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SNOWBOUND

They were snowbound.

Overnight, drifting snow had piled up against the door of the little farmhouse and packed tight around the windows. From an upstairs window, Rich glimpsed a spectacular winter world of islands of stark trees rising from a sea of snow. He could feel the bite of the frozen air in his throat just from looking at it. Rich wished he could paint; maybe then he could capture the glitter of the stream that wound between the white fields, the skeletal fences, the harsh beauty of the wilderness he’d grown up in.

Parker leaned into the window at his side, one hand braced against the frame, his face alight. “I shouldn’t have stayed away so long. I forgot what it was like here.” He touched the chilled glass of the window, tracing the patterns of frost that crept across the outside.

Rich dared to ask, “Why did you leave?” Five years without a call, a letter, anything. Rich had sent Christmas cards to an address in London without any reply.

Parker’s face shadowed. “I trusted somebody,” he said.

Rich wanted to ask so many more questions. Who had persuaded Parker to leave the crisp air of home for the smoke of London. Why Parker had turned up half frozen on Rich’s doorstep in the middle of the night needing shelter. Where Parker had gotten all those bruises that were barely starting to heal. Why Parker flinched sometimes when Rich touched him.

Parker was not flinching now; he was still watching the snow, pressed up close against Rich. His hair was pale gold in the winter light, his eyes a dark blue. The pain lines in his face had softened with his smile. Rich could feel the strength of his shoulder against his. Rich drank in his scent, his warmth, his nearness, thinking about how easily Rich could slip an arm around him and snuggle in close.

Then Parker caught Rich watching him, reddened slightly and pulled away. Rich swallowed, and looked away. It was already getting hard to resist this man and now Rich was snowbound with him.

Rich cleared his throat. “How about we—”

Kiss?

“—light the fire?”

Rich lit the fire most days during the harshest part of winter, as much for comfort as for warmth, but Parker brightened immediately. “We didn’t have a real fire in London. Only a gas thing.”

We. Rich guessed this was the person who had left Parker with those bruises. “You can still cuddle in front of a gas fire, right?” Rich tried to sound casual.

“No,” Parker said. “Not really.” 

Rich tested the ice again. “What was his name?”

Parker paused. Then he went downstairs without a word. The wooden steps creaked beneath his tread.

Rich leaned his face against the frozen window and stared out at the snow. That man needed counselling. From a professional. Who didn’t want to sleep with him. Because it was perilously easy for Rich to forget the duty he owed Parker as a friend and think only about how badly he wanted to touch him.

The hearth had gone cold, and it took a while to wake the fire again, but then it blazed up and filled the little farmhouse with warmth. Rich loved the open fire; it made everything feel cosy. The flickering light painted Parker in ambers and golds.

Rich took his laptop to his armchair so he could work, and unexpectedly, Parker sat on the stone hearth at his feet. Rich remembered Parker doing this when they were kids, always finding a little corner to sit in. Rich didn’t say anything, not wanting to make Parker self-conscious, but Rich was smiling to himself. Parker could sit there any time he liked.

Rich had inherited this converted farmhouse several years ago from his parents, and it had always been quiet until now. All he could hear was the creak of settling beams, the shifting of an old house. Rich was happy in his own company, but he couldn’t help thinking how much nicer this was. Parker filled the space with his presence, his scent, his warmth. The silence was so much more companionable.

Parker began carving a piece of driftwood he’d picked up on their wanderings yesterday. Soon he was absorbed in his work, head bent and shining gold. He bit his lip as he concentrated, leaving a little dent in his bottom lip that Rich wanted to kiss away. Everything about him was at once familiar and thrillingly new. Rich remembered Parker as a boy, but this Parker was most definitely a man.

Rich tried to work by the firelight, but he kept getting distracted by Parker’s nearness. Parker had shifted slightly so that his shoulder pressed warm against Rich’s knee. Even that small contact sent a shiver through Rich.

The fire spat sparks into the hush. Parker seemed completely content. It was such a peaceful scene that Rich stretched out in his armchair with a happy sigh and without thinking reached down to stroke Parker’s hair.

It was so easy to touch him. Let that fine fair hair slip through his fingers. Parker looked up at his touch, his cheek now against Rich’s palm, and for once Parker didn’t flinch. Parker looked up at him steadily with those dark blue eyes. Rich found himself holding his breath as the world trembled on the edge.

And that was when Parker suddenly seemed to realise that Rich was touching him. Parker scrambled away so fast he fetched up against the far window, hands in fists. “What was that?”

Oh, shit. Rich’s stomach plummeted. “Nothing,” Rich said hastily. “Nothing at all!”

Parker was turning a dark scarlet, taking quick breaths. “You touched me!”

“I didn’t.” Rich snatched his hands back and put them in his lap where they couldn’t betray him.

“You did!”

“I’m sorry,” Rich said, horrified. “I didn’t mean to—”

“Why would you touch me?” Parker pressed himself against the window. Delicate patterns of ice edged the panes of glass.

