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From Dickens Magic:

 


She paused in the middle of the stage. The
house lights were still on, but the balcony was dark, as was the
backstage area. She felt like she was on an island. She looked
around at the stage, imagining it being transformed to old London,
and closed her eyes to see it better. She was so lost in thought,
she didn’t hear anyone approaching until Alex spoke, almost
immediately below where she stood on stage.

“Love looks not with the eyes but with the
mind, and therefore is winged Cupid painted blind.”

She opened her eyes, startled to find him
kneeling in the aisle, one arm swept behind him, one crooked before
him in an old-fashioned courtly way. He peered up at her. “And you
should lock the door when you’re here alone this late.”

Trying not to read too much into his concern
for her, she quipped back at him, “The empty vessel makes the
greatest sound.”

He tilted his head. “Wrong play, but I think
I see what you’re getting at. You’re imagining old London in this,
now empty, stage, yes?”
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Prologue

 


 


Kate Joiner pulled another tray of hot
biscuits from the oven, tossed four into a basket, and hit the bell
for the waitress to pick up before turning back to make sure
everything was running well in the rest of the kitchen. It was.
Like a well-oiled machine. Her well-trained kitchen staff knew the
drills perfectly. Even a busy summer brunch rush couldn’t throw
them off.

If only her wait staff were as dependable.
She frowned at the basket of biscuits still sitting on the counter,
picked it up and stalked around the partition ready to scold
whichever teenage waitress was neglecting her duties. However, as
she rounded the corner, a young girl dressed in jeans and a “Book
Marker Café” t-shirt almost ran into her.

“Quinn!” Kate gasped, stumbling backward and
catching the girl in the same movement. “What’s the meaning of
this? You guys all disappear during the busiest hour—”

She stopped, her eyes narrowing. “Why are
you giggling?”

Quinn was undoubtedly laughing, but her eyes
wore a more cautious, almost shocked look. As if she were amused
but wasn’t sure she really should be. She got control of herself at
Kate’s stern look, however, and swallowed hard. “It’s just—the…out
there. There’s a woman in her nightgown.”

“Her nightgown?” Kate peered past the girl
and her heart collapsed. There was indeed a woman in her nightgown.
Alex’s mom. Mrs. Lawrence. One of the most fashionable women in
town who seldom ever left her home without lipstick now sat at one
of Kate’s front tables in a lace nightgown, her hair unbrushed and
no makeup at all on her translucent skin. Kate nearly dropped the
biscuits. “Oh my God.”

“We didn’t…know what to do. The other
customers are pointing and whispering and some of them are
leaving.” Quinn’s voice held no trace of laughter now. Evidently
Kate’s reaction had convinced her which side of amusement she
needed to come down on.

Kate took a deep breath. “Get the others in
line. Take care of the other customers. Pack up orders to go. Give
it to them for free if they don’t want to pay. I don’t care. Just,
for God’s sake, don’t let anyone else laugh at her.” A lump rose in
her throat and she swallowed hard. Then she straightened her back
and hurried over to Patty Lawrence’s table, thinking the whole way
about the mother of her best friend who’d made her chocolate chip
cookies and given her rides to play rehearsals with Alex and had,
more than once, organized a cast party for them. The sweetness of
the memories gave her strength.

“Mrs. Lawrence.” She smiled as she set the
biscuits on the table in front of the woman. “It’s so good to see
you.”

Mrs. Lawrence looked up, blinked once and
then smiled back. “Katie! It’s been ages.” She looked around. “What
are you doing here?”

She doesn’t know where she is. She
doesn’t know this is my café. Kate struggled for control. “Oh,
Mrs. Lawrence. Don’t you remember? I went in on the business with
my mother. She runs the book store and I run the café?”

“Oh. Oh, yes. Of course.” Mrs. Lawrence
nodded, but she still looked a little befuddled. “Strange, isn’t
it? Having books and a café? All…mixed up. I remember I used to
scold Alex for reading library books at the table. Food and books
don’t mix, I told him.” She spread her napkin primly over satin
lap. “Well, I’ll start with coffee. Those biscuits smell wonderful.
Did I order them?”

