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THE LAST CHRISTMAS PRESENT

by Rory Harper

     Gloria carefully observed the presents under the blinking Christmas tree, ignoring the sounds of family and friends that swirled through the house. Infrequently, a hastily choked‑off laugh penetrated her cocoon.

     Lindy's youngest swooped by, pausing to give her a quick kiss on the cheek. Anna. The other kids called her Anna Banana. She didn't seem to mind.

     "Merry Christmas, Gramma."

     "Merry Christmas to you, too, dear."

     Anna stood in front of the fireplace beside the Christmas tree and warmed her hands, smiling at Gloria. Anna was only four, too young too understand or really care why the grown‑ups were so hushed on Christmas Eve at Gramma's house. She was mostly focused on the snacks scattered on tables all over, and on thoughts of the presents headed her way from the North Pole.     

     Lindy's voice beside Gloria startled her. "It's time to go to the Chapel, mom. Most everybody else is already there." 

     Sarah, Walter's only sister, loomed behind Lindy. She held Gloria's coat and her own. "Here you are, dear. The wind has died down, but I don't like the way those clouds look."

     "Thank you, Sarah. But I've decided not to go."

     "Not go?" Sarah's voice so easily became shrill and too loud for any room that tried to contain it. "You have to go!"

     Walter had usually been able to defuse Sarah when she approached critical mass. If only he were here, he'd know what to say, Gloria thought. But he's not, and I don't know how to handle her.  

     "Mom, are you sure..." Lindy gently swatted Anna Banana on the rear, encouraging her toward the kitchen. "You tell your father to bundle you up, little piggy. Including mittens."

     "I'm sure. You all go ahead without me."

     "Gloria Ann Glass! You may not share our family's faith, but you certainly can show some respect ‑‑‑"

     "Sarah, will you kindly bug off? All right? Just leave me alone." Gloria met Sarah's eyes long enough, then turned back to contemplate the fire. She was ashamed of handling Sarah so poorly. In the same situation, Walter would have had her out of the room smiling.

     A few minutes later, Gloria heard voices above the bustle in the entrance foyer. "If my brother knew ‑‑‑"

     "She can hear you, Aunt Sarah," Lindy said, so softly that Gloria strained to catch her words.

     "Well. I don't care." But she lowered her voice anyway. Not nearly enough, of course. "She's a cold, cold woman, Lindy. I think she just doesn't want to be bothered today."

     "That's foolish, Aunt Sarah. Your grief is talking."

     "I tried. For Walter's sake, I tried to get along with her. Now he's gone, and she acts like it hardly bothers her at all."

     "Not one more word, Aunt Sarah. Not one. That's my mother you're talking about. She loved him very much."

     Brittle silence for a long moment.

     Then, "I'm sorry, dear. Let's go to Walter's funeral."

     Sarah hasn't lost the touch, Gloria thought. She still knows how to back down too late. After the hurting, never before.

###

       She waited a few seconds after the door had closed before climbing the stairs to her and Walter's bedroom. Carefully, she brushed aside the curtain covering the side window. Glass's Chapel, where four generations of Walter's family had celebrated and mourned, stood framed by pine and oak trees on the hill five hundred yards down the red‑dirt road. Lindy and Sarah had caught up with another couple that walked in that direction.

     Gloria watched them all the way, watched the doors of the chapel close, watched them open again a half hour later, to disgorge the coffin floating between six of Walter's friends and relatives, watched as it was borne out of sight among the trees, followed by the no‑doubt respectfully murmurous crowd. Watched until they trickled back out down the path from the family cemetery, no longer quite as solemn, their duty buried behind them in the frozen ground. 

     Only then did she realize that the whole time she had been repeatedly dry‑washing her hands and murmuring "Oh, oh, oh," under her breath.

     She closed the curtain and went to the dresser. In the top drawer on Walter's side she found the .22 pistol. To prevent childhood tragedy, he'd hidden the loaded ammunition clip inside a pair of socks in the next lowest drawer. The clip snicked easily into place, as if lightly oiled. The gun felt cool and solid in her hand. She didn't look at it while she carried it to the bed and sat. After a few seconds, still without looking at it, she put it under her pillow and lay down.

     She wasn't surprised to find that she could shut her eyes, but she couldn't stop seeing. Her hand quested under the pillow and found the cool gun. Its potential comforted her.  

