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The Baker and the Blacksmith

    by wife27

      Summary

      Aziraphale the baker can’t figure out why Crowley, the town blacksmith, hates him so much. 
 
Based on a tumblr post I saw a long, long time ago.





  






      

  











Chapter 1








  Tadfield was a small and quiet town. Aziraphale was still fairly new to it, but he had already fallen in love with his life there. It had been an easy decision to accept running his uncle's bakery after he passed. The man had been a bachelor, similar to Aziraphale, who had never had children of his own.
More than anything else, Aziraphale loved the early mornings of Tadfield. The air was still crisp and the sounds of the town muted. It was a peaceful time of reflection and when Aziraphale liked to get most of his baking done.
It was barely dawn when Aziraphale heard the tinkling of a bell, signaling the entrance of an early morning customer. He set his dough aside and wiped his floury hands on his apron before walking towards the front of the shop, ready to greet the first customer of the day.  
“Ah, goodmorning, Crowley,” Aziraphle smiled brightly as the town blacksmith sauntered in through the front door, letting a draft of cold air with him. 
“Mornin’,” the red-head replied casually as he examined the loaves and pastries that were on display. 
He shouldn’t have been surprised at the early hour, Crowley was usually his first customer of the day.
 “How can I help you this morning?” 
“Got anything fresh?”
“Do I have anything fresh?” Aziraphle huffed. “Are you insinuating I’m selling–”
The corner of Crowley’s mouth twitched upwards, an obvious sign of teasing. 
“Oh, you fiend. I just finished this batch of cornish pasties, so they’re still warm. I assume you could use the protein, with such a physically demanding job.”
Crowley nodded his head in a manner that appeared grateful before pulling out some coins and setting them on the counter. 
Aziraphale delicately wrapped the items in a cloth, before handing them over. 
“I hope you have a wonderful day!”
“Yeah, tah,” Crowley waved as he exited the shop. 
Aziraphale was sure he’d come back later. Crowley was his most loyal customer, always picking something up in the morning and evening without fail.
He’d been shocked when Crowley had first started frequenting the shop, since Aziraphale was fairly convinced the man hated him. Upon moving to Tadfield, most people had been exceedingly friendly and welcoming, but Crowley had nearly run the other way when they’d first made eye contact. After that, it was mumbled greetings, if Crowley had spoken to him at all. He would have thought they’d be fast friends, considering they were some of the only unmarried thirty-somethings in the village, so he had found the whole thing thoroughly discouraging. 
“He’s always been a prickly one,” Madame Tracy had assured him at the time. “Don’t take it personally.”
Aziraphale was glad they’d struck up a somewhat friendly rapport in recent months. It wouldn’t do to have the only blacksmith in town completely loathe you. Aziraphale was very glad for his exceptional baking skills. Otherwise, he was sure Crowley wouldn't even attempt to tolerate him. 
Aziraphale often wondered what he did to make such a horrible first impression, but there was no point in fretting now. He was sure Crowley’s poor opinion of him would never change. 
 
–
 
By the time lunch rolled around, Aziraphale’s stomach was growling noisily. Normally, he’d nibble on his own concoctions when feeling peckish, but today he waited. He was meant to visit his friend Agnes at her apothecary during lunch. Though she mainly sold herbs and tonics, she’d made a lucrative side-business as a clairvoyant, even if it was often looked down upon. 
He walked through the front door of her shop and inhaled the heavily perfumed air. He switched her sign over to ‘closed’ before heading into the backroom. 
He looked forward to some good company, a spot of tea, and some gossip.  She greeted him with a kiss on each cheek as she gestured for him to sit. 
“You won’t believe what Mr. Tyler’s been up to,” she said, while placing a biscuit on his plate.
“Oh, do tell.” He didn’t feel bad gossiping about that old busybody, especially since he seemed to be the bane of everyone’s existence. 
“He’s trying to make Anthony Crowley paint his storefront. He’s been pestering the poor man for weeks. I guess Crowley had enough of it and threw him out on his behind!” she guffawed. “I’m not sure what he said to Tyler, but I’ve never seen the vein on his forehead pulse like that.”
“I’m surprised he even tried,” Aziraphale chuckled. “As if anyone could make that man do something he didn’t want to.”
“I think Tyler would petition to get Anthony evicted if he wasn’t so talented at his craft. He brings in loads of business for the town.” Agnes held up her left hand, which showcased an intricate golden ring. “You know, he made this ring to commemorate my mother when she passed.”
Aziraphale gently took her hand within his own to examine the piece of jewelry more closely. It appeared as if three separate rings had been woven together to create a crown of some sorts. 
“It’s stunning,” Aziraphale breathed reverently. “I’ve never seen anything like it, not even in any shops in London.”
“That’s why I commissioned him; I knew he could do the job right. That man could make a killing if he moved to London and expanded his business.”
“Why doesn’t he?” Aziraphale asked politely, now sipping at his tea. 
“Why do people do or not do anything?” she shrugged. “You’ve become awfully popular here. Would you ever consider selling your uncle's place and starting a bakery of your own in London?”
“Never,” he said, stomach twisting at the thought. 
Agnes gave him a questioning brow.
“The residents of Tadfield feel more like family than my relatives in London,” he explained. “My relatives placed certain… expectations on me. I feel accepted here.”
She pinched his cheek goodnaturedly. “That’s because you are. I can see that you have a very strong future here.”
“Are you giving me a reading for free?” he teased.
“Hardly a reading,” she scoffed. “Though I could if you wanted me to.”
Aziraphale shook his head. “No, I think some things are best left as surprises.”
“Aye,” Agnes laughed to herself. “Trust me when I say you have plenty of surprises heading your way.” 
 
—
 
Evening came around and, just like Aziraphale had expected, Crowley returned to his shop for his nightly loaf. 
“I’ll be with you in just a moment,” he called out.
Crowley lazily waved his hand in lieu of a response and leaned against the wall. 

  Really, would it be so terrible to actually say something to him? 

Aziraphale was currently helping Tracy, who had stopped by for a chat as well as a loaf of bread. She was his second most loyal customer and he considered her a close friend. 
“Are you sure you want sourdough?” Aziraphale asked her. “It’ll be another ten minutes for it to be finished. I already have a pumpernickel waiting for you. I know it’s your favorite.”
“The sergeant insisted on sourdough tonight,” she sighed. “You know how picky that man can be. Compromise is a part of any healthy relationship, dearie. Speaking of relationships…”
Aziraphale groaned internally, knowing exactly where this conversation was heading. 
“How was your dinner with my friend Marie last week? Will you be seeing her again?”
“Well–,” Aziraphale started.
“She told me she had a lovely time at dinner.”
“I’m–,”

“Said you were an absolute gentleman too,” Tracy gushed. “She loved watching you cook. She told me she couldn’t wait to see what else those hands could do.” 
Aziraphale could feel himself blushing. “Tracy!”
Attempting to avoid Tracy’s eye, Aziraphale glanced around his shop. Unfortunately, his eyes landed on a scowling Crowley.

  Goodness, he must think this is entirely inappropriate.

“No, I won’t be seeing Marie again,” he responded politely. “I’m sorry, but there was no, uh, spark on my end.”
Tracy pouted at him before responding. “That’s too bad. I know that any girl would be happy to have a catch like you.”
“I am perfectly content on my own.”
Tracy swatted at his arm. “Don’t think I can’t see right through that act. Everyone wants someone to love them. Also, I’d imagine it’d be easier having a second pair of hands around here.”
Aziraphale tutted gently before responding. “I would say that there are other ways to obtain an extra pair of hands at the shop, my dear.”
“Yes, like Mr. Crowley.”
Flushing, Crowley jerked his head towards the pair. His eyes were wide with surprise. “Wot?”
“Aziraphale, you should take after Anthony and get an apprentice. I’m sure it’d make your life much easier.”
He glanced over at Crowley, who was still staring at them mutely. 
Aziraphale cringed. The man was angry just waiting in line. He couldn’t imagine he’d want to take part in a conversation.  
“Uh, what do you think, Crowley?” Aziraphale asked, now taking the sourdough loaf from the oven. “Would you recommend an apprentice?”
Crowley looked away, giving a noncommittal shrug. “Suppose so. Newt isn’t completely hopeless. Makes a few things easier.”
Tracy gave him a surprised look. “Well young man, I think that’s the nicest thing I’ve heard you say about anyone.”
The scowl returned to Crowley’s face as he slumped further against the wall. “Yeah, yeah. Don’t go telling him. It’ll give him a big head.” 
“Then it’s settled,” Tracy decided. “Azirapahle, you’ll take on Agnes’s niece Anathema as an apprentice.
“I’m sorry?”
“Agnes mentioned to me the other day that her niece was in need of apprentice work and asked that I put some feelers out. This works perfectly.” 
“Oh,” Aziraphale said, now handing Tracy her wrapped loaf. “I’m not so sure–,”
“Don’t worry about it!” Tracy waved, now exiting the shop. “I don’t mind setting it up. I’ll see you soon!”
Aziraphale stood still, rather dumbfounded by the quick turn of events. Tracy liked to meddle and gossip, it was one of his favorite things about her, but he wasn’t a fan of her interfering in his business. She and Agnes always seemed to be in cahoots with each other. 
He stared after her until Crowley cleared his throat.
“Ah! I’m so sorry, my dear. How can I help you?”
Crowley scratched his neck, observing the glass display window. “I’ll just take the pumpernickel you made for Tracy.”
Aziraphale tilted his head, quirking an eyebrow at him. “But you don’t even like pumpernickel.”
“How do you know what I like?”
Aziraphale blushed. It must seem strange to have remembered, but Crowley did shop there everyday. Still, the man probably thought he was an absolute loon.
“I don’t mean to be presumptuous, but you’ve been coming here for almost a year and you haven’t bought pumpernickel once.”
“Time for something new I suppose. Just like you taking on that apprentice.”
“Oh bother,” Aziraphale huffed. “That all happened rather fast, didn’t it? But I suppose it’s better than Tracy playing match-maker with me.”
Crowley nodded in solidarity. “Yeah, I remember when she did that with me. Dead-set on marrying me off for a while.”
“How did you get her to stop?”
“You’ve got to be meaner– to Tracy and the girls she sets you up with. Once she realizes you’re a cantankerous shrew that no one can tolerate, she’ll drop it.”
“I’d hardly call you a shrew,” Azirapahle said. He decided not to address the cantankerous bit. “And I can’t imagine doing that.” 
“Of course not,” Crowley scoffed. “You’re like a bloody ray of pure sunshine. 
“Well…” Aziraphale trailed off, unsure of how to respond. His soft nature had been the target of some rather mean bullying in his childhood. He didn't need to be teased for it again. 
“Here’s your pumpernickel, let me just–,” Aziraphale searched for some fabric to wrap the bread in, before realizing he only had some left on his high storage cabinet. He reached for it, standing on his tiptoes. Unfortunately, he noticed the precariously placed cast iron pan too late. It clattered to the floor, narrowly missing his toes. Aziraphale yelped and watched in horror as the handle of his favorite pan broke off.
“Oh, fuck!” he cursed, before remembering he wasn’t alone in the shop. He turned to look at Crowley, who had a slight blush painting his cheeks. “I’m sorry,” Aziraphale apologized. “Excuse my language. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable. It’s just…” he gave a deep breath, determined not to become misty eyed as he picked the broken metal off the floor. “This was my uncle’s, and my grandfather’s before him. I can’t believe I’ve been so careless as to ruin it.” 
They stood in silence for a few moments, until Crowley cleared his throat again.
“Uh, why don’t you let me take it to my shop tonight. I’ll fix it up for you.”
Aziraphale’s head shot up, hope blooming in his chest. “Really? Weren't you just on your way home?”
“I’ve got nothing waiting for me there aside from a bottle of gin. Come by my shop tomorrow afternoon and I’ll have it finished.”
“Oh, thank you,” Aziraphale beamed, handing over the cast iron. “Thank you so much. That’s awfully kind of you.”
“I’m not kind, ‘m just a black smith. It’s my job. See you at noon.”
“Yes, you most definitely will!”
Aziraphale grinned to himself. His beloved, seasoned pan would be salvaged. Perhaps Crowley didn’t hate him so much after all.






