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Butterfly
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one

Dave Taylor looked down
at the perfect little human creature he held cradled in his hands –
delicate skin, warm scent, fragile bones – and asked, “Tell me
again why she isn’t ours?”

Over at the
kitchen bench, Denise snorted, her hands busily assembling their
lunch. “You know why, Davey.”

“I still haven’t found what I’m looking for?” he
hazarded.

“See? I knew you’d listen
eventually.”

“I didn’t know that I
even had to look …”
Dave gazed down at this exquisite tiny replica of Denise, and let
out a sigh, wondering why she was so sure he wasn’t looking for
this, exactly this. They had been Denny–and–Davey for so very long,
since his very first day at school over twenty years ago, and it
bewildered him why they weren’t Denny–and–Davey–and–Zoe now. The
baby’s fine hair glowed golden, as his own and Denise’s did; Zoe
didn’t even have any of her father’s dark Italian looks, at least
not from what Dave could make out.

“Hey,” he murmured a
greeting as the baby’s eyes fluttered a little and then opened to
return his gaze with solemn blue. “Hey there, Zo. I’m Davey.” The
baby turned to curl trustingly into his chest. “I’m your
… Well. I’m your mum’s best
mate. I think.”

“Course you are,” Denise put in with brisk scorn for the
notion that there could be any doubt about it. There was a brief
scowl of frustration from Zoe, and then a yawn which threatened to
become a wail. Denise came over and put a plate of sandwiches down
on the table before Dave, and then took Zoe, settled in a chair
round the corner and rearranged her own clothing so that Zoe could
feed. Denise’s very matter–of–factness emphasised that Dave was
considered as mostly harmless now; not even the ex, but only the
friend who had no chance at all of regathering what he’d
lost.

“Where’s Vittorio?” he asked, reaching for a sandwich, and
keeping his eyes politely averted – as if he hadn’t known that very
breast as intimately as anyone might, not so long ago.

“Work. He got called out; he’ll
be a while.” Denise paused to shift Zoe a little in her arms, as if
still trying to find the right hold. The baby wasn’t even two weeks
old. “What did you want to talk about? You said you had a trip
coming up?”

“Yeah. I could be gone for a
while. It’s all happened very quickly.”

“That’s good,” she replied – then added as if bracing him up,
“It’s good for business. Tour group, is it?”

“No, just one guy. An English
earl, for God’s sake! Well, the son of an earl, or something. I’ve
been dealing with the father’s butler, and he wasn’t real specific.
What does that make him? The son, I mean.”

“Out of place. Out of time! What’s he doing over
here?”

Dave groaned.
“Chasing down some mythical butterfly. Apparently no one’s even
sure it ever existed in the first place.”

“A quest!” Denise’s eyes
had lit up, though Dave knew well enough it was at least half in
humour. “A knight on a quest! A genuine knight!”

“Um, yeah, so –”

“And you’re his squire!”

“Oh God, shut up, would you?” he grumbled good–naturedly.
“It’s just as well that Japanese tour group cancelled for June.
He’s booked me for three months.”

That sobered her up. “You’re gonna be out
there for three months?”

Dave essayed a shrug. “Not the whole time,
of course. But the idea is that we get this done, whatever it
takes. When I told them I had that week’s trip in July with the
Americans, he said he’d come along, too, if he was welcome, or he’d
wait for me to meet up with him again afterwards. And if we find
the damned butterflies early, he’s paying me the full fee
anyway.”

“Huh,” was her only response. A
thoughtful silence stretched while Zoe finished up on one breast
and was switched to the other. Dave stared out the French windows
at the backyard until Denise was decently rearranged.

“I just don’t know what to expect,” Dave said.

“Why? Not cos he’s English. Your dad was English!”

“Yeah, I always forget that.” Dave smiled a bit wistfully. He
still missed his dad. “But that’s not it.”

“What’s the problem, then?”

“I only hope he’s up to it. The
guy who made the booking – his butler or secretary or whatever – he
said –”

“What?”

“Just before he hung up,
he said – Well. To treat him kindly. So I’m left thinking God
knows what to
expect.”

