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I raise my head from the countertop where I
lie in a post lunch semi-stupor. Who would have thought I’d be
spending Christmas Eve at a used car dealership, but here I am. My
traveling companion, Dax, is hard at work detailing a recent
acquisition at Bubba Bailey’s Auto Sales. The plan is to make a
good payday so we can have a Christmas feast. A Christmas Feast.
Yes, that’s always a good plan. I’ve been dreaming about Lil the
Librarian’s eggnog. I sometimes miss those heady days when I was
the cat-about-town in Warm Springs.

Life on the road is a very a different
matter. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve enjoyed the adventures I’ve had
since I took up with Dax. We’re both vagabonds at heart. But, since
a good deal of water is involved in his newfound occupation, I’ve
left him to it and found my way inside the showroom. Everyone knows
cats don’t toil. And here I found Billie Dean enjoying her lunch of
a roast beef sandwich and red velvet cake. Now, I’m patiently
waiting for her to call it a day and close up shop.

The jangling of the bell above the door draws
my attention to the man in military fatigues entering the show
room. My whiskers twitch as he zeroes in on first me, then Billie
Dean.

Billie Dean reads to the end of the sentence
of the novel, places her finger to mark her spot, and looks up. She
stands abruptly and the book slips to the floor.

“Teddy.” The name is barely a whisper.

“Billie Dean.”
He stops on the other side of the counter.
“Merry Christmas.”

“You’re home.”

Well, now, what’s this? Who is this fellow
that makes Billie Dean breathless? I twitch my tail, waiting to see
which way the wind blows.

“So it would seem,”
he says.

“How … I didn’t know.”

He smiles.
“I didn’t tell Mom just in case things didn’t work
out.”

Billie Dean takes a breath
and releases it on a soft sigh. “She’s
happy then.”

“She will be. I haven’t been home yet.”

“Oh.”

The clatter of rapid footfalls on the metal
stairs that lead to the upper story gallery and the offices of
Bubba Bailey’s Auto Sales draws my attention to Evan Russell, the
number one salesman at the dealership.

“Oh,” Billie Dean says again.

I look from Billie Dean to the man she calls
Teddy, and lastly at Evan. This could prove to be interesting.

Evan stops in front of
Teddy, gives him a quick once over, and extends his hand.
“You must be Mr. Higgins. I’m Evan Russell. How
can I help you?”

Teddy shakes hands.
“Hello,” he says.
“But I’m afraid I’m not Mr. Higgins. I just
dropped by to see Billie Dean.”

I detect a subtle change in Evan’s
expression. If I’m reading the situation correctly, and I always
am, Bubba’s number one salesman is interested in Bubba’s daughter
and only child.

Evan indicates Teddy’s
uniform with a slight nod of his head. “You
active duty?”

“Not today,”
Teddy replies.

Evan looks from Teddy to
Billie Dean, then back again. When no introduction is forthcoming,
he gives another nod. “Well, Merry
Christmas,” he says as he walks away and
climbs back up the stairs. At the landing, he looks down at Billie
Dean and Teddy once more before disappearing into his
office.

Into the silence that falls between Billie
Dean and Teddy, I rise from my prone position and walk along the
counter on quiet paws to investigate the newcomer who renders
Billie Dean speechless and Evan pea green.

Teddy runs his hand along my back. Ohhhh, I
do like that.

“When did you get a
cat?” he asks.

Billie Dean tickles me under
the chin. “He belongs to our new grease
monkey.”

“Anyone I know?”

“I doubt it. Just a guy traveling through.
Wanted to earn a little Christmas money. He’s ex-army though, so
maybe you do.”

“The army’s a pretty big outfit, Billie
Dean.”

I do believe I detect a note of humor in
Teddy’s voice.

Billie Dean blushes and looks down at her
clasped hands.

“So, you’re taking care of the new
employee’s cat.”

“Not exactly. I doubt if even Dax takes care
of him. He seems pretty self-sufficient.”

“Let me guess. He conned you into feeding
him.”

Billie Dean laughs.
“You know me too well.”

An awkward silence makes
Billie Dean blush again, and Teddy looks down at his boots before
giving her a lopsided smile and saying, “Well, Merry Christmas, Billie Dean.”

He turns toward the door,
and she finds her voice. “You’re coming
tonight, aren’t you? To the Christmas Eve party?”

He looks back at her.
“You want me to come?”

The color in her cheeks
deepens, and she nods. “It’ll be nice. Like
old times.”

