
	Two former high school classmates revive an unrequited crush over a lonely holiday.

	 

	 

	Scott Burke wasn’t looking forward to spending his first Christmas alone after his divorce. His family was scattered over different parts of the country, his friends had plans, and he didn’t really want to partake of the annual community Christmas dinner with strangers. Add to that a general malaise he was feeling about a career that was going nowhere and you had all of the elements for a miserable holiday. A chance meeting with a former classmate on Christmas Eve changes things, when Scott runs into Lisa Berger, stranded on her way home due to a car breakdown. Can the two high school friends rekindle a flame that died out years ago, or will they say Auld Lang Syne when the holiday is over?
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	It was a kitschy dollar-store Christmas tree, barely a foot tall with small cheap lights, held up by an inferior plastic stand, adorned with shoddy plastic snowflakes and a plastic star at the top. It leaned to one side and refused to stand erect, no matter how many times it was adjusted. If someone wanted to give someone else a gag gift at the office Christmas exchange, they could have at least sprung for a scented candle or a box of candy.

	Scott Burke sat behind his desk, his elbow resting on the arm of his chair and his chin in his cupped palm. He stared at the plastic monstrosity, almost mesmerized by its tawdriness. I don’t know who drew me in the Secret Santa exchange, but I’d like to find out so I can pay them back next year. At least I would’ve shelled out for a gift card or a tin of those God-awful cookies from Denmark.

	He rocked his chair and looked around his cubicle in the office of the Westerville, Ohio, Daily Register. His eyes drifted to the computer screen on his desk and the story he had been working on. It was a thrilling account of a city council meeting, where the hot-button topic had been whether to impose a fee for disposing of used Christmas trees left at the curb. No doubt about it, Burke. You always manage to grab the Pulitzer material when they hand out assignments.

	He saved the document to the archive, then let out a sigh. His mind drifted to his upcoming Christmas plans. Since his divorce six months ago, he hadn’t managed to develop any relationships that would yield an invitation to spend Christmas with a member of the opposite sex.

	He had initially planned on going home to visit his parents in Rocky River, outside of Cleveland, but his mother had gotten lucky in a church raffle and won two tickets for a cruise to Jamaica. Unfortunately, a third ticket wasn’t part of the package. Scott had put on his best game face and told her and his father to enjoy this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. He thought he could fall back on his brother’s standing invitation to come to his place in Cincinnati, but his sister-in-law had already promised that they and their spoiled kids would be in Louisville, Kentucky, with her family for Christmas this year. He had once again plastered on that same smiling face and assured his brother that he’d be all right.

	His daydreaming was interrupted by a paper airplane coming in for a landing on his desk. He looked up and saw J.T. Briggs, one of his co-workers. He was slim, black, with short-cropped hair and a trimmed mustache that made him pass for Denzel Washington’s twin. Scott crumpled the plane, then teasingly tossed it at him.

	“Hey, man,” J.T. said. “Aren’t you ready to pack it in for the long weekend?”

	“Thinkin’ about it. What about you?”

	J.T. looked at the clock on the wall. “The man says work until one then we can cut out early. Five more minutes and I’m history, baby.” He paused. “What you gonna do for the holiday?”

	“Oh, I have big plans,” Scott exaggerated. “I’ve been invited to a Christmas Eve bash at Lebron’s place, then one of the Kardashians is sneaking into town to drink a toast with me at midnight. Didn’t know I had so many high-toned friends, did you?”

	J.T. laughed. “Man, even I know that they wouldn’t waste a holiday on a skinny white cracker like you. Seriously, why don’t you swing by my place tomorrow for dinner? We’ll have plenty of food.”

	“Thanks, but you have your family coming in, and I wouldn’t want to crash your party.”

	“That’s my point. One more plate at the table won’t be a problem.” He leaned in close, then lowered his voice. “Did I tell you that my uncle Willie is comin’ up from Lexington and he’s bringin’ some of his special homemade moonshine for the holiday? Guaranteed to put hair on your chest.”