      

  











Chapter 2



    Chapter Notes

      
        See the end of the chapter for  notes
      






  Aziraphale felt somewhat nervous as he exited his shop the following morning. He stopped at the bank to pick up some notes, unsure of what Crowley would charge. As Agnes had said before, Crowley was exceptional at his job. Hopefully, getting his cast iron fixed wouldn’t cost a fortune. He walked up to the smithy, but briefly stopped outside to take in the ramshackle appearance. Perhaps RP Tyler was right, it could use a new coat of paint. 
Aziraphale opened the door and was overcome by a wave of heat. A large fire was actively burning in the corner of the room, which Crowley was standing near. He wore dark glasses, likely to dim the bright light coming from the fire and his coal-hot tools. He held a heavy metal hammer in his hand, and was striking away at something. Upon noticing Azirapahle, he set down whatever he’d been working on. Beads of sweat had accumulated along his brow line, and he lifted the hem of his dark shirt to wipe it off, exposing a lean torso dusted in red hair. 
Aziraphale felt the workshop become even warmer at the sight of it.
“Uh,” he said. Though he was usually well spoken, he felt it was exceedingly difficult to form any words. “Pan?” 

  Pan?

“Got it here,” Crowley replied, mercifully not commenting on his lack of brain capacity. 
Azirapahle took it from him, grateful to have something to do with his hands. It looked good as new. It would be impossible to tell that the handle had ever been broken off.
“Oh, thank you again for doing this,” Aziraphale beamed, grateful his heirloom had been restored. “How much do I owe you?”
Crowley shook his head and started putting his tools away. “Eh, don’t worry about it.”
“What do you mean?”
Crowley shrugged and scratched the back of his neck. “You feed me everyday. Least I could do is fix your cast iron.”
“Yes, but you pay me to feed you everyday,” Aziraphale huffed, thoroughly confused. “This is your business, you can’t just do work for free.”
Crowley grimaced. “Well, because it’s my business, I can do what I want.”
“At least let me take you to lunch.” The words fell from Aziraphale’s mouth before he could stop them. Crowley stared back at him, slack jawed.
“What?”
“It’s really the least I could do,” Aziraphale continued, squirming uncomfortably in the silence that followed. “Unless you don’t want to.”

  Of course he doesn’t want to!

A number of emotions flitted across Crowley’s face before he came to a decision. “Uh, alright. Yeah, lunch sounds good.”
Aziraphale was nearly knocked off of his feet by the other man’s answer. “Oh, okay. Any preference for where?
“How’s Shadwell’s pub? It’s only a block away.”
“That sounds lovely,” Aziraphale said with a strained smile. What was happening?
“Alright. Let me just tell Newt I’m heading out.”
Aziraphale stared after Crowley as he moved towards a backroom to find Newton. He exhaled a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. 
Aziraphale could still feel himself flushing from earlier. In vain, he attempted to use his hand fan his face. Suddenly, a bespectacled man, probably Newton, peaked around the corner to stare at him.
“Really?” he said loudly, before being pulled back from whence he came. 
Aziraphale could hear Crowley angrily hiss a few parting words before he appeared again, alone, and strode out of his shop, cheeks colored.
Oh bother, Aziraphale thought to himself.  He looks upset. How have I already mucked this up?
He hurried to catch up to Crowley’s long, striding footsteps. The pair walked in relative silence as they moved towards the pub. Luckily, it wasn’t very far away. When they arrived, Crowely opened the heavy, splintered door for him. Aziraphale nodded gratefully before stepping in and being slapped with the smell of stale beer and smoky firewood. 
The pub was teeming with people, all of whom were chattering loudly. The walls of the tavern were adorned with various family crests and dusty animal trophies, only adding to the crowded, cluttered feeling. Aziraphale felt as though he’d witnessed a miracle when he noticed a small, empty table in the corner of the room, which he hurried to claim. 
As soon as they sat down, a gruff looking man with a cigarette hanging from his mouth approached them.
“Aye, Mr. Fell. S’not too often we see you ‘round here. Thought you’d be too good for this place with your fancy cooking.” Shadwell gave him a withering glare before blowing cigarette smoke into the already stuffy room. 
Aziraphale inhaled deeply, doing his best to maintain his composure. “Hello Mr. Shadwell. You know that I’ve never said or implied such a thing.” Though it was absolutely true. He’d rather not risk having cigarette ash flicked in his food. 
“It’s Sargent, not mister to you. Don’t think I’ll be givin’ ya discount because you're friends with my Tracy.”
“Oh,I wouldn’t dream of it, Sargent.” 
The only reason I tolerate you is because of Tracy, he thought bitterly. Honestly, what did she see in that man? 
Shadwell huffed skeptically before taking out a pencil and paper. “What should we get started for you and your friend?”
Aziraphale cringed internally. There was absolutely no way Crowley would want to be called his friend. He probably found this whole thing thoroughly embarrassing.
 At this rate, he’ll decide to charge me for the pan.
“I’ll have the fish and chips to eat. To drink I’ll have…” Aziraphale glanced through the absimal wine list. “A beer. Whatever is on tap.”  
Shadwell took his menu away, a little more rough than necessary. “Regular for ya, Crowley?”
Crowley shook his head. “Nah, I’ll have the same as him.”
Shadwell shuffled away, leaving them alone. 
When he was finally out of earshot, Crowley turned to Aziraphale. “And people say I’m unfriendly.”
Aziraphale couldn’t help the snort of laughter that tore from him. “Yes,” he giggled. “That did seem to be a bit much.”
“Any reason why he acts like you’ve burned his pub down?”
Aziraphale gave a frustrated sigh, knocking his head back against the wall. “Tracy probably has him thinking I’ve seduced and bedded women all over the English countryside.”
A strand of consonants escaped Crowley’s throat as he seemed to choke on air.
“Are you quite alright, dear?” Aziraphale asked, concerned. He’d suggest opening a window, but there didn’t seem to be any. 
“Yeah, ‘course,” Crowley replied, a bit out of breath. “Have you?”
“Have I what?”
“Bedded women all over the countryside?” 
Now it was Aziraphale’s turn to begin choking. “That is preposterous!” he bellowed, indignantly.  “Just because Tracy and her friends have rather vivid imaginations, doesn’t mean that–,” he cut himself off when he noticed Crowley’s upturned smirk. “You’re teasing me again.”
“Maybe. I don’t care why the man hates you, as he’s not charging extra for the drinks.” As soon as he’d spoken, a barmaid arrived with two steins. 
Aziraphale wracked his brain for topics of conversation that did not involve salacious rumors or people that hated him. He assumed professions were safe enough. 
“Crowley, tell me, how does one become a blacksmith?” 
“Family business. My father owned the smithy before me. We worked together until he passed away a few years ago.”
“I’ve heard you're excellent at your craft.”
“You can judge for yourself the next time you use that cast iron,” Crowley shrugged, reluctant to take any compliment. “How about you?” Crowley asked, changing the subject. “Have you always wanted to be a baker?”
Aziraphale beamed. “It’s been a hobby my entire life that I’ve enjoyed immensely. I remember being young and sneaking into the kitchen to help the cooks. They actually taught me most of what I know. Almost all of my fondest childhood memories took place with them.”  
“I’m sure they appreciated the extra help.”
Aziraphale gave a peal of laughter. “I’m sure I was more of a burden than a help, but they were always kind to me about it. I never thought it could actually be my career.” 
“What did you think your career would be?”
“I knew that baking would be out of the question with my family, and I also love reading. I was hoping to open a bookshop. I thought it could be realistic for my family to support, that running a business selling antiquities would be respectable enough for them. I now realize that that never would have happened. It’s rather silly that I ever entertained the idea.” 
Crowley frowned, a small crease forming between his brows. “S’not silly. They don’t approve of you being a baker?” 
Aziraphale gave a small chuckle. “They never approved of me in general, but that doesn’t matter anymore.”
He looked up and met Crowley’s eye. The man seemed to look genuinely sad from the exchange. Ugh, way to kill the mood, Aziraphale thought to himself. This isn’t supposed to be about your personal problems.
Crowley must have sensed his unease because he was kind enough to change the topic. “So, tell me about these books you enjoy. Do you have a favorite author?”
Aziraphale hesitated before deciding to reply honestly. “I suppose Jane Austin would be my favorite.”
“Huh.”
“Go on,” Aziraphale sighed. “Feel free to tease. Everyone else always does.”
“The person, be it gentleman or lady, who has not pleasure in a good novel, must be intolerably stupid.”
Aziraphale could feel his jaw drop. “You’ve read Northanger abbey.”
“Yeah. It’s definitely Austen's Funniest.”
“I agree,” Aziraphale replied, heartened by this surprising turn of conversation. “Though nothing can surpass Pride and Prejudice in my opinion.”
“Eh,” Crowley shrugged. “You don’t think Mr. Darcy is a little overrated?”
Aziraphale audibly gasped and placed his hand over his heart. “What?”
Crowley shook his head and took another pull from his beer. “He seems like a fine bloke, if not a bit awkward, but do you really think he’s better than Edmund Bertram?”
“From Mansfield Park?”
“Exactly. The way he supported Fanny is incomparable. He was kind, loyal, honest, and actually a good person. Who’s good these days? Nah, Edmund is a notch above them all.” 
“I suppose I can’t disagree with your assessment,” Aziraphale conceded. “But there’s something about the brooding nature of Darcy, some sense of mystery that makes him a thrilling leading man.”
Crowley gave him a cheeky grin. “It almost sounds like you like him.”
Abruptly, Aziraphale snorted into his drink, eyes watering as he coughed, attempting to clear beer from his lungs. “What exactly are you implying?”
“Nothing. C’mon. Next pint is on me, looks like you could use a new one. Don’t worry, I’ll talk to Shadwell for you” 
Aziraphale took a moment to compose himself while Crowley approached the bar. Luckily, none of his drink had stained his clothing. Upon Crowley’s return, Aziraphale schooled his features and launched back into their conversation. 
“Crowley, who’s your favorite author?”
“I’m a fan of Austen as well, but probably the Bronte’s.”
Aziraphale felt even more shocked than he had before. “You’re joking.”
Crowley quirked an eyebrow at him. “Why would I be joking?”
“I’m just surprised, I suppose. I didn’t think that the stoic Anthony Crowley is a fan of romance novels.”
“And Doyle,” he cut in, a slight blush dusting his cheeks. “Love a good muder mystery thriller as well.”
“Whatever you say, my dear.”
“It’s true!” Crowley spluttered. 
He must really care about that cool image,  Aziraphale thought fondly to himself. 
“I just finished reading Hound of the Baskervilles by Doyle,” Crowley persisted. “I think it’s one of his best. Very dark and spooky.”
“I haven’t been able to get a copy yet. It was just released, how were you able to grab one?”
“Connections in London. Lots of clients come out here and will bring stuff from the city if I ask. That sometimes includes books.”
“That must be nice,” Aziraphale sighed wistfully. He did miss all of the bookstores in London, but there was no point in dwelling on it. “Going back to the Bronte’s, tell me, what are your thoughts on Heathcliff?”
“Ugh,” Crowley made a mock gagging sound before launching into a tirade of his own. 
Their hour together seemed to pass at lightning speed. Aziraphale couldn’t believe his eyes when he checked his wristwatch.  
“I should probably get back to the bakery.” 
“Yeah, I need to make sure Newt hasn’t burned the smithy down. You’d think it impossible, but you never know with that man.” They continued to sit, as if both were reluctant to leave. 
“Maybe we could do this again sometime,” Aziraphaled ventured. “Eat, drink, and talk about books. I love Tracy, but it’s nice discussing literature rather than town gossip sometimes.” 
Crowley gave him a hesitant smile before nodding. “Yeah, alright.”





