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Father Thomas Cassidy knows, even before he
resigns himself to descending the stairs, who he will find buzzing
the doorbell on the rectory's back steps.

He could refuse to answer. His visitor might
keep buzzing for a time, but would eventually have to give up and
leave. Thomas could maintain his pretenses for one more night. He
could postpone the conversation he knows damn well needs to
happen.

An owl hoots from the eaves outside, where a
steady drizzle soaks the muddy grounds surrounding the big stone
church. Dampness and chill sneak endlessly through the drafty
windows—the curse of a living space partitioned off directly above
an old chapel—and Thomas has been running his space heater all day
trying to compensate. It's better than nothing, especially while
wearing a thick sweater over his button-up shirt. The resulting
image is far from regal, but that hardly matters. He has no need to
impress congregants with his priestly charisma when he's alone in
his home.

The doorbell buzzes again, and Thomas's feet
move without conscious permission, carrying him out of his
apartment and down the narrow stairs.

Two doors branch off at ground level. One
leads into the sacristy, with all its candles and vestments and
communion wine. The other leads outside, with a miniature
stained-glass window taking up most of the top half of the door. An
eclectic collection of frosted panels—gold, emerald, indigo,
ruby—paints an abstract rainbow that shines cheerfully during the
day. On a dreary night like this, with only a motion-sensing light
outside, the effect is muted and dull.

The darkened back hall means Thomas can see
the faintly illuminated silhouette on his stoop. Just because he's
not visible in return though, doesn't mean his presence has gone
unnoticed. There is no quiet way to descend the creaky old
stairs.

The doorbell doesn't sound again, which
proves his arrival has been noted.

"Please open the door, father." Jared's
familiar voice sends a possessive shiver along Thomas's spine,
followed by an immediate wave of guilt. He shouldn't comply. He
won't be strong enough to send his guest back out into the rain if
he opens this door.

Thomas's hand finds the latch, and the door
swings inward with a dusty squeak.

Jared Smith stands there on the stoop,
charmingly bedraggled. He clearly walked here through the rain. His
brown hair glints black as midnight, plastered wetly down at odd
angles, and his round cheeks and long neck shine with water.
Jared's narrow shoulders seem even smaller beneath a drenched
leather jacket.

A hopeful smile flickers at the corner of his
mouth.

The rain and the fading light make him look
even younger than his twenty-two years, and the familiar pulse of
guilt in Thomas's chest burns hotter. At a seasoned forty-five, he
has no business harboring illicit thoughts about a man half his
age.

So far he has averted any moral crisis by
promising himself they are only thoughts. Never mind the
sermons he delivers about the sins of covetousness. Surely if no
one knows about his secret fantasies, they can't hurt him.

But wanting from a distance can't protect him
now that the object of his attention has begun to watch him
back.

"Can I come in?" Jared asks when the silence
extends unbroken.

Thomas steps aside to let him through. He
should say no. He should tell Jared to go home. Instead, he bites
his tongue and allows temptation incarnate to cross his threshold,
then closes and locks the door.

The stairs creek even more noisily as Thomas
retraces his steps with Jared following. He has never invited
anyone else inside the rectory before. This apartment is his
personal retreat, and Thomas is a painfully private man. What
little socializing he manages is in public, always within the
context of the church. When he retreats to this small sanctuary,
it's always to be alone. He never welcomes guests into his
home.

The door at the top of the stairs shuts with
a click, and then he and Jared stand together in the brighter main
room of the apartment. The space encompasses kitchen, living room,
and dining room all in one cluttered expanse. Homey but
inelegant.

"You must be freezing," Thomas finally says,
proud of sounding almost normal. "I'll make some tea."

"Thanks." Jared's expression holds an
intensity begging to be deciphered, and Thomas turns his focus
elsewhere as quickly as he can.

He watches Jared, though, out of the corner
of his eye as he putters around his small kitchen. Jared shrugs out
of the wet coat and drapes it over the back of a chair at the
dining table, leaving it to drip onto the polished floor. He toes
out of his boots—a gesture that says plenty about how long he
intends to stay—and takes in the room with bald curiosity.

Self-consciousness nags at Thomas as his home
is analyzed with laser focus. The place is full of personal
touches. Art from his nieces and nephews papers the front of the
fridge and most of the cabinetry. There are photos and knickknacks
lining sturdy bookshelves, gifts and baubles and silly collectibles
from his years of travel. Even the books on the shelves—a
disorderly collection that runs the gamut from biblical texts to
gaudy thrillers—make him feel naked to Jared's perusal.

