cats?” Charlie asked casually as she read through her copy.

“Cats?” Margaret asked.  “Oh, dear.  I forgot about the cats when I had them round up all those dogs!”

Charlie had thought so.  “Mr. Murphy, do you have the keys?”

“I do,” Margaret admitted and went to get them.  “Why don’t we go over together?”

Charlie would rather have gone alone. She knew Brian had hoped for the opportunity to talk further too.  Her mother was going to be hard to shake.  She was like a dog with a bone, unwilling to give it up.  She’d be a terror until she was satisfied.  Charlie exchanged a brief look with the lawyer that said Later.

Margaret accompanied her daughter to her sister’s home in Belfast.  She wouldn’t relinquish the keys to her either.  Instead, she spent the time grilling her.  “Did you know what Kitty was going to do?” was her first question.

“No, I had no idea.”  Charlie was honest, but she had known her mother would find a way to do this to her and wouldn’t be happy until she knew every detail.  She wasn’t vicious about it, she was just ... persistent.

“Well,” she gasped, clearly outraged, “it certainly isn’t fair to your siblings or cousins.”

“I think,” Charlie began slowly, knowing anything she said could be taken wrong, “that Aunt Kitty understood me.  I certainly loved learning about the dogs and showing them.”

“You hated that.  You told me,” she corrected her, glancing over from her driving to look at her daughter and see if she was lying to justify taking the cake.

“I hated it too,” she nodded.  “The cattiness will always be part of the show world, but I loved learning about the dogs.  The breeding and the showing were just such a small portion of it.  I guess what I’m trying to say is, it helped me in life and in business to learn to get along with all types.  This is why I’ve been successful in my jobs.  I have good and bad memories of the shows.  Aunt Kitty introduced me to all of that.”

“Well, I certainly had no idea she was going to leave you her house,” she opened another can of worms.  She had always said Catherine should have sold that big house when she was widowed.  “You really should figure out how to sell–”

“Mom, I just found out that I inherited the house.  Please don’t talk about me selling it.  Aunt Kitty, who I loved very much, is barely in her grave.”

“That’s another thing.  You should have gone to the service at the–”

“I know, Mom.  I know.  I just couldn’t listen to Father Amos go on and on anymore.  Someone should talk to the archdiocese about his retirement.  He’s older than dirt and really losing his touch.  Younger people are leaving his church because of it.”

“They are not!” she denied, defending the old priest that was so beloved.  “He built that church.  He is part of our community.”

“That’s just it, Mom.  He’s always been there.  He has so much to teach a younger priest, and he should do that while he’s still viable.”

Margaret looked at Charlotte, surprised.  That was a very astute thing to say.  She considered it as she nodded, surprised to be agreeing with her daughter.  The rest of the trip was a bit quieter and less combative, and for that, both mother and daughter were grateful.

They found the two Maine Coon cats, and while they were not starving, they were lonely and thrilled to find people in their space.  Aunt Kitty had an automatic feeder in the pantry that only the cats could get to.  The automatic waterer was bone dry, but fortunately, the toilet lids had been up, so the cats had access to water.  Charlie quickly filled the automatic waterer and saw that it wasn’t working.  She removed the battery cover on the back and looking through the junk drawer, found new batteries for it.  Replacing them, she was relieved to see the old batteries had just burned out, probably from trying to run without water.  She was glad it worked now.  She had no idea where to replace the waterer and then, she realized she could probably find one in her field.  She smiled wryly.  What the heck was she going to do about her job?  

She looked around Aunt Kitty’s beautiful home.  The rich woods beckoned to her and made it feel like a home ... a warm and cherished home.  She saw her mother looking around at the pictures Aunt Kitty had on her mantle and at the other things that made it her aunt’s place.  There were pictures of Kitty showing dogs, Kitty with other women she’d shown with, and Kitty on a picnic with friends.  Charlie saw envy, anger, and bitterness on her mother’s face that she didn’t understand.  When her mother picked up a picture of herself, Uncle Peter, and Aunt Kitty, all much younger, Charlie saw joy on her face for the first time that day.  She saw her mother lovingly run her finger along its edge as she smiled at her memories.

“May I have this?” she asked, suddenly, looking up to find Charlie watching her.

“How about we have copies made?  I bet Magnus, Marvin, and Millicent might want copies to remember Uncle Peter too?  I always admired that picture, and I’d also like a copy.  You can keep the original after?” she offered generously.

Her mother nodded as she looked down at the picture again.  “That’s a very wise and generous thing to do.  I’ll ask your siblings if any of them want a copy too.”