  
    Chapter End Notes
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  Aziraphale was nervous when Crowley didn’t stop by for his evening loaf that night.
I’ve probably smothered the poor man, he fretted. He'll likely avoid me for a week. 
Not that he should care, really. He’d never held Crowley’s good favor before; why should it matter if he visited now? Nothing had changed, really. The only difference was now Aziraphale had seen Crowley’s unguarded, carefree smile, listened to his deep laugh, experienced his quick wit….. oh bother. He’d managed to work himself up over Anthony Crowley. 
I’m just excited at the thought of making a new friend, Aziraphale told himself. That explains all of the nervousness. 
Aziraphale’s fears were quelled when Crowley sauntered into his shop the following morning. 
“Goodmorning, Aziraphale,” he said as he walked in. It was the most formal greeting he’d ever given him. Surely, that was a good sign. 
“Crowley, it’s lovely to see you.” He noticed the ginger man was holding something in his hands, but he couldn’t quite make out what it was. “What’s that you’re carrying?”
Crowley shot him a dazzling grin. “Well, I was hoping I could pay with something other than money this morning.” 
Aziraphale nearly dropped the dough he was holding, his cheeks becoming a fair shade pinker than they had been a few moments prior. “What?”
Crowley held up a leatherbound book. “It’s Hound of the Baskervilles.”
“Oh,” Aziraphale breathed. He chastised himself for having an imagination as bad as Tracy’s. Really, what else could Crowley have meant?
“Yeah, you mentioned yesterday that you hadn’t had the pleasure of reading it. I assumed I could exchange it for a pastry this morning.” 
Crowley extended a slender arm, proffering him the pristine copy of Doyle’s latest work. 
“Oh, it’s beautiful!” Aziraphale admired, taking it from him. It still looked completely new. Azirpahale felt a strange sense of satisfaction in knowing that Crowley wasn’t the type of man to dog-ear pages.  “Surely this is worth more than your breakfast.” 
“Then pay me by talking to me about it when you’re done,” he drawled casually. “I’m not convinced half the people in Tadfield are literate.” 
“Oh, that’s a bit harsh,” Aziraphale tried to appear serious, but he could feel himself suppressing a laugh.  
“Have you met Hauster down the road?” Crowley persisted. “I’m not sure the man can even tie his own shoes; he definitely hasn’t learned how to brush his hair.” 
Now, Aziraphale laughed outright, clutching the book to his chest. “You’ve proven your point; it’s a trade.” 
“Good,” Crowley gave a self-satisfied smile before pointing at the display case. “Now, I think I’ll take those croissants to go.” 
-
 
The rest of Aziraphale’s morning ticked by slowly until his lunch with Agnes. As usual, he entered her shop, kissing her on each cheek before sitting down for tea and sandwiches.
She was pouring him a glass of Earl Grey, while offering him her gratitude. 
“Thanks again for agreeing to take on my niece. It’s much appreciated.”
Aziraphale gave a short hum while sipping on his tea. “Well, Tracy made sure I didn’t have much of a choice in the matter.”
Agnes gave a hearty laugh. “Of course you do, but trust me when I say that it’s better if you do. She’s the good sort.”
“Then why haven’t you hired her?”
“Not in the cards yet, I’m afraid,” Agnes sighed. Aziraphale wasn’t sure if she was referring to tarot or otherwise. “She needs to work with you first. It’s imperative for her happiness.”
“I didn’t realize I was such a joy to be around,” Aziraphale replied dryly. 
“Just barely, you bastard,” she laughed. “No, this is for her love life.”
Aziraphale’s smile was replaced by a grimace. “Oh dear, you’re not trying to set me up with her, are you?” Agnes could be terribly meddlesome, but she’d never tried to play matchmaker with him. “You’re in cahoots with Tracy, aren’t you?” he lamented. 
Agnes shot him an amused look. “I love that woman, but her third eye isn’t nearly as open as mine. You already told me you don’t want me spoiling your future, so my lips are sealed.” Her eyes twinkled mischievously as she hobbled towards a side table and pulled out a small vial. “I need you to do another favor for me. Give this to Mr. Crowley when he comes to your shop this evening.”
“If he comes to my shop,” Aziraphale corrected. 
“I think we both know he will,” she said, giving him another knowing look. 
He took the vial from her, cheeks flushing. “Fine. What is this anyway?”
“It's for his headaches,” she explained. “The poor man has awful light sensitivity, so I brew this oil once a month. It relieves pain when rubbed on the scalp.”
Aziraphale unscrewed the top of the vial and inhaled the pungent liquid. “I didn’t know he suffered from that.”
“Why do you think he wears those damned glasses so often? No, that man suffers more than people realize.”
Aziraphale was tempted to have her explain further, but decided against it. It felt indecent to peer into someone's problems without their consent. Crowley doubtlessly wouldn’t want him to know anything personal, especially considering Aziraphale was barely an acquaintance to him. 
“I’ll be sure to give it to him later,” Aziraphale assured. “Now, tell me more about this niece of yours. Can she even bake?”
-
After his lunch with Agnes, Aziraphale felt fairly reluctant to work. With a full belly, he decided to do some reading and take a short nap in the flat above the bakery before reopening. It was one of the many reasons he loved being his own boss. Though it was a lot of hard work, there was nothing better than choosing your own business hours.
As Agnes had predicted, Crowley came into his bakery near dusk. 
“For you,” Aziraphale had explained when handing over the vial of oil. “Agnes said that it would save her a trip to your shop if I just passed it on.”
“Of course the old bat would do that,” he laughed fondly before pocketing it in his jacket. “Thanks.” 
“Do you get headaches often?”
Crowley shrugged, running a hand through his wavy red hair. “More often than I’d like. Aspirin helps, but I swear that Agnes’s potions can work magic.”
“It might actually be magic,” Aziraphale teased. “She is a self proclaimed witch.”
“I wouldn't doubt it. I’ve had migraines since I was a kid; her moving to Tadfield was one of the best things that’s happened to me.” 
“You know, my mother used to get migraines fairly often. She always had me rubbing her scalp or massaging her feet when she was in the midst of one, so I can always provide assistance if you need any help.” 
“Err, thanks,” Crowley said, slowly. 
Aziraphale could feel himself go grey. Did I really just offer to rub his feet? Oh no, I’ve made this weird!
“Let’s talk about something more pleasant,” he added quickly, attempting to redirect the conversation. “Perhaps Hound of the Baskervilles?”
Crowley gave him a crooked smile. “So, you’ve already started it?”
“I’ve already finished it.” 
Crowley stared at him incredulously. “I just gave it to you this morning.”
“Yes, I read it this afternoon.” 
“All of it?”
“Yes, and I’d quite like to discuss it with you now.” 
Crowley gaped at him for a moment before casting eyes around the shop. “Aren’t you open for another hour?”
“As you should know, there are many perks to owning one’s business and only the two of us are here.” Aziraphale strode to his front door and flipped the ‘open’ sign over to ‘closed’.  “Unless of course, you don’t want to,” he added hastily. 
Crowley quickly shook his head. “Uh, yeah. I want to.”
Aziraphale beamed at him in return, before going around the counter to serve them each a large slice of chocolate cake. “We can sit here.” Aziraphale gestured to one of the small tables in the shop and the accompanying wooden chairs.
Aziraphale continued speaking as they each sat down. “Jack Stapleton seemed so endearing.  Did the butterfly net fool you? I can’t picture a mean person with a butterfly net.”
“I’ve found the most people aren’t as nice as they seem, Aziraphale. Also–,” Crowley stopped mid-sentence, eyes gone wide. Aziraphale had bitten into his cake and was giving a small hum of pleasure. 
“Also?” Aziraphale prompted, licking some stray frosting off his fingers. 
“Also,” Crowley floundered. “You, you seem to be enjoying that cake.”
“Of course! I would never bake something I wouldn’t eat myself.” To prove his point, Aziraphale took another large forkful into his mouth, making another noise of appreciation. “You should try some.”
Unspeaking, Crowley took a bite of his own slice and nodded. 
“Good?”
 
“Mhmm,” Crowley responded. “Uh, so tell me, what are your thoughts on biological inheritance?”
Their conversation continued for another three hours, sometimes discussing Doyle, but often drifting to other topics as well. Aziraphale had brought out a bottle of wine part way through the evening, and both men were feeling pleasantly warm. 
“It’s gotten rather late,” Aziraphale said with a yawn. “I think it’s time I retire for the evening.”
“I guess you’ll be expecting a new book tomorrow?” Crowley joked. “I honestly didn’t expect you to go through it so fast.” 
“Don’t worry,” Aziraphale said, eyes twinkling. “I can’t close the shop everyday to read through an afternoon. Though I’m quite capable of reading and discussing two novels a week in my spare time.” 
“You’d want to discuss books with me twice a week?” 
 
Aziraphale could feel himself blush at his own presumption. “If you’re amenable.” 
 
“As long as they’re books I’ve already read. I’m not a bloody savant, can’t be tossing back new novels each week.” 
 