Rich cringed. There was no laughing this off, no covering it up. He’d just betrayed his painful crush on Parker that he’d been keeping quiet to avoid exactly this confrontation. All because Rich couldn’t keep his stupid hands to himself. “I’m sorry. I’m really sorry. I’d never hurt you.”

“You like me?” Parker sounded betrayed.

Rich wanted to sink through the floor. “I always have. Since we were kids. I’m sorry.”

“Since—” Parker reddened even more. “All along? Is that why you used to hang out with me in school when everyone else thought I was stupid? I thought you liked me! Actually liked me.”

“I did like you,” Rich said, offended. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. And none of us thought you were stupid. Just quiet.”

“Did you only take me in because you wanted to fuck me?”

“What? Of course not.” 

“Is that what this is about? Letting me stay here, taking me places, being nice to me? Just so you can make me—”

“Parker!” Rich’s heart beat very hard. He was having difficulty getting through Parker’s panic. “I helped you because I’m your friend. Because you needed it. That’s all. No expectations.”

“I’m so stupid,” Parker said in a savage voice. “I really liked you. You’ve always been nice to me. I thought it would be safe here. I thought you were my friend.”

That was such a slap in the face that it shocked Rich momentarily into silence. Rich drew in a breath to defend himself, and belatedly realised that this was not about Rich at all, but somebody else. Maybe the one who had given Parker all those bruises. Maybe another man Parker had thought was his friend.

I trusted somebody, Parker had said, that shadow in his face.

Rich made his voice very gentle, like dealing with a fox, something small and wild and wary. “Parker. It’s all right. It’s safe here.”

“It’s not.” Parker’s shoulders hunched.

“We’re snowbound here. Nobody can find you. You’re safe with me. I’d never hurt you.”

Parker was still taking shaky breaths, body turned away, arms folded tight across his chest. He was clearly braced for Rich to hit him.

Rich kept soothing him. “Come sit back down. It’s nice and warm here.”

Parker hesitated, then inched closer, then closer again. Finally Parker curled back up beside the fire, still watching Rich for any sudden moves.

“I won’t touch you again,” Rich said, though his throat tightened on the words. “All right?”

Parker swallowed hard and looked away. His face reflected pain and shame.

Well. That answered the question of whether Parker would ever be interested in him. Rich pushed down his hurt, his rejection; he had no right to expect anything else.

Parker curled tighter, drawing his knees up under his chin, wrapping his arms around them. Rich’s heart went out to him. The quiet between them was heavy with words unspoken.

After a time, Parker said against his folded arms, “I’m sorry.”

“It’s all right. I shouldn’t have touched you.”

“I’m really sorry. I was mean to you.”

“Parker. It’s all right.”

Parker looked down at his toes. “You’ve been really nice to me.” Rich waited cautiously. “You let me stay, you fed me, you brought me things so I wouldn’t be cold. I can... I can repay you.”

“I don’t need you to repay me.”

“I can do... things.”

Oh, God. Rich had an intense flash of how Parker could repay him. Parker could get on his knees, drag down Rich’s zip, and take Rich’s cock ever so slowly into his mouth. Rich would grip his hair as he arched up, lost in the heat of Parker’s mouth.

Rich swallowed, his throat dry. He shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “That’s...” Incredibly hot. “That’s not necessary, Parker. I didn’t help you for that. I just like it when you’re happy, that’s all. You don’t have to do anything at all.”

“I wouldn’t mind.” Parker’s voice dropped low. Rich couldn’t tell if he was lying.

Even in Rich’s wildest fantasies where Parker was secretly, desperately attracted to him, Rich could not make himself believe that this was anything but an unwanted obligation. “Parker. No.” 

Every time it got harder for Rich to tell himself no.

#

Days passed.

The snow drifted ever deeper, until the narrow track leading to the farmhouse was totally impassable. Sometimes Rich cracked open an upper window to get some fresh air. The deep chill stung his throat; birds shrieked across the winter wilderness. Inside, there was only quiet.

They had been cooped up in this tiny farmhouse nearly a week with no escape from each other. The tension built between them with every brush of fingers, every meeting of eyes. Parker was edgy now that every accidental touch was loaded with meaning; Parker kept pulling away, or if he didn’t, the moment dragged out too long.

Parker watched him in a different way now, eyes lingering on Rich all the time. Rich kept turning to find Parker looking at him; Rich always wondered what he was thinking. Once when Rich stretched with a yawn he could have sworn Parker’s eyes dipped to the flash of skin revealed under Rich’s sweater. 

And the torture continued. One lingering glance after another, one sizzling touch after the next. Brief brushes past each other. Stolen looks.

The next time Rich tried to brush past Parker to get a glass of water, Parker folded his arms and did not move. It made his big frame even bigger. Rich froze, too close for comfort. So close Rich had to
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