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Chapter One

“PICK UP. PICK the fuck up!” Vlad growled at the voice mail recording and dialed back. He pressed the phone to his ear, huffing and blowing out warm air that swirled around like smoke in the freezing cold. “Where the fuck are you, you jerk?”

After a few failed attempts, he shoved his phone in his jeans’ back pocket and turned to look at the huge tree. He was standing in front of the Bricostore where he’d gotten it, along with some new shelves he intended to set up after the holidays. Vlad took a deep breath and held it in, closing his eyes and trying to focus. As he let the air out, loud and visible, he still had no clue what to do next. 

His friend Tic had given Vlad a ride that morning. How the hell was he supposed to get back to Bușteni with his boyfriend gone missing, his parents out in the countryside for the holidays, and his own car left back home? 

“I am such an idiot,” he whispered. A few more breaths, and he hauled the tree up, then dragged it through the doors. He propped it near the coffee machine and pulled out a couple of bills to get a large cappuccino. He might as well keep warm while he was figuring this shit out. 

Vlad’s phone rang just as he was taking his first sip. He pulled it out and answered. “Where are you?”

“Umm… Vlad?” 

The female voice, warm and tinged with humor, went straight through him, making everything good and sickeningly awful at the same time. Vlad hadn’t heard it in years, but he still recognized it in a heartbeat. “Hi, Mrs. Ionescu. Sorry, I thought you were someone else.”

She chuckled and Vlad could picture the crinkle of skin around her eyes and mouth and the way she shook her head. “Yes, I gathered as much. I’m sorry to bother you, darling. Your mother gave me your new number.”

“No bother at all. It’s great to hear from you.”

“You’re sweet, Vlad. But I’m not calling to catch up. Actually, I have a favor to ask.”

“Sure, what is it?”

“Geo is coming home for Christmas.” She almost squealed. 

“Sounds nice,” Vlad mumbled. As nice as having your skin peeled off in small successive strands, immediately followed by a healthy serving of salt seasoning the fresh wounds.

“He needs us to pick him up from the airport, but our car is in the shop. He lands in the middle of the night and I wouldn’t want him to take a train into Bucharest and another one to come home. It would mean hours more and he always sounds exhausted.”

Of course, Mrs. Ionescu had ignored his disinterest. Just like she pretended there hadn’t been years of radio silence between Vlad and everyone in Geo’s family. 

“When is he arriving?” Vlad figured he’d first ask about the date before making an excuse. 

“Tomorrow night, two-thirty a.m.”

Vlad closed his eyes, pressing the phone closer to his ear. He racked his brain for a proper excuse, but he came up empty-handed. Before he knew it, words spilled out of his mouth, saying the exact opposite of what he’d planned. “Yeah, okay. I’ll be there.”

“Thank you so much, sweetie! We’ll get back home tomorrow afternoon, so we’ll be there to greet you.”

“Sounds great. I’ll give you a call when we’re on our way from the airport.”
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As he hauled the tree around, arranging for it to be delivered to Bușteni for a hefty price, Vlad kept wondering why he hadn’t made an excuse. He’d intended to make up something and bow out of picking up Geo. Yet, when the time had come to give Mrs. Ionescu his answer, he’d agreed to it. 

He was going to see Geo. The next day. Too soon. Not soon enough. His mind was scattered. He had no idea how he felt. He’d missed Geo. At first, it was so bad, his parents almost dragged him to a doctor to get checked for chronic depression. Then his grandfather had decided to move closer to his parents and left him the house in Bușteni. Renovating it had kept him busy. That and getting a dog. 

It had been a slow, grueling process, but he’d made it. And now he had to see Geo. Part of Vlad was terrified he’d spiral back. Part of him was thrilled at the thought of seeing the man who used to mean more than anyone else in the world to Vlad. Back when they were friends. Back when Vlad had kept his mouth shut about being in love with Geo. 

The train ride taking him to Bușteni was a blur. He only started to come back to his senses once he arrived in the town he now called home. Maybe it was the mountain air, maybe it was the thought he’d healed here, but the moment he stepped out of the train station, walking the familiar path to his house, Vlad felt at ease. 

His house was a short walk from the train station. All he had to do was cross the main road through town and walk up the winding streets. His grandfather had bought a little cabin, the very last on a dead-end street. It had a huge garden, which afforded Vlad more privacy than he’d ever wanted. It was a bitch when the heavy snows hit the mountains, but that was why he drove a huge 4x4 and had a set of winter tires, chains already on them. 

The closer Vlad got to the now significantly larger cabin—he had a knack for renovating if he worked with the right contractors—the more at ease he felt. Like nothing could touch him here, his home sheltering him from everything painful in the world. 