###

     Lindy came in and cried briefly while Gloria held her, dry‑ eyed. Then they both went downstairs and were good hostesses until the last of their guests departed. Everyone carefully did not mention her absence from the funeral.

     Lindy sent her husband ahead to the family van with their three kids in tow. "You sure you won't stay with us tonight, Mom? You know we have plenty of room." She already knew the answer, but it would be uncaring not to ask one last time.

     "No, sweetheart. I need to be alone, I think. And you need to be with them."

     "We'll come over and get you in the morning and open presents and then go eat out, okay?"

     "I'd like that. The kids behaved very well today."

     "Aunt Sarah is such a bitch."

     "She's her own punishment, sweetheart."

     Lindy smiled for the first time in two days. "Yeah, I guess so. We'll show up around eight, okay?"

     Gloria stood in the doorway until well after the van was out of sight, down the road in the direction of the chapel.

     Then she went inside and lay down again. 

###

     The room was dark. At first she didn't know what had pulled her from the light sleep she'd finally achieved. Then she heard the clattering downstairs. She rolled over to wake Walter and found only a cold spot on the bed.

     The sound came again. Not identifiable as anything in particular, just a sound that definitely didn't belong.

     The pistol came readily to hand. She jacked a shell into the chamber, then flicked the safety forward. She'd unhooked the bedroom phone yesterday and installed it on a spare jack in the kitchen so that she could avoid callers offering their condolences.  No use trying to get to it or the other one in the den downstairs. That would take too much time and be too risky. Just get out the front door and run for the MacDaniel place.   

     I'm going to look like a real fool if the Sheriff comes out here and finds nothing, she thought. Pore ol' Widder Glass, jumping at shadows now she's alone. She wouldn't have been afraid if Walter were here. She looked again at the bed, and once more her throat ached as she was confronted with his absence. 

     She opened her bedroom door, listened. Wind brushed the south side of the house, making it quake and whistle just the tiniest bit. It would be so cold outside, and her in nothing but a nightgown and slippers. She tiptoed to the closet and quickly belted on a heavy quilted robe.

     As quietly as possible, she walked to the head of the stairs. Most of the house was dark, but the stairwell glowed diffusely from the light left on in the kitchen at the far end of the downstairs hall.

     She peeked around past the banister. Nothing. Down the stairs, each step a conscious movement from beginning to end, the one creak of wood seeming loud as a scream.

     At the foot of the stairs, she thought I'll just listen for a few minutes. If there aren't any more sounds, I'll look through the house, then go back upstairs and sleep. But she kept moving toward the front door and escape. 

     She'd grown up in the city, and Walter had teased her for months until she got the country habit of leaving the door unlocked. The porcelain knob was muddy when she touched it. Her hand drew back in shock. The Widder Glass wasn't cracking up. Someone was in her house. And she was alone, without Walter to protect her. 

     She reached for the knob again. A scraping sound came from behind her, and the light from the kitchen dimmed.

     The terrible melancholy that had been her companion for the past two days came again. Despondently, she turned.

     The man stood silhouetted in the kitchen doorway. He cradled one arm as if it were injured. He growled and took a step toward her, so she raised the gun and quickly shot him three times in the chest. He grunted in amazement and staggered back. 

     He growled again, the sound gradually becoming words. "Well, goddam it, don't be so polite about it. Just say it straight out if you want me to leave."

     Shockingly, she recognized the voice. And the demented sense of humor behind it. 

     "Walter?"

     An affirmative growl. He turned and tossed his head theatrically. She recognized his profile, although his features were still in shadow.

     "But you're dead!"

     "That doesn't mean it's okay to shoot me," he whispered reproachfully. "Us dead people have feelings, too, you know." He chuckled.

     Well, yes, the Widder Glass is cracking up, after all, Sheriff. Otherwise, she'd tell herself this is some sort of sick joke. Instead, she is instantly convinced, against all reason. She finds it impossible to doubt that she's providing straight lines to her deceased husband in the hallway, because nobody else, no matter how skilled with makeup and mimicry, could look and sound precisely like the man she lived with for four decades. She'd be as likely to fail to recognize her own reflection in the mirror.

     "This is impossible! You're dead!" she repeated.

     "Hoo‑hahh‑hah‑hah‑hahhhh!" he bubbled fiendishly. "Oops. Sorry. I'm just a little nervous here. I didn't mean to scare you, Ree."