	Scott laughed. “And make me blind before my time. Thanks for the invite. I’ll keep it in mind.”

	“Okay. Just hate to see you spend Christmas alone. Call me if you change your mind.”

	“You got it. Have a merry Christmas, and give my best to Jasmine.”

	“Thanks, I will. By the way, it was her idea to invite you.”

	Scott’s eyebrows arched. “It was?”

	“Yeah. For some reason, she likes you.”

	J.T. went back to his cubicle in the sports department while Scott logged off. He stood, grabbed his coat, then joined the herd bustling out of the office, everyone anxious to begin the long holiday weekend. He patiently waited for the elevator while exchanging pleasantries with his co-workers and overhearing snippets of conversation, all detailing their plans while complaining about the last-minute shopping still to be done.

	He zipped up his coat when he reached the exit, then walked to his car, doing a mental checklist of his kitchen contents. I guess I can scrounge something from the fridge and freezer to put together some kind of dinner tomorrow. At least I had the foresight to stock the liquor cabinet before the holiday rush. If it gets too quiet at home, I could always go to the community dinner they put on at the civic center.

	As he navigated the heavy afternoon traffic, his mind wandered to past holidays. He smiled at the memories, especially those spent when he was younger. Dad always insisted on ham for Christmas, and on Christmas Eve he’d build a nice fire in the fireplace. We’d sit in front of it, sipping his special homemade egg nog laced with rum and watching old Christmas movies on TV. Sometimes I really miss that. I think that’s what I’ll do tonight since no one’s beating a path to my door with party invitations. Yeah, that’s the plan—grab some food, start the gas fireplace, then watch a favorite Christmas movie and have a few drinks.

	He drove past several restaurants until he found Boston’s Bistro and Deli. He went inside and scanned the menu written in chalk on a large blackboard behind the counter, deciding what he was in the mood for. He was distracted by the sound of a woman’s voice nearby, engaged in an animated cell phone conversation with a near-frantic overtone. He glanced in that direction, then his brow furrowed.

	I don’t believe it. Is that really Lisa Berger that I went to high school with? Last time I saw her at a class reunion two years ago, she was working in Memphis as an investment broker. I wonder what she’s doing here? Whatever it is, she sounds pretty upset about it.

	Scott waited until Lisa had disconnected her cell phone. He watched her for a few moments, seeing the look of genuine frustration on her pretty face. It seems to me I’ve seen that look from her before when we were in school. Can’t remember why she showed it then, and I didn’t have the nerve to ask.

	He took in her appearance, noting that she was still as svelte as the last time he’d seen her. Her light brown hair was pulled into a ponytail and was offset by tasteful diamond stud earrings. Should I or shouldn’t I? Go for it.

	He casually approached. “Lisa? Lisa Berger?”

	She looked at him with surprise that quickly turned warm with recognition. “Scottie Burke. I don’t believe it.”

	Before he could say anything, Lisa gave him a firm friendship hug. He returned her embrace and inhaled her scent, appreciating whatever it was.

	“What brings you to Westerville?” he asked.

	She let out an exasperated sigh. “I was on my way home to spend the holidays with my folks when my car broke down on the highway. I had it towed to a garage, but they were closing early and can’t get to it until the day after Christmas. I called some other places, but it’s the same story.”

	“I’m sorry to hear that. What are you going to do?”

	“I was going to get a motel room, but every place I’ve called so far is booked. There aren’t any available bus seats, either.” She shook her head. “I can’t believe my rotten luck.”

	“Couldn’t your folks come and get you? They’re only a few hours away.”

	“Dad’s recovering from open heart surgery, and Mom needs to be there for him. My sister and her family aren’t coming in until tomorrow, and they live in Pennsylvania. I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

	Scott hesitated before speaking, thinking of
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