Azirapahle grinned. “Fair enough, my dear. Perhaps we create some type of schedule for our book club? How are Tuesday afternoons and Friday evenings?”
“They’re perfect.” 
–

  One Month Later

Aziraphale and Crowley continued meeting twice a week, generally in the comfort of the bakery. Today was a pleasantly sunny Tuesday afternoon, and Aziraphale had suggested they visit the park for a picnic. “I’ve ordered too many oats and I’d like to feed the ducks,” he’d explained. 
Other members of the Tadfield community had been quite surprised by their budding friendship. Mainly due to the fact that Crowley and Aziraphale appeared so different from each other.
Some were displeased that Aziraphale’s beloved bakery had taken on more erratic hours, but most were just happy that Crowley’s prickly nature had appeared to mellow out. 
Crowley was wearing his sunglasses to protect him from the harsh noon sun, and Aziraphale was nibbling on some java cakes as they discussed another Sherlock Holmes mystery. 
“Does reading Doyle make you miss London?” Crowley asked, seemingly out of nowhere. 
Aziraphale shook his head. “Not in the least. I miss parts of city life, but not enough to return.
“So you wouldn’t want to move back? You plan on staying in Tadfield long-term?”
“For the foreseeable future, yes. I’ve greatly enjoyed my year here and I feel that small-town life suits me well. Have you ever visited London before?” 
Crowley looked pleased by his response and nodded. “Yeah, I actually lived there for a bit.”
Aziraphale turned his head to face him fully. “I didn’t know that.” He felt that there was a lot he didn’t know about Crowley’s past, since he seldom spoke of it. 
Crowley nodded again. “I did two years apprentcing as a metalship in London at a place called Eden’s Best.”   
“Eden’s Best?” Aziraphale gasped. “Why, they make some of the finest jewelry in all of London!” Aziraphale remembered going there as a child to pick out necklaces for his mother’s birthday. “That must have been quite the experience at such a highly sought after institution.”
“Yeah, busted my arse off. I was good too, better than half the people already working there.”
“Then why did you leave?” Aziraphale questioned. “They didn’t offer you a job when your apprenticeship finished?”
Crowley's expression became guarded. He looked at Aziraphale thoughtfully before replying. “They did, but that’s around the time dad got sick.”
“Oh.”
“Nothing was worth those last few years with him. Especially not some fancy job in London. After that, I inherited the smithy.”
Aziraphale knew Anthony Sr had passed a few years before his arrival in Tadfield, but almost no one spoke of him.
“Don’t bring him up unless you want to get tossed out on your rump!” Tracy had said. “Tyler tried to invoke Anthony Sr when persuading Crowley to clean up his shop. I’ve never seen a man so livid! Crowley’s father was a saint, raising that boy all on his own, but it’s still a sore spot for him so don’t bring it up.” 
Aziraphale spoke slowly when he responded, trying his hardest not to offend. “I’m sorry for your loss. That must have been difficult.” 
Crowley’s glasses were covering his eyes, but Aziraphale could still make out the pain etched on his face. “Yeah. It had just been the two of us most of my life, so him passing…” he let the words trail off. 
Aziraphale reached forward, setting his soft hand on Crowley’s calloused one. “I’m sure he would be proud of the work you accomplished.”
Crowley discreetly wiped his eyes before giving a small laugh. “He’d be upset that the storefront looks like total horseshit.”
“Oh,” Aziraphale dithered. “Well, I wouldn’t say total horse horseshit.”
Crowley withdrew his hand and shoved him fondly, head thrown back in a hardy laugh. “You’re a bit of a bastard.”
“So I’ve been told. I suppose it couldn’t hurt to maybe put some potted plants outside.”
“Nah,” Crowley shook his head. “The place needs new paint. I haven’t painted it since my dad died. It's a lot of work and I don't want to give Tyler the satisfaction.”
“What if I helped you?” Azirapale offered. 
“Helped me what?”
“Paint the shop. I can help, if you’d like.”
Crowley immediately fell silent and stared at him intently before responding. “You– you don’t have to do that.”
Aziraphale considered grabbing his hand again, but decided against it. “I know I don’t have to, but I want to.” 
Aziraphale noticed that Crowley’s cheeks had gone pink, but it was likely a side effect from the noonday sun. 
“Uh, alright, how’s this Friday evening? Maybe you could come to mine afterwards. I could repay you with gin.”
“That sounds splendid.”
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  Thursday morning was fairly normal.  Aziraphale had been up early, perfecting his raspberry white chocolate bread recipe. It was inspired by some of Crowely’s favorite foods, and he couldn’t wait to watch the man take a bite. He checked the watch on his wrist. Usually, Crowley was his first customer of the day, but it was already half past nine and he hadn’t come in yet. 
Maybe he bought breakfast elsewhere. The mere thought made Aziraphale frown. He knew that Crowley was a pitiful cook, so there was no chance he’d made something for himself. Even if he didn’t stop by today, Aziraphale would be seeing him the following evening when they painted the shop together. 
Though Aziraphale wasn’t usually a fan of hard labor, his heart fluttered at the thought. They’d grown so close over the past month. He knew they were just friends, but Crowley had never mentioned a significant other before. Maybe, just maybe–
At that moment, Crowley walked through the door, as if he’d been summoned by Aziraphale’s racing thoughts. 
“You’re here later than usual,” Aziraphale stated, already moving his bread dough to be heated in the oven. 
Crowley scratched the back of his neck. His glasses were pushed into his mussed auburn hair and Aziraphale could make out the dark circles under his eyes. 
“Yeah, late night at the smithy. Slept in.”
Aziraphale wiped the remaining flour off of his hands and walked forward to examine him closer. “You should have continued sleeping. You still look awfully tired.”
“Gee, thanks.”
“You know what I mean,” Aziraphale tutted. “You need to look after your health. What kept you up so late, anyways? Some type of rush order?”  
Crowley’s eyes darted nervously around the shop. “I was making a gift for someone.” 
“Oh. Someone special?” Aziraphale asked, attempting to be nonchalant. 
“You could say that,” he huffed timidly. 
“I see,” Aziraphale replied, trying to ignore the jealousy creeping over him. “Well, that’s nice of you.” 
Rather than protest, Crowely shot him a crooked smile. “Don’t go telling anyone.”
Aziraphale gave him a strained smile in return. “My lips are sealed.”
Then, to Aziraphale’s immense surprise, he could see Crowely staring at his lips. After a moment, Crowely dragged his eyes upwards to stare into Aziraphale’s own.  Crowley was looking at him so fondly, the sincerity of it made him blush. 
“Aziraphale—,”
Crowley was interrupted by a loud, “Yoo-hoo!”
Tracy had swung the bakery door open and entered the shop, but she wasn’t alone. Behind her, strode a beautiful young woman with caramel skin and silky, dark hair. 
“Mornin’ love!” Tracy said, approaching him with a kiss on each cheek. “I have someone very important for you to meet.” 
Tracy grabbed her companion by the elbow and pulled her forward. “This is Anathema Device, Agnes’s niece. She’s here to apprentice you.”
Anathema smiled at him brightly. “Aziraphale,” she said, extending a hand. “It’s nice to meet you. My aunt has only had wonderful things to say about you and your bakery.”
Aziraphale returned her beaming smile. “It’s lovely to meet you as well, my dear. Agnes has told me so much about you!”
“All good things I hope?”
“All wonderful things,” he assured. “She said you were extremely talented in the kitchen, and that we’d be fast friends.” 
Tracy was now standing off to the side and grinning like a madwoman. “Or maybe more than friends,” she suggested. “Not only is she a cook, rumor is she’s as bookish as you are too!” 
“Tracy!” Aziraphale chastised. “You’re going to scare the poor girl away before she even starts.” 
Tracy shot him another look and raised her eyebrows. “Oh, c’mon dear. Tell me this girl isn’t absolutely gorgeous! You’re a match made in heaven.”
Aziraphale gave Anathema an apologetic look. “Ignore her, please.” 
To his relief, Anathema appeared unfazed. “Don’t worry. I’ve known Tracy for most of my life. I’m used to her antics.”
“Oh pish!” Tracy laughed. “You agree with me, right, Mr. Crowley? They’d make such a handsome couple.” 
Crowley’s jaw was set. He merely grunted in reply. 
Aziraphale’s kitchen timer dinged, reminding him that Crowely’s bread was ready to be taken out of the oven.
He turned to lock eyes with the man. “Crowley, your bread is done. It’s a new flavor and I think–”
Crowely cut him off before he could finish. “You know what? Don’t worry about it. You seem plenty busy.”
“Don’t be silly!” Aziraphale tutted. “The bread is already done, I just need to wrap it.”
Aziraphale was surprised to see that Crowley was now scowling and his sunglasses were securely pushed up the bridge of his nose. “Doesn’t matter. I’ve lost my appetite.” 
Aziraphale could feel himself deflate at the sudden change in his demeanor. “What? But I made this especially for you. It’s–”
“I’m off to work. Nice to meet you, Angela. I’m sure Aziraphale will take good care of you. Ciao.” With that, he walked out the door, not sparing anyone a second glance.
“What bee’s gotten into his bonnet?” Tracy asked.
“I haven’t the slightest idea,” Aziraphale huffed, feeling rather dejected.
“I suppose that’s Crowley for you,” Tracy laughed, shaking her head. “I need to leave too. The sergeant needs help opening the pub, and I should really give the two of you some time to get to know each other.” With a waggle of her eyebrows, Tracy left the shop, leaving Aziraphale and Anathema alone.
“I really am sorry about her,” Aziraphale apologized profusely. “Please know that this isn’t meant to be some romantic set up. I’d hate for you to feel uncomfortable around me.”
Anathema gave a wave of her hand and laughed. “No matter what Tracy implies, I’m not worried about any untoward behavior. Aunt Agnes wouldn’t let me work with a lech, and you’re already in love with someone.”
Aziraphale could feel his heart freeze within his chest. “What?”
“Your aura, it’s bright pink.”
“M-my aura?” Aziraphale stuttered, still attempting to process her words. “Oh my, you really are your aunt's niece.”
Anathema beamed at him. “She calls me her professional descendent. I want to work at her potion shop, but she insists I apprentice here first. No offense!” she added quickly. “I’m excited to learn how to bake professionally, but I want to be upfront with you. This isn’t my career path.”
“I appreciate your candor, my dear. Let’s forget the career stuff for today. Maybe I can show you around my shop, then we can take a stroll about town. I can point out some of my favorite places in Tadfield.”
Anathema heartily agreed. Though she’d visited her aunt on occasion, she enjoyed seeing all the new buildings and hearing some of Aziraphale’s personal recommendations.
After an hour of wandering and sampling around Tadfield, they arrived at the smithy.
“And this is Crowley’s establishment. You met him this morning,” he explained. “I promise he’s usually not so harsh.” 
