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24 Dates

By Ofelia Gränd


Chapter 1

December 1st

Victor Hill stared at the door of his and
Jian’s quaint house, a knot forming in his belly. Snowflakes caught
in his eyelashes, and he wasn’t sure he wasn’t seeing things—Jian’s
pickup truck was in the driveway. Jian’s pickup was never in the
driveway when he got home.

They hardly saw each other anymore. It had
been two years since they bought the house. Victor had dreamed
about finally becoming a family—sure, they were only two, but they
could’ve gotten a dog or something. He’d always wanted a dog.

Jian had kept his job as a construction
worker in Courtland when they’d moved to Northfield, driving fifty
minutes there every morning and fifty minutes back, and it had
taken almost six months before Victor had managed to get a job. He
liked being a school administrative assistant despite never having
reflected over there being school administrative assistants
before he’d seen the ad. It wasn’t what he’d grown up dreaming
about becoming, but it was an okay job.

For a while, he believed everything would
turn out fine; they finally had enough money not to have to think
about every purchase, but money couldn’t buy love.

And he still loved Jian, he did, with every
fiber of his being, but these last months he’d come home later and
later in the evenings. Yesterday, Victor had lost it. He’d accused
Jian…not of cheating exactly—though he’d implied that he suspected
it—but of wanting to spend more time with his workmates than with
him. He didn’t want to think about all the things he’d said. It had
been building inside him for months—the stinging rejections, the
feeling of being invisible. And yesterday, when Jian had fallen
asleep on the couch yet another night, he’d erupted.

All day, he’d been hiding in his office,
answering the phone when it rang, but not talking to anyone he
didn’t have to, dreading the evening.

And now Jian’s truck was in the driveway.

It should have made him happy, but it didn’t.
Jian hadn’t been home before six one single day in November. Now he
was, which only showed him he could’ve been during the last months
too if he’d wanted to.

With a deep sigh, he glanced at the other
houses on the street. All of them had some form of Christmas
decorations up: stars in the windows, Christmas lights,
wreaths.

Lori, their next-door neighbor, made the
cutest evergreen gnomes trailing the walkway up to her house. She
was selling them, and while Victor would love one, he hadn’t been
in the mood to decorate.

Their house didn’t have a single light, no
gnomes, Santas, reindeer—nothing.

“Are you gonna stand there all night?”

Jian’s gruff voice made him jump. He had his
arms crossed over his chest, his almost black eyes tracking
Victor’s every move. He’d never been one to smile much, but now he
scowled more often than not.

“It depends.”

The frown smoothed out. “On?”

“On what’s waiting inside?”

The twitch of Jian’s lips was gone so fast
Victor wasn’t sure he’d seen it. “What’s waiting inside is chicken
soup and some freshly baked sourdough bread.”

“What? You’ve cooked?” Jian hadn’t cooked on
a weekday for at least four months, and Jian loved to cook. Jian
not cooking or baking wasn’t a happy Jian.

“I have. Get your sweet ass into the kitchen,
we don’t have time for more daydreaming.”

Victor huffed. Daydreaming.

His stomach growled as the scent reached him.
He loved Jian’s chicken soup, but it took at least an hour if not
more to cook. The table was set. Nothing fancy—a bowl each, a
spoon, and the bread. Had Jian made the bread? He gave him a
suspicious look.

“When did you get home?”

“A while ago.” Jian served him some soup, not
meeting his eyes. The knot in his belly had momentarily gone away,
but now it was back.

Victor took a spoonful and moaned at the
taste. “Did you bake?” He tore off a piece of the bread and dipped
it in the soup.

“Mhm.” Jian filled his mouth with bread, and
Victor wanted to snarl at him.

“When did you have time to bake? You said
it’s sourdough.” It tasted like Jian’s sourdough bread. “Did you
have a sourdough starter?”

“Kept some in the freezer.”

Victor held his breath. He kept some in the
freezer? It still took hours—several hours—to make sourdough
bread.

“Eat.”

“What?” Victor glared at him.

“Eat up, we have to go soon.”

What the hell? Victor scowled. “And
where are we going?”

Jian looked into his bowl. “You’ll see.”

Victor took a deep breath and rolled his
shoulders. Jian was home, he’d cooked, he’d baked, and since the
kitchen was spotless, he’d evidently had time to clean too—Victor
shouldn’t complain.

They ate in silence and as soon as Victor had
swallowed the last spoonful, Jian stood. “Come on.”

“What the hell is going on, Jian?”

Jian put their bowls in the sink. “You’ll
see. Put on warm clothes.”

For fuck’s sake!

