
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Two lonely friends find each other on Christmas Eve and come up with a cure for the holiday blues.

	 

	 

	Christmas can be a lonesome time of year, especially when you have no one special to share it with. Alex March stops at his favorite diner on Christmas Eve to avoid going home to an empty apartment, but that isn’t the only reason. He really wants to see Denise Del Florio, the attractive widow of one of his best friends, who is dreading her first solo holiday. In the year since her husband was killed, Alex has been there for her and they’ve developed a close friendship. He feels a nostalgic longing for holidays gone by and thinks that together, he and Denise can provide a remedy for their mutual loneliness. Will they still be besties when the holiday is over, or will they have moved on to something more serious?
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	Late December on northeast Ohio’s Lake Erie coast was consistent from year to year. The winter chills rolled in a couple of weeks before Thanksgiving and hung around until the first of March. Along with the bitter lake-effect air came snow, usually measured in feet instead of inches. Great for snowball fights, terrible for driving.

	Alex March had lived his entire life in the lakefront town of Sandusky and knew how to cope with slippery streets. More importantly, he had learned how to avoid those who suddenly forgot how to drive when the snow fell. He recalled a trip he had taken to Dayton one winter. An inch of snow came down and people acted like it was a blizzard.

	He sat at the counter in Dianna’s Deli on Christmas Eve. The place was decked out in decorations that evoked a sentimental feeling. An old foil-lettered banner that spelled out Happy Holidays was strung over the doorway, wreaths adorned the walls and a three-foot-high artificial Christmas tree covered in cheap decorations and tinsel sat on a table just inside the door. Holiday music played in the background, the soothing tones of Como and Crosby adding a touch of nostalgic comfort.

	Alex sipped his coffee, then glanced at the clock mounted on the wall behind the cash register in the nearly empty restaurant. He stared at his reflection in the front window and absently raked his fingers through his thick brown hair. 6:45, and it’s pitch-black outside. Not that much traffic, either, especially in here. Guess most people have had their pre-holiday dinner and gone to church, or decided to pack it in for the evening to wait for Santa by the fireplace. I should do the same, but I don’t really want to go home to an empty apartment.

	Denise Del Florio approached inside the counter, with a glass coffee pot in hand. “Refill, Alex?”

	Alex’s gaze traveled from her head to her feet then back up again, taking in her trim form encased in snug black slacks and a white shirt with a name tag. Her light brown hair with blonde highlights was pulled into a ponytail and a few wisps carelessly hung over her face. Her hazel eyes seemed to take on an extra bit of sparkle when she looked at him.

	“Thanks, but I’ve had enough for one night.”

	She exhaled a deep breath. “Good decision. We’re getting ready to close and this stuff would take the paint off your car.” She stretched. “I’m definitely ready to get off my feet after today.”

	“I’m surprised you aren’t busier.”

	Denise poured herself some coffee then took a sip. “You should’ve been here earlier. It was non-stop from lunchtime on. People stopped in for their holiday pie orders and decided to eat while they were here.”

	“Sounds hectic.”

	She shrugged. “I didn’t really mind. It kept me busy and I made a fortune in tips.”

	Alex laughed. “I figured that’s why you volunteered to work the holiday shift.”

	Denise gave a shy smile and cast her gaze downward briefly. “I keep forgetting what a good detective you are.”

	He finished his coffee. “It wasn’t hard to figure out, Denise. I suspected you didn’t mind working tonight for the same reason I’m not going home yet.”

	She looked into his eyes for a moment. “I’m not ready to face an empty house, especially this holiday.”

	“The first one alone is always the hardest.”

	She was silent for a few moments. “How long did it take for you to...”

	“Still working on it,” he finished. “I’ve been divorced for eight years and there are some holidays I don’t look forward to. But I know it’s different in your case.”

	She drank some coffee. “Yeah, you could say that. Divorce is one thing to adjust to, but losing your life partner in the line of duty is something else.” She paused. “Is that why you’re here tonight?”

	“Where else would I be?”

	“I heard you’ve been seeing someone. Thought you’d be with them.”

	“So happens the young lady is spending the holidays in Louisville with her family. Why do you think I only came here to check up on you?”

	“Because I know you, Alex. You and Tony were close friends before you had to leave the police department. Even after you went private, you kept in touch and you were there for me when he got killed earlier this year.”

	He cast his gaze down. “Guilty as charged. Maybe I was worried about you.”

	Denise placed her hand on his and squeezed. “I appreciate that, more than you know. You gave me a shoulder to lean on when I needed it and you’ve been there ever since. That means a lot.”

