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			The lights in the square were beautiful. More so than they had ever been, Landon thought, looking at them from a distance as the light rain brought the reds and whites and greens into soft focus.

			There were plenty of people around, bustling through the streets, all of them heading towards the city centre. Landon walked against the current, bumping into cheerful-looking families, excitable children and loved-up couples as he went. Dipping into a side road where it was quieter, he dug his hands deep in his pockets to warm them up. The rain was starting to turn to snow.

			Taking a moment to enjoy the peace, he could hear the echoing sound of microphone feedback coming from the square, and the mayor’s voice suddenly rose above the noise of the crowd as he tested to see if everyone could hear him. A loud cheer came from the crowd, and he continued with his speech, saying how excited he was, how this was his favourite time of year and what a pleasure it was seeing everyone’s smiling faces and so on and so on.

			Landon didn’t know why he had thought this was a good idea. He walked back out onto the street, which was already much quieter now that everyone had hurried to catch the opening of the ceremony. Once the mayor had started, it was never long until the main event began, the reason everyone had gathered there: the unveiling of the town Christmas tree. The mayor knew better than to keep people waiting. After all, the only time this town really came alive was at Christmastime. Taking one last look at the scene at the far end of the street - the families huddled together, the mayor standing in front of the gigantic tree waiting for the moment when the lights would be plugged in, the hundreds of happy people enjoying the Christmas cheer – Landon smiled to himself. No, he wasn’t ready. Not yet. It was time to go home.

			He should never have come out in the first place. There was still a lot he had to do tonight before James got back home. He’d be back from his friends in a couple of hours, and Landon still had to cook dinner and wrap the last of his gifts. James was getting better at finding them, too, so Landon thought he would try and find a new hiding place tonight. James was getting so big and clever too. In a couple of years, his beautiful son would be a teenager and then, well, Landon could only imagine that life would get even more interesting after that.

			But until then, he was still his sweet ten-year-old, caught up in the magic of Christmas and trying to find some fun and excitement in this little Canadian town.

			With the lights behind him now, Landon set off away from the streets, past the main road and across the stream, which was just starting to freeze over. The houses were few and far between outside of the main town, but Landon passed a few neighbours as he made his way down the road and eventually reached the track that wound over the field and ended at his farmhouse. It was silent out here, but for the crickets, but even they had stopped for the cold. Everyone who might be making noise watched the Christmas lights being turned on. Either that or wrapped up warm in their houses. Landon thought about staying outside for a while, taking a walk around the fields while there was no one around to bother him, but the cold was getting to him. He grabbed a couple of logs and took them inside.

			Hanging up his coat, Landon got a fire going and allowed himself ten minutes of rest before making James’ favourite meal. He had become a much better cook over the past year, and James hadn’t had any complaints yet. Well, nothing that he’d told Landon anyway. Finishing up, he wrapped up James’ gifts and wandered around looking for a hiding place. James had found every single one every year since he’d turned five. He’d found them hidden in Landon’s office when he was six. At seven, he’d found them in a secret panel under the kitchen floorboards. At eight, he’d even found them in the barn, in the storage closet where they kept the garden tools, and he’d appeared in the front room covered in cobwebs, wearing a grin as wide as the box he was holding. When he was nine… well, he hadn’t found them that year. In fact, Landon had let James open them early. Daniel would never have let him do that, but that was the first Christmas that they had experienced without Daniel. It had only been two days before Christmas Day that he had gone. It had felt like a long time coming, but when it finally happened, when he finally passed away, it had seemed to happen so quickly. Daniel would know a good hiding place. He’d always taken such joy in being outsmarted by their son.

			Landon didn’t have any ideas, but he was sure it wouldn’t matter. James would find them, one way or another. It didn’t even matter if he did. James was a good kid. He would never open the gifts, only find them, and when he had, he would put them back in the exact same place and then sit in giddy excitement, never letting on to the fact that he likely knew what they were. He was his and Daniel’s pride and joy.

			When Landon was done, he put his feet up and sat in front of the television. Maybe next year, he would be ready to go and see the tree being unveiled again. Maybe next year he would take James himself rather than letting him go with his friends and their parents. Maybe next year, but not yet. He still missed Daniel too much. He could still see the twinkling lights reflecting in his husband’s eyes.

