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CHRISTMAS POTENTIAL

“You have got to be the saddest looking excuse for a Christmas tree I’ve 

ever seen.” Donna Albright sighed at the realization she’d started talking to 

Christmas trees. But, it was a pitiful little tree. 

Four feet high, the tree’s scraggly branches drooped with defeat, 

matching her mood. Christmas, Schmistmas. With her son spending this 

holiday with his father, her parents choosing a cruise to Mexico over their 

traditional Christmas, and her brother and his family preferring a Colorado ski 

vacation, she was on her own for the holidays. 

She could have gone with her parents, but who wanted to spend the 

holidays with her parents and a boat load of  strangers?  

“That has got to be the saddest looking excuse for a 

Christmas tree I’ve ever seen.”  

Donna turned, startled at the sound of  a rich baritone echoing her 

comment. The owner of  the voice, who looked about her age, had rocked back 

on his heels with his arms folded over his chest while he examined her tree.  
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Well, technically it wasn't her tree. She hadn’t gone any farther than 

looking at it. But his comment triggered a weird sense of  possession.  

“I don’t mean to rush such a momentous decision,” he added. “And if  

you’re planning to buy this sorry specimen, I’ll back off.”

Donna beat back her sudden greed with honesty. “I haven’t decided 

anything,” she admitted. “The sales clerk said it was the only one under five 

feet tall he had left. I don’t have much space in my living room.” 

“Same here.”

She looked up into a pair of  warm brown eyes. A crooked grin met her 

glance. 

“You waited until last moment, too.” His statement was a mutual sharing 

of  remorse, not a question. 

“Yeah.” She’d put off  buying a Christmas tree until the last minute 

because it was another reminder of  the lonely Christmas awaiting her. 

 The man circled the tree, his hands spread like a picture frame as he 

looked at it. “Nope,” he dropped his hands. “I can’t see this tree responding 

well to tinsel and lights.”

A wave of  defensiveness swept her. “You’re missing its potential. Tinsel, 

tiny lights, small ornaments, you don’t want to overwhelm it. The decorations 

need to fit the tree.”

“I dunno.” Doubt permeated the man’s tone.

“This tree has great potential,” Donna protested. “For one, it’s fresh. 

See,” she shook a branch. “The pine needles aren’t falling off.” She stepped 

back, arms folded over her chest. “The right decorations can cover a lot of  

flaws.”
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 He walked over to stand beside her, mimicking her stance and studious 

air. “You probably have more experience in visualizing decorated Christmas 

trees,” he said. “My ex used to take care of  this stuff.”  

“Oh,” she said, pretending nonchalance. “Is sympathy inappropriate? Or 

are we talking relief ?” 

He laughed. “I'm not devastated. No children were involved. It was a 

two career marriage with too little time spent together and too much time spent 

apart. I’m Jeffrey Pryce, by the way.” He held out his hand.

“Donna Albright.” She liked his warm clasp. There was no macho 

attempt to squeeze her hand to display his strength.  “Also divorced. Because he 

spent too much time on the road. One child and this is his father's year to have 

him for the Christmas holidays.”

“That must be rough.”

“Puts a damper on the whole holiday scene,” she said.

“They say it’s best to make your own plans when your children are with 

the other parent during the holidays. To keep from getting too depressed 

during the season.”

Donna felt her eyebrows arch, but she looked at the tree rather than the 

man beside her. “They say?”

Jeffrey scuffed the toe of  his shoe on the winter hard ground. The 

action made her heart do a little flip.

“Hmmm, I’m a psychologist during the day,” he confessed. “With the 

city school system.”

“Which makes you a they?”

“I guess you could say that.”
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“Ah, the voice of  experience.” 

They stood together in comfortable silence and looked at the forlorn 

tree.  

“We could share it,” he said.  

“Share it?” 

“We split the cost of  the tree and then share custody. You get it from 

now until midnight Christmas Eve. I get it Christmas Day until,” he shrugged, 

“I take it down.”  

“Did you folks decide on that tree?” The elderly sales clerk walked 

toward them, pulling on a pair of  thick leather gloves.  

Jeffrey looked at her. “Why don't we pay for the tree and have dinner 

together at that Mexican restaurant across the street?” 

“To work out the custody details?” 

He nodded, a hopeful look in his eyes. 

The sound of  a Christmas carol wafted from a car paused at the 

stoplight. She stuck her hand out. “It’s a deal.”   

The sales clerk reached for the tree. Donna blinked. Was it her 

imagination or did the tree stand a little straighter and seem, well, a little 

bushier? 

She smiled. Like her, the tree was now filled with Christmas potential.
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