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Thanks to Jill Wellington from Pixabay for the angel cover photo.

Colorful lights hung from the railings, while inflatable snowmen and reindeer lined the yards. The neighborhood was getting into the spirit of the holidays. Children watched as their fathers climbed ladders to hang lights, anxiously awaiting to see the final results. Cloudy skies loomed overhead with the chance of snow, which had everyone’s excitement level at an all time high. While everyone was prepping for Christmas, there was one person who was waiting for the holiday to be over.

In the middle of the neighborhood was a two-story, brick house. Unlike the other homes, this one was bare from any Christmas decorations. Sitting in his recliner, Gerald looked out the window at the neighbors decorating their yards. The man across the street from him had blue icicle lights strung from the roof, and on the grass was an inflatable penguin popping out of a gift box. 

Shaking his head, Gerald pulled down the blinds. He’d had enough of Christmas. He was tired of seeing Santa, reindeer, and snowmen. He hated the sound of Christmas carols. Most of all, he hated the holiday.

It never was this way with Gerald. He used to love the holidays, but all that changed when he lost his beloved Emma. Glancing at the end table, he gazed at the framed photos of him and Emma. There was one of them on their wedding day. The next one showed them and their son Luke, who was now grown with a family of his own. The last photo, the one that was difficult to look at, was of them last Christmas. The couple looked happy as they wore matching red sweaters, yet what they didn’t know is that it would be their last Christmas together.

Gerald and his wife Emma were married for thirty-five years, and had one son, Luke. Life wasn’t always easy, they had their tough times, especially in the early years when Gerald was uncertain if he’d find steady work. But Emma was an optimist, always cheering him up when he was having a bad day.

With the way he was feeling these days, Gerald could use some of Emma’s cheeriness. It’d be in full effect during this time of year because Christmas was Emma’s favorite holiday. One of Gerald’s fondest memories was their first Christmas as a married couple. He went into the woods to chop down a tree, and after tying it to the car and slowly driving down the road, he surprised Emma with it.

She was overjoyed by the gesture. That night, she baked sugar cookies and made hot cocoa. Then the couple spent the night decorating their tree. Gerald strung it with colorful lights and silver garland. They didn’t have much money for ornaments, so when it came time for that, Gerald had another surprise for his wife. 

He presented her with two turtle dove ornaments, inscribed in gold lettering were Always and Forever. He remembered how teary-eyed Emma became at the precious gift. Together they put their first ornament on the tree. From that moment on, they made it a tradition of decorating the tree together, and the first ornament would be the turtle doves.

With tears threatening, Gerald arose from the recliner and made his way towards the kitchen with his Daschund, Andy following him. Just as they entered the room, the phone rang. Not having the strength to talk to anybody, he decided to let the answering machine get it. He had a hunch as to who it was and why they were calling.

“Hi, Gerald, this is Nicole.”

The sound of Luke’s wife sounded cheery, just like Emma’s. Maybe that’s why Luke married a woman like his mother.

“I’m just calling to check on you. Luke and I are worried about you. When you can, give us a call. Hope to see you on Christmas. Bye.”

Gerald pressed the button to erase the message. He had nothing against Nicole, she was a sweet girl. When Luke brought her home, Gerald could tell his son was smitten. Luke had the same twinkle in his eye that Gerald had when he met Emma. In some ways, Nicole was like Emma. Both were optimistic, they loved to cook, and Christmas was their favorite holiday.

For the past few weeks, Nicole and Luke had tried to break Gerald from his depression. They invited him to their house for dinner, but he refused to go. He didn’t want to celebrate Christmas without Emma. It wasn’t going to be the same.

Shaking his head, he turned on the radio hoping some music would calm him. The song playing from the speakers was “The Twelve Days of Christmas”, and it had just gotten to the two turtle doves part. Gerald paused at the mention of turtle doves, which made him think of the ornaments. Again, he removed the thought of Christmas from his head and switched the station, yet every channel was playing holiday songs.