Vlad’s phone rang just as he closed the front door behind him. He took it out of the inside pocket of his heavy jacket. Traian, his boyfriend… He considered it for a moment, he could hang up or let it go to voicemail. But Traian would keep trying. He was the sort of guy who hated being ignored. He’d call Vlad over and over, on his cell, and then on his land line. It was better to get it over with. 

“What?” Vlad muttered as the call connected. 

“Hey, babe. Where are you?”

“Home.”

Traian chuckled. “What do you mean home? Weren’t we supposed to meet in Ploiești today?”

Vlad sighed, his free hand turning into a tight fist. “That was hours ago. I called you a dozen times. I had the tree delivered and I took the train home.”

“What? You didn’t wait for me? I can’t believe you!”

Vlad bit the inside of his cheek, trying hard not to turn the conversation into a shouting match. Any more of this and he’d fail. 

“I waited for over an hour, you selfish prick! I got there late because I know you. Took my sweet time checking every fucking thing in that store. Started calling you before I actually chose the tree.”

“Vlad—”

“Don’t. Just don’t, Traian. I am tired of this. This was the big final chance you asked for. You swore to me you’d be there. You weren’t. We’re done.”

“Baby, please,” Traian whined, sounding as if he was about to cry. Vlad knew better. 

“No, I gave in last time. You had your opportunity to prove you want this. You begged me to come all the way to Ploiești to get the damn tree so we could pick it together. As always, you dropped the ball.”

“Are you really dumping me so close to Christmas? That’s so fucking cruel!”

“You should have thought about that when you decided to ignore my calls and not show up.”

“Vlad, come on. I am sorry. I’ll do better. I promise!”

Vlad sighed and shook his head. “No, you won’t. Don’t call me again.”

He hung up and clutched the phone to his chest. It was hard not to think he was doomed to fail at relationships. Being gay in his country wasn’t a walk in the park. Add to that the douches he seemed to attract, and you had a recipe for disaster. 

The phone started ringing as Vlad was contemplating what to do next. Traian, of course. True to his habit of never dropping an issue. Too bad he hadn’t been so adamant when it came to things that mattered. 

Vlad sent a quick message to his parents saying he was tired and would silence his phone for a while. He slid it back into his jacket, took the jacket off, and hung in it the hallway. He strolled through his living room. Vlad unhooked his landline and sighed. At least it would be quiet for a while.

He stood, looking around the living room and deciding what to do next. He’d had this entire day planned: get the tree, come back with Traian and decorate it, then spend a nice evening in, eating and watching movies. It was too early to decorate anyway. Christmas Eve was days away. He had no drive to cook for himself and he didn’t feel like watching any movie.

Vlad entered the kitchen and rummaged through the freezer until he found some pizza and a box of cherry-filled pastry that he could pop in the oven. 

He could shower and shave while they cooked. Maybe, if his mood improved, he could watch something while he ate. Or read. Do something that didn’t feel like he was wasting his winter break over stupid things like a flaky boyfriend. Or being reminded how his heart had been broken years ago when Geo had left. 
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Vlad loved mornings. He’d always been the one to wake up before everyone else and have half of his tasks done before breakfast. It was the one thing that, paired with owning a dog, helped him through the days where he didn’t feel like doing anything. 

Speaking of said dog, Panda should be home soon. His friend and neighbor, Denisa, had taken him the morning before, while her husband, Tic, had given him a ride to Ploiești to pick up the tree. Panda, a black and white Mioritic shepherd, was pretty good at being home alone. What he was not good at was Christmas tree decorating. He had a nasty habit of chasing the small globes Vlad had inherited from his parents and usually got tangled in Christmas light cables. Denisa had suggested keeping him overnight to give Vlad and Traian some alone time. 

The only reason Vlad had not picked up the dog the night before was that Denisa wouldn’t have let it go. She’d have dragged him inside, put a kettle on to make her special mulled wine and would have made Vlad pour his heart out. There wasn’t much to say about Traian, if he were honest. Vlad had guessed this “one more chance” would be a waste. And Geo was another topic he didn’t much want to discuss. So better stay away and wait for Denisa to come by and drop the dog off on her way to work. 

Vlad poured himself a cup of coffee and leaned on the kitchen’s windowsill. He loved this room the most. It was spacious enough to share a meal with a few people, but small enough to still be cozy. The window faced the back yard and Vlad could sip his coffee while he took in the paved, winding alley going up the side of the mountain and getting lost between evergreens. 

The sound of a car parking by his gate interrupted Vlad’s reverie. He placed the cup on the windowsill and hurried to open the door. 

“Hey, Vlad,” Denisa shouted as he opened the gate for Panda. The dog turned for his goodbye pat, then ran straight inside, passing by Vlad without giving him a second thought. 

Vlad chuckled, still holding the door open. “Aren’t you coming in for coffee?”