     Nobody else knew he called her that. It was an endearment totally private between them.

     "Walter! Oh, God!" She dropped the gun, ran to him, and wrapped her arms around him.  

     For a few long, precious seconds she managed to ignore the disinfectant smell, the greasy mud that covered him and smeared her gown and hands and face. And the cold. His body felt like a block of ice. But it was really him ‑‑‑ the same proportions, the same broad shoulders and height that had always made her feel delicate and wonderfully sheltered in his embrace. She pressed the side of her face fiercely against his chest, hoping hopelessly to hear his heart beating beneath her ear, as it always had before. Clumsily, he brought up his good arm and stroked her hair.

     "I missed you so bad, Walter!" She hugged him tighter, denying any doubts.

     "Missed you, too, Ree."

     She pulled back and looked into his pallid face. He seemed stiff, but his eyes gleamed and moved, his facial muscles shifted when he grimaced. He released her and turned aside. "I probably look like hell. I'm sorry."

     "It's really you, isn't it? Are you a ghost?" She'd always considered herself too intelligent to believe in anything supernatural.  But now she had no choice. Rationality crumbled in the face of his undeniable presence. Walter was dead, but he was here.

     "Nope. This is my original, not‑so‑goddam‑dependable body. I had to dig out of the grave to get here. Jesus on a popsicle, it was cold! I was afraid you'd be terrified when you saw me. You know, Attack of the Killer Zombies, that sort of thing. I never would hurt you, Ree."

     "I know that, silly. I wasn't frightened anymore when I realized it was you. Come on, let's get you warmed up." She took his hand and led him to the living room. She felt light‑headed and increasingly proud at how quickly she'd adapted to his return. A tiny, easily ignored part of her muttered that she was in shock. The fire had gone out, so she began to pile logs on the grate. She determinedly refused to think unanswerable questions to ask of him, refused to realize that it was impossible for him to be with her again. 

     Walter loomed over her. "I really need to clean up a bit," he said. 

     "You are kind of a mess, dear."

     "It was a bitch escaping from that goddam grave. I probably never would have even got the coffin lid open if the dirt on top had settled down. Then I had to dig my way up through all the muck."

     Gloria shuddered at the vision of him in the ground, fighting for hours to escape from suffocating darkness. 

     "That was very brave."

     "It was mostly just a major pain in the ass, actually. I kept thinking ‑‑‑ what would happen if I got only, say, an arm sticking up through the surface and then conked out? Somebody sure would have blown a fuse when they came upon that."

     "You idiot. It probably would have been me."

     "Yeah, well, it was just a thought." He chuckled.

     "You're such a rat sometimes."

     "Uh‑huh." He chuckled again. "Look, I'm gonna go take a shower, then we'll talk some, okay?"

     Gloria started to scrunch sheets of newspaper into balls and stuff them under the grate. 

     "Can I help?" she asked.

     "I'll manage, thanks. I'll just use the guest bathroom downstairs."

     "I'm real glad you're back."

     "Me, too."

     He turned and lurched out. Just like Walter, Gloria thought. His right leg is twisted halfway around, and his arm is probably broken, and he won't even mention it. Just like him. Macho asshole. She smiled, listening to him clump through the house to the bathroom in back.

     After making sure the fire was prospering, she went to the kitchen and made coffee. She caught herself humming contentedly as she moved about. Wonder if he'd like something to eat, she thought. Do zombies get hungry?

     She went down the hall, intending to knock on the bathroom door and ask him if he wanted a sandwich. Over the sound of running water she heard him grunt and then she heard several thumps. 

     "Walter! Are you all right?" She rapped on the door.

     No reply. Then a groan.

     She rushed into the bathroom. The mirror had fogged up. The bathtub curtain, drawn closed, bulged unnaturally. Another groan echoed hollowly behind it.

     She pulled the curtain aside. "Crap, crap, crap," Walter moaned, lying contorted in the tub.

     "Are you all right?" Gloria asked again, bending over him.

     Warm water cascaded down on both of them and puddled on the tile beside the tub.

     "Just great. My goddam leg buckled and I tried to grab the towel rack on the way down, only I used my bad arm, so I couldn't hang on, and I think I broke it in another place when I hit. I smashed my head against the side of the tub, too. It probably would have killed me if I wasn't already dead. I can't believe I'm so fucking stupid." Painfully, he used his good arm to straighten his leg.

