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Dedication

 


For all the believers … because dreams
do come true & there can be a happy ever after & there
really is a Santa Claus!
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 Christmas in the South. Yesterday, rain and thunder. Today,
clear and cold. I’ve heard old timers say that December weather is
as volatile as any female, but the females of my acquaintance are
proof to the contrary. All are crafty and clever cats, like myself.
And even the human females I’ve encountered are savvy … all
successful in their careers, which makes me doubt that old saying
altogether, at least in regard to women. But it does fit the
weather!

Speaking of successful
women, I’m surrounded by them in this elegant bookstore. The bustle
of the Birmingham street outside the large, mullioned windows is
visible but effectively silenced in this nicely restored old
building, from the outer façade of original brick to the interior
with its soft-colored paint and warm wood floors. All in all, the
bookstore has my stamp of approval, which is a thing I give very
selectively.

I rise and stretch when I
notice the four women gathering their wraps and handbags from the
long, narrow alcove near the front. It’s been fitted with shelves
and coat hooks and umbrella stands. A nice touch of convenience for
customers.

Their work here seems to
be done for the evening. Anna, a pretty Hispanic, scattered
Christmassy floral arrangements all around the store with what her
friends called artistic
effect. I’ll have to trust their judgement
on that. The owner of the place is Sharon, a blonde with neatly
coiled braids. She greeted me warmly on our arrival. But why
wouldn’t she? I can be charming when I want to be. She’s even
invited us all to dine at one of the city’s finest restaurants this
evening. Her assistant, also blonde with facial features that make
me suspect familial ties, booked a private dining area with its own
side entrance to make sure of my welcome.

Not everyone cares for
cats in restaurants. Dax says I shouldn’t be offended and should
just consider the source. Me and Dax hang together most of the
time, but he was working, and food was mentioned, so I hooked a
ride with Fee. She never lets me go hungry.

She’s the brunette with
green eyes and seems to be part of the management team where Dax
works. At least where he works for now. We don’t stay long in any
one place, which keeps life interesting. I’ve grown fond of Fee and
it isn’t just the food talking. Although her description of the
appetizers she’ll deliver just before tomorrow’s ten o’clock
opening of this place did make me a little giddy. I’m always up for
food so I’ll be sure to tag along. I think she has a very odd name
but it seems to suit her somehow. And did I mention she likes me?
Of course, she does!

 


* * *

 


Mace slid his sunglasses into place
and stepped out into the blinding sunshine, a free man. Free, that
is, unless you considered parole an extension of prison, which he
did. For three years, two months, and twenty-one days, every move
he’d made had been geared toward gaining an early release. For the
foreseeable future, his every move would be motivated by revenge.
Being freed from the constraints of parole would just be a bonus
after proving his innocence and seeing the guilty behind
bars.

He had no clue what would come after
revenge. Prison had taught him to focus on the task at hand and not
get distracted by what lay ahead. Or behind. Prison had taught him
a lot of things.

Without a backward glance at the
impenetrable walls behind him, he stepped down from the sidewalk
and crossed the street to the parking lot beyond. His truck was
pulled close to the low, ornamental fence that fronted the road.
From the way it gleamed, he suspected it had just been washed and
waxed. His older brother Linc had one hip propped against the
grill. He straightened as Mace walked toward him, but he didn’t
smile. Mace held his hand palm up, and Linc tossed him the keys
with expert precision.

“Let’s go home,” Mace said
quietly.

 


* * *

 


Felecia turned slowly in a circle,
looking around her. “I still can’t get over how you grouped the
books by genre in these cozy reading areas. It’s such a clever
idea.” Surrounding every sitting area, at the edges of the rug that
tied it all together, shelves were positioned to imitate walls.
Most held books but some displayed pottery or blown glass crafted
by local artisans with discreet tags that gave the name of the
artist and the price. Beside each comfortable chair was a side
table, no two in the store quite alike. Each side table held a
small bowl of hand-crafted Christmas ornaments throughout which
Anna had sprigged fresh flowers in bold Christmas
colors.

Her friend had done an amazing job
with the entire bookstore. The first level, filled with fiction,
was for reading and relaxing. On the next level was non-fiction
with a long, narrow table and chairs that faced the bank of upper
windows. Behind the table an exposed brick wall was lined with
shelves of reference books. The upper level was separated into two
long rooms, the back room a storage area, the front room filled
with workstations for online research.