	Alex felt embarrassed. “Come on, Denise. I was just doing the right thing. Tony and I were patrol partners before I became a detective and we were fishing and drinking buddies.”

	“You might not know this, but he really valued your friendship and so do I. We both enjoyed all the cookouts and fishing trips we did together.”

	Alex suddenly felt nostalgic. “I enjoyed those times, too. I always thought of Tony as one of my best friends.”

	“He was.” She flashed a playful smile. “Hey, I’ve got an idea. I’m alone, you’re alone and neither of us is in a hurry to get home tonight. Think we can find someplace where two good friends can have a drink?”

	Alex brought her hand to his lips, then kissed it. “I think there must be someplace out there that caters to people with nowhere to go on a lonely night like this.”

	“Sounds like a plan.”

	Alex stood, put on his coat and scarf, then went to the register to pay his bill. Denise rang it up then hesitated for a moment, looking upward. Alex followed her gaze to the sprig of mistletoe hanging above them. Denise took hold of his scarf with both hands, pulled him close then planted her lips on his, giving him a lingering kiss that took him by surprise.

	“Wait for me while I cash out?” she asked.

	He palmed her cheek and peered into her soft eyes. “Don’t be too long.”

	Alex stepped outside, zipped up his parka and pulled the collar up around his neck. A light snow fell, the white flakes silhouetted against the bright streetlights. The night was still with a modest wind and sufficient chill to remind everyone that it was late December. His gaze traveled over the snow-covered cars and piles that had been scooped against the curbs and sidewalks.

	Lot of memories this time of year. Sledding down Jefferson Hill after a fresh snowfall, Thanksgivings and Christmases spent at home, maybe with shirt-tail relatives who came to spend the holidays because they had nowhere else to go. My dad never could turn away a family member in need, especially around Christmas. It was his favorite holiday. Tonight, I kind of feel the same. I told Denise this was one of the holidays I didn’t look forward to spending alone, but I didn’t really tell her why.

	He was brought back to the present when Denise joined him. The lights from the restaurant behind them went out, shrouding them in semi-darkness. Denise looked up at him. Even in the dim light, he could sense some trepidation in her eyes and manner.

	“Think we can find someplace open on Christmas Eve?” she asked.

	“I know a place.”

	She paused. “Alex, you don’t have to... you know... do this if you don’t really want to. I don’t want you to feel sorry for me.”

	He pivoted her to face him then brushed her cheek with his fingers. “I’m not feeling sorry for you, Denise. As you said, we’re both on our own tonight and don’t want to be. If you’d rather not do this, just tell me. You won’t hurt my feelings.”

	Denise flashed a sort-of smile. “Okay. I’ll follow you.”

	They got into their cars and proceeded to the Front Street Grille a couple of miles away. During the drive, Alex reflected on his time with Denise’s late husband, his former patrol partner. We bonded pretty quickly, kind of unusual for a patrol team, but there were a lot of things we had in common. Fishing, the same tastes in beer, sports and entertainment. He grinned. And Tony’s wife. She was always there by his side and I envied him for that. Sure not like my ex, who never let me forget that I wasted my college degree to become a cop.

	They parked then went inside. The gaily decorated restaurant had a sparse crowd. From behind the bar, the owner, Jolly Villano, smiled and waved at Alex. He gestured at the empty tables.

	“Sit anywhere you want, Alex,” he said. “Someone will be right with you.”

	Alex guided them to a table near a window that offered a view of Lake Erie. The part nearest the shore had a thin layer of ice to offset the snow-covered banks. People who were bundled up against the lake winds walked along the fishing pier. Families with little kids stood around the tall Christmas tree in the nearby town square, marveling at the bright colored lights. A waitress came to their table.

	“What are you having?” Denise asked Alex.

	“I was going to have my usual scotch and soda, but this is Christmas Eve. Feels more like a wine type of night, don’t you think?”

	She giggled. “Whatever you say.”

	“We’ll have two glasses of chardonnay, please.”

	The waitress left, then returned in a few minutes with two long-stemmed glasses. Alex raised his in a toast and Denise touched her glass to his.

	“To better times,” Alex said.

	They each took a sip then set their glasses on the table. Denise glanced down at her work outfit.

	“I’m not sure I’m properly dressed for this place. Maybe I should’ve gone home and changed first.”

	Alex gestured at his own attire of a V-neck sweater over a shirt, complemented by jeans and boots. “I don’t exactly look like Mr. GQ. I’d have worn my tux, but it’s at the cleaners.”

	Denise laughed. It was a soft
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