Christmas Card Tal k

For the briefest of seconds, Katie Carlisle thought that
her wat ch nust have stopped. But as she | ooked cl osely at her
wist, she could definitely see the slimsecond hand making its
slow circuit around the ol d-fashioned watch face.

Ww, she thought, shouldn’t there be nore shoppers in here
just a couple of weeks before Christnmas? The aisles of the only
card shop in town were never this enpty this late in the
shoppi ng season. Not that the three fol ks besides herself
weren't inportant, but she’d expected to be jostling others to
get at the cards. This was unexpected, but would nmake picking
out cards easier. If the two ol der shoppers in front of the
famly card selection would just nove on faster, she’d get the
whol e section to herself.

M ght as well let theml ook, she thought, glancing up the
aisle. Alone guy stood fidgeting at the end of the | ong display
of everyday cards.

"Excuse, ne," Katie whispered as she approached him "But
you |l ook |ike you could use sone help."

As the man turned, Katie drew in her breath. Fromthe back
all she had seen was a head of ebony colored hair tickling the
collar of a light blue plaid shirt, which was in turn tucked

into a pair of tight fitting light blue jeans. Now, as the man's



head turned, she found herself [ooking up into a pair of eyes
the col or of dark chocol ate puddi ng.

He shrugged, the muscles of his chest tightening beneath
the stripes and solids of the blue against white plaid shirt.
"Well," he said hesitantly, "I guess so."

For a second, Katie wondered what he was guessing about. As
she wat ched, the nuscles beneath his shirt rel axed sonewhat and
the material fell away fromhis chest. Right. Conme on, girl, she
told herself, get a grip; one handsonme stranger shouldn't be
throwi ng you off. "Wat sort of card are you | ooking for?"

"Well," he began then stopped. "It's kind of personal."”
Froma guy who was at least six feet tall, Katie had expected a
| ouder response.

"Oh." What should she say? "Did you have an argunent with
your w fe?"

"Ch, I"'mnot married."

Katie started to smle then caught herself. "Then you're
| ooki ng for sonething for your girlfriend?"

"Nope. | just noved to town a few weeks ago, and | haven't
really net anyone yet."

This tinme she did smle. She'd known fromthe first nonent
she'd spotted himin the store that he wasn't a town |ocal, but
she had thought that maybe he was just passing through to the

| ocal tourist destinations on the other side of the county. In a



community the size of this place, everyone pretty nuch knew
everyone el se in town was.

"Well now you've net ne." She stuck out her hand. "Katie
Carlisle.”

As he accepted her outstretched hand and clasped it in his
own, Katie felt a tingle of excitenent run up her arm "Robbie
Longf eat her."

"Wl comre to town, Robbie.”

"Thanks."

Forgetting for a second that they were standing in the
m ddl e of the card aisle, Katie squeezed Robbie's hand. As the
ol der woman who had been | ooking at Christmas cards brushed past
them Katie reluctantly dropped the handsone stranger's hand.

"Well if you don't need a card for your wife or girlfriend,
t hen nmaybe we shoul d nove to anot her section of cards."”

At Robbi e's confused | ook, Katie pointed toward the
descriptive headers hangi ng over the racks of cards. "This is
the selection for 'sweetheart' sentinents."”

Despite his dark conpl exion, Katie could tell that Robbie
was bl ushi ng.

"l don't usually buy that many cards,"” he said, |ooking
down at the floor.

"Oh don't worry about it." Katie leaned in closer toward

Robbie's side as if to divulge a secret, glad when he raised his



head to | ook at her. "Most nen need help finding things in a
store like this all the tine." As the other shopper nmaneuvered
back up the aisle again, Katie found herself pressed right up
agai nst Robbie's plaid shirt. Be still ny heart, she silently
t hought. "Ah, what sort of occasion are you | ooking for a card
for?"

"HrmmP?" Coul d he be as distracted as she was in such tight
quarters? "Ch, synpathy, | guess."”

"Oh, I"'mso sorry." She pushed herself away fromhis chest.
Here he was trying to find a card for soneone who had suffered
the loss of a | oved one, and she was making chit-chat and
daydream ng. "Was it a sudden | o0ss?" she asked, |eading him
around the stacks to the synpathy section in the next aisle.

