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The Arrival
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Cassie absentmindedly brushed at the cobwebs in her hair and admired the shiny, egg-shaped stone she’d dug out of the depths of Sam O’Herlihue’s so-called antique shop that morning. It belonged on the shelf in the living room, she decided, front and center.

At her feet, Spacey made the noise that authors wrote as ‘meow’, although from Spacey’s mouth it sounded more like a rusty hinge. Did any cats actually meow? Cassie had never heard one. What every cat in her long history of feline pets produced came closer to caterwaul.

She lifted the egg from the dirty shoebox Sam had produced for her to tote it in and turned it around in her hands. It was a substantial piece of stone, perhaps ten inches long, and jasper, probably, or agate; some things just didn’t justify worrying about. She’d found it buried behind and under several layers of knickknacks on the lower shelf of one of Sam’s innumerable undusted shelves toward the rear of his shop.

Her ex would have hated it.

Sam O’Herlihue’s shop, like Spacey, held a place on a select, but not short, list of reasons her ex was now her ex. He would have been incensed by the cobwebs, too.

The stone felt warm, and not as heavy as she might expect it to be. Streaks of rusty brown adorned one side; on the other the same browns swirled in an almost hypnotic way, as if they could soak up her consciousness, take her right out of her mundane, middle-class-divorced-woman lifestyle and transport her to – 

Meow!

Spacey tangled her claws in Cassie’s jeans, inadvertently – of course it was an accident – punching holes in her shin.

“I get the message.” Balancing the stone in one hand, she leaned over to scratch the little calico bundle between her ears.

Spacey hissed. Not at her. At the stone.

It seemed that on the subject of new treasure, Spacey and the ex shared a rare meeting of the minds.

“None of your business,” she informed the cat, then carried the stone egg to the built-in shelf next to the gas fireplace, shoved a few other treasures (“Junk,” the ex had shouted in a fit of disgust that her ‘found objects’ had barely survived) to the side, and gave the egg pride of place, balanced in an old coffee cup. The cup featured a pattern of roses and dated from a generation when coffee came in five-ounce portions; she hadn’t used it in years, if ever.

One last pat, for the egg, Spacey, and the cobwebbed hair, then she switched on the gas fireplace – okay, so it was late spring, the weather had turned chilly, no matter that the ex would lambast her with a lecture about finances and greenhouse gases. Then she took herself off to the shower. Much though she loved Sam O’Herlihue’s shop, and several other downtown holes-in-the-wall like it, the satisfaction of rummaging came with a price to pay in dust, stains, undefined gunk under the fingernails, and such.

“And you will behave,” she informed Spacey over her shoulder. But she reckoned the stone was safe enough. An indolent tabby, Spacey hadn’t yet figured out a way to reach the shelf that involved no expenditure of energy.
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The next morning, Cassie woke up thinking she needed more in her life than poking around in grubby shops. This was a new phase, a new her. No more husband, no more son – a mini-ex if ever there was one – with his seriously behavior-challenged grandkid. No more old Cassie, no ma’am. She needed a crusade, a noble endeavor. A job in a boutique, where she’d get a discount on clothing. A new degree, if she could slog through the classwork. Math, for instance. Or medieval history, all those knights and dragons... okay, perhaps medieval mythology. Anyway, weren’t those medievals smelly and primitive?

Or she could invite her pals over for tea and show off the new egg.

Problem solved, she launched herself out of bed and readied for the day, already making lists. On the way to the kitchen, she paused in front of the shelves to admire the egg, which...

Wait a minute.

She’d left it with the reddish brown swirls facing out. Hadn’t she? Now the streaky side faced her, and the egg leaned wonkily in the cup. She ran her hands over the polished stone and was surprised by its toastiness, as if it had soaked up heat from the gas fireplace. She caressed it, enjoying the warmth.

Real little love-in we have going here.

Spacey butted her legs, once, twice, unhappy not to be the center of attention. Spacey’s timing was more accurate than any alarm clock when it came to meals.