Charlie walked through the living room, the cats following her.  They were lonely and didn’t understand where Aunt Kitty had gone.  She went into the parlor with its stained-glass windows in various triangular shapes, all fit together intricately to make beautiful patterns.  She loved the rich blues, reds, and greens of the glass along with the frosted and beveled glass encased in the polished woods.  “Who found Aunt Kitty?” she asked her mother suddenly, realizing she didn’t know.

“It was Connor’s son, Caleb.  He came over to do the lawn, and Aunt Kitty didn’t answer the bell.  He let himself in and found her on the floor of her bedroom.  She was already gone.  They thought she had a massive stroke or heart attack.”  She said it matter-of-factly, but it was obvious she was saddened by the loss of Catherine.  They might never have seen eye to eye, but it was the passing of a large part of her life, and she would miss her sister.

“What are you going to do with this mausoleum?” Margaret asked her daughter.  She realized she had asked Catherine that same question many times, thinking she should buy one of those cute little condominiums that had gone up along the river.

“I have no idea, Mom.  I’ll abide by the will and see what my options are.  I had thought to take the animals with me to California, but I don’t know if we should move some of these old-timers,” she said, petting the cats as best she could.  They were large and demanding her attention.  She could only do so much as they shoved each other out of the way unceremoniously, body-checking each other without animosity.  They just wanted attention, and they’d always liked Charlie.  “I have a lot to decide.”  She also didn’t mention that there was more she needed to speak to Brian about.

Charlie cleaned out the electric cat pans.  Big cats made big poops, and the trays were full.  After taking care of a few of the domestic chores like watering the plants, she took out the garbage and put it by the curb for Monday’s garbage pickup.  She saw that she wasn’t the only one as she waved to a couple of the neighbors, some she had seen at the funeral and the wake.

Her mother watched her speculatively, wondering how to convince her headstrong daughter to sell this house.  She would bet it was worth a pretty penny as it was in an ideal location, and Catherine had kept it up despite her age and its size.  Except for closing off the upstairs, there were no signs that she had given in to her infirmities.  She looked at a few of the other pictures, recognizing women that had lived with Catherine over the years including that Marion, who had died in the house.  She had never understood those friendships.  Still, she was certain they had contributed rent and helped Catherine to maintain the large house.  She sighed again.  No one listened to her.  She shook her head over her daughter’s inheritance.

“Ready to go?” Charlie asked her mother, returning to the house after putting out the garbage.

“I guess.  I can help you go through this,” her hands encompassed the house, “and we can get some boxes and–”

“Mom, please.  Aunt Kitty left it to me, and it’s my responsibility now.  I’ll handle it.  If there are other pictures or things you want, let me know,” she offered generously.  She was trying not to antagonize her mother, but she knew there were going to be problems at some point.  For now, the cats were taken care of.  She couldn’t help their loneliness, but she could get the dogs out of the vet’s kennel.  She shook her head at the fact that she couldn’t do anything until Monday.  The vet’s office was already closed.  Those poor dogs.  They had probably been here when Aunt Kitty died and tried to get her up.  She hoped they understood and weren’t too depressed.  She knew people would have scoffed at the thought of a dog getting depressed, but she had seen it many times over the years.  Dogs experienced the same emotions humans did: from joy to jealousy and depression or sorrow were only part of it.

They returned to Searsport, going across the bridge on Route 1 and coming into the older part where her parents lived.  Everyone but David had left by the time they returned.
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CHAPTER SIX
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“So, that’s the gist of it,” Brian finished up on Monday when Charlie showed up at his offices without an appointment, hoping for an opportunity to finish their conversation and not be interrupted.  Her mother had wanted to go ‘shopping’ with her, but she said she wanted to get the dogs and had other things to take care of.  While her mother was suspicious of what those other things were, she couldn’t do anything about it without creating a scene.  Her father had stepped in to distract her mother while Charlie made her getaway.  

“I had no idea Aunt Kitty had that much money,” she said, awed as the importance of what he had been explaining finally sunk in.

“You could spend it all and still more would come in.  Your aunt lived very simply, and despite the women she was involved with over the years, none of them knew the extent of her holdings.  I have the accounting firm preparing you a dossier on all of the assets contained in the trust, so once this goes through court and is confirmed,” he indicated the will, “you can issue those checks.”

“But why me, Mr. Murphy ...?” she began, feeling almost hurt for not having known.  She’d worried about Aunt Kitty making ends meet with all those dogs and the big house.  Perhaps it was her mother’s influence, planting ideas that her aunt was poor.  She hadn’t known, but she had always been concerned for her.  Still, she had loved her unconditionally, and it was obvious the feelings were returned.