“He didn’t tell you why?”

“Nope. And I even asked; I followed up with an email. He just
shrugged me off, all very proper and dignified, as if he hadn’t
even said it in the first place.”

“Huh.” Eventually Denise asked, “So where do you start, when
you’re looking for a butterfly that may or may not even
exist?”

“The other side of Cunnamulla.
There’s supposed to be a waterhole – though it’s not on any maps –
and that’s –”

“A mythical waterhole?”

“Pretty much straight out of Dreamtime. Yeah.”

“You’ll need to talk to
Charlie, won’t you?” Denise visibly relaxed at the notion. “You
talk to Charlie before you head out there, and you take care, do
you hear me, Davey? You take care.”

“Course I will,” he scoffed. “How many years have I been doing
this?”

“No, I mean it. You have to come back, see, cos you’re gonna
be – well, whatever the irreligious version of a godparent is, for
Zoe.”

An irreligious godparent … ? Dave just
laughed. But before he left he pressed a gentle kiss to the top of
Zoe’s milk–scented golden–haired head, and he silently wished her
well. Just in case.
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The plane was due in
just after seven in the morning. Dave made sure he was there in
plenty of time, even though the Englishman would need to go through
passport control, collect his luggage, and then get through
quarantine. All of which would take an hour, probably – but it
would be just Dave’s luck if he turned up at eight to find that the
earl’s son had been processed as a VIP or some such thing, and had
been waiting on him ever since.

Dave found a place to lean on the
waist–high barriers with the drivers and others carrying signs. His
own read GORING. That was
the guy’s name. Nicholas Goring. Which perhaps made his father Earl
Goring, or was it the Earl of Goring … ? When Dave wasn’t chatting
in an early morning haze to his current companions, he spent the
time trying to remember whether he’d had any clue about whether
Nicholas was the eldest son or not – and if he was, whether that
meant Dave should address him as ‘my lord’ or as ‘sir’. He’d looked
it up on Wikipedia, realised he’d need to email the butler for more
information, and then promptly let it all slip his mind.

He was kicking
himself, metaphorically at least. He was always more professional
than this. Always. And all right, maybe titles didn’t matter very
much – though he was sure they’d matter more to an Englishman than
an Australian – but no one could afford to be this slapdash in the
Outback. Why would Goring trust Dave with his life, if he couldn’t
even get this detail right?

Dave sighed,
and watched in a desultory way as the passengers from other flights
straggled through. No one looked their best after a 24–hour flight.
No one. This pair now, for instance – a father and a young
daughter, Dave assumed – appeared beyond tired, irritable,
dishevelled, unhappy. That all fell away, however, as they were
greeted by an older couple. The man’s parents, the girl’s
grandparents: they had to be. Faces brightened, postures lifted,
hugs all round.

It would take a miracle to perform the
same transformation on the next pair who came through the gates,
though. A married couple, perhaps, whose marriage didn’t look like
it would survive the rigours of an international flight. Dave and
Denny had done that once, of course – headed off on the obligatory
backpacking holiday in their late teens. They’d done all right
together, despite having laughably little money and even less
sense. But then, they’d always been friends first, and a best mate
could see you through anything. They’d taken turns seeing each
other through.

Dave tried not to sigh again, and then
tried not to yawn, as he absently watched the next fellow come
through. The luggage came first, on a trolley, and the guy came
after it, almost tumbling as he negotiated the doors and got a foot
caught against the trolley wheel. Everything teetered as he tried
to break free, prevent the door from slamming closed, and head down
along the barriers to his right, all at the same time. He almost
succeeded in achieving all those things, and probably would have,
too, if he hadn’t suddenly decided to head to his left instead. He
went sprawling on the floor, long limbs everywhere, while the
trolley trundled off by itself for a few feet and finally came to
an unconvincing kind of halt.

Dave felt for the guy, he really did. Just
his luck if he was meeting his lover at the airport or something,
and had managed to gawk out entirely. Everyone was either tactfully
looking somewhere else, or smiling ruefully at the guy. There
wasn’t anyone nearby to help him up, because none of them were dumb
enough to go past the barrier; security didn’t seem to have noticed
yet, and for now the blunderer was the only arriving
passenger.