Anathema gave him a skeptical look, but decided not to say anything. Aziraphale had brought a basket with him, containing the forgotten loaf from this morning. It wasn’t warm, but Aziraphale decided to drop it off anyway. Crowley was skinny enough and it was likely the man hadn’t eaten anything for hours.
He opened the door to the shop and was blasted with a wave of heat from the burning hearth. Crowley was pounding away at something furiously, while Newt watched him in the corner, looking more than a bit frightened.
“I– I think that’s enough,” Newt said timidly.
Crowley ignored him. His scowl was still etched on his face as he beat away at the offending piece of metal.
“We have visitors!” Newt added above the din.
At that, Crowely finally looked up and set down his tools. 
He stared at them for a moment before arranging his mouth into a tight line. “What do you two want?” he asked tersely. 
“I’m giving Anathema a tour of the town,” Aziraphale explained. “I thought she’d like to know where the only blacksmith is.”
Crowley said nothing in return. He was still wearing his glasses, but Aziraphale could tell he was staring at them intensely. 
“Also,” Aziraphale continued, “I was hoping to give you the loaf you left this morning.”
“You can set it there,” Crowley said, pointing at a side table. “Is that all?”
Aziraphale grimaced. Why was Crowley dead set on making a horrible first impression to his new apprentice? 
“No, that’s not all. I was also wondering what time you’d like me to come over tomorrow to begin painting.”
Crowley had turned around, effectively hiding his face. His lean, muscular back faced the pair. “Don’t worry about it. I don’t need your help.”
Aziraphale felt as though he’d been punched in the gut. “What do you mean?”
“I’m sure Anathema here is still getting settled in,” he sneered. “You’d probably have more fun spending the time with her. I don’t need you lurking around.”
Aziraphale felt his confusion replaced by annoyance. Whatever Crowley was going through, it wasn’t an excuse to be terribly rude. He walked up to Crowley, grabbing him by the shoulder and spinning him around so they were face to face. “What has gotten into you?” 
What had happened to the gentle man he’d gotten to know over the last month? The one who had given him kind words and gentle smile that very morning? 
“Nothing has gotten into me,” he spat. “I’m busy. Newt can answer any questions you might have about the smithy.” He turned to face his apprentice, who still appeared to be terrified. “I’m taking my break.” He walked behind the large wall, leaving Newt staring wide-eyed at the two of them.
“I’m so sorry about him,” Newt apologized earnestly. “He’s been in a mood since he came in this morning. I don’t know what’s happened.” 
Against his own will, Aziraphale could feel his eyes stinging. “Yes, well, I think it’s best I get back to the bakery. Anathema, why don’t you take today off to get adjusted to the town.”
“I can help!” Newt piped up, smiling for the first time since they entered the shop. “I’ve lived here all my life, so I can continue the tour, if you want.”
Anathema gave him an appraising look before nodding. “I’d like that,” she responded. Newt looked as though he’d ascended to heaven, but Aziraphale was too distracted to feel happy for him. 
“Perfect,” Aziraphale said, through the tightness in his throat. “I’ll see you tomorrow morning bright and early, my dear.”
With a wave and a smile he didn’t feel, he left the shop. What had happened? It was like his first days in Tadfield all over again, when Crowely still hated him. He couldn’t understand why the man had suddenly turned so cold. 
He quickly walked to the bakery, his ultimate refuge and place of comfort. He felt as though his day couldn’t get any worse, until he noticed someone standing outside of his storefront. 
“Little, Azi,” a booming voice said. “It’s about time you showed up.”
“G-Gabriel?” he replied, gobsmacked. “What are you doing here?”
Gabriel gave him a smarmy grin. “I thought you’d be excited to see your older brother.”
Gabriel stood at his full and imposing height outside of the bakery’s front door. He was dressed to the nines in the finest clothes one could buy in London. Aziraphale felt keenly aware of the flour that dusted his button up and apron. He did his best to brush it off with trembling hands. 
“Considering the family cut off all contact with me when I decided to take on Uncle’s bakery,” Aziraphale said in an even tone, “I must admit I’m a bit surprised.”
“I’m actually here on behalf of the family.”
“Is that so?” Aziraphale sighed. “What is it they want now?”
“Aziraphale, it’s time for you to give up this little fantasy.”
“What are you talking about?” 
“This peasant life you’ve made.” Gabriel dragged his eyes over the surrounding storefronts and homes with obvious disgust. “It’s embarrassing for all of us. You were raised better than this.”
“This was good enough for Uncle Ezra.”
“Uncle Ezra was a nut that no one wanted to bother with. I don’t know why he left you this hovel, but it's time for you to come back to London and enter the real family business.” 
Aziraphale bristled at his brother's dismissive tone, especially as he considered the countless hours he’d put into the bakery. “This place is hardly a hovel, Gabriel. Besides, I’m happy here.”
Gabriel gave him a condensing look, before placing a hand on his shoulder. Aziraphale flinched at the touch. “You’re being childish, as always. We thought being cut off from your trust fund would make you grow up.” 
Aziraphale could feel his skin flush with anger. “I’ve been running a successful business without anyone’s help for the last year. What about that isn’t ‘grown up’?” 
Gabriel gave a put upon sigh. “Let’s sit down like adults and talk about this. Invite me inside the shop and we’ll discuss the details of your return to London.”
“No.”
The smug grin slid from Gabriel’s handsome face. “Excuse me?”
Years of resentment clawed its way through Aziraphale’s body. “You’ve spent the last five minutes belittling me and my work! You are not welcome here.”
“Stop being weird, Azi. You’re drawing a crowd!”
Gabriel was right; there was a crowd starting to form around them. Aziraphale immediately knew that he’d be the center of town gossip for the next month. He supposed it was karma for all the gossiping he’d done with Agnes and Tracy. 
Gabriel persisted when he didn’t respond. “These strange ideas and inclinations of yours…” Gabriel trailed off. “It’s time to let them all go. It’s time for you to do something right for once. Marry a nice woman, have some kids, join a respectable company. Your life here… Aziraphale, you’re just embarrassing yourself right now.” 
“No, you are!” enraged voice cut in.
A tall, ginger man dressed in all black had pushed his way through the crowd and was now inches away from Gabriel’s face.
“Who are you?” Gabriel asked, affronted. 
“I’m the person telling you to get the fuck out of Tadfield!” Crowley snarled, hands balled into fists. Aziraphale had never seen him so livid before. His pale, freckled skin was red with anger. He’d removed his glasses and the rage in his eyes reminded Aziraphale of a feral animal. 
Gabriel did his best to brush him off, but Aziraphale could tell he was shaken. “Whatever. This isn’t your business.” 
“Like hell it isn’t!” Crowley snarled, now shaking with righteous indignation. 
Gabriel turned to face his younger brother, stepping closer to him. “Azi, do you know this man?”
Just as quickly, Crowley moved to stand between the two siblings. He was one of the few people taller than Gabriel and his presence seemed to loom over him like a menacing shadow.
“You don’t get to talk to him, you twat! Aziraphale is my best friend and if you think you can bully him, I’ll be sure you regret it.” 
Gabriel shot his brother a look, as if waiting for Aziraphale to defend him. When Aziraphale said nothing, Gabriel straightened his clothes and gave another sigh.
“Fine, I’ll leave for now, but this isn’t over, Aziraphale. I’ll be back soon for us to discuss this in a more civilized manner. Consider your options wisely.”
To Aziraphale’s immense relief, Gabriel turned around and actually left. Unfortunately, the group of nosey onlookers remained in place.
Once again, Crowley was kind enough to step in. “What the hell are you lot looking at?” he yelled to the group. “Leave!” At that, the crowd immediately began to disperse, doubtlessly worried to face his notorious temper. 
Aziraphale stood dumbstruck in the street, watching after his brother, until a gentle hand took him by the elbow and led him back into the bakery. Crowley ushered him into one of the wooden chairs and promptly brought him a glass of water and a slice of cake. 
Crowley’s glasses were still in his breast pocket and Aziraphale could see that his amber eyes were full of concern as he knelt down to look at him. “Angel, are you okay? What can I do?” 
Aziraphale would have commented on the word ‘angel’ if he still wasn’t in a state of shock.  
“Why didn’t you tell me your brother was coming?” Crowley persisted, now pacing around the bakery. “I would have come sooner.” 
Aziraphale had opened up to Crowley about his childhood. Crowley was aware that his family had cut him off emotionally and financially, and that there had been a fair amount of bullying before that point. 
Aziraphale could feel his eyes welling with tears as he was brought back to the current moment. “I didn’t know he was coming. But,” he paused in an attempt to steady his voice. “But even if I did know, you didn’t want to be with me.”
Crowley stopped moving immediately and stared at him with wide eyes. “What?”
“Gabriel was right. It seems that I can’t do anything correct. Everyone is upset with me.”   Aziraphale had set his elbows on the table and was now resting his face in his hands.  
He was swiftly enveloped by a pair of lithe, muscular arms. “Listen to me,” Crowley whispered earnestly into his ear. “Listen, Azirapahle. I’m not upset with you. S’not possible.” 
“But this morning. Why, why did—”
“Because I’m an idiot. Because I let my feelings get the best of me.” 
Aziraphale lifted his head to look at him. “Your feelings? How did I hurt your feelings?”
Crowley unwrapped his arms from Aziraphale and was now tugging on his auburn hair. “You didn’t hurt my feelings. Fuck, I’m sorry.”
“You said earlier that I was your best friend.”
Crowley paused to stare at his face; his eyes bare and vulnerable. “You are.” 
Aziraphale shot him a watery smile, his nerves replaced with a calming sense of reassurance. “Thank you.” He looked at his slice of cake, but found that he wasn’t hungry. “I must admit, I don’t feel like getting back to work today.”
“Then let’s not.” Crowley stood and extended his hand. “Come back to my place. I think this whole business calls for extraordinary amounts of alcohol.” 
“Lead the way, my dear.”
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  As soon as Aziraphale stood from his table, Crowley was beside him, placing a gentle hand on his bicep. 
“My place isn’t that far from here, just a few blocks.”
Aziraphale nodded as they stepped out into the street. Though the original crowd of onlookers had dispersed, he felt as though everyone was watching him. Which, to be fair, they were. Still shaken from Gabriel’s visit, and Crowley’s apology, he kept his face towards the ground, finding the dusty road extremely interesting. 
Crowley’s face remained upwards. He was doubtlessly giving venomous glares to everyone they came across. Surely, it was why no one had approached him yet. He focused on the warm touch of Crowley’s hand while Gabriel’s words replayed in his mind.