     Gloria turned the water off, then put the rubber stopper in the drain.

     "Here. You just lie back and take it easy. I'm going to clean you up." She turned on the water, adjusted it to not‑quite‑scalding.

     "No... I can do it myself."

     "You be quiet. You're obviously too messed up to do it. Clumsy person."

     "Please." His face contorted. "I'm ashamed."

     "What?"

     "I'm all dead and smelly and yucky. I didn't want you to see me like this. I wanted to clean myself before I woke you up. I wanted it to be romantic. I'm so disgusting." He sniffled.

     "You silly thing," Gloria said. She caressed his cheek. "You're my beloved Walter. It doesn't bother me at all."  

     He sniffled again. "Still...."

     "You just lay back and relax."

     She surveyed his body. There were no cuts, since his family's religion forbade any preparation of the dead other than cleaning. No damage but the three neat, clean holes in his chest, grouped tightly in a triangle above his left nipple. "Ummm, sorry about shooting you."

     He touched the bullet‑holes with a fingertip. "You're a regular Annie Oakley. I'm glad I never got you really pissed off when I was alive."

     She lathered up his chest and shoulders, then used the washrag to sluice off the soap. 

     "Here. Sit up so I can get your back and head. You don't look so bad, you know."

     The water and the mud were making a soggy ruin of her gown, so she undid the buttons and slipped out of it. 

     "Bend forward a little more." He had warmed up in the soapy water, and his flesh felt more pliable, more alive. She leaned over to scrub his lower back and felt his fingertips caress the underside of her left breast.  

     "Nice," he said.

     "They sag too much," she said.

     "Do not. I like 'em a bunch."

     "I'm glad." They'd had this interchange, almost word for word, hundreds of times over the years.

     She knew what came next, and drew back a few inches to make it easier for him. His head bent forward and his hand gently lifted her breast. 

     This is perverted in a way that doesn’t even have a name, she thought. Both her nipples ached and hardened as his lips encircled one and began to suck rhythmically.

     She moaned and he drew back. "I'm sorry, I didn't ‑‑‑" 

     She clasped the back of his head and drew him to her. "Do it harder."

     After a few minutes he drew back. She kissed his cold lips. 

     "We can't do anything more, can we?" she asked.

     "No, I don't think so."

     "It was nice."

     "I never got tired of it, Ree, all the years. Never got tired of you."

###

     Gloria had found a clean gown for herself and had gotten his robe out of the master bathroom where he had kept it. He stood warming his back and hands in front of the dancing flames while she settled at one end of the couch and took a sip of steaming coffee. The twinkling Christmas tree lights caused subtle flickers in the shadows around them.

     She tucked her legs underneath her. Walter's arthritis had made him less mobile in the past decade, but she was proud of still staying limber into middle age.

     "So, tell me all about it," she said. 

     "Hmm. I'm not sure where to start."

     She waited. If you gave Walter an excuse, he'd talk. Any time, on any subject. 

     "I was astounded when I dropped over at the office like that. Just wham, boom, dead as a dolphin in the Sahara. It was embarrassing as hell."

     "All those greasy cheeseburgers and chicken‑fried steaks finally caught up with you, according to Doc Allison. Massive coronary failure." 

     "Umm, well... I was going to start dieting and jogging when the weather got better this spring, you know."

     "Yeah, absolutely. Sure you were."

     He chuckled. "Anyway, I was all of a sudden on the good ol' Other Side, bobbing around like a goddam helium balloon over the tragic scene. Then... nothing. I don't remember anything else until I woke up in the dark."

     "How'd you manage to come back, then?"

     He shrugged. "Beats me. Will‑power. Divine intervention. Good genes." He shrugged again.

     "Well, I'm glad it happened, however it did."

     "I think I know why I came back, though."

     "Why?" Walter had always enjoyed theorizing. The fewer facts the better, he always said, since lack of concrete information allowed you to improvise more freely. 

     "You made me do it," he said.

     Gloria sat upright. "What? Me?" She laughed. "You think I'm some kind of witch?"

     He nodded. "Uh‑huh. You've had me under your spell most of my life. And my death, too, I think."

     "Idiot.
     "No. It makes sense. I think you really didn't want me to be dead, wanted me back in all sincerity."

     "Of course. You're the other part of me."

     "Well, there it is. I've always done whatever you wanted. So this time I obediently came back from the dead."