Victor put on warm clothes, and he sulked for
a good ten minutes while Jian drove them out of Northfield. When he
adjusted his seat and fiddled with the fan, Victor spotted the
almost invisible smile on his lips.

“You find this amusing?”

“A little.”

Victor refused to smile, despite not
remembering when last Jian had looked this relaxed.

They drove for another five minutes on the
snowy road before Jian signaled a turn and steered onto a tiny
forest road. There were tracks in the snow, so someone had driven
there before them.

“Did you bring an ax?”

“What?” Victor stared at him. “Are you
insane? Have you ever seen me holding an ax?” Victor made some
swishy motions.

“Good thing you have me.” Jian nodded as if
they’d agreed on something. Victor snorted.

When Jian stopped the truck a few minutes
later, Victor looked around. The forest was lit up by portable fire
pits. “What’s this?” It was beautiful—flames lighting up the night
sky, the white snow on the ground.

“It’s a date.”

“A date?” Victor gave him a wide-eyed look.
“This is your idea of a date?”

Jian nodded and opened the door. Victor
followed, shivering as he left the warmth of the pickup.

“Jian!” A tall, broad-shouldered man with a
bushy beard came toward them, and Victor was surprised to see
several others walking around, looking the trees up and down.

“Dave.” Jian grinned and hugged the man—Dave.
Victor tried to ignore the sting of jealousy.

“And this must be Victor.” Dave grinned at
him and offered his hand. Victor nodded and shook it.

“I’ve heard so much about you.” Dave
winked.

“You have?” Who was this person?

Dave nodded. “Do you like working at the
school?”

Oh, he must have heard at least something
about Victor if he knew where he worked. “I do.”

“Great.” Dave grinned. “My wife, Sara Nelson,
is a teacher there. It’s a nice little school.”

Wife? Victor liked him more with each
passing second. “I know Sara. She’s great.”

Dave nodded. “I’m one lucky guy. So, the
trees here were all planted the same year, but if you want
something bigger, you can follow the trail—” He pointed at a trail
leading into the woods lined with tiki torches. “—and you’ll find
some that are a little bigger.”

Jian nodded. “I think these will be great.
Our living room isn’t big.”

Dave waved and went off to talk to another
couple.

“What’s going on?” Victor stared at Jian who
shrugged.

“Christmas tree.”

Christmas tree? Victor shook his head,
but there was no denying the warmth filling his chest. “Your idea
of a date is trudging around the forest and chopping down a
tree?”

Jian bumped his shoulder and held up an ax.
“Yes.”

Victor shook his head but laughed.

* * * *


Chapter 2


December 2nd

Victor hurried through Northfield on his way
home from work. He should have stopped to buy some groceries, but
he didn’t have the energy. They’d walked around the forest for a
long time before deciding on the perfect tree, or Victor deemed it
perfect. Jian claimed it was way too big.

It had taken him half an hour to convince
Jian it was the tree they were meant to have, so he’d gone to bed
later than normal.

As he neared their house, his heart jumped to
his throat. The tree was gone! He jogged down the sidewalk, noting
Jian’s truck as he sprinted up the stairs. Instead of searching for
his key, he tried the door handle. When it opened, he ran into the
hallway. “Jian!”

“In here!”

“The tree! It’s gone. Oh…” Victor stared into
the living room where Jian was wrestling the tree.

“It’s too fucking big.” His growl made Victor
grin.

“It’s not.” It better not be or Jian would
have been right. He shrugged off his jacket, kicked off his snowy
shoes, and went to help Jian. “Why didn’t you wait until I got
home? It’s a lot easier to get a tree up with help.”

“I was preparing it for our date.”

“The tree? Are we having another date?”

Jian stared at him. “Obviously.”

“Obviously?”

Jian gestured at the living room table. There
was a white cloth on the table, and it was set with candles, fancy
wine glasses, and a flower arrangement in a wicker basket with
white roses, spruce, and some other plants he couldn’t name.

Victor looked from the table to Jian. “You’ve
cooked again?”

He shook his head. “If I had, it would have
been a repeat of yesterday, wouldn’t it?”

Victor stared. A chuckle bubbled up inside of
him. “Cooking two nights in a row would be a repeat?”

Jian nodded at the same time as there was a
knock at the door.

“Sit.” He squeezed his arm, and Victor almost
moved along with him toward the hallway simply to prolong the
touch. Jian hadn’t touched him in ages.

Victor sat and heard Jian chuckle at
something the man at the door said and frowned. It didn’t sound
like Owen, who most often delivered from the cafe.

Jian carried two bags into the living
room.

“Thai?” Victor took a deep breath. It smelled
like Thai food, but there was no Thai restaurant in Northfield.

Jian nodded and placed one dish after the
other on the table. “I ordered a little extra, figured it could go
in the lunch boxes tomorrow.”