  You’re just embarrassing yourself.
You’re being childish.
It’s time for you to give up this fantasy.

He’d never gained his brother’s approval before; how could his words still affect him so deeply?  
He thought about stopping by Agnes’s to let her know he’d be canceling lunch, but decided against it. He wasn’t in the mood to talk and she likely knew what had happened anyways. She had a knack for things like that. 
Not much time had passed before they reached a small cottage at the very edge of town. 
“Here we are.”
Aziraphale glanced up to take in the sight. He’d never been to Crowley’s home before. He wasn’t sure what he’d expected, but it certainly wasn’t this. 
He’d never seen such a picturesque place. A white picket fence surrounded the property, complete with an archway covered in tender vines. The front yard was completely brimming with life. A veritable array of flowers bloomed around a healthy looking vegetable patch. Bees buzzed happily, pollinating the rainbow of vegetation planted there. The brick home itself was also painted in dark, green vines which wrapped around bay windows, contrasting with large, fuchsia hollyhock flowers planted near the door. Aziraphale felt as though he’d stepped into a painting. 
“Oh Crowley, this is absolutely lovely.”
“It’s nothing.”
“Hardly,” Aziraphale huffed as he was guided onto the property. “This place is on par with the garden of Eden. I wasn’t even aware you gardened.” 
“Yeah,it’s a relaxing hobby. You should give it a try.”
For the first time since the incident with his brother, Aziraphale huffed a small laugh. “I feel like my terribly small living space and black thumb thoroughly prevent that.”
“Then you can come here whenever you like,” Crowley said earnestly. He gestured to a cushioned, iron bench that sat by the front door. “This is where I do my reading for our book club. I’ll give you privacy if you want to be here in the future. I’ll leave the house if you’d like privacy.”
“Oh, I hardly think that’s necessary.”
“Still, the offer stands.”
The sincerity in his voice brought a smile to Aziraphale’s lips. “How about I enjoy the garden later? I rather think I’d like some tea.”
Crowley strode quickly before him, thick boots clicking loudly on the stone pathway. He reached forward to open the door for him. Aziraphale stepped inside the cottage and was jared by the stark contrast he saw. Compared to the lush yard, which teemed with life and color, the inside was nearly spartan. 
The living room consisted of a couch, a chair, a coffee table, and a fireplace. Crowley gestured for him to sit while he ran off to the kitchen to put on the kettle.
Now that he was by himself, Aziraphale was able to reflect on the turn of events. He thought it would feel strange to be in Crowley’s home, but he felt quite the opposite. He felt at ease, gratefully sinking into the black couch cushions. Crowley returned shortly with a mug of tea and a tin of biscuits. 
“They won’t be as good as yours,” Crowley apologized. “But they’ll do in a pinch.”
Aziraphale accepted them gratefully as Crowley moved to the chair opposite him.
“Is there whisky in this?” Aziraphale asked after his first sip.
Crowley nodded. “Just a splash, to take the edge off.” 
They sat in companionable silence for a few minutes, before Aziraphale decided to speak again. 
“I suppose I should say thank you,” he exhaled. “For the way you stepped in earlier.”
“Don’t thank me,” Crowley scoffed. “I didn’t get to do half of what I wanted to do to that wanker. He deserved more than just a telling off.”
“Still,” Aziraphale chuckled. “I’m not sure what I would have done without you.”
“I know you can hold your own, but I’m always here when you need me,” Crowley insisted. His sunglasses were still tucked in his pocket and Aziraphale could see the sincerity in his amber eyes. He flushed and turned away.
“This is a lovely place you have here.”
“Eh,” Crowley shook his head, shooting him a coy smile. “I’ll admit the garden is nice. The inside lacks something to be desired. I doubt this is nearly as cozy as your flat.”
“Yes, well…” Aziraphale trailed off. He turned his head away slightly. “I’m sure when you get married, your wife will redecorate for you.” He tried his absolute best to keep his tone casual.
Crowley barked a loud laugh, causing his tea cup to shake. “Yeah, I can’t see that happening anytime soon.”
“Whyever not?”
“Haven’t you noticed? I’m a cantankerous, old shrew. Doubt anyone would even take me.”
“Oh, don’t say that,” Aziraphale said seriously. 
“S’alright. I know what I am.”
“Obviously not,” Aziraphale huffed. “You’re the most handsome man in town. You’re also extremely talented at your craft, clever, and ever so funny. Any woman would be lucky to have you.”
Crowley blushed a deep red to the roots of his hair. “Uh, ngk.”
Aziraphale realized he may have shown too much of his hand. “I’m sorry,” he apologized quickly. “That was inappropriate. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable. I just– I wish you could see yourself the way that I see you.” 
Crowley’s mouth partly slightly as his tongue darted out to wet his lower lip. His Adam's apple bobbed as he appeared to swallow the words that were currently on his mind. 
“M-more tea?” he managed to stutter.
“Yes, please. With whiskey again, if you don’t mind.” 
Crowley poured him a generous glass before moving back towards his chair. “Do you want to talk about what happened today?” he asked. “You don’t have to, obviously, but you can if you want.”
“I’m not sure what there is to say,” Aziraphale sighed. “I thought that they were done with me. I actually found it rather freeing. To see Gabriel here, to have them all once again disparage everything that makes me happy,” he gave a rueful chuckle, “I suppose old habits really do die hard.”
“Are you going back?”
“Back where?”
Crowley was now leaning forward in his seat, staring at him intensely while his leg bounced nervously. “To London to be with your family. Do you plan on leaving Tadfield for London now?” 
“Of course not,” Aziraphale gasped, affronted. “What a horrible thought.”
Crowley visibly relaxed at his words and slouched into his high back chair. “Alright, good.” 
“Why do you care? Would you miss me?” he teased.
Without hesitation, Crowley answered. “Yes, I would. You have to know that I would.” 
“Oh.”
“Yeah, so…” Crowley trailed off, once again at a loss for words. “More tea?”
“Yes please. You know, I’d miss you too. More than I currently miss my family, obviously.”
“Obviously,” Crowley smiled. 
“You know, I’ve never felt like I really belonged with them. I don’t even look like my parents. Gabriel always teased that I was secretly adopted.” 
Crowley tilted his head, considering his words. “Yeah, you do look more like your uncle than your parents.”
Aziraphale furrowed his eyebrows. “How do you know what my parents look like?” Aziraphale certainly didn’t have any pictures of them around. Had Uncle Ezra displayed any in the shop before? He couldn’t imagine that he would. 
Crowley bit his lip, eyes fluttering closed. He gave a long pause before replying. “I’ve seen them in person. You visited Tadfield with them when you were a kid.”
The admission caught Aziraphale off guard, he could feel his breath stutter. “Really?” 
Crowley nodded, taking another gulp of his drinkly. “Yeah. I figured you didn’t remember me.”
“Hold on a moment,” Aziraphale said, still processing Crowely’s words. “Are you saying we met before I moved to Tadfield?” 
“Briefly.”
He thought back to Crowley’s initial, sour feelings towards him. This would have been his first impression, and the reason Crowley had been so standoffish. Aziraphale had been teased for being a silly child,  but he couldn’t imagine he’d done anything intentionally mean or hurtful.
“Care to tell me about it?” he asked with bated breath.
Crowley’s face looked pensive, like he was coming to a serious decision. “Yeah, alright,” he said, setting down his teacup. He pressed his palms against his thighs as though he were wiping off sweaty hands. He leaned forward before speaking. “Growing up it was just me and my dad. My mom fucked off when I was little.”
Unbidden, Azirapahle's hand reached out towards him, trying to bridge the distance. He retracted it almost immediately. He’d assumed that Crowley’s mom had passed away, he never imagined that she’d abandoned him. “Oh dear, I’m so sorry.”
Crowley shook his head. “It’s fine. I mean, probably explains a lot of my issues,” he smiled wryly, “but I don’t remember much of her. It’s my dad I felt bad for. As you can imagine, being raised by a single father was hard.  He ran the smithey all by himself to support us both, so I wasn’t looked after much, which was fine,” he tacked on quickly. “He really did his best.”
“I’m sure he did.”
“Yeah, so about us meeting. It was fall, the beginning of a really rainy season. Dad couldn’t sew any clothing and he hadn’t bought me a winter coat yet. Being a kid, I didn’t think much of it. At that age you think you're invisible to everything, even the elements. So it was raining and I was supposed to meet him at the shop for lunch. I decided I’d be fine if I ran there quickly, no big deal. I didn’t realize how ice cold the rain was until I was soaked through.” He gestured at his lithe body. “Always been a bit of a skeleton, so it chilled me right to the bone. I probably would have caught my death, but someone gave me their coat.”
“That was kind of them,” Aziraphale responded.
Crowley stared at him, jaw set tight and eyes wide. “Aziraphale, it was you.”
“What was me?”
“It was you that gave me their coat. It’s still the nicest piece of clothing I’ve ever owned.” He shook his head in disbelief, ginger hair swaying. “You really don’t remember?”
Aziraphale shook his head, embarrassed. “I’m sorry, but no.” Aziraphale had given away his coat on more than one occasion as a child. Though he was always rebuked, his family had always been extremely wealthy. He’d owned more fur lined cloaks than he knew what to do with. 
“I guess you really were that nice,” Crowley chuckled, running a hand through his hair. “Of course you’d give it away without a second thought. Your brother nearly struck you across the face when he saw you do it.”
“Yes, well, Gabriel was expected to watch over me. He often got angry when I broke the rules.”
“Like you said, you're different from them, but I’m sure your uncle would have done the same thing.”
“So what happened next?” Aziraphale asked nervously. 
“It warmed me up right away. I thanked you, then I went to the shop and met my dad.”
“I mean, what did I do next?” 

  What had he done to spoil the moment? To cause a dislike that lasted decades. 

“Nothing. I didn’t see you again until a year ago. I knew it was you immediately though, no one has blonde curls like that.”
Aziraphale let out a frustrated sigh. Was Crowley trying to protect his feelings? 
“You can be honest with me, my dear. What did I do to make you hate me?”
“What?”
“I’ve been dying to know for some time”
Confusion flashed in Crowley’s amber eyes. “Aziraphale, I don’t hate you.”
“I know you don’t now, but when I first moved here. Why did you dislike me so much?”
“Aziraphale, I never disliked you.”
“But that doesn’t make any sense,” he reasoned. “The way you acted when I came here. Why…” he trailed off.
Crowley quickly stood from his seat and began pacing around his sparsely decorated living room. “Fuck. I’m sorry I made you think that. I’m just…” he made a frustrated noise, pinching the space between his eyebrows. “I’m bad with words. With feelings in general, really.” 
“Oh,” was all Aziraphale could think to reply.
“Oh?” Crowley parroted back. “So you’re not going to ask?”
“Ask what?”
Crowley’s voice was loud and confident, but his eye’s held a vulnerability Aziraphale had never seen before. “Why I was able to recognize you immediately after twenty years. Or why I was barely able to talk to you or make eye contact with you when I saw you again.” 
“Fine. Tell me why.”
Crowley had now turned to face him completely. “Because after we met I thought about you constantly. Because you’re beautiful and kind and smart. Because I thought I’d seen a god damn angel on Earth the first time I saw your face.”
“Crowley,” Aziraphale breathed, his heart beating wildly. He could feel himself blushing at the intensity of Crowley’s stare, but he couldn’t bear to look away. 
“You were an angel,” he said desperately, moving even closer towards him. “You still are.” 
Before he could register what was happening, Crowley’s hands were delicately cupping his face, his mouth mere inches from his own. He could feel his warm breath tickling his lips. His eyes were wide and pleading, silently asking for permission. Rather than reply, Aziraphale crashed his lips onto his own, wrapping his arms around his torso. 
Crowley’s lips were warm and soft and tasted of tea and whiskey.  The kiss was achingly tender, but steeped with years of longing. Crowley made a soft noise of pleasure that warmed Aziraphale to the bone.  
Crowley pulled back slightly to rest their foreheads together. Both of their faces were flushed. “Please,” he begged. “Please tell me that you want this.”
Aziraphale pushed an errant lock of red hair behind his ear before leaning in for another kiss.
“Angel,” Crowley breathed, eyes fluttering shut. “You really are an angel.”
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  Crowley left his home early in the morning, wrapped in a wooly, black coat. He surveyed his garden, pleased that his tiny slice of paradise had been withstanding the morning chill. He opened the gate out of his front yard, his body moving on autopilot. Crowley’s first destination of the day was always the same: Aziraphale’s bakery. 
It had been part of his morning routine for nearly a year now. The dishes were impeccable, but that wasn’t the only reason for his daily visit. Seeing the town baker always put him in an exceptionally good mood, not that anyone could really tell. 
He liked to start and end his day there. His favorite visits were always in the morning, when Aziraphale was still alone.  It felt more intimate, even if their conversations were brief. Though conversation was perhaps too strong of a word. Exchanges would be more accurate.
Better than nothing, Crowley thought to himself. When he’d first seen Aziraphale in town, his brain had short circuited. He literally ran in the opposite direction when they’d first made eye contact. It took him nearly a month to work up the courage to even approach him.
Of course Aziraphale wouldn’t recognize him. They were only children when they'd first met and Crowley had taken on the appearance of a scrawny, drowned cat at the time.  Yes, being so unmemorable slightly stung, but he could put it behind him. The fact that Aziraphale reappeared in his life was a miracle on its own. He’d been nervous the man wouldn’t live up to the memory, but he’d been wrong. Aziraphale was still the best person he’d ever met. Definitely too good for a crotchety curmudgeon like himself. 
Crowley reached for the wooden door leading to the bake shop. Through the large windows, he could see Aziraphale puttering around, getting his goods ready for the day. Though it was still cold, Crowley remained outside, taking a moment to appreciate the image before him. He watched Aziraphale’s strong, sure hands knead the dough until it was free of lumps. Crowley was temporarily lost in the rhythmic motions. He was unable to stop himself from picturing those hands on his body, providing gentle caresses as well as confident, strong strokes.
Enough of that, he thought before finally pulling the door open. The warm air of the bakery seemed to envelop him, a soothing balm from the chill outside. 
Aziraphle looked up at the tinkling of the bell, finally catching his eye. His mouth broke out into a wid smile that warmed Crowley to the bone.
“Good morning, Crowley,” he said, dusting the flour from his hands and making his way to the counter. 
“Mornin’,” Crowley replied. He peered over the assortment in the display case. It was all for show; he knew he’d just order whatever Aziraphale recommended him. 
“How can I help you?” he asked kindly. 
“Got anything fresh?” 
Aziraphale shot him a disbelieving look; his face was always so expressive. “Do I have anything fresh? Are you insinuating–” 
God, he was almost too easy to tease. Crowley loved the way his round cheeks flushed when he got worked up over something. Crowley was careful not to needle him too often, lest he become irritating, but he couldn’t help it every now and then.
“Oh you fiend,” he replied without any bite. “I just finished this batch of Cornish pasties, so they’re still warm. I assume you could use the protein, with such a physically demanding job.”