And he was still lying there on the floor
… Why on earth was he still down there on the cold hard floor? He
hadn’t broken something, had he? Dave looked at him – properly –
with a frown. Considered each of those gangly limbs, but they
seemed to be whole. He wasn’t lying at an awkward angle or
anything. But his head was tilted back, and he was grinning a bit
stupidly … and he was looking right back at Dave!

Which would have been fine, except that
once he realised Dave was looking back, the guy seemed to wink. Or
was that blink? But upside down like that, his smile seemed to have
a wicked kick to it – and really, if they were in any other
situation at all, if this wasn’t early morning at an international
airport, Dave might have thought the guy was checking him out
…

He turned away with a bit of a grimace,
kind of a sneer. Which wasn’t like him, not really, and he wasn’t
prejudiced, he’d swear it, but honestly it was way too early for lascivious stares from awkward
strangers of the wrong gender. It just was.

A moment later he regretted the rudeness,
of course, and his heart thudded once, punishingly. He turned back
to see if he’d given offence, and perhaps to offer an apologetic
shrug. But security had finally arrived, and were helping the guy
up to his feet, dusting him off, making sure he would remain
upright for now, retrieving his bags. Listening to him chat, and
apparently letting themselves be charmed into considering him
harmless.

Dave watched,
vaguely glad that everything seemed to be in order. Until they were
past the barriers, and the guards ushered the guy out towards the
exits, and he declined to go. Instead he turned, and his searching
gaze soon landed on Dave again. Dave stood up slowly, warily, as
the man approached with the guards trailing behind with matching
frowns.

“I believe you’re looking for me,” the guy said in a cultured
English accent.

“What?” Dave replied stupidly.

A long pale
hand indicated the sign Dave carried. “I’m Nicholas Goring.”

“Oh God.”

The corner of his mouth kicked slightly,
though the man was no longer smiling. “Just sir will do.”
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They were silent while
Dave led his client out to the car park, paid off his ticket, found
the car and put the bags in the boot, insisting in a mutter that he
didn’t need Goring’s assistance.

It wasn’t until they were heading into the
city on Kingsford Smith Drive that Dave finally spoke. “I’ll take
you to the hotel. I booked it with an early check–in. I’m sure you’ll be glad
of a shower and change of clothes.” When he risked a glance at the
man, Dave was disconcerted to find that Goring’s smile once again
had a wicked kick to it. “Um,” said Dave, “sir …”

“I always had a thing for chauffeurs,” the man
confided.

“Huh.” Dave frowned, and stared very hard at the road ahead,
though he wasn’t entirely sure how much he was actually seeing.
“Well. What do you do when they don’t have a thing for
you?”

Goring
chuckled, sounding genuinely amused. “Ah, come on. Seize the
day!”

“Mate, life’s not
that
short.”

The chuckle turned into a laugh – and Dave
liked that. Still, he was relieved when Goring said, “All right,
I’ll stop. Don’t mind me. I hardly got a wink of sleep on that
damned plane.”

“You weren’t exactly travelling cattle class. Were
you?”

“No, but …” Goring looked away,
biting at his lower lip. He was a tall, scrawny man, and his lips
were the plumpest thing about him. They were a dash of pink on his
pale face. They were almost pretty. “Too much on my mind, I
suppose.”

Dave let a
beat go by, and then headed for safer ground. “Common wisdom is to
stay awake for as long as you can today, and try not to sleep until
tonight. Get into the new time zone as soon as you can.”

“Yes, so I’ve heard.”

“And I find that people like to start with a good breakfast,
to keep their energy levels up. The hotel – you’re at the Hilton –
is known for their breakfasts.”

“I see.”

“It’s up to you, but I’ll keep you company, if you like. For
as much of the day as suits.”

“Starting with breakfast …
?”

“If you like,” Dave repeated.
“And later, if you have people here, I can drop you off wherever.
Just tell me what you want to do and then, you know, feel free to
change your plans if you can’t stay awake any longer or
whatever.”