Kate reached across and touched the woman’s
hands. “Those are on the house. My specialty, Mrs. Lawrence. Tell
me, have you spoken to Alex recently?”

“Oh, he’s so busy with his plays and things
on Broadway.” The older woman fluttered her hands as if speaking of
her son’s foibles and hobbies and not the Broadway career he’d
built for himself. “I keep saying I’m going to go up and see this
last one.” She leaned across the table, lowering her voice
confidentially. “You know he plays a gay man, don’t you? But he’s
not gay.”

Kate squeezed her hands gently, uncertain
how to answer that. She seriously doubted Alex was gay in spite of
the tabloids, but she had no real frame of reference since they
hadn’t spoken for so long.

“This is a very nice place you have here,
dear. It’s a little drafty, though.” Mrs. Lawrence shivered. “Maybe
you could turn up the heat?”

“Turn up the heat?” Kate blinked. It was the
middle of summer and the thermometer was already at seventy-five
degrees when she got up that morning. “Um…sure.” Seeing her chance,
she half rose. “But maybe I can get you a sweater or something,
Mrs. Lawrence. To keep you warm until—”

“A sweater? Don’t be ridiculous. I’m wearing
my winter coat.” As she spoke, Mrs. Lawrence looked down and a
horrible change came over her face. She looked back at Kate, then
back down at her nightgown, covered her face and began to sob
quietly. Kate helplessly knelt in front of her, put her arms around
the woman and held her. And even as she did so, she thought, Now
I have to call Alex.

 


****

 


Xander Lawrence stood just outside the
coffee shop. He could see his agent Julie inside. She had news, and
he knew it was good. He’d already spoken to the producer of the
play and knew they wanted him. It was a long-term gig this time.
The kind of part many actors never got offered. Julie had the
contract. All he had to do was sign it.

Of course, signing it was making a
commitment. He’d have to officially commit to living full time in
New York. Not that he got back to North Carolina very often,
anyway, but he still lived in a two-bedroom walkup with two other
guys, one of whom slept on a foldout couch. Once he signed that
contract, he’d be able to get his own place.

It’s the dream. And it’s in reach now.

His phone rang and he glanced at it. His
mother. He could wait until after his meeting, then call her with
the good news. But no. His mom didn’t call at this time of day for
a casual catch-up conversation. He picked up. “Hey. Mom. What’s
up?”

“Alex?” Something about the voice on the
other end of the line caught his attention, tugged at his
heartstrings. It wasn’t his mother, but at one time the owner of
that voice had been nearly as beloved as his mother. “Alex, are you
there?”

“Katie.” Why was she calling him using his
mother’s phone? And why did her voice sound all quivery? “Katie,
what’s going on? Where’s Mom?”

“She asked me to call. Alex—oh jeez. I don’t
even know how to say this.”

He clenched the phone tightly. “Just say it.
Just spit it out, whatever it is. Is Mom all right?”

“Ye-es. I mean, yes, she’s fine. Physically.
It’s just—”

When she hesitated again, he felt as if he
might explode. “Katie, for God’s sake, if you don’t tell me what’s
going on right this second—”

“Just give me a minute, would you?” She
sounded both irritable and hesitant. He remained silent and she
took a deep breath before speaking. “Alex, I’m sorry to call you
like this. It’s just… She showed up at the café this morning in her
nightgown. She didn’t know where she was or how she got there and
she thought it was winter. I don’t know what’s going on, but I’m
going to take her to the neurologist in Greenville tomorrow. And
I’ll stay with her tonight.” She paused and he could hear her
breathing. Did she know that she’d just brought his world crashing
down around him? He thought she might. Finally she added, “I’ll
call you and let you know what the neurologist says.”

“There’s no need.” He reached for the door
to the coffee shop. “I’m coming home.”

 



Chapter 1

 


 


“I’m doing Dickens.”