Victor swallowed as his throat grew tight. He
couldn’t remember the last time he’d had Thai food—not since they
moved here. “This is lovely, Jian. Thank you.”

Jian frowned at him. “Are you okay?”

Victor nodded, not trusting his voice to hold
steady.

“So, I figured we’d eat and decorate the tree
after.”

Victor nodded again. “How was your day?”

“Good, great.” Jian avoided his gaze. “If
only we can get the tree in place, it’ll be great.”

Victor frowned. “So…what are you working
on?”

“Finalizing some plans. You?”

Several seconds went by before Victor
replied. “I answer phones, report absence into the program when
someone calls in sick, keep track of records. Same as I do every
day.”

“Right.” Jian nodded and ate.

Something was going on, but Victor didn’t
want to ruin the night, so he kept his mouth shut. “Do we have any
Christmas decorations for the tree?”

Jian nodded. “I brought the box in from the
garage.”

“It was in the garage?”

Jian nodded again.

They hadn’t ever had a tree in the house.
They’d had a plastic one when they’d lived in the apartment in
Courtland, but Victor had given it away when they’d moved. He’d had
this idea of having a real Christmas.

When you owned a house, you had to have a
proper Christmas with nice decorations, a real tree, homemade food.
But Jian always worked, and Victor didn’t want to do everything on
his own, especially not if Jian wouldn’t care. Jian wasn’t
uncaring, but he didn’t notice things either. He was always
exhausted when he came home, fell asleep on the sofa almost every
night after they’d eaten. Victor sat up watching TV, increasing the
volume when Jian snored, and woke him when it was time to go to
bed. On the weekends, Jian was often away helping friends with
their private projects, and in the beginning, Victor had thought it
was great, but now he’d do anything to have a weekend alone with
Jian.

“What are you thinking?”

Victor faked a smile. “Nothing special.”

Jian narrowed his eyes. “You looked sad.”

“I’m not. This is great!”

Jian kept a close eye on him for the rest of
the night.

They ate, drank some wine, and listened to
Christmas music while decorating the tree. It was a great evening;
an evening that made Victor’s heart ache. He missed Jian, despite
seeing him every day, he missed him so much it hurt.

* * * *


Chapter 3


December 3rd

“Someone’s gotten lucky.”

Victor jumped at Sara’s voice. “Sara! What?
No, I was…”

“Daydreaming.” She grinned.

Had he been? He’d been looking out the
window, smiling like a fool. And what for? Because Jian had bought
him Thai food.

“Everything okay with Jian?”

“Yeah, sure.” Why? What had she heard?

“Great.” She smiled and adjusted her jacket.
“Dave will miss him. Are you heading out now too?”

Victor nodded. It was five, time to go. He
shut off the computer and grabbed his jacket and bag. He was on the
verge of asking what Dave would be doing. Jian hadn’t mentioned
anything about him quitting work, but they hardly ever spoke about
Jian’s work anymore.

“I heard on the radio that it’ll get colder
this weekend.”

“Will it?” Now it was too late to ask about
Dave.

“Yeah.” She made an exaggerated shiver. “I
won’t leave the house if it does.” She pushed open the door and
grinned at him. “And there he is.”

Victor frowned at her. “Who?”

“Your beau.”

Victor stared across the parking lot, and
sure enough, there Jian was, leaning against his pickup truck with
his arms crossed over his chest. Victor gave a surprised huff of
laughter, grinned at Sara, and jogged toward Jian. “What are you
doing here?”

“Picking you up.” Jian pulled him in for a
hug, and Victor bit back a moan. Those dark eyes he’d spent hours
drowning in when they’d been falling in love, sparkled. “To make
sure you won’t be late for our date.”

“A date?” Victor laughed. “We’re going on
another date?”

“We are.” Jian squeezed his hand. “Do you
need anything from home?”

They were going somewhere? “I…eh…I guess it
depends on what we’re doing? I’m not dressed for anything…” He
gestured at himself. He wore jeans and a shirt, nothing fancy at
all, and he wasn’t dressed for long hours outdoors either.

“You look great.”

Victor’s heart somersaulted. “Thank you.”

Jian adjusted his seat and steered out of the
parking lot. “Did you have a good day?”

“Same as always.” He shrugged. He didn’t mind
his job, but it wasn’t like he looked forward to going there
either. “One of the teachers had to go home in the middle of the
day. Threw up during a lesson.” Victor shook his head. “I hope it
isn’t the stomach flu.”

Jian gave him a wide-eyed look. “Did you talk
to them in person?”

“No.”

Jian blew out a breath. “Good. We don’t have
time to get sick.” We?