He sets these vulnerabilities aside as best
he can and carries a steaming mug of green tea to his guest.

"No tea for you?" Jared accepts the handoff
with a brush of chilly fingers.

Thomas quickly retreats at the touch. "I'm
not the one soaked to the skin from wandering around in the
rain."

Jared snorts and gives him a wry look over
the rim of the mug. "I'm only wandering in the rain because you're
avoiding me. I've been trying to talk to you for weeks."

Three weeks, almost exactly.

That's how long Thomas has been avoiding
Jared.

That's how long it's been since he showed his
hand, alone with this impossible young man in the echoing nave.
Standing too close. Distracted by the intensity in Jared's eyes,
the stubborn refusal to retreat. It would have been so easy to
reach out and touch, and he came far too close to deny it after the
fact.

The detail that he never quite crossed the
line—that he broke away just before he could close the distance and
crush Jared's mouth beneath his own—can't save him when they both
know exactly what he almost did.

Thomas doesn't ask why Jared is here. There's
an inevitability to this visit. He won't insult his guest by
pretending otherwise.

As Jared sips the tea, Thomas returns to the
counter to put away the kettle. He isn't surprised when Jared
follows and takes up a position immediately beside him. Mirroring
his posture. Whatever magnetism connects them, the tension eases
when they're near each other. Jared's close proximity makes
Thomas's chest loosen, even as his heart beats steadily faster.
Jared is still drinking the tea, but the weight of his attention is
almost too much to tolerate.

Without looking directly at his guest, Thomas
says softly, "You shouldn't be here."

Jared's answering flinch is barely visible.
"I know. I'm being selfish as hell. But I couldn't stay away."

No, Thomas silently concedes. Of course Jared
couldn't stay away. Haven't they both spent three years trying to
maintain a reasonable distance, as acquaintances and perhaps even
friends—while every day a more complicated affection winds
constantly tighter between them? They've shared a superficial
attraction since their very first meeting, but Thomas has plenty of
experience ignoring physical desire.

It's everything else that has slowly eroded
his resistance.

A weary sigh cuts through the chilly air, and
it takes Thomas a moment to identify which of them made the sound.
Jared. A more direct glance tells him Jared has dropped all
defenses, and the open honesty written across his face holds a
shadow of sadness.

Jared should not look sad. The sight makes
Thomas want to fix the unfixable.

After another moment, Jared sets his
unfinished tea down on the countertop. He is near enough that
Thomas would not even have to reach to touch him. Caution seems to
tighten his posture, but it does nothing to temper the vulnerable
show of feeling written across Jared's expressive face.

Standing side-by-side makes Thomas vividly
aware of how much bigger he is than Jared. He has to tilt his head
down to achieve anything like eye contact—not that he dares meet
Jared's eyes in this moment—and the top of Jared's head barely
reaches the line of Thomas's jaw.

"Are we really not going to talk about it?
Still?" Exasperation tinges the otherwise soft question, and
Jared turns to stare directly at him. Determination mingles with
vulnerability now. They are a potent mix, and Thomas suspects there
is no escaping the path he has set himself on by letting Jared come
inside.

"There's nothing to talk about," he says
anyway, because he has to make the attempt.

Jared breathes an incredulous sound.

Thomas doesn't rise to the bait. He stands
stubbornly, perfectly still.

After several wordless seconds, Jared
murmurs, "You were going to kiss me."

"I didn't kiss you." This is the only
defense Thomas has, and he already knows it won't be enough.

For a time, Jared considers him without
arguing. The steady scrutiny is just as unsettling as before, but
Thomas refuses to fidget. He has years of experience holding
himself motionless and collected in uncomfortable
situations—perhaps none uncomfortable in precisely this way, but
the lesson is still useful. With no more tidying to do, he curls
his hands around the edge of the counter. Waits. Breathes.

Finally Jared moves, but only to brace his
hands on the countertop and hoist himself up to sit. The counter is
not very tall, which means that while the maneuver gains Jared a
little extra height, he is still about half an inch shorter than
Thomas. It's a childish pose, legs dangling over the edge and
swinging a little, but Jared does not look remotely childish in
this new position.

"You just about broke my heart when you ran
off instead of sealing the deal," Jared says, soft voice a strange
counterpoint to the earnest intensity in his face.

Thomas narrows his eyes. "You don't look
especially heartbroken."

"That's because I realized it wasn't really
me you were rejecting. I can't blame you for being



























































































THE END
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