Cassie re-settled the egg, fed the cat, emptied the litter box, sent out emails alerting her circle of the impending tea, and made herself a heartwarming and heart-healthy (the ex might even approve) bowl of oatmeal, which she ate left-handed as she drew up a planning list for the tea party with her right. She could count on her friends turning up. Sally would talk about her upcoming vacation cruise – Cassie wondered why she didn’t just go around the world and get it over with; Jude would show off the pound she’d lost on some kind of caveman diet; Mary Jane would bring photos – dreaded, but endured due to the bonds of friendship – of more grandchildren than Cassie cared to keep track of. Even William’s brood of one couldn’t inspire her to indulge in photo orgies.
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That afternoon, after a flurry of baking, she congregated with her friends in the living room, the three of them gazing skeptically at the stone egg.

“I dunno,” Sally said. “It’s pretty enough, but it gives me the creeps.”

“Do you know how many calories are in an ostrich egg?” Jude asked. “I don’t either, but I bet I can find out.” She got to work on her phone.

“I could get one of those for Davey,” Mary Jane said. “... or maybe better for Cory’s little Tamara... or maybe it’s too big for any of them. What do you think? Maybe smaller ones? Maybe in rose quartz, so they’ll always remember their grandmother with love in their hearts. Those blessed dears...”

The stone wiggled.

All four women glared at it. Spacey took off for parts unknown.

“Earthquake?” Jude asked.

“Nothing’s shaking,” Mary Jane pointed out.

“I knew that thing creeped me out,” Sally said.

“Two thousand,” Jude said, surfacing from her web search.

“Nonsense.” Cassie crossed the room and put soothing hands on the egg, steadying it in the cup. “Probably a truck went by.” She stroked the swirling pattern on the stone... and could swear she got an answering shiver from the egg.

The ex would say she attracted weird occurrences like flies to carrion. She returned to her tea and didn’t mention the shiver. For some reason, it mattered that her friends love the egg as much as she did.

“Any news on the ex?” Jude asked, cramming her diet-restricted mouth with yet another bite of apple strudel.

“I hear he’s making a fool of himself with a twenty-year-old. Mere gossip, of course.”

Mary Jane, a self-acknowledged expert at kids of all ages, pitched in. “In this case, definitely wasted on the young.”

“Frankly,” Cassie said, wondering why it took them all so long to take the hint, the divorce having been finalized a year ago, “if they’re foolish enough to have a go, more power to them. But I don’t get the attraction.”

“You think?” Sally said. “Given that chiseled jaw and that gorgeous, hard body?”

Hmm. Had Sally had a go, too?

Cassie had been married to a hunk, no doubt about it, in the ripped, wealthy way, the kind of man who looked perfectly at home in his bespoke suit, taking charge of boardrooms and transferring vast amounts of money across the planet with complete assurance. As part of the divorce settlement, a considerable chunk of his own substantial wealth now resided in an account with her name (only) on it, an amount that was topped up monthly, so these days the ex’s activities interested her less than they did her friends, all of whom were sedately tied to husbands with paunches and handicaps in the mid-nineties. They still struggled to understand why she’d given the hunk the boot.

Go to bed with a walking bank ledger once.

The four women put their heads together, discussing this and that in the aimless, unfocused way of close friends with next to nothing in common. Spacey came out of hiding, unusually sociable given no feline-oriented goodies were on offer.

After her friends left, she picked up the cat and somewhat absentmindedly wandered toward the shelf. As they approached, Spacey went ballistic, twisted out of her arms with a meow that was closer to a screech, and fled.

No wonder. The stone had turned and flopped to the side again – if you can speak of a stone flopping, which Cassie didn’t think was likely, but hey, artistic license and all that. Must be an odd vibration from – the fridge? The dryer? She moved the cup with its egg to the middle of the dining room table. Usually she arranged candles there, and that table had never vibrated once. Cross her heart.
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