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	1: Too Many Damn Christmas Lights

	 

	I didn’t want to look out the window. I would see too many damn Christmas lights.

	In years past, I’d had nothing against all the pretty colors shining from my neighbors’ houses. Some of my fellow suburbanites went all out in seeing how high they could rack up their electric bills, and the result, while probably tough on their pocketbooks, was absolutely breathtaking to behold. Multiple colors. Beautiful arrangements. Some soft and soothing, some bright enough to guide Santa and his sleigh. Walking around the neighborhood after dark in December had become one of my favorite things over the few years I’d lived here. A reminder both of the beauty in the world and of my childhood.

	I’d always loved looking at lights as a kid. Every year, my dad had taken my brothers and me around our coastal Prince Edward Island village to see all the displays, from the tiny strand of white lights Mrs. Cook put on her porch railings to the huge, lavish display of mechanized figures and more lights than I could count that the Linwood family over on the shore road had done. Dad had always joked the Linwoods were trying to become the village’s new lighthouse.

	I lived hours away from that village now, and usually the neighborhood Christmas displays helped me feel less homesick and closer to my parents. But not anymore. My parents were the reason I hated the lights this year.

	“Tag? Are you okay?”

	Lost in my wallow, I hadn’t heard Darion enter. I jumped but didn’t turn around. “I’m fine,” I said, knowing damn well he would realize I was lying. “It’s too cold to open the curtains. There’s a draft.” At least that was true. The old house that contained our apartment was always drafty in the winter, especially since the landlord had declined to replace the windows. Not that the curtains did anything to block the wind, but it made a good excuse for keeping them closed.

	“It’s starting to snow.” His work boots thumped on the hardwood floor as he crossed the room. “You should come see it. It’s really pretty out there.”

	“Yeah, of course it is.” I didn’t want to face him. He adored Christmas as much as I once had, and I couldn’t stand the sad look in his eyes when we bickered about my lack of holiday spirit this year.

	Since Thanksgiving—the second Monday of October here in Canada—he’d been trying to get me into the excitement and joy of preparing for Christmas. And since Thanksgiving, I’d shut him down every time he brought it up. There was no excitement or joy this year. No holiday dinner with family gathered around the table. No phone call from my parents asking when I would arrive so they could make sure the presents were ready to open. Only Darion and me and my bad mood. I just wanted December to be over.

	The only holiday spirit I’d had was buying him the air fryer he’d been drooling over. It had cost more than I would usually have spent on a lover, but he was the only person I needed to buy for, so I could afford it. No one else wanted presents contaminated by my gay. And it would make him happy. Even feeling like shit, I wanted Darion to be happy.

	Of course, Darion didn’t know about the air fryer yet. He only knew I’d been moping—his word—for the past two-plus months. I hadn’t talked about why. There was no need to tell him something he already knew. I’d told him my parents didn’t want to meet him and wanted nothing more to do with me, and I was afraid he blamed himself. Which was the last thing I wanted. It wasn’t his fault my parents were homophobes who had faked tolerance until they found out their own son was gay.

	“We could go for a walk,” he said tentatively. “It is kind of cold, but it’s so beautiful. And you know what they say about Christmas Eve snow. It’s magical.”

	“Sure,” I muttered. “Let me find that old top hat. We can build a snowman and see if he comes to life and dances around with a broom.”

	He chuckled, a thin sound that told me I’d hurt his feelings. I felt guilty, but there was no taking things back with Darion. He was cheerful to a fault, but he remembered everything anyone said to him. Especially the things that hurt.

	Besides, he was the one who’d brought up magical snow. As if that were something a thirty-year-old public works employee would believe, let alone say out loud.

	Then again, Darion wasn’t a typical thirty-year-old public works employee. He was something special. That was why I’d fallen in love with him. Snow wasn’t magical, but sometimes I thought Darion was.

	Tonight, though, as I sat here knowing my family would be gathered around my parents’ fireplace, bickering good-naturedly about which present each of them would open as their one Christmas Eve gift before they went to bed, I couldn’t find any magic. Only pain. I should have been sitting with my family watching the fire and listening to my niece and nephews. And Darion should have been there with me, just as my brothers’ wives would be there with them.

	I should have been with my family. But Darion was my family now, and the people I was related to by birth or marriage refused to accept that. So here I sat, refusing to look out the window at the lights and snow.

	“I’m sorry.” I still didn’t turn around. “I’m just in a shit mood.”