     "What? Always did what I wanted? You never ‑‑‑" 

     "Did so," he interrupted smugly. "Whenever you really, really, really wanted it. I busted my ass."

     "Wrong, wrong, wrong! I could give thousands of examples! Why, last year, when I wanted to go to Disney Land on vacation, and we ended up in Aspen ‑‑‑"

     "You had a great time, right? You didn't really, really, really want to go to Disney Land, you just couldn't admit it to yourself."

     "You're full of chipmunk shit, you know that Walter?"

     They glared at each other with mock severity. Finally, she stuck her tongue out at him and he grinned. He turned to toast his hands over the fire. "I know it's a dumb theory. But I really believe that's why I came back. I think I'll be here as long as you want me." 

     He looked into the fire. "Or maybe I didn't really come back for you," he whispered. "Maybe I'm more selfish than that. Maybe I couldn't stay in the grave because I needed you. Needed to have you hold me again. Maybe I just missed that too much to bear it."

     "Oh, dear," Gloria said. Finally, the tears she'd held back all week started to flow. "Oh, dear, Walter. You come here." She tugged him down next to her. His good arm went around her. She burrowed her head against his shoulder. With the experience of a lifetime, they fit together instantly, comfortably, as if one piece had been separated into two and then made whole again.

     Standing in front of the fire had warmed him and scented him deliciously with wood smoke. Her arm crossed his chest, her hand slid down until it rested comfortably on his hip.

     She closed her eyes. The dancing flames cast red shadows inside the lids. "Ummm. Yes."

     His arm tightened around her in response. "Thank you, Ree."

     "The pleasure's all mine," she murmured. A wonderful relaxed lassitude settled on her. Why, I'm about half ready to pass out, she thought with sleepy astonishment. Maybe it has something to do with the fact that I haven't slept six hours in the last three days. I've been running on adrenaline and grief, and that's all over, isn't it?

     With that thought, she slid into comfortable darkness, held by and holding her darling dead Walter.

###

     A new fire blazed in the fireplace and morning light filtered through drawn curtains. She clutched at the form she rested against, afraid that it had all been a dream.

     "Good morning, sweetheart." He kissed her on the forehead.

     "Good morning, sweetie," she murmured, reassured.

     "Time to get up."

     She stood and stretched, getting the kinks out of her body one at a time. "Oh, all right, I guess. Hey, you want some coffee? Breakfast? Carbohydrates galore. Greasy eggs and deep‑fried hash browns. The can't hurt you now."

     He looked briefly tempted. Then he shook his head. "No, it sounds good, but us zombies don't need to eat. I think. But I'll watch you."

     "Well... I promised Lindy that I'd go out with her and Jerry and the kids."

     "Are we going to tell them ‑‑‑ about me?"

     "Oh, damn. I feel like an idiot. I hadn't even thought about that." She plucked a red shiny ball off the tree and looked at her distorted reflection in it. "I... I don't think they'd understand."

     "Maybe not," Walter said. "We can't tell anybody, can we?"

     Gloria spun the ball, making her reflection shiver and dance. "No, probably not," she said in a low voice. "I wasn't surviving without you. I was going to pieces."

     "I could hide out upstairs whenever we have company. Trouble is, I think I might be decaying. That will cause problems, but we can ‑‑‑"

     Gloria dropped the ball. Blindly, she ran to him. "Walter, you're dead! You're dead! It won't work out." She began to sob.

     "Shhhh, shhhh... It's all right. It's all right, Ree." He held her and patted her shoulder as if she were a baby crying. "I'll stay as long as you want me to. And not a minute longer."

     "I'm scared! I want you to stay!" she wailed. "But you can't!"

###

     When she came back downstairs, he stood before the fire again, warming his hands. 

     "I've been thinking," Walter said as she entered the room. "I don't see any way to bury myself again without some help. I hate to ask, but ‑‑"

     Gloria pulled the old raggedy pair of gloves out of the pocket of her coat. "Way ahead of you, my zombie lover. We can use the shovel at the chapel." Her eyes were still red and swollen, but she smiled. "I couldn't help bury you the first time. I'm glad I get a second chance."

     A small package wrapped in blue and green rested on the mantel. He picked it up and offered it to her. "Here."

     "What's this?"

     "Your Christmas present from me. It was under the tree."