Goring was staring at him. “I understand.”
After a moment, he added, “I don’t know why I was expecting laconic
rather than loquacious.”

Dave glanced
at him. “Dunno if I’m your typical Aussie, mate.”

Another laugh, though wry this time rather
than genuine. Then Goring asked, “Will Mr Taylor be able to join us
for breakfast?”

“What?” Dave grimaced as
he turned right onto Albert Street. They were almost there. “No,
I’m – I’m Dave
Taylor.”

“Oh.”

“I guess I didn’t – No, I didn’t
introduce myself. The meeting at the airport didn’t, uh
–”

“Didn’t quite go as planned,” Goring smoothly
supplied.

“No. My fault. Look, we’re here,” Dave said. “I’ll drop you
off, and you can check in while I park.”

“No need. I’ll stay with you.”

Dave glanced
at him, and thought that Goring wasn’t merely being polite. In any
case, he needed to decide right away, as he was already approaching
the car park. He nodded, and flipped on the indicator. So be it.
Almost nothing this morning had gone as intended, so why not this
as well?

They were
silent again as Dave collected a ticket, and then quickly chose an
empty space on the ground floor – it was still too early to be
busy. Once he’d parked, they both got out, and met around the back
of the car. Dave looked the man in the eye, and held his hand out.
“Good morning, uh, sir. I’m Dave Taylor.”

Goring shook
his hand with a cool firmness before disengaging. “I’m pleased to
meet you, Mr Taylor. Call me Nicholas.”

“Dave.”

“David,” said Nicholas.

Dave grinned,
and turned to open the boot, started lifting the three bags out.
“All right, but no one calls me that. It’s Dave or – well, my
friends call me Davey.”

“Would you join me for breakfast, David?”

“Sure. Thanks,” he added, quite genuinely. “We can talk over
your trip. I’ve brought maps and such.”

“Good. Here, let me
–”

But Dave only
handed over the cabin–sized bag, and insisted on wheeling the
larger cases. “I’ve got it,” he said. He attempted the three
syllables as they emerged into sunlight: “Nicholas.” He wondered
how long it would be before he was allowed to go with Nick or
Nicky.

“Thank you.” The man’s smile was a little gentler by
now.

Of course it
had all gone horribly wrong so far, and God only knew what that
meant for the rest of the trip, but it seemed that at least Dave
had been forgiven for his part of the shambles. He nodded, both
accepting and returning the thanks. Nicholas seemed to understand.
As they walked shoulder to shoulder into the hotel, Dave dared to
think the next three months mightn’t be a complete disaster.
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Barely half an hour later, Nicholas reappeared,
bright and fresh and cheerful in the diffuse sunlight of the
restaurant. While still standing there towering tall and lean, he
offered, “I apologise
for the chauffeur thing.”

Dave couldn’t
help but grin. “You’re sorry about your thing for chauffeurs?”

“Well, no,” was the reply as Nicholas sat down around the
corner of the table to Dave’s right. “That dates back to my first
love. Always a formative experience, wouldn’t you say?”

Dave huffed an
empathic breath. “Hell, yeah.”

“What I’m sorry for is being so outrageous so early in the
morning with no provocation on your part whatsoever.”

“Don’t worry about it. We already started over, didn’t
we?”

“With our proper introductions,” Nicholas agreed.

A waiter
appeared, and Dave ordered coffee while Nicholas ordered tea.

Perhaps it was all best forgotten about,
but Dave was still curious about the misunderstandings. “You know,
I always do this bit. Meeting my clients off the plane, or
whatever. To me, that’s the professional thing to do. Maybe you’re
used to butlers and maids and secretaries – and chauffeurs,” he
added, as he caught Nicholas trying to suppress a wicked smirk –
“doing that for you, but here there’s just me. The business is
mine, and I try to do things properly.” Having forgotten the point
he was trying to get to, Dave tailed off, “Well, I wouldn’t just
send a car to collect you.”

“Of course not,” Nicholas stoutly agreed. “It was my mistake
entirely.”

For some reason, Dave felt the need to
persist. “There are a few people I employ to help me when I have
larger tour groups, but for smaller groups – and for you – I’m
afraid it’s just me.”