	“I get it.” He paused. “We could watch a movie. Not a Christmas one, obviously. Just cuddle up on the couch and spend the evening being here together.”

	“If it’s snowing, they might call you in to work,” I said.

	“They might.” His boots thudded on the floor again, this time as he took them off. “It’s a toss-up. The older guys get first shot at earning overtime, but then again, it’s Christmas Eve and most of them probably won’t want to leave their families. So yeah, there’s a chance I’ll get the call. Which means you and I’ll just have to make the most of the time I’m here.”

	“Yeah.” His job really sucked as far as I was concerned. Outside in any type of weather, getting yelled at, doing heavy lifting, on and on. I liked my nice, climate-controlled office, but Darion said he loved being outdoors, even if he got rained or snowed on or ended up red and sweaty from too much time in the sun.

	Knowing he might have to leave again before morning, I yanked myself out of the emotional pit I’d fallen into. He’d dealt with my pissy mood for weeks now. The least I could do, on a night he apparently believed was magical because of the snow, was be happy to have some time with him. Pasting on a smile, I turned around.

	He smiled back and reached to put his arms around me. He was a good five inches taller than I was and had muscles to heaven and back. His white teeth flashed in his perma-tanned face, gained from working outside year-round and the quirk of his genetics that led to his sunburns turning into tans instead of peeling away. His dark brown eyes, which had attracted me the moment we met, pulled me in the way they always did.

	In spite of my funk, those eyes and his touch woke up something I’d been ignoring for… I couldn’t even remember how long. Days. Weeks, maybe. I could blame my parents all I wanted for the mood I was in, but the disconnection from Darion was entirely on me. In losing my family, I’d tried to push away the one person I had left.

	“I love you,” he said softly.

	“Why?” I shook my head. “Never mind. Don’t answer that.”

	“Good, because my answer would be stop asking stupid questions.” He slid his hands down my back and stopped to massage the tension that always formed just above my tailbone. “You’ve been sitting too much again.”

	“I work at a computer,” I pointed out “I can’t exactly do a jig while I’m generating reports and filling out spreadsheets.”

	“Too much sitting is bad for your back.” He knuckled the knots, and I moaned and relaxed against him. The man could have made a fortune as a massage therapist if he’d been willing to work indoors. “Maybe I should buy you a gym membership for Christmas so you can take yoga classes and stretch out.”

	“I have time to go to the gym?” I murmured. “Right, because there’s so much free time in my schedule.”

	“Your health is important,” he said, but then he kept massaging without saying anything more. He’d been telling me since our first night together that I needed to be more flexible physically and mentally. I’d been pushing back on the idea for the same amount of time. Flexibility and physical activity were his jam. They weren’t mine. Most of the time he accepted that, but he kept trying anyway. Just like I sometimes tried to talk him into being more conservative and mature instead of the manic pixie dream guy he tended to turn into.

	The truth was I loved that he was scatterbrained and impulsive, and he loved that I was the complete opposite. We balanced each other perfectly, which was why we’d moved in together after only three months of dating. Neither of us was foolish enough to believe we would find anyone else who fit so well. Neither of us wanted to keep looking.

	We’d now lived together as long as we’d dated before deciding to cohabitate, and I didn’t regret it for a second. Sometimes when Darion was home, I longed for peace and quiet, but no matter how irritated I became with his chatter and childlike view of the world, the ache I felt when he wasn’t around told me I was far better off with him than without him. Especially now.

	“You’re being too quiet,” he said.

	“You weren’t saying anything either,” I pointed out. 

	“Because you were being quiet.” He stopped massaging. “Tag, talk to me. Please. What’s going on with you?”

	“There isn’t anything to talk about.” I pulled away and returned to the window that I still refused to look out. “It’s Christmas Eve. A magical night, according to you.”

	“I said Christmas Eve snow is magical.” He came up behind me and rested his hands on my shoulders. “The night itself, well, it’s a night. One that people celebrate, where there are lights all over the place, but still just a night. It’s the snow that brings the magic.”

	“How can you even believe in magic when there’s so much hatred in the world?” I hadn’t meant to say that out loud. Somehow, Darion had spent his life in a sweet little bubble where no one mistreated him for being gay, or at least where their mistreatment didn’t affect him. But not all of us were that fortunate. I couldn’t ignore what I saw on the news or on the streets I walked through between my office and public transportation.

	I couldn’t ignore the way my own parents had treated me when they found out I was moving in with a man.

	“It’s because of the hatred
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