“Please, your mother and father aren’t around.  You can call me Brian,” he said, holding up a hand to halt her.

She grinned.  “Okay, Brian.  Why me?  She could have spread out her wealth even more generously between my siblings and cousins.  Why should I get it all?”

“You were her favorite,” he told her bluntly.  “But she also felt that you would do what she wanted with the animals and stand up to your mother, who would have no qualms about euthanizing the lot of those pets and selling off her house.  She loved that house,” he stated unnecessarily.

“I know,” she grinned.  Charlie loved it too.  She’d been thinking about what she would do since she had found out.

“Do you know what you are going to do?” he asked, unknowingly parroting her thoughts.

“Well, I’m going to go get the dogs out of doggie jail,” she began, grinning at the phrase.  “They need to come home.  I bet they are scared, confused, and upset.  I only hope they aren’t too depressed.  I’m going to have to go back home to California to tie up a few things and ask for a transfer,” she mused aloud, speaking the thoughts she had had.  “I’m going to have to make a few life changes.”

“You are going to have to put the dogs back in the kennel at the vet’s while you are gone.  Wouldn’t it be better to leave them there and then come back?”

“No.  Those buggers are smart.  Did you know Border Collies have the intelligence of a child seven to nine years of age?” she asked him.  At his head shake and wry, little grin she continued, “They are thinking now, maybe too much.  They were there when Aunt Kitty died, and they know she is gone.  Going back to the only house they knew, they are going to be bummed out.  I can’t keep that part of the deal up without letting them live in their own home.”

He nodded understandingly.  He would have done the same for his client’s children, and to Catherine DuBois, the dogs and cats were her only children ... except for this one unique woman.  Kitty had admired the grit in this child from the beginning.  When she had explained her will, set up the trust, so Charlie would get the maximum amount of her estate from it without incurring humongous taxes, she had talked endearingly of this woman.  He smiled, hoping she’d keep him on as her lawyer.

“Do you know why Aunt Kitty never used Calvin to do her accounting?” she suddenly asked, wondering over that point.

“She didn’t trust him.  She was certain if he knew the extent of her wealth, he would tell your mother.  Her husband left her very well provided for when he died.  He did buy that dream home of hers, but it was her investments that paid off so generously.”  He gestured to the paperwork he had just gone over.  “She didn’t want your mother to know.  I would suggest, for the sake of your sanity, you don’t tell your mother either.  I wondered if it was sibling rivalry, and I guess I’ll never know,” he admitted, looking a bit odd as he said that last sentence, but Charlie didn’t see it.

Charlie thought it was a rivalry but more than what they were touching on.  Her mother could be difficult at the best of times.  She wasn’t a nasty woman, just too nosy for her aunt’s peace of mind.  Charlie thought she understood.  She believed her aunt had a freedom her mother had never quite grasped.  She’d done what she wanted when she wanted.  She had wanted that house in Belfast, so her husband had bought it for her, and Kitty loved it until her death.

“I think you should look over some of these local properties and decide if you want to do anything with them.  As the landlord of these,” he indicated a couple of rentals she had, “you can choose to remove any of the tenants if you want.”

“Why would I want to?”

He shrugged, letting it be her decision.  “As the ‘new’ owner,” he made air quotes, “you can evict them all or remove any individuals you choose.  If they are bad paying tenants or bad tenants for any reason, you might want to think about that.”

“Who is managing the properties?” she asked, and they continued discussing the inheritance and when it would go into effect.  She could act on behalf of the estate although she didn’t have access to the money yet.  That would have to wait for the court to ratify the will and enforce it.  Brian knew that the will was solvent, and he was glad Kitty had waited the full seven years to die or someone might have contested it, but he’d fight it to the last word.  Apparently, the one person that was Kitty’s biggest worry, Charlie’s mother, Margaret, wasn’t going to be the problem he had thought she was.  

“Yes, Connor has all the properties to maintain, but even he doesn’t know that your aunt owned them,” he went on, explaining what she owned and had set up.

“Can we build on that one?” she asked, pointing to the properties Kitty owned that were highlighted in yellow on a map of Belfast and Searsport and the surrounding communities.

“You’d think so, wouldn’t you?  But no,” he said ruefully, “that area is deemed agricultural.”

“Agricultural?  Along the ocean?” she asked, incredulous.  If it was zoned residential it would bring in an absolute fortune.  She knew that area.  It was beautiful, and anyone with a home near that area was considered lucky ... and wealthy.