  Not as physically demanding as keeping my right mind around you. 

Crowley nodded, pulled some coins from his pocket, and set them on the counter as Aziraphale delicately wrapped his purchase in cloth. Aziraphale was obviously strong, but he could be so gentle when handling things. Crowley reached forward to take the parcel from him, causing their fingers to brush. 
Crowley shivered at the contact. Was this the only physical touch he’d ever receive from the man? If so, it was probably for the best. He might just die if Aziraphale ever decided to do something like hug him. 
Crowley held the bundled goods close to his chest, savoring the warmth of it. 
“I hope you have a wonderful day,” Aziraphale beamed as he returned to his dough.
Crowley’s mind was lost in that smile, savoring each and every inch of his cherubic face. Oh god, I’m staring! he realized. 
“Yeah, tah,” he said quickly, before stalking off to the smithy, praying desperately that Aziraphale hadn't noticed him ogling. 
He took a calming breath and tried to focus on what he'd need to get done today. Crowley enjoyed his work. He was good at it and he liked using his body to create things. It made him feel useful, like he held some sort of value. His efforts were tangible and could be held in his hands, like he could physically show people he was worthwhile if needed. 
The smithy was a quiet place after his dad had passed. Crowley didn’t mind working in solitude. He was an introverted creature by nature, but he could admit that he didn’t hate having his apprentice Newt around. 
Newt had already opened the shop, lit the hearth, and was reviewing the order list of the day.
“Good morning, Mr. Crowley!” he greeted, as he walked through the door.
“Mornin’. Brought food.”
Newt stared at him gratefully as he placed the Cornish pasties on a side table.
“That’s awfully–,” Newt almost said nice, but decided against it. He’d learned the hard way that his boss did not accept compliments well. “Er, delicious looking. You’ve brought me breakfast every day since I started here. I hope you don’t feel like you need to. You must be spending a fortune at the bakery.”
“The foods good.” But the company is even better. “Got enough money, may as well spend it on something I like.” 
“That makes sense,” Newt replied. “And I’m sure Mr. Fell appreciates it. He seems like a nice man.” 
“I suppose,” Crowley agreed casually. Understatement of the year.
“Yeah, I can’t believe he’s not married,” Newt continued. “I think nearly every woman in the town has a crush on him.”
Crowley scowled, causing Newt’s face to drop.  “Though I’m sure the women in town still find you handsome as well!”

  Like I care what those women think.

Another reason Crowley enjoyed frequenting the bakery in the morning was to avoid Tracy. She was a nice enough woman, but she was always setting Aziraphale up on dates with eligible women. The thought made Crowley’s gut twist uncomfortably. He didn’t need to hear the details of Aziraphale’s romantic conquests. It only reminded him of what he could never have.  
“Hand over the order list,” Crowley said impatiently. 
Newt tossed it over quickly. “Need me to do anything else?”
“Yeah. Were you able to get my migraine medicine from Agnes yesterday?”
“Unfortunately not. She said it was still being brewed but she’ll get it delivered when it’s done.”  Newt had finished speaking, but his lips were pursed as if he had something to say.
“And?” Crowley encouraged. 
“She’s an interesting person, Agnes.”
Crowley gave a put upon sigh, knowing exactly where this conversation would lead. “What fortune did she tell you this time?”
“That I’d be meeting my true love soon!” Newt replied excitedly. “Before the end of the year!” 
Crowley bit down the scoff on his tongue, but he couldn’t hold back the eyeroll. “Do you really believe that?”
“Why wouldn’t I?”
“Eh, I’m just saying it’s best not to get your hopes up. There’s no point in chasing after love. Everyone leaves in the end, one way or another. Best not to get hurt.”
Newt gave him a frown. “That’s a bit cynical, isn’t it? Is that why you’re not married?”
“I’m just saying that sometimes it's better not to try if you already know the outcome. That’s life. You’re my apprentice, you should listen to my advice.” 
Newt gave him a skeptical nod before turning around to organize their tools. 
Crowley gave a deep exhale, trying to release the pressure and disappointment in his chest. He knew he was right. Aziraphale had been in town for a year and nothing had happened. There was no point in making a move; he could be content with their limited interactions. His relationship with Aziraphale would never blossom into something more substantial; he had to learn to accept that.
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  Tracy was sitting in Agnes’s apothecary, holding a piping hot glass of tea while speaking dramatically to her friend
“Oh, the poor lamb!” Tracy lamented. “I knew his brother was a pillock, but to cause such a scene in town! Aziraphale must be absolutely stricken.”
Agnes grunted in agreement. “His brothers a prick, but Zira is fine. He’s tougher than he looks.”
“Still,” Tracy fretted, biting her long, red nails, “I should pay him a visit, see how he’s holding up.”
“He’s not home.”
Tracy tutted at her from across the table. “Where else would he be?”
Agnes gave her a knowing smile before replying, “He’s at Anthony Crowley's cottage.”
Tracy gaped at her. “Are you implying that Anthony Crowley is comforting him? Why, I’ve never met a more emotionally constipated man in my life!” 
“I can assure you he’s about to make a breakthrough. Leave them be for now.” 
Tracy crossed her arms, eyeing Agnes from the other side of her tea table. “Oh fine. I’ll come round his shop in the morning and check on him then.”
Agnes shook her head again. “He won’t be opening his shop tomorrow morning.”
Tracy rolled her eyes, taking another long sip of her tea. “Nobody likes a show off, dear.”
 
—- 
 
Aziraphale woke to the smell of bacon and a soft kiss on his forehead.
“Mhmm,” he gave a contented sigh before allowing his eyelids to flutter open. Crowley’s face was a few inches away from his own, giving him a smile that could only be described as  besotted.
“Hi,” he whispered. 
“Hello, my dear,” Aziraphale replied. Crowley was perched at the edge of his bed, while Aziraphale remained cozily wrapped in a downy comforter. He gave a yawn, stretching out his limbs. His body was sore, but in the most delightful way. “What time is it?”
“Half past eight,” Crowley responded. He extended a slender hand to brush the hair from Aziraphale’s forehead. “Figured you’d like to sleep in.”
“It’s appreciated. I suppose you’ll need to leave to open your shop?”
“Nah. Newt can run it for a day. What’s the point of having an apprentice if I can’t take some time off?”
“Oh!” Aizraphale gasped, propping himself on his elbows. “Anathema! She’ll be waiting for me at the shop!” 
Crowley pressed a hand into his shoulder, easing him back down onto the mattress. “It’s fine. I’m sure Agnes told her to stay home. If not, she’ll figure it out; she seems smart enough.” 
“I suppose you’re right,” Aziraphale said, relaxing back into the mattress. 
Aziraphale rested his head against a pillow and began rubbing the sleep from his eyes. He inhaled deeply. Crowley's bedroom smelled like apples and the herbs from his garden, and he found the scent utterly intoxicating. He opened his eyes once more and was rendered speechless at the image before him. 
The sun was shining behind Crowley, causing his copper hair to blaze like fire. He was in his pajama pants, but had kept his top off, leaving his lithe chest on display. Last night, Aziraphale had been too preoccupied to notice that it was lightly dusted with red hair and freckles. 
He reached his hand forward to stroke the long stretch of Crowley’s collarbone, which now displayed a purple love bite. Crowley shivered beneath his touch, taking the opportunity to grasp his wandering fingers and tenderly press them against his lips. 
“You’re so beautiful,” Aziraphale whispered reverently. 
“Look who’s talking. Did you know you look even more angelic when you sleep? Thought I’d died and gone to heaven when I woke up this morning.” 
Aziraphale could feel his cheeks go pink. “Flatterer.”
“Always. Now, are you ready for breakfast? We should eat while it’s still warm.”
“You made me breakfast?” Aziraphale asked, surprised. “You told me you couldn’t bake to save your life and that’s why you always came to the shop.”
“Ehhh,” Crowley started. “I can’t bake,  but I’m not a bad cook. I’ve got eggs, bacon, and some Earl Grey on the kitchen table.” 

  “Oh, that sounds lovely.”


  Crowley extended a long-fingered hand, which Aziraphale took gratefully. His hands were calloused and scared from years of manual labor, but they were still so beautiful. And (as Aziraphale had recently learned) extremely dexterous. 


  Crowley led him out of the bedroom and to the kitchen. He’d opened the curtains and bay windows, giving them an unobstructed view of the garden. The bright and blooming flowers seemed to mirror how Aziraphale felt: whole, happy, and unburdened. 


  Aziraphale ate his meal, giving appreciative hums of pleasure with each bite. “So, what time would you like to paint the shop this evening?”


  Crowley scrunched up his nose and shook his head. “We don’t have to do that anymore.”


  “Whyever not?’ 


  “I only agreed to paint it so I could spend more time with you.”


  “Really?” Aziraphale asked. “I had no idea.”


  Crowley ran a hand through his sleep mussed hair. “I guess I was more subtle with my feelings than I thought,” he laughed nervously. “Figured you’d know that I was absolutely mad about you. I felt like it was so obvious.”


  “I can assure you it wasn't, ” Aziraphale teased. “But don’t worry, I think you thoroughly convinced me last night.”