     She took it. "I bought you a new bass boat. We'd planned for Lindy and Jerry to bring it over this morning."      

     He laughed. "That's okay. This present is sort of for me, too."

     She slid a fingernail under the single piece of tape that held the wrapping together. A small brown leather box came into view. She opened it. "Oh, they're beautiful!"

     Two golden hearts lay on a black velvet bed. Each hung from a heavy gold bracelet chain. A clear white diamond was embedded in the upper right shoulder of each heart. Only their inscriptions differed. 

     The heart on the left read, in flowing script 'Grow Old Along With Me'. 

     The one on the right read 'The Best is Yet To Be'.

     Walter picked up the one on the right. "This one is yours." He tried to open the clasp, but could not with dead fingers. Gloria took it from him and snapped it around her wrist, then did the same with the other bracelet for him.

     "I love it. This is probably the most nauseatingly sentimental thing you've ever done," she said.

     "Hey, I'm just that kind of dead guy, you know?"

###

     Gloria found herself slowing as they crossed the small family cemetery hidden in the trees beside the Glass Chapel. But finally they stood over the open grave. The ground had stayed frozen, so it was mostly clumps of dirt around an open hole, instead of the messy sludge she had feared to find. 

     They kissed, then he clumsily lurched into the hole and pulled the coffin open with his good hand. The blue satin that lined the interior had been thoroughly ruined by his struggle to the surface.

     He lay down gingerly, squirming to get comfortable. Gloria stood silently over him. 

     "You're not going to have to lay in there awake until you rot away, are you?"

     "Uh‑uh," he replied. "Somehow, I'm certain that I can leave the body whenever I want to. I plan to cruise away any second. I think I've worn out my welcome here."

     "Not true. You better be waiting on the good ol' Other Side for me or I'll track your ass down and make you wish you were alive again."     

     "If you really, really, really want me to, I'll be there, Ree," he said. 
     With a cry, she discarded the shovel and slid into the grave. She wrapped her arms around his neck and sobbed. Finally, she dried her face on his lapel.

     "Rats. Half the reason I stayed away from the funeral was because I was afraid of making a fool of myself like this.

     "It's all right."

     "I'll still miss you."

     "Good. It'll make the reunion that much better. You have the most fun you can in the meantime. I don’t want you being sad. Being sad sucks. Come on, now. Out you go."

     He pinched her ass as she clambered out.

     When she stood and turned again, he had reached up and pulled the coffin lid down a quarter of the way. She waved forlornly. He puckered his lips and threw her a kiss, then pulled the lid closed.

     "Talk to me while I work," she murmured. "Please don't go just yet."

     "It's da‑a‑a‑r‑rk in here," he answered.

###

     She leaned the shovel against the fence, then came back to stand at the foot of the grave. 

     WALTER JACKSON GLASS, the headstone said. JULY 14, 1920 ‑ DECEMBER 21, 1985. To the left of the slab a small square place marker was planted. It had been left diplomatically blank. Her headstone would go there when her time came.

     Gloria felt around in the deep pocket of her coat. The dainty pistol was light in her hand when she pulled it forth. She looked at it, then back at Walter's headstone. She flicked the safety with her thumb, looked carefully at the red dot that it revealed. Six shots left in the clip.

     Snow began to fall.

###

     Lindy had Jerry park in front of the chapel. She followed the short path that meandered among the trees toward the family cemetery. Her mother hadn't been waiting for them at the house, but neither of the cars were gone from the garage. Therefore, she could only be one place. Lindy's heart lifted when she saw the figure standing at the far end of the cemetery. Through the haze of her own grief, she'd been terribly worried for her mom. Coming here was a good sign, Lindy thought.  

     As she drew near, she thought she heard her mom speaking quietly, but she couldn't make out the words. Then Gloria slipped something in her pocket, turned and gestured to her daughter. She draped an arm across Lindy's shoulders and they both stood at the foot of Walter's resting place, looking at the snow‑covered mound.

     "You all right, mom?"

     Gloria turned to her and smiled radiantly. "I'm fine, dear. Walter and I have just been visiting for awhile."

     "You want to stay longer? I can wait in the car if you'd rather be alone."

     "No, dear, let's go open the rest of the presents. It is Christmas Day, you know." 

     As they walked through the woods away from the cemetery, the golden heart on Gloria's wrist jingled and danced with the free swing of her arms.

The End