Kate made the announcement as she casually
buttered the enormous Southern style biscuit. She wanted to keep
the tone of the conversation casual, and she’d chosen her words
carefully so as not to scare off the well-dressed, handsome young
man sitting across from her. Since he’d come home, Alex had been
different. Reserved. Cautious. It had been two months, and he came
by the café every morning for coffee. Some of their previous
camaraderie had returned, but not all, and they had not spoken
about the way their friendship had ended.

But that wasn’t the only source of his
caution. He was in a waiting pattern, uncertain what was happening
with his mother, the career he’d left in New York, and, really, the
rest of his life. So she’d made this decision in an attempt to pull
him out of his shell, and now she peered at him to see what his
reaction would be.

Far from scared, he looked amused by her
announcement. “That sounds dirty. At least it would if you were
anyone else. What do you mean you’re doing Dickens?”

She set the knife and the biscuit down on
the blue-rimmed china plate. She paused a moment for effect and
then said, every word as momentous as she could make it, “I mean,
I’m directing A Christmas Carol, and it’s going to be huge.”
She picked up her coffee cup, took a sip, then added casually, “And
I want you to be Scrooge.”

He snorted. “Oh, that’s nothing. Sure. Why
not? I’m about forty years too young and—”

She held up a hand and shook her head. “No.
Don’t say it.”

He smiled, took her hand and kissed it, a
gesture that would have melted any other woman’s knees. “Stop
trying to rescue me, Katie. I don’t need it.”

“I know you’re worried about your mom and
you don’t want to leave her even for rehearsals.” She could tell
she’d gotten straight to the heart of his hesitation and he was
surprised. She squeezed the hand he still held. “We’ll work it out,
Alex. I keep telling you you’re not alone in this.”

His smile twisted a little and he looked
away. “They don’t even know if it’s Alzheimer’s. Did you know
there’s no test for it? They’ve done every test I can think of.
Blood tests, CAT scans, neurological assessments… They’re switching
her meds around to see if that caused it. It’s like a process of
elimination and if they’ve eliminated everything else and she’s
still getting worse, that’s when we’ll know.”

The full horror of what her friend was going
through made Kate pause. She imagined the days and weeks of not
knowing. Not knowing if your mother would ever be well enough
for you to return to the life you’d made for yourself. Not knowing
if the mother you’d loved and who’d loved you might disappear any
day. Surely that was bad enough to keep you from doing all the
things you’d always done before.

Maybe I should just leave him be, let him
come to his own decision about when he should move on and how.
She took a deep breath. “I know. I know it’s awful. You don’t
deserve this and it’s not fair. But you know your mother has always
loved to see you on the stage. She would want you to do
this.” Kate took her hand away from his grasp and nodded firmly.
“And I’ve got it all figured out. My mom—”

“I’m sorry, Katie. I just don’t have it in
me now.” His face closed down, just like she knew it would. This
was what she’d been trying to avoid, but she’d fumbled it up just
like always. He was the smooth-talker, the one who could convince
you of anything with one look from those forest green eyes of
his.

He’d never had any trouble convincing
her anyway. Now was her chance to get him back for some of
the trouble he’d gotten her into in the past. “Alex, don’t be so
stubborn, for heaven’s sake! You’re a young man. You need to live
life, not just exist in it!”

He rolled his eyes. “You’re so dramatic.
Besides, why are you doing Dickens, anyway?” He leaned
across the table. “Why aren’t you doing you?”

The shot told. She felt her face heat up and
knew the flush had spread rapidly. She fumbled for a reply and was
rescued when a crash from the kitchen made her turn abruptly. “I
should check on that. We have a new cook. She makes great biscuits
but—”

He stood, obviously as happy as she was to
get out of the situation. “And I have to get home to Mom.”

“We’re not done here.” She stood on tiptoes
and kissed his cheek.

He met her gaze with the same darkly
handsome smile that had no doubt helped him along in his—until
now—steady rise in popularity on Broadway. “So long as you remember
to answer my question when you bring this subject up again.”