“Lots to do at work?” The disappointment
raining over him was chilling. It had been great to get to see Jian
while he was still awake these last three days.

Jian shrugged. “There are a lot of things I
have to fix.”

Damn. Victor didn’t ask what things,
and he remained silent for a few minutes. Jian drove out of
Northfield and turned east.

“Are we going to Courtland?”

“Yes.”

“I could’ve met you there. If you’d told me
we were going to Courtland, I could’ve driven there so you wouldn’t
have to drive back and forth.” Victor didn’t drive often, he had no
need to when it only took him fifteen minutes to walk to work, but
he had a car.

“I haven’t been in Courtland today.”

“What?” Where had he been?

“I didn’t work in Courtland today, so it’s
not going back and forth.” Jian drummed the steering wheel and
reached back behind Victor’s seat. “Here.”

Victor stared down at the wrapped sandwich on
his lap. So it wasn’t a dinner date. As if Jian had read his mind,
he grimaced. “First, I figured I should book us a table on the
Windmill, but there isn’t enough time before—and after, it’ll be
too late. By then, you’d be starving.”

Victor nodded and bit into the sandwich and
groaned. “This is delicious.” He had no idea if Jian could
understand him since his mouth was full, but there was avocado,
tomatoes, alfalfa, and more.

Jian grinned. “I’m glad you like it. I
followed a recipe for a fucking sandwich.”

“You made it?”

Jian shrugged and focused on the road. When
had he had time to make it?

They didn’t talk much on the way, mainly
because Victor was eating—it was what he told himself anyway. He
refused to believe he and Jian couldn’t talk anymore.

Jian parked outside the arena where big signs
announced a comedy club night. “We’re watching stand-up?” Victor
grinned at him. When they’d lived here, they’d often gone. It was
marketed as amateur night, but some of the names had gotten pretty
big, at least online.

“Yeah.” The look Jian gave him had
butterflies playing tag in the pit of his stomach. “It used to be
great. I always loved going to comedy club with you.”

Victor nodded, not sure he’d be able to speak
without his voice cracking. “I love you.” It wasn’t more than a
whisper, but it was there. He couldn’t remember when he’d last told
Jian, but he’d never stopped loving him. Things had been crappy,
his feelings hurt far too many times, but he still loved Jian.

Jian pulled him close, his lips soft on
Victor’s. “I love you, too.” He opened the door. “Come on, we’re a
little late.”

Victor hurried out of the pickup and followed
Jian toward the entrance. The dim lighting had him squinting, but
they found their seats, and Jian bought them a beer each. As the
first laugh rolled through the audience, Victor blew out a breath
and allowed his muscles to unclench.

The night was over too fast, and by the time
they got back to the car, Victor was alternating between grinning
and yawning. “That was great!”

Jian squeezed his hand before unlocking the
pickup. “It was.”

Only a few minutes into the drive, Victor
closed his eyes and didn’t wake until Jian gently shook him after
having parked in their driveway.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to fall asleep on
you.”

“It’s okay.” Jian touched his lower lip with
his thumb. “Go to bed.”

“I haven’t fixed any lunch for tomorrow.” He
didn’t want to cook now, but he was pretty sure there was nothing
in the freezer. Perhaps he could go to the cafe and grab
something.

“I’ve got you covered.”

Victor blinked at him. Jian never made him
lunch; he took sandwiches to work. Now was not the time to get
snippy, though. He could have a sandwich for lunch. It wasn’t the
end of the world.

* * * *


Chapter 4


December 4th

Victor waved at Jonas and Sara who were
having coffee in the staff room and put his lunch box in the
refrigerator. He hadn’t opened it to see what Jian had packed.
Thank God it’s Friday. He wasn’t sure he had the energy for
another workday.

Last night had been awesome, but he was so
tired. It didn’t help that it was pitch black outside, and so cold
he feared his nuts would be forever damaged. He fired up his
computer and got ready to answer the phone.

The sick reports would start to roll in any
second. There were probably a number of them on the answering
machine already. After New Year, they’d have a new system where he
wouldn’t have to answer the phone. It would be a service where the
guardian (or whoever called in) would tap in the student’s social
security number, and it would report it directly into the system.
It would be great if it worked, since the first hour of his day
always went to reporting absences, but he doubted it would be as
simple as they made it sound.

The morning flew by, people came and went,
the phone rang nonstop, and he was busy, busy, busy. His stomach
growled for the first time about an hour before his lunch break,
and it only got worse. He hoped Jian had packed something filling
or he’d be a snarling mess for the rest of the afternoon.

Friday afternoons were often calm, and he had
a stash of chocolate in his drawer for emergencies, but right now
he wanted food. The clock went in slow motion.
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