Sharon smiled at the compliment and
took a deep breath. “I’m nervous,” she confessed.

Felecia glanced at the clock and
grinned. “Only fifteen more minutes and that door will be unlocked
and Beyond Books will be open for business.”

“Oh, God, you’re going to
make me throw up.”

Felecia took pity on the sudden terror
in Sharon’s expression. “This is the moment you’ve worked for and
sacrificed for and dreamed about. Everything in here is perfect and
you have a crowd … a freaking crowd of people lining up. Go open
the door. Reward them for being here.”

Some of the color came back into her
friend’s face, and her chin came up in determination. “You’re
right, Fee. Let the fun begin!” With that, she spun on her heel and
headed for the front of the store, turned the key in the lock, and
threw the door wide with a flourish.

Felecia applauded her
softly. Sharon had been brave enough to put every dime of her
savings into this place. Her savings and Jim’s. And the money the
insurance had paid when Jim had died so unexpectedly. The store had
been a year-long endeavor, and Felecia had supported her every step
of the way. No doubt Sharon expected her to present a bill for the
food she’d catered. That
was never going to happen, but they’d have that
argument another day. And Felecia would win. Just as Anna would
never hand her a bill for the floral arrangements. The three, Anna,
Felecia, and Sharon, had been friends since junior high, being
there for each other through the good and the bad, through high
school and college, through romance and broken hearts. This was a
friend thing.

Sharon had been sweetly, happily
married, wanting only to be a stay-at-home mom. But motherhood
hadn’t happened, and Jim was gone. Felecia had dreamed of being a
chef in some fancy east coast restaurant, but she fell in love with
a hometown guy. Looking around, she’d decided the Birmingham area
needed another caterer. The city seemed to agree, because her
weekend business was a success. Romance, for Felecia, had been less
successful. Mace was no longer a part of her picture, and her heart
was as broken as Sharon’s. She’d believed in him. But he hadn’t
believed in her, pushing her out of his life once the prison doors
had closed behind him. Only Anna was heart whole, fierce in her
independence and content with her small florist shop which did big
business.

Felecia moved around the small tables
she had set up with her best effort. Marinated crab claws on ice.
Crab dip served with thinly sliced cucumber. Shrimp on tiny puffs
of toast. Huge platters of her secret recipe sweet and spicy wings.
Bowls of sliced or diced fruits from mango to peach to pineapple.
Tiers of huge, sweet strawberries spiraled into flowers, some
dipped in chocolate, some dusted with powdered sugar. And on every
table, artfully scattered, tiny cakes decorated for Christmas, each
one topped with an actual ‘take home’ Christmas ornament – a tiny,
painted glass book, of course.

Christmas carols played softly in the
background. As customers ooh’d and aah’d around her, Felecia pasted
a smile on her face, hoping one day she would regain the joy in
Christmas she’d lost three sorrowful years ago.

 


* * *

 


I know an opening day
success when I see one and this is the real deal. These aren’t
nosey neighbors, and they aren’t just loyal friends taking a stroll
around the store for appearance’s sake. Merchandise is being bagged
and credit cards are being tapped or swiped at the register managed
by the sharp young assistant who, as I learned this morning, is
also the owner’s younger sister. Keeping business in the family is
a grand idea when it works. But it can be a real killer when it
doesn’t, pun intended! But that’s a story for another day. Today is
about celebrations and all things good.

At least for most of us.
The gentleman who just walked into the store isn’t wearing a
celebratory expression. Maybe he’s a bah
humbug sort of creature who hates
Christmas and shopping and even people. Like that Scrooge person in
the video Dax and I watched last week.

I start to get an uneasy
feeling as the gentleman in front of me stops and glares around
him. He’s definitely looking for someone, but I doubt they’d want
to be found if his expression is an indication of his thoughts. I
give a sigh as I realize I’d better tail him to make sure he
doesn’t plan to cause trouble with any of the staff or the
customers.

 


* * *

 


“Mace?”

He recognized the voice even as he
heard the surprised hesitation when Sharon spoke his name. He
turned to face her and didn’t bother to hide the slow simmer of the
three-year-old anger in his eyes. “Where is she?”
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