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To my father: now you are no longer with me in
person the memories are more precious. Thank you.
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Chapter One

 


Kurt packed his travel
case as
economically and neatly as possible.He’d been taught to fold
clothes from an early age, and some habits were hard to
break.

However, trying to get all the clothes he
would need in the size of case allowed as carry-onluggagewas like
playing with one of those puzzles that people traditionally bought
as Christmas gifts, the ones designed for the man who already had
everything. Kurt had a couple sitting on a shelf somewhere. He
didn’t even mind fiddling with them occasionally, but right now it
was endlessly frustrating, rotating through all the combinations of
placements to find the right one.

He actually had to focuson the task at
hand to ensure he goteverythingin, socks and briefs in
particular—he would hate to find himself short of those.At the same
time, he needed to make sure there was room for his suit and some
more casual alternatives. Some degree of choice was essential.
Looking his best was born of both a matter of pride and a desire to
impress.

The suit he would need
in case Ben wanted
him to attend the funeral.As for the right casual clothes, it was
important to him that he created the right first impression, not
just when meeting Ben’s family for the first time, but also when
meeting Ben for the first time.

Turning up unannounced at Ben’s
door certainly wasn’t going to be the first meeting
Kurt had imagined.
Ever since Kurt had “met” Ben online a few weeks ago, his
imagination had been running riot with fantasies of a romantic
weekend, including visiting touristy attractions, fine dining, and
a hotel room with a double bed that might be put to good
use.

But if Ben needed him in any
small way,
Kurt wanted to be there for him. And Kurt suspected Ben might need
him now.

When Ben had e-mailed to say he
was going to be quiet for some time and not available to
chat since
his dad was seriously ill in hospital, Kurt had offered his
sympathies and tried to convince Ben that if he needed anything he
could and should call. When Ben messaged a day or two later to say
his dad had passed away, Kurt got straight online to book a flight
to England.

Kurt guessed if he’d asked Ben if he would
want him there, Ben would say no out of politeness.After all, who
asked someone they hadn’t met to go with them to a funeral? If
their situations were reversed, Kurt certainly wouldn’t ask it of
Ben, but his mind might just stray to how nice it would be to have
someone to rely on, someone there just to support him. Kurt already
knew Ben had a caring, dependable nature.It would be him providing
the strength for his mother and sister at this difficult time, and
often those who were good at caring for others desperately,
secretly needed some support themselves.

Kurt slammed the lid on his
case closed. He was going. There should be no second guessing himself.
For good measure he leaned his upper body weight on the lid as he
slowly eased the zipperaround.

It was shut.

He put a lock on
the case and
carried it to the door so it would be ready and waiting for him in
the early hours of the morning when he needed to go to the airport.
There was now just time to get himself ready for bed so that he
could try to get a few hours of sleep.

 


****

 


Ben put the kettle on to make
his mum another cup of tea.It was both the least and all that he could do.
Taking care of the practical things, like dealing with the
undertakers and making sure his mum kept hydrated even if she
wasn’t eating, couldn’t take away the pain, but at least she would
feel his support. Sometimes, like now, when death brought life into
stark relief, all there was, was the people who were still there,
loving you in the quiet moments.

Later on, there would be plenty of
people around, both at the funeral and the wake to follow. George
Sterling, Ben’s dad, had been larger than life, until illness had
stuck its needle in and left a hole large enough for all his energy
and vivaciousness to drain away through. He’d had plenty of friends
and acquaintances, most of them acquired from a shared love of
football or through a mutual interest and commitment to charity
work, supporting kids from disadvantaged backgrounds in
particular.

They would all flock to the
funeral, and
many would also visit his mum in the lonely weeks to come. But it
was Ben who would be there for his mum—and sister—before and after
the visitors came, when there wasn’t anything else to do but make
tea…and answer the doorbell that was now ringing.

He squeezed the teabag against
the side of the cup and removed it before heading to answer the
door. “Coming,” he called out ahead of himself to stop whoever it
was from leaving precipitously. He wasn’t expecting anyone this
early in the morning—it was probably the postman.