“That’s perfectly fine. Of course.”

A silence stretched. Dave frowned, unable
to either follow his own thought processes through to their
outcome, or track them back to their origin.

“Look,” said Nicholas after
their tea and coffee had arrived. “I won’t flirt. I won’t make a
nuisance of myself. If that’s what you’re worried about. What I
said this morning was stupid. But if an apology and a promise
aren’t enough, then –”

“That’s enough,” Dave insisted. But then he blurted, “The
chauffeur. What happened to him?”

Nicholas’s head went back in surprise.
“Oh. Well. He went on to lead a full and happy life, I suppose.
What do you mean, what happened … ?”

“He lost his job, right? Sacked without a
reference?”

“Good grief,” Nicholas exclaimed with a laugh. “Even I don’t
characterise my life as a Gothic romance. No, he didn’t lose his
job. Quite the opposite. He retired last May, and still lives on
the estate.”

Dave stared at
the man.

“He was very kind to me,” Nicholas continued. “Very patient.
And,” he confided from under a lifted brow, “very
discreet.”

“Oh!” Dave hadn’t felt so idiotic for years.

“So, you see … it
isn’t always an
unmitigated disaster to be fancied by me.”

“No. No, of course …”

“Shall we go raid the buffet for breakfast?” Nicholas smoothly
supplied.
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Once they were done
eating, they ordered more coffee and tea, and Dave reached for his
folder of maps and notes. “Can we talk about the trip?”

“Yes, please.” Nicholas sat forward with an eager little
smile, his hands spread on the table either side of his
cup.

“Look,” said Dave after a long moment.

Nicholas’s
face fell. “There’s a problem?”

“I just don’t want you getting your hopes up, is all. The
information you gave me – a lot of it’s contradictory, or it
doesn’t make much sense.”

“I know it’s only clues. That’s why I was hoping we’d have
plenty of time to explore. Maybe it will all start falling into
place while we’re out there.”

“That’s the thing. And I tried having this conversation with
your butler or whatever he was, so I’m hoping he passed all this
on. Heading into the Outback – it’s not like taking a stroll
through the Cotswolds or whatever. If things go wrong, we could
die.”

“I understand,” Nicholas solemnly replied.

“So we really need a
better plan than just wandering about at random, hoping the clues
will add up. If they even are clues.”

“I understand, I really do. And
I’m prepared for it all coming to naught. I know I might get
nothing more from this than a rather peculiar holiday.”

Dave grinned
despite himself. “You don’t seem the type to give up, though.”

“No. I’d hope to come back next year, and try again. With you,
if you can stand it; with someone else, if you can’t.”

“All right,” said Dave. “I’m glad you said that about having
plenty of time. You realise we’re not going to be leaving Brisbane
right away? There are still things to organise. And if we’re
heading north, the Wet’s really only just ended – the wet season.
It ran quite late this year. There’s no point in
hurrying.”

“From what I understand of the
geography, I don’t think we’ll be heading that far
north.”

“Aren’t butterflies generally a tropical creature?”

“Not these ones.” Nicholas’s fingers skittered against the
edge of the table, as if he wanted to drum impatiently but was too
polite. “When will we leave, do you think?”

“A few days at least. Maybe a week. We need to plan exactly
where we’re going, and if we’re going to be leaving the established
roads, then we need to ask permission of whoever owns the
land.”

“Is that likely to be a problem?”

“I shouldn’t think so; if the owners don’t already know me,
they’ll know people who’ll vouch for me. But it’s only fair to ask
before rather than after, if we can.”

“Of course. I understand.”

“Then it’s a fair drive, just to
get to Cunnamulla. So I’ll leave one day, and you fly out the next,
and I’ll … collect you from the airport. Again.”

Nicholas’s
smile was quirking irrepressibly.

“Or I’ll send a driver to fetch you and bring you to the
hotel, maybe. If you’re lucky.”

“No, I’d rather it was you,” Nicholas said with a little more
warmth than might be expected. “And anyway,” he continued with a
rather cooler directness, “I’d rather stay with you. I’d rather you
drove me. Unless there’s some particular reason why
not.”