She cursed softly as he left the
café/bookstore she owned with her mother. Her mother ran the
bookstore half, but the café was all Kate’s, which was just the way
she liked it. She hurried into the kitchen to find the new chef
berating one of the waitresses. She quickly settled the dispute and
after helping the cashier until the breakfast rush was done, she
finally allowed herself a moment in her office to relax.

It wasn’t always easy being among people so
many hours of the day. Kate knew her complex personality would
drive a therapist to distraction trying to figure her out. She both
loved people and hated being in crowds, longed for attention and
shunned it. She often said she was an exhibitionist hermit. A
perfect playwright.

Dammit, she’d let him get to her.
Alex. Of course he knew the dreams she’d buried deep long
ago. Of course he could pull that longing out of her again…

I’m not a playwright. I’m a director. I
know how to direct, but I’ve never written any story worth
telling. She sighed and lowered her head onto her arms. At
least I’m damn good at telling everyone else’s stories.

“Hey.”

Kate jerked upright and looked at her
mother. Delilah, at fifty-five years old, was a stunning beauty.
She’d been homecoming queen at the high school, married to the high
school quarterback right out of college (and divorced him five
years later), built her bookstore from scratch and raised Kate—more
or less—on her own. Kate had always been a little bit in awe of her
mother and had always felt—except when it came to acting and
directing—that she lived in Delilah’s shadow.

Still, when it came time to choose a path
for herself, she hadn’t followed Alex to New York. She’d gone to
college and gotten a business degree. She’d returned home,
relegating her acting, writing and directing to the status of
hobbies while she embraced her cooking talent as the one to make a
living out of.

It was the safest route.

“Oh, hey, Mom.” She hurriedly straightened
her desk. “Sorry, just trying to process some information.”

“Are you okay? I saw Alex leave—”

Kate smirked. “He hates to be called Alex,
Mom. It’s Xander now.”

Delilah snorted. “I’ve known that boy since
grade school. If he wants to be called Xander he can go back
to Broadway. Anyway, how’s his mom?”

“Still having tests run.” Kate sighed. “But
I’m more worried about Alex. He can’t seem to grasp that she might
not get any better. He gave up everything to come back here and
stay with her. But it’s like he’s a sprinter who’s accidentally
joined a marathon. He just doesn’t realize that this might be a
long haul thing.”

“What did he think about your play?”

Why aren’t you doing you? She shook
her head to clear it. “He…wasn’t really receptive. He says he won’t
have time for practice—” She broke off and shook her head again.
“It’s like he’s avoiding…life. I can’t figure it out.”

Delilah shrugged and sat on the couch on the
other side of the office. “Maybe he’s just not wanting to do
community theater. Did you tell him why you want him to do
it?”

Kate shot her a sharp look. “You mean
because we’re nearly bankrupt and having him in the play would be
our saving grace? Not hardly.”

“Well, why the hell not?” Her mother threw
her arms wide in a gesture of dramatic surprise. “He’d definitely
do it then, wouldn’t he? For you?”

“I don’t want him to do it for me.” Kate
leaned back in her chair and looked for the reason that would get
her mother out of her office and off her case. “I want him to do it
for him.”

“You want him to accept that his mother
might never get better.”

“And that he needs to get on with his life.”
Kate leaned her head back a little further and balanced a pencil on
the end of her nose—a talent that had amused her classmates in high
school.

Her mother loomed over the fuzzy yellow
horizon of the pencil. She shook her head. “You need to grow up,
baby girl. And stop thinking you can change other people.”

Kate sat up, catching the pencil as it
rolled off her nose. “Why would I do that? One day everyone is
going to start paying attention to me and then the world will be so
much better off.”

“Your lips to God’s ears.” Delilah kissed
her daughter’s forehead. “I’m going back to work.”

Kate watched her mother leave, wondering if
she was right. Maybe she should just tell Alex what was up. Maybe
he’d want to help the old theater—for the memories, if nothing
else.

Maybe he wouldn’t make her feel like she
owed him a favor for doing this.