Turning the key in the lock with
well-practiced ease, Ben opened the door…and staredat God’s gift to
a gay man and the face that haunted Ben’s computer
screen.

Kurt.

There was no question of Ben
not recognizing the man who now stood in front of him, no
moment of “is it or isn’t it” doubt. Kurt looked exactly like his
pictures, only more real, his masculine beauty becoming more
physically undeniable once animated by breath and the smile full of
charm that spread across his face.

“Surprise,” Kurt said with a depreciating
shrug, as if he wasn’t sure of his reception.

Ben forced his mouth to move, speaking the
first words that passed through his brain. “You can say that
again.”

“An unwelcome surprise or
can I come in?”

No amount of sending signals
from his brain to his mouth could make Ben speak now. He didn’t know
what to say. Part of him wanted to invite Kurt in—of course he
did!—but the other part, maybe 55percent of him, kept asking what
Ben would do with him and how he would explain Kurt to his
mum.

Kurt must have sensed his hesitation
because he broke the growing silence. “Don’t worry about letting me
in. I didn’t know if you’d even be in. I just wanted to let you
know I was here.”

For you wasn’t said, but Ben heard the
thought anyway. There was no other reason for Kurt to turn up on
Ben’s doorstep.

“I’m booked into a hotel, for
tonight and tomorrow, but I can happily amuse myself with
sight-seeing.” Kurt gestured with his arms as if to indicate a
wealth of tourist attractions right on Ben’s doorstep. “If I can be
of any help, you just have to text me, and if you want, I’ll attend
your dad’s funeral. Whatever you choose will be fine with me. No
hard feelings, as they say.”

Surprise made it hard for Ben
to focus on offering a useful response. There was the initial shock
of Kurt appearing as if by magic on his doorstep of course, but as
thoughts made their way past the surprise he
felt, Ben
couldn’t help thinking that even if he had known Kurt was coming,
it would still be amazing. Incredible that this man who he’d never
met before had traveled countries just for him.

It came pretty close to climbing
mountains and valleys for him, or however it was the song
went.

A vision came to Ben of a pencil,
floating in midair before moving, without a hand to guide it,
sketching wings and a halo around the man on his doorstep. It
struck Ben that Kurt appeared beautiful in word and deed, his
presence angelic. Even if now wasn’t a great time, Ben didn’t want
to send Kurt away and run the risk of never seeing him again. He
just needed a bit of time to get his thoughts together.

“Thank you for
coming. I
don’t mean to seem ungrateful or unfriendly by not inviting you
in.” I
don’t want you to think I don’t find you insanely
attractive,
Ben thought. There was a heat and warmth gathering in his groin.
His cock was certainly attracted to the man in front of him. Only
he couldn’t make decisions with that head, not right now. “It’s
just a bit of a shock, and my mum’s staying with me at the moment,
so it might be awkward till I can tell her a friend is
visiting.”

Kurt’s smile reappeared. “That’s okay. I
understand. I don’t want you to think I’m a stalker who won’t leave
you alone if you ask or anything like that.”

With stomach muscles moving in a way they
hadn’t in recent days, Ben actually laughed. He couldn’t think of
anyone less like a stalker than Kurt. He was missing the requisite
greasy hairy, anorak, binoculars, and shiftydemeanor that came to
mind when Ben thought of a stalker. That image might be naïve of
him, but no, at this point he certainly didn’t think Kurt was a
stalker. Hopefully it was just that Kurt was as keen on himas hewas
on Kurt.

“I’d like it if you came to the
funeral this afternoon,” Ben said. “You can sit with me and my
family. I’ll make sure to tell them who you are before then, and
afterward people will be coming back here, sort of like an informal
wake.” As Ben spoke, his words felt right. It would be good to have
Kurt there.With him. Close enough to touch, maybe.

“That sounds good.” Kurt flushed
slightly. “In as much as a funeral and a wake can sound
good.” He
paused a moment, then asked. “What will you tell your family about
me?”

Was that a change of subject or
digging for clues as to how Ben felt about him? Maybe both.

Seeing as Ben was about to be
turning this lovely vision away from his
doorstep, it
wouldn’t
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