  “I would hope so,” Crowley winked cheekily. “I’ll do my best to convince you for the rest of my life.”


  
    Rest of my life.
  


  “Oh,” Aziraphale breathed, causing Crowley to blanch.


  “Uh, sorry. I, er, I didn’t mean to be presumptuous,” he stuttered. His eyes were darting around the room nervously, landing anywhere but Aziraphale’s face. “Shouldn’t have assumed. Sorry. Just, after last night, if you want a relationship. I mean, I do, want a relationship. If you don’t, I understand, societal norms being what they are. Really, wouldn’t hurt my feelings if–”


  Aziraphale reached forward to grab his wildly gesticulating hands; Crowley stopped speaking immediately. 


  “I do.”


  “Do what?” Crowley asked, amber eyes wide and vulnerable.


  “I do want a relationship with you. If you’ll have me.”


  Disbelief painted its way across Crowley’s features as his mouth broke out into a wide grin. “If I’ll have you? Angel, I’ll  be the best boyfriend you’ve ever had! ”


  “Does this mean you’ll let me paint the shop tonight?”


  “You actually want to?”


  Aziraphale took Crowley’s hand in his own, giving it a tight squeeze. “Darling, I think you are absolutely wondering, but your storefront really does look hideous.”


  Crowley barked out a laugh before scratching the back of his neck. “Then it’s a date, I suppose.” 


  “Hopefully the first of many,” Aziraphale smiled. He leaned in for another kiss, setting his plate and cutlery aside.  


  “Now that we’re finished with breakfast, I’d like to go back to the bedroom.”


  “Lead the way, angel.” 


  —


   


  It was dusk and both men were standing outside of the smithy, tools in hand. 


  “Really?” Aziraphale asked. “That’s the color you’re going with?”


  “I am a blacksmith. It’s only fitting.”


  “Fair enough, I suppose,” Aziraphale sighed, opening the can of black paint and preparing his brushes. “You know, you have such a lovely garden at home. You should consider planting something here, it could add some life and color.”


  Crowley made a non-commital noise.  “Maybe. I garden because I enjoy it, not because I need to show off.”


  Aziraphale dipped his brush in paint. “Oh, but that doesn’t mean–”


  “Anthony Crowley!” a voice yelled, interrupting him mid-sentence. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”


  Both men turned to see Tracy striding towards them, looking thoroughly displeased. She moved quickly and immediately approached Crowley, pushing a sharp-nailed finger into his chest.  “Where do you get off?”


  Crowley rubbed the aching spot on his sternum before giving her a confused look.


  “Eh?”


  She then turned her attention to Aziraphale, enveloping him in a motherly hug. “Making this poor, sweet man do your chores, after everything he’s been through with his family. I can’t believe you’d take advantage of him in his vulnerable state!” she cooed. 


  Crowley indignantly spluttered a string of consonants while Tracy continued to glare daggers at him.


  To Tracy’s immense surprise, Aziraphale burst into a fit of giggles.  “Oh dear,” he laughed. “I’d nearly forgotten that my brother visited yesterday. It seems like that was so long ago.”


  “It does?” Tracy asked, drawing far enough back to see his face, her eyebrows raised. 


  “Yes. Dear Crowley has done a marvelous job taking my mind off of things.” He turned to look at Crowley, shooting him a wink. “Even if it is by doing his chores.” 


  Tracy pursed her lips skeptically. “Is that so?”


  “Oh yes, he’s been a marvelous friend. You shouldn’t be so hard on him.”


  Tracy stepped away to observe the pair, while both men stared at each other. She recognized the emotions on their faces at once. It was then that full recognition finally dawned on her and she placed a hand over her mouth. “Oh my god,” she breathed. “Well, I suppose I’ll leave you to your chores, then.” 


  Before departing, she leaned in close to Aziraphale to whisper, I’ll be joining you and Agnes for lunch tomorrow. Be ready to tell me everything..


  She then proceeded to whisper to Crowley, Don’t you dare harm a single hair on his blonde head or you will feel the wrath of this entire town.


  “Enjoy your evening boys!” she called out before skipping away with a mischievous glint in her eyes. “I’m sure we’ll chat again very soon.” 


  Aziraphale gave a sigh of relief as soon as she was out of earshot. “I suppose I won’t need to worry about blind dates anymore.” 


  “Thank god!” Crowley spat. “Nearly drove me mad listening to her prattle on about all these eligible women mooning over you.”


  “You were jealous?” Aziraphale teased. 


  Crowley tried to appear casual but was betrayed by the blush on his cheeks. “Maybe.”


  “You don’t need to be, darling. Trust me when I say that you are far more beautiful and wonderful than any other person I’ve had the pleasure of knowing.” To prove his point, Aziraphale reached forward and grabbed his hand, placing a delicate kiss on his knuckles. 


  The gesture left Crowley completely frazzled.  “Ngggghh, you can’t just say things like that. Makes my brain all fuzzy.” 


  “Well, we can’t have that. It’d be quite dangerous in your line of work.”


  Crowley slapped a hand to his forehead. “Oh! I almost forgot. I have something for you.”


  “Really?”


  He nodded enthusiastically. “Remember how I mentioned making a gift for someone?”


  “Yes, your someone special,” Aziraphale replied, insecurity creeping into his gut.


  Crowley continued to give him a cheeky smile, eyebrows raised. 


  “It was me!” Aziraphale gasped excitedly. “You made me a gift?”


  “I’ve wanted to for a while, but I’ve never had a reason. I figured I would show too much of my hand if I got you something out of the blue. Give me a mo’ to grab it.” 


  Crowley unceremoniously dropped his brushes and disappeared into his shop. Aziraphale felt an excited fluttering in his stomach as he waited for him to return.


  A few minutes later, Crowley reappeared with a small wooden box in hand. He thrust it forward nervously. “Be honest, angel. You can tell me if you don’t like it.” 


  “I’m sure whatever it is will be– oh!” Aziraphale was rendered speechless as he gazed at the gift before him. Inside the box, was a shining golden band, the perfect size for his pinky finger. Delicately crafted feathers wrapped their way around the base, leading to a blank signet at the center.

“Crowley, this is the most beautiful piece of jewelry I’ve ever seen!”


  “You really think so?” he asked incredulously, body tense and nervous. 


  “Oh yes, of course!” He slipped it onto his right pinky finger, before holding his hand out to admire it. “I love it! It looks and feels like it's meant to be there.”


  Crowley gave a huge sigh of relief. “I’m glad you think so. Spent hours making sure it was perfect; you deserve it to be perfect. And I’ll engrave whatever you want in the center.” 


  Aziraphale gave a sweeping glance over the main street. After assuring they were alone, he leaned in and gave Crowley a tender kiss. After a moment, he pulled away to rest their foreheads together. “Darling, what did I ever do to deserve you?”


  Crowley gave him a love-sick smile. “Don’t you remember? You gave away your coat to a cold, scared kid about twenty years ago.” 


   


  ———


   


  
    1 year later
  


  Gabriel was fuming, knuckles rapping quickly against the large door to Aziraphale’s bakery. 


  “Aziraphale! Open up!”


  When Gabriel didn’t receive a response, he began to pound against the wood even harder. “Don’t you dare ignore me, Aziraphale!”


  “He’s not there, lad,” said a gruff voice beside him. “He closes the bakery on Sunday.”


  Gabriel turned to see a shabby, bearded old man in stained clothes that reeked of tobacco. “Then how do I get up to his shack of an apartment?” 


  “The man doesn’t live there anymore. He gave the place to his apprentice and her partner.” 


  “Her? He’s taken on a female apprentice?” It shouldn’t have surprised him. His brother always needed to be a contrarian. “Fine. Tell me then, where does Aziraphale live?” 


  The man pulled a cigarette from his pocket, slowly lighting it and taking a drag before responding. “He shares a home with Anthony Crowley at the very end of the lane. It’s the place with the big garden. Ye’ can probably find him there.”


  Gabriel could feel his insides coil uncomfortably. “He’s taken on a roommate! He’s even more destitute than I thought.” 


  The old man laughed to himself. “Ha! A roommate. Why not.”


  Having gotten what he needed, Gabriel left the man without a parting word. He began moving towards his car. The town was small and Aziraphale’s new place of residence was probably within walking distance, but he decided to drive instead. He was wearing new designer shoes and didn’t want to soil them on the crusty roads.


  Gabriel slowly drove to the edge of town before pulling in front of the described house, if it could even be called that. While Gabriel could admit the garden was passable, the cottage itself was infantesimal compared to the manor they were raised in. Surely being sequestered here with another person had caused his brother to gain some humility. 


  He quickly strode towards the white-picket fence and opened the gate. “Aziraphale!” he called out in his booming voice. “Are you in there?”


  A few moments later, a blonde head popped itself through a bay window.


  “Gabriel?” 


  “Who else would it be!” he shouted. “I told you I’d be back when you cooled down.”


  To his immense surprise, he could see his brother smiling. Aziraphale turned his head and began whispering to someone unseen. A few seconds later, another face came into view. 


  To his horror, Gabriel recognized the other man. It was the red headed hooligan that had accosted him during his last visit.


  “We’ll be out in just a second,” Aziraphale called. 


  “We? I don’t see why he—” but it was too late. The window had shut. 


  Gabriel waited impatiently among the shrubs for his brother to appear. After what felt like an eternity, the front door opened and two men stepped out.


  Gabriel took a moment to appraise his brother as he walked forward. His clothes were worn to the point that his waistcoat was nearly threadbare. He felt a marked sense of superiority, until he caught sight of a glinting ring on Aziraphale’s pinky finger. It appeared to be forged of pure gold and had AJC ornately engraved in the center. He must have some money to spare to afford that caliber of jewelry. Still, the need for a roommate meant he was probably struggling to make ends meet. 


  Gabriel drew himself up to his full and imposing height. “I’m guessing this second year away from your trust has finally humbled you. Are you finally ready to discuss your return to London?” 


  “No,” Aziraphale said simply. 


  “No?” 


  “No. I’m even happier now than I was when you visited a year ago. I have no intention of returning with you.”


  Gabriel could feel anger flare in his chest at his brother’s dismissive tone. “You’re soiling the family reputation! Is this a joke to you?”


  “Kinda, yeah,” the other man, Crowley, said. 


  Gabriel opened his mouth to speak, but Aziraphale cut him off. 


  “Gabriel, we have a rather busy afternoon ahead of us. So if you wouldn’t mind.” Aziraphale extended his hand and gestured back to his car. 


  “You’re telling me to leave?” Gabriel bit out. 


  “Asking,” Aziraphale clarified. “Very politely. But I can tell you, if need be.”  


  Gabriel could feel his hands balling into fists. Who did Aziraphale think he was? As if he could just order him around! No, there was no way he was tolerating this level of disrespect again. If the family wanted Aziraphale back so badly, mother herself could come out and get him. 


   “Fine,” he spat, turning on his heel. “I hope you and your roommate enjoy living in this speck of a town!”


  He angrily stalked back to his car, but over his shoulder he could hear his brother call out, “Oh, I can absolutely assure you that we do!”






  
    Chapter End Notes

    I hope you've enjoyed this silly little story! Thank you all for the kind comments and kudos :)
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