“No, sorry. Need to get to work early. Some emergency they can’t solve without me.”

“Have a good one,” Vlad said, waving at her. 

Denisa worked at one of the many hotels in Bușteni. It was a high-end one, and she was the day shift manager. She loved her work, not that Vlad understood why. It sounded extremely stressful, especially around the holidays. 

Panda whined and came to bump his large, wet nose into Vlad’s thigh. The glutton had figured Vlad hadn’t left any food in his bowl and he now acted like he cared about his human. 

“Yeah, yeah, coming,” Vlad said, scratching the top of the dog’s large head. “I’ll even take you for a walk if you give me a minute to get dressed.”

Panda wagged his tail, dancing around Vlad as he made his way into the kitchen and opened the pantry to take out the dog food. Once Panda was settled and munching his kibble, Vlad hurried to his bedroom to change. The dog wouldn’t be long, and the moment he was done with food, he’d come to play.

Vlad had managed to get dressed, but he was still lacing his boots when Panda padded up to him and started licking his face. 

“All right, all right. Let’s go, boy.”

Panda was out the door and in front of the back entrance before Vlad got the words out. Grinning at the dog’s antics, he picked up a hiking jacket and a thick hat and went after Panda.

The back door was more of a side door, which Vlad loved. The way the house had been built, its side faced the street and front garden. The main entrance was to the side and visible from the street and the other houses nearby. The back entrance was on the side of the house that faced the mountain and the back yard, so no one really knew if Vlad went out into the woods or not. For some reason, after spending most of his life in an apartment building filled with busybodies, he was overjoyed no one could keep tabs on him. 

The dog raced around the huge garden, sniffing every corner as if he had been gone for weeks. Panda marked his territory, although no other dogs ever passed through. At least not that Vlad knew of. 

The moment they reached the back gate, Panda stopped, his happy face with lolling tongue close to Vlad’s thigh. No matter how crazy he acted within the privacy of their garden and house, once they were outside, he never left Vlad’s side. 

They followed the trail up the mountain as they always did. When Panda was old enough for longer walks, Vlad had mapped out a one-hour hike that they did every morning. They stuck to that and playing in the garden in winter, but when summer came, they did all the longer trails. 

As they walked through the familiar mountain woods, Vlad emptied his mind. The ascent, the fresh air, the sounds of the forest were enough to capture his attention. It was as close to meditation as Vlad had ever gotten.
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Chapter Two

NIGHTFALL SIGNALED THE end of Vlad’s pleasant day. It was pitch black by five p.m. and that was precisely when a swarm of butterflies took over his stomach. He decided to forget about dinner and keep busy. Unfortunately, there was nothing to do. 

Panda, fed and happy, was lounging in front of the fireplace in the living room. There was nothing to clean, Vlad had done that to prepare for having Traian over. The tree wouldn’t arrive until the following day. Worse, there was no client work waiting for him. He’d made sure everything was done by December 15th so he could enjoy his holidays. 

For once, Vlad cursed his overachieving ways. He’d chosen his accounting clients wisely; small companies from Bușteni and Ploiești with limited workloads. He’d trained them to send everything on time and they usually complied. It hadn’t been Vlad’s persuasive ways that achieved this tremendous breakthrough, it had been mostly the fear factor that came with this side of business reporting in Romania. 

On top of the flexibility he’d gained, his job paid well and afforded him a lifestyle most young people his age dreamed of. His frugal lifestyle and having no credit to worry about had helped. His car was a gift from his parents, there was no rent to speak of and Vlad’s only hassle was putting up with the ungodly amounts of food his mother brought over. 

He looked at Panda, wondering if he should wake the dog for some cuddles or play time. Panda seemed too comfortable. He decided against it and turned the TV on. 

By eleven p.m., Vlad’s restlessness had skyrocketed and he couldn’t take another minute of sitting still. He gave up on trying to calm himself and thought a shower and getting ready for his drive to the airport would keep his mind off the impending doom of seeing Geo. Vlad dreaded the reunion, the thought of discovering a total stranger in the person he’d been closest to in his entire life terrifying him.

Vlad took a quick shower, but got stuck in the getting dressed phase. What the hell should he wear? He wasn’t vain, but he wanted to look good. Possibly even manage that without looking like he was trying. 

“You know what? Fuck it,” Vlad muttered, angry at himself for even caring. He put on a plain black tracksuit and pulled on his boots. It was going to be a long drive and he needed to be comfortable. 

As he passed his closet, Vlad caught a glimpse of himself in the mirrored door. He looked nothing like the tall, thin, and awkward boy he was at the end of university. He kept his dark hair short and only shaved every other day. He liked having a bit of scruff. He was an inch taller now and he’d packed on muscles. 

Vlad had worked out to pull himself
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