"Sort of." He cane to a stop only a couple of inches from
where she stood, and she could feel the warnth of his breath
agai nst the top of her head.

"I"'mso sorry." She needed to put sone distance between
themif she was going to be objective about this. Stepping a
coupl e of inches away, she asked "Was it soneone cl ose?"

Robbi e paused again. A sudden death at the holidays would
be beyond awful, but Katie hoped her sinple question hadn’t
churned up additional rem nders of his pain all over again.

“I''l'l help in any way | can," she said trying not to | oose

herself in the depth of his eyes.



"It's for ny little sister.™

"Ch, I'mso sorry." Katie felt like she'd just been kicked
in the stomach. "How old was she?"

"My sister?"

Kati e nodded.

"Oh, | guess she's about seventeen now. "

Seventeen. And fromthe way he said it, it sounded |ike
there was a gap between their ages. That neant that Robbie was
probably in his late twenties. Ch, stop it, Katie, she nentally
chided herself. You're trying to help this man, not pick himup.

What shoul d she say? "And your nove here and the new job
woul dn't all ow you make it home for the funeral ?"

"Hmm " Robbi e was | ooki ng over the cards as they tal ked.
"There wasn't a funeral ."

No funeral ? What sort of famly traditions did they have in
the community where this man cane fronf

At her puzzled | ook, Robbie put the card he was hol di ng
back in its slot and turned to face her. "Wat?"

"Not hing." Katie shook her head. Maybe she hadn't heard him
right. "Your sister died and there wasn't a funeral ?"

"My sister didn't die." Robbie pulled another card out and
| ooked at it.

"But you just said it was for your sister."

"Yeah." He put that card back and sel ected anot her one.



"The card is for her."

"Your sister's okay."

"As nmuch as can be expected for any teenager."

"Then why do you want a synpathy card for her?"

"Oh, man." A huge grin broke out on Robbie's face. "I'm so
sorry. | guess | was paying too nuch attention to your..., ahh,
.l mean | guess | wasn't paying too nuch attention to your

gquestions.™

Katie took a step back. He'd been |ooking at her the sane
way she'd been | ooking at hinf? This was amazi ng. This was
i ncredi ble. Then that other custonmer pushed back up the aisle
past them loudly clearing her throat as she wal ked.

Robbi e grabbed Katie's hand and pulled her closer to him
"Her cat died," he said in a hushed voi ce.

"Oh. "

"She had himfor al nost el even years."

"Ch." Katie smled. "You know there's a whol e section of
cards for pets on the other side of the store." She reached out
and grasped Robbie's arm "C non."

Robbi e | aughed. "No, that's okay." He raised the small,
flowery synpathy card he still held in his hand. "I think this
one will do."

"Are you sure?"

"Absolutely."



"Wll, I"'mglad I could... help."

"You know, you could help nme sonme nore," Robbie said as he
turned to | ead the way down the aisle toward the Christmas
cards.

"Sure," Katie answered, wondering what sort of cards he'd
be confortable sending — funny, religious, or generic. "lI'msure
we can find just the right holiday cards, too."

Robbi e | aughed. "That's not exactly what | neant." He
stopped and let Katie draw up alongside. "What | really need is
to |l earn nore about ny new honme town. | was thinking about
di nner. You nust know where the best restaurants are."

"I sure do," Katie said. "Dinner would be great, although
you nust realize that there really aren't that many places in
town to choose from"

"Then 1"l |eave the choice of eatery to you." Robbie
reached into his back pocket and pulled out a business card.
"I"ve really got to get back to work now, but you could give ne
acall this afternoon to set it up."

Turning the card over in her hand, Katie realized that
Robbi e was the new engi neer she'd read about in the |ocal paper.
Tongue tied, it was all she could do to croak out an okay.

As she watched, the tall, handsone stranger who had becone
her di nner date di sappeared around the end cap display and

headed toward the cash register at the front of the store.



Ww Dinner. Sonething to | ook forward to and take the
dul | ness out of another |ong afternoon.

"Excuse ne."

It was the sane ol der woman who had bunped her way past
Kati e and Robbie a few tines already.

"Yes?"

"l could really use sone help finding a birthday card for
nmy nephew. "

"Oh," Katie said, returning Robbie's wave as he pushed on

the exit door. "lI'msorry, ma'am but | don't work here."