“Yeah, Searsport zoned it years ago, and your aunt had already bought it with the intention of developing it someday.  They screwed her on that, but it’s a nice chunk of property.”

“So, I can farm it, but I can’t build on it?”

“No, you could put up, say, a barn and raise sheep or horses or cattle,” he said in a slightly disparaging voice.  “The animals will have a helluva view, but no houses allowed.”

“How many acres is that?”

“This parcel is twenty acres, and that one there,” he pointed farther up the map, “that one is forty-five acres.  I think, if you wanted to fight it there,” he indicated the forty-five-acre parcel, “you could get the zoning changed.  That one, I don’t think so since it’s too close to town.”

“That’s a lot of acres along the coast.”

He agreed and then said, “The state has made an offer for that one several times,” he indicated the forty-five acres separated by many miles from the first property.  “They even tried to get it by eminent domain.  Not only did they lose that fight, but I sued them for costs and won.  They aren’t happy about it.”

“You think they’ll try something now that the property is changing hands?”

“You bet they will,” he promised, relishing the prospect and prepared for that.  “It’s valuable land.”

“But they won’t let us develop it?”

“There are other kinds of development besides building a house,” he told her meaningfully.  “You just have to get around their edicts.”

She sat back, smiling into the crafty lawyer’s eyes.  “I’ll think about that.  Are we done here?” she asked, taking in everything spread out on his desk.

“Yes, that’s everything, but you have decisions to make, and I know you have a lot to think about.  Here is my card with my cell phone number on it.  I trust you won’t abuse it and will call only when it’s important.  I’ve enjoyed managing some of your aunt’s things for her, but I’m sure you are going to be more hands-on.”

“My family doesn’t have to know–”

“Not unless you tell them,” he said meaningfully.  “They will only know what you want them to know.  As I said, Connor manages the landscaping for all these properties,” he indicted the rentals, “but even he doesn’t know who he works for.  He only knows the name of the management company he deals with.”

“Ask the management company for a list of tenants and notes on their business opinions of the people renting, including their attitudes and payment histories.  By the time I get back, we can decide if we are going to continue to rent to these people or evict them.  It would make sense to get rid of any troublemakers or poor renters and replace them.  With a new owner, it is easier to make a clean sweep since evicting them later could be troublesome.”

He nodded, smiling, delighted that she was taking control so easily.  It was a lot to take in.  He understood why Catherine hadn’t wanted everyone to know what she owned.  While her husband had left her well off financially, she had taken that money and created real, tangible wealth, and he wanted to see it maintained.  She’d been right; Charlie was the woman for the job.
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Charlie went to the Belfast Animal Clinic and introduced herself as Catherine DuBois’ niece.  “I’m here to pick up her dogs.  They were brought in while we sorted through things and arranged her funeral.”

“I don’t know if we can release them to you ...” the girl at the desk started.  “Their owner is dead and –”

Charlie interrupted, “I am their legal owner now.  I inherited them with the estate, and my aunt asked specifically that I take care of them.  They know me.  I’d like to pay their bill and take them home now, if I may.”

“I’ll ask,” the young woman said, getting up to go ask one of the vets in the back.  A few minutes later, a man, who appeared older than he was, came out followed by the young woman.

“Is there something I can do for you?” he asked firmly.

“I am Charlie Abella.  My aunt was Catherine DuBois.  My Aunt Kitty left me–”

“Charlie?  It’s me, Dan Hess,” he said, flashing a brilliant smile.  “I haven’t seen you in a coon’s age!”

“Dan Hess?” she said, squinting at him slightly, trying to remember why the name sounded familiar.  Trying to wing it, she asked, “It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”  She had no clue who he was.

“Gosh, it’s probably been since high school,” he agreed, still smiling.

“As I was saying to your staff, my aunt died and left me her dogs.”

“I was so sorry to hear of her death.  Kitty was one in a million.”

“Thank you.  You are very kind,” she answered with a slight smile.  She still didn’t know who he was, but she was determined to get those dogs.  “Do you think I could pay the bill on the dogs’ boarding and we could go?  I’m anxious to get them home.”

“I think we can help you there.  Gail?” he looked at the young girl, indicating the computer.  “While Gail’s pulling up the bill, how are you?  Are you moving back to Belfast?  Oh, wait, your folks live over in Searsport, don’t they?  Will you be moving there?”