 


****

 


Alex walked without paying much attention to
where he was going. He knew the way pretty damn well, after all.
Every crack in the sidewalk, every storefront, every red light and
stop sign was ingrained on his heart like a map of his very
existence. He’d never felt that with New York, not even Broadway.
Broadway was where he worked and his apartment in Manhattan was
where he stayed.

New Bern was where he lived.

He paused at a corner. He stood directly in
front of the old fire station, now a museum. If he looked right, he
would almost see the old theater. It was just two blocks
down, set back from the road with an unevenly paved parking lot in
front, the crumbling façade of the building adorned with a poster
of the theater’s latest production. What was it? Chicago?
He’d read the review of it to his mother last week. He’d said maybe
he’d take her.

Of course, that probably wouldn’t happen. He
knew that.

A trolley passed in front of him and he
caught a glimpse of himself in the reflection in one of the
windows. Unshaven, his clothes a little more rumpled than he
usually allowed them to be, his hair a little longer than he was
usually comfortable with. And a worried look that wouldn’t be
banished.

His mother was a source of constant worry.
He didn’t know for sure what was wrong with her and wasn’t sure any
more when they’d get to the bottom of it. Maybe it was early onset
Alzheimer’s. Maybe it was run-of-the-mill dementia. Mostly she
seemed like her old self. But every now and then he’d catch her
looking at him like she wasn’t sure why he was there—or who he
was.

Be honest. You weren’t totally sad to get
out of New York. He winced at the prick of his conscience. All
the things he hadn’t told anyone, even Katie, would smother him if
he allowed it. He turned right and started walking.

The theater was housed in the old Masonic
temple. A very unassuming brick building with a small portico out
front, it had been built in the 1800s and renovated in the early
2000s. Of course, that had been after he met Katie, after theater
camp and numerous kid productions. He smiled a little, remembering
the first time his path had crossed that of the would-be theater
diva.

 


 


“This is just the beginning for me, of
course.” She tossed her dark curls and looked around at the other
kids in the summer acting camp with a little smirk. Even at ten she
knew how to play the effect of her dark hair and eyes. “I’ll be on
Broadway someday.”

“You think?” He didn’t mean to sound
dubious, honestly, but it did come out that way.

Her head snapped around and she fixed him
with a glare. “Who are you?”

“Sorry. Alex. I didn’t mean—”

Her black eyes snapped with irritation.
“Well, Alex, yes. I plan to be on Broadway. I may even be a
playwright. That’s my plan. What’s yours?”

Irritated, he snapped back, “I’m planning
to get the lead in this play.”

“Oh yeah? Well, so am I.”

“You are going to play Tarzan? Girls
can’t play Tarzan.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Of course
I’m not going to be Tarzan.” She flipped her hair again. “I
am going to be Jane. She’s the real lead.”

“Yeah, well, that doesn’t seem likely.
The play’s named after Tarzan, not Jane.”

“You are so closed-minded.” She turned
away, but by now most of her audience had drifted away, victim of
the short attention spans of eight to twelve year olds. She turned
back to him. “And furthermore—”

“You’d make a great Cheetah.” He
smirked.

For half a second, he thought she might slap
him, but suddenly she began to laugh. He grinned, too, and knew in
that moment that they’d be friends for a long, long time.

 


 


And they had been good friends. For a long,
long time. Until he wanted more than she wanted to offer. If only
they’d parted as friends maybe it wouldn’t be so awkward between
them now.

He pushed the regret away as a red
Volkswagen Beetle putted into the parking lot and he watched as
Kate got out. She stood for a moment looking at him, then came over
to stand next to him. “Remembering?”

“Yeah.” He sighed. “If it wasn’t for this
place, we wouldn’t be friends.”

“Remember how we used to hide backstage
during camp? Everybody thought we were dating.”

He snorted, glancing sideways at her. “Yeah,
like you’d ever let that happen.”

“Ugh. Date you? But a couple times I
almost thought it’d be easier than listening to your latest
heartbreak story.” She nudged him, obviously trying to keep the
tone light in spite of the elephant-like reminder of how they had
left things.