He switched off the radio, then opened the fridge. “Well, Andy, we don’t have much in here.” The only items filling the fridge were an empty bottle of milk and two eggs in a carton. “Time for a trip to the market.”
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Bundled up in a wool coat and a newsboy cap, Gerald made the short trek to the store and back. He stocked up on milk, bread, eggs, turkey lunch meat, and mashed potatoes. That would be his holiday dinner. It wasn’t much, but he wasn’t a cook, Emma was the one responsible for preparing the big meals.

As he neared closer to his house, he spotted the neighbors across the street. The mother and father along with their children were outside marveling at dad’s handiwork of stringing the lights and putting up their reindeer supply.

“What’s the big deal?” Gerald muttered under his breath. “It’s just stupid decorations.” Huffing, he moved along. Walking up the path to his house, he noticed the door slightly ajar.

That’s impossible. I know I locked it when I left.

Setting the grocery bags on a chair, Gerald reached for a shovel. Quietly, he entered the house, hoping to surprise the intruders. Hearing commotion in the living room, he stormed in there with the shovel raised above his head.

“Dad, calm down. It’s us.”

Gerald slowly lowered the shovel upon seeing Luke and Nicole. He was relieved they weren’t burglars, yet anger arose at the sight of the Christmas tree.

“What’s that?”

“It’s the tree, Dad.” Luke patted his father on the back. “We decided you needed to get in the holiday spirit, so we thought we’d surprise you.”

Any other person would be overjoyed by the gesture, but this further increased Gerald’s anger. Andy barked, then came running into the living room to greet his owner. Gerald was about to chastise the dog over his guard duties but stopped when he saw the pup in a green snowman sweater.

“What’s this?” He pointed to the garment.

“It’s a dog sweater,” said Nicole as she picked up the pup. He licked her face to show his gratitude for the gift. “He likes it.”

Gerald was overwhelmed with everything, he staggered over to the couch to rest for a bit.

“Dad, are you okay?” Luke knelt beside his father, while Nicole rushed into the kitchen to get a glass of water. 

“No, I’m not okay.”

“What’s wrong?” Luke examined his father, trying to figure out the cause of his pain. 

“Nobody will leave me alone.” Gerald shot up from the couch. “You had no right to come into my house and go through my belongings.”

“We were trying to spread some holiday cheer.” Nicole placed the glass on the table.

“Well, it didn’t work.” Gerald arose from the sofa, his knee hit against the coffee table and knocked over the water. “All of this needs to go, along with the both of you.”

“You don’t mean that.” Nicole shook her head.

“The heck I don’t.” Gerald became angrier the longer he looked at the tree. “If you really want to do something to make me happy, leave me alone.”

Before Nicole could reply, Luke stopped her. His eyes shifted to the wooden floors as he swallowed the huge lump that had formed in his throat. “If this is what you want...we’ll leave.” Luke motioned for Nicole to go ahead.

Nicole slowly made her way into the foyer, petting Andy’s head one last time, then giving Gerald a look of sadness. She put on her coat, then went outside to wait for her husband.

“What’s keeping you?” Gerald nodded towards the door.

Luke stared at this man who no longer was his father. “What happened to you, Dad?”

“I’m fine,” he mumbled as he walked to his recliner.

“No, you’re not.” Luke stood in front of his father’s chair. “You just had an outburst a few seconds ago.”

“You would too, if somebody broke into your house.”

“I didn’t break into your house. I’m your son, I have a key.”

“Well, from now on there’ll be no more of that.”

“I can’t believe you turned into an angry, old man.”

“I’m not angry,” again Gerald’s voice raised. “I’m just getting old and cranky.”

Luke suspected there was more to his father’s issues, there was only one reason his behavior had changed. “It’s difficult.”

“What?” Gerald tilted his head to look up at Luke.

“Mom’s death.”

Those two words were enough to send shivers down Gerald’s spine.

“I know how you’re feeling.” Luke reached for his father’s hand.

“No, no, you don’t.” Gerald pulled away from Luke’s embrace. “You don’t know what it’s like watching the love of your life slip away. You don’t know how hard it is waking up everyday knowing she’s not here.”

“Dad...”

“Just go already.” Feeling tears building up, Gerald swiveled his chair in the other direction.

Realizing it was no use in getting through to his father, Luke decided to leave. He halted in the doorway and looked at Gerald one last time. “You’re not the only one who misses her,” Luke choked
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