Charlie didn’t appreciate his nosiness.  After the life she had lived in California, she was unused to the way people nosed into each other’s business in small towns.  Everyone seemed to know each other, and she was offended by his well-meaning questions.  “I don’t know.  I guess.  Right now, I’m just worried about the dogs.”

“Oh, yes, of course.”  He smiled charmingly.  “Are you still single?”

Startled at the change of questioning, she stuttered, “Um, no, not really.  I have a–”

“Here we are,” Gail interrupted, pulling up a paper she had printed out and setting it on the counter.

Charlie looked down at it, surprised at how much it was, but then, she supposed it added up quickly for that many dogs.  She pulled out her credit card and handed it to the girl.

“Oh, I’m sorry.  We only accept checks or cash,” the girl said apologetically.

No one did that anymore, and Charlie was annoyed as she opened her wallet and counted out the last of her cash.  She was barely able to cover the amount of the bill.  Still, she smiled brightly as Gail counted it, then gave her the change and marked the bill ‘paid in full.’  

“I’ll get the dogs,” Gail promised and went to do just that.

“Do you need some help?” Charlie asked, not wanting to be alone with the vet, who she still couldn’t recall.

“I’ve got it,” the girl assured her and quickly went through the swinging door, leaving them alone.

“So, you are involved?  You know, I had the biggest crush on you in high school,” Dan took the opportunity to confess.

“You did?” she was amazed to hear that.  She hoped Gail hurried and could already hear dogs barking in the back of the clinic.

“Oh, yes, but I got the impression that you didn’t date in high school.  I always figured your mother scared the guys away,” he joked.

No, it wasn’t my mother, she said silently to herself, faking a smile to the vet.  It was me.  I liked girls.  “That’s so sweet,” she said instead, mentally hurrying Gail up.  She was relieved to hear dog nails clicking on the concrete, and the girl burst through the door being pulled along by five anxious Border Collies.

“Kids!” Charlie called, and while they had been hoping for Kitty, four of the five dogs immediately started greeting her.  “Oh, Roy-Boy,” she sobbed into his fur.  She bent down to his level as he enthusiastically tried to kiss her.  “No kisses,” she said automatically, avoiding his tongue as he gleefully washed her face.  “Bonner, Bandit, Two-Tone,” she said, greeting the others as they knocked her to floor on her butt.  “And who are you?” she asked the remaining dog, who looked at her and then at the other dogs that were greeting her so enthusiastically.  The dog politely wagged its tail, but it was puzzled about who this strange woman was.  The dog looked up at Gail, who still held their leashes.

“You don’t know her?” Dan asked, frowning at Gail, who looked at him, perplexed.

“My aunt may have gotten a dog and not told me.  Do you have her medical records?” she guessed astutely.

“Of course,” Dan said, immediately gesturing for Gail to get them as he took the leashes, which had become twisted in the dogs’ enthusiasm.  Only the last dog sat back, watching for some clue on how she should act.

“Aren’t you a beauty?” Charlie crooned to the dog, trying to befriend her but making no attempt to approach her.  The others had validated Charlie.  They knew her, but this one didn’t know her, and she wouldn’t force herself on the strange dog.  She’d have to come to her on her own.

“This is Lady MacBeth,” Gail murmured.  “Mrs. DuBois called her Mac for short,” she told them.  “She’s a two-year-old bitch, and it looks like she may be pregnant by Bonner.”

That made a lot of sense to Charlie.  Bonner was Roy-Boy’s son, and the last she’d heard, he was a two-time grand champion, now maybe three-time.  She’d have to check her aunt’s pedigrees back at the house when she took them home.  “Well, fellas, will you vouch for me and tell Mac here that I’m okay?”

The use of her name seemed to calm the bitch.  With the dogs of her pack still enthusiastically greeting this stranger, Mac supposed she must be okay.  Shyly, she got up to smell the woman, and Charlie extended her hand, waiting for the dog to approach before petting her.  When she had smelled the stranger to her satisfaction and received petting and praise, Mac calmed.  “Aren’t you a beauty?” Charlie repeated before looking up.  “Are we all finished here?”

“Yes.  You should bring Mac for a checkup in about three weeks, and Roy-Boy is on some meds for arthritis,” Dan said.

“He is probably about seventeen or eighteen now,” she said, trying to remember how long ago it was that she had showed him.  He’d been young but enthusiastic as they went up through the ranks of the shows, both gaining experience as they went.  She’d shown other dogs too, but Roy-Boy had been her favorite and her last.  She looked at the wise eyes of the old dog, he’d always been old, even as a young dog he’d been mature for his age.
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