			He must have dozed off because the sound of the door opening made him jolt upright in his seat, and the fire had died down to just embers. As they sat down to dinner, James told him all about his day, full of as much childlike enthusiasm as ever. Landon heard all about how the mayor did his big countdown, which echoed around the whole town, and how everyone had joined in and then gasped in amazement right after they said zero because at that exact moment, the lights, starting at the very bottom, came on in a spiral until they reached the top. It was like an explosion, James said, when the star at the top glowed with a bright yellow light.

			“Toby’s mom bought us hot-dogs too,” he said, pushing his mashed potato around the plate.

			“That’s okay,” Landon said, smiling at him. “Just eat what you want; we can save the rest for tomorrow.”

			James smiled back and then let out a loud, uncontrollable yawn. It was getting late, so Landon told him to get ready for bed.

			“But then we can stay up and watch a movie until we both fall asleep if you want?”

			“Yeah, Papa,” James said, “that sounds great.”

			As he hopped down from the table and made his way sleepily towards the stairs, James stopped for a moment in the doorway, turning back to Landon, and said,

			“Daddy would’ve loved the lights today, Papa. He always loved seeing the lights,” and then he climbed towards the bathroom and Landon listened to him softly brushing his teeth.
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			As Landon walked through the fields, checking that the chickens had survived the cold night and that there was enough wood to last them for the evening, he settled into the usual thoughts of his husband and how much he missed them. It had been a hard year; there was no doubting that. Landon had never lost a loved one before, but even he knew that Christmas was perhaps the most painful time that it could happen.

			Christmas Day last year had passed by in a blur. Landon hadn’t remembered anything but just holding onto James for a full week, eating the various care packages and leftovers from Christmas dinners that family and friends had brought around. That had been the most difficult time. The time in which Landon had had no idea what he should be doing. Then the next few months had come and gone, and Landon had continued his work on the farm, which had been a welcome distraction, and James had gone from silent and sad to talkative and cheerful again. They talked about Daniel a lot, visited him in the churchyard nearby every weekend and never missed an opportunity to share a memory, a time that he had made one of them laugh or smile or feel like the luckiest person in the world just for having known him.

			But then December came. Landon knew that it was going to be a difficult time. How could he do anything but remember how strange and sad last Christmas had been?

			But there were also things that he hadn’t expected.

			It happened for the first time on the very first day of December, when he was taking a walk with James. They went for a walk every morning, in rain or shine, and played a game of how many different animals they could spot. There were plenty out here in the open Canadian farmland, and Landon never got tired of seeing James’ eyes light up when he spotted a hare, a fox or the local beaver slipping between the reeds. In the winter, there were still plenty of people about early in the morning, getting in a brisk walk before the cold set in. As they went down the path towards the town, turning to walk through the woodland before making their way back home, Landon saw their neighbors and waved hello. James saw some kids from class and stopped to tell them about the day’s plans. But then Landon saw something strange.

			Just before they went into the wood, James had run off ahead and disappeared among the trees, probably chasing a rabbit or a marmot to get a better look at it. As Landon trudged after him, he saw a man walking towards the town. This wasn’t strange in itself, of course, but there had been something so familiar about him that Landon had to stop and stare. And then, all at once, he realized why. It was Daniel, or, at least, the man looked exactly like Daniel. It was uncanny. The broad shoulders, the scruffy hair. The man disappeared down the hill and into town, and Landon, taking a deep breath, followed after James, feeling his heart beating fast. He knew, however, that it could easily just be a side-effect of the grief.

			A couple of weeks later, around the middle of December, it had happened again. This time, Landon had been out on his own, collecting some groceries from town, when he’d seen Daniel. Or, he had to keep reminding himself, a man that looked just like Daniel. Or, and this was much more likely, a man his imagination had made look like Daniel. He had followed the man around the store for ten minutes or so, wondering whether he should say something, marvelling at the man’s face. It was a huge relief, a joy, to see Daniel’s face again, but Landon knew that he had to leave before the man noticed what he was doing.

			Since then, Landon hadn’t seen anyone else that looked like Daniel. Maybe it had just been due to a lack of sleep. He finished counting all the chickens and turned around to head back, pulling
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