He obliged with a laugh at the reminder of
his angsty teenage years. But then, I’m still pretty angsty.
“Yeah, maybe.”

They stood in silence for another moment,
lost in their own thoughts. Finally he spoke again without looking
at her.

“Musical or straight?”

Her voice betrayed nothing. “Straight.”

“So you don’t want to hear me sing?” He
glanced at her sideways, a little smile curving his lips.

“I’d love to hear you sing. Just not
in this play. I want to do it the way Dickens wrote it. In
prose.”

The way Dickens wrote it. The idea
appealed to him. Broadway plays often had little to do with their
actual origins by the time they were performed. He nodded. “I’ll do
it. I’ll be Scrooge.” At the smile that started to spread across
her face, he held up one hand. “On one condition.”

She froze. “Look, I know you— But I can’t
pay you. The theater—”

He snorted. “I can afford to do one
community theater play without pay. I don’t want money.”

“What do you want, then?” She tilted
her head, her expression cautious.

“If I do this, will you write your
play?”

“Alex, I—”

“That’s the deal. I perform this one, you
write the one you’ve been dragging your feet about for years.
Preferably with a handsome male lead for me to play.” He waggled
his eyebrows at her. “When are you doing auditions?”

“You don’t have to audition.”

“For form’s sake if nothing else, I
should—”

She heaved a sigh and turned to him,
obviously getting ready to confess something. “You don’t have to
audition because we need you.”

He frowned. “What do you mean?”

Her face reddened. “I didn’t want you to
feel like you were obligated, but the theater’s in trouble. We’re
barely making ends meet. The board asked me to come up with
something and approach you with it. A Christmas Carol is a
gimme of a moneymaker if you do it right, but with you in
it…”

He considered her words, uncertain how to
feel about them. The crush he’d had on her during high school
seemed a long time ago. He wished he’d never succumbed to it and
they’d never had that fight—but it was too late for all that now.
He’d been pleased that their friendship had begun again, more or
less where it left off. But somehow the difference between
wanting and needing made him wonder: what could this
do to that friendship?

He shoved his hands into his pockets, still
thinking. She wasn’t wrong about him needing to get out. He was
going stir crazy stuck in the house with his mother, never totally
certain when another episode would come along and make her forget
him. Maybe spending time with his best friend was just what
he needed. After all, at one point, he would have done
anything for her.

Who am I kidding? I’d still do anything
for her. It amazed him that so little had changed over the
years. Including his feelings for her. But he wasn’t going to go
there again. He wasn’t going to put himself out there for that kind
of pain. If she wanted to be friends, he’d stick with friends.

He put on a worried expression. “You really
think I’ll be that big a draw?”

She stared at him. “You’re kidding me,
right?”

“Not totally. Although I might be fishing
for a compliment. A little.” He nudged her. “I’m still going to do
it, you know. You could’ve just been straight with me from the
beginning, though. And my condition is the same. Write your
play.”

She held up her hands in surrender. “Fine.
I’ll write it.”

“Good. Get started before the
auditions.”

“You’re pretty demanding. This is way
off Broadway, you know.”

He draped his arm over her shoulders and
kissed the top of her head, internally amazed that he was suddenly
comfortable doing that. “You can take the actor off Broadway, but
you can’t make him behave.”

“Maybe, but as your director, I’m telling
you right now you better try. I don’t want to find you making out
with a costar. Especially since most of the actors we get here are
very young.” She shook her finger at him sternly.

He smiled a little. “I don’t think you have
much to worry about. I’m not looking for romantic
entanglements.”

“Good.” She started toward the building,
then glanced over her shoulder. “You want to come in? I have a key
now.”

He shook his head. “Not now.” He spoke
gently. “I need to get home. Mom has a doctor’s appointment this
morning.”

He saw the flicker of emotion on her face,
but she nodded briskly. “Okay. I’ll talk to you later on?”

OEBPS/cover.jpg
Sh
&

5
MICHELLE
GARREN FLYE