Teddy watches her a
moment. “Sure. If Mom wants to come, we’ll
be there. Same time?”

“Same time, same place. Just like
always.”

The bell over the door
jangles again and all eyes turn in that direction. A man enters the
showroom and hesitates as he takes in Teddy’s uniform. His gaze
darts around the room, and he fixes on Billie Dean.
“I’m looking for Russell. Spoke to him on the
phone earlier.”

At that moment, Evan appears
on the landing and starts down the stairs. “Mr. Higgins? About that Mazda you’re interested in, that’s a
sweet deal. Only forty-five thousand miles on it and clean as a
whistle.” He shakes hands with his customer
and gestures with his free hand toward the door leading onto the
lot. “Come see for yourself. We’re
practically giving it away at this price.”

It doesn’t take any great powers of deduction
to recognize Evan for what he is. A snake charmer, that one,
working his mark; poor chump doesn’t stand a chance. There’s not a
doubt in my mind that the mileage on the Mazda has been doctored
and I know for a fact the interior reeks of rosemary. No, not that
Rosemary, not the one whose scent is a tantalizing mix of come
hither and … Never mind.

The odor in the car is more like someone
spilled an entire bottle of essence of rosemary on the upholstery.
Dax says it’s intentional, an effective ploy to mask the fact that
the vehicle belonged to a smoker. It’s interesting that Bubba
allows Evan such free rein of the business. There’s nothing about
him that’s on the straight and narrow, in my opinion. I wouldn’t
put it past him to have his fingers in the till. I’ll keep an eye
on him. It’s obvious that he has his sights set on Billie Dean. She
appears to be a sweet girl, very honest and open and maybe even a
little shy. It doesn’t sit well with me to think she could be
hoodwinked by the likes of Evan.

“Well,” Teddy says. “I’d best get on home
before Mom finds out from someone else that I’m in
town.”

“Okay.” Billie Dean worries a stray red curl of hair around her index
finger. “Do come tonight, okay?”

Teddy smiles and, with a nod, leaves the
showroom in the wake of Evan and his mark. I think I’ll just slip
past him and out the door to see what the number one sales agent is
about. By my reckoning, it’s a good hour until closing time even
though the dealership is shutting down early in anticipation of the
holiday festivities. Plenty of time for Evan to strike a deal and
Billie Dean to finish her romance novel. Or, from the distant look
on her face, daydream about Teddy.

 


* * *

 


Billie Dean slumped into her chair and
sighed. Theodore Roosevelt Adamson, of all people. And on Christmas
Eve. She frowned and shook her head. No, she would not let her
traitorous heart go there.

Their childhood friendship had been ruined
when they allowed it to become something more in their senior year
at Turnout High. When she came home after her first semester at the
University of Southern Mississippi, she’d been heartbroken to learn
Teddy had joined the Army without so much as a word to her. Her
frown deepened. It was true she’d been caught up in campus life and
the excitement of being a Dixie Darling. It was true she’d been
busy with practice, studies, new friends, and hadn’t returned his
calls as often as she should have. It was true she should have paid
attention when he didn’t show up to see her on the sidelines at the
second home game.

The bell over the door jangled, and she
looked up to see her father standing there with Callahan squirming
in his arms.

“Billie Dean,” he released the cat as soon
as the door closed behind him, “you need to keep an eye on this
darn cat. He was getting under Evan’s feet while he’s trying to
close a deal on that rattle trap Mazda that came in two days
ago.”

“Okay, Daddy.”

He cleared his throat. “Was that Teddy I saw
crossing over to the drug store?”

She nodded.

“Home for Christmas, I guess.”

She nodded again.

He came around the counter and kissed her on
the forehead. “Well, don’t mind that, darlin’. I don’t expect
you’ll see any more of him before he’s off again.”

Billie Dean hesitated. “Well, maybe I will.”
She stood and began tidying up her workspace. “I invited him to the
party.”

“Billie Dean!”

“Well, Daddy, Teddy and I have been friends
forever and he’s home on leave for Christmas. It wouldn’t be right
not to include him and his mother.”

“He’ll just waltz out of town again without
a word, and you’ll have your heart broken all over again.”

Billie Dean could feel the flush coloring
her face and throat. “That was a silly schoolgirl crush, Daddy. The
kind of thing friends fall into when they’re kids. There’s nothing
to worry about on that score.”

“But what about Evan? What will he think
about it?”

“What about him? It’s no business of
his.”
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