“It’s a long way, and there’s not much to see. You’ll get
bored.”

Nicholas shrugged. “I’d rather experience
it. I’d rather … get a feel for the country.”

“You have no idea about the distances involved. I mean, you
can drive across England in an afternoon, can’t you?”

“All the more reason to, um …
broaden my horizons.” The man really had the most infectious
grin.

“Well –”

“It’s like watching cricket,” Nicholas said, overriding any
protest that Dave had been about to make. “You’re an Australian,
you should know about cricket.”

Dave made a
noise tentatively indicating agreement and conveying an
unwillingness to get into an argument over such a contentious issue
just now.

“It’s like watching a Test match. It might get a bit tedious
on occasion, watching the full game. But you get a sense of it
unfolding that way. You get a real feel for how the game is playing
out. You never get that from watching the highlights.”

Dave laughed,
and surrendered. “Well, I can’t argue with a cricket analogy.”
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“My best guess,” said
Nicholas, peering down at the state map and circling a region with
a fingertip, “is that we start around here.” He had long pale
fingers; they were, perhaps, the most elegant thing about him. Dave
watched as they traced lightly across the map as if the man could
feel the land’s contours. “Yes … and then we head further west, if we don’t find anything
there.” After another long moment passed, Nicholas looked up. “What
do you think?”

Dave shook
himself out of his silence. “Area the size of Wales,” he
remarked.

“Yes. I realise it’s a
needle in a haystack and all that, but I have to
try. This might
be the only thing I –”

When the
conclusion wasn’t forthcoming, Dave prompted, “The only thing you
what?”

Nicholas’s
gaze remained fixed on the map. “Never mind.”

Dave let a moment go by, and then got the
conversation back on track. “Okay, take me through the logic of it
again. You started with a settler’s journal.”

“Yes. Clemence Hall. She’s not very well known.”

“And she mentioned a blue cloud.”

Nicholas
nodded enthusiastically. “They were travelling south–west from the
Wyandra region, taking it slowly. This blue cloud would appear near
the horizon each afternoon. She thought it was a mirage, but it
stayed in the same location while their expedition continued on
south. She wanted to go investigate, but one of the party was quite
ill, and they didn’t have enough water to take another detour.”
Nicholas’s eyes were afire with the possibilities. “And I thought,
what could that blue cloud be, but butterflies rising in the
afternoon sunshine?”

“All right,” Dave said. “But then didn’t she say something
about being north of the stone–curlew? If she meant Quilpie, then
they weren’t travelling south–west from Wyandra. Quilpie’s to the
north.”

“I think she was referring to a Dreamtime site, not a
settlers’ town.”

“Oh. Of course.” Dave felt
supremely idiotic. Imagine a Pom making that leap before a dinky–di
Aussie …

Nicholas
spared him a sympathetic look. “I’ve been obsessing over this for a
while, you know.”

“So I guess you did your research about possible sacred sites?
Your butler or whatever didn’t mention anything to do with the
Dreamtime.”

“I haven’t found anything in the
Dreamtime stories about the stone–curlew, or not yet anyway … but I
did find a story about the Barcoo grunter – Great name, by the
way.”

“The fish … ?” Dave clarified,
having to make yet another leap. “What’s that got to do with
curlews?”

“Yes, the
Scortum
barcoo. And the
connection is with the butterflies.”

“Right …” he prompted, feeling
rather bewildered.

“The story ended with the
Barcoo grunter ancestor returning to his long sleep, sinking
deep deep down into
his waterhole, and pieces of the sky – this is a loose translation,
I admit – rose up to lament and flutter in
farewell.”

“But …”

“He was farewelling his love,” Nicholas supplied, “who lived
in the sky.”

“Your butterflies were, like, the Barcoo grunter’s
tears?”

“Yes.”

“Have you
seen
a grunter? They’re ugly
things.”

Nicholas sat
back with a disapproving sniff. “Even ugly creatures feel love, you
know. Even ugly creatures can create beauty.”

“Of course. I –” Dave
hardly knew what to say. This contradictory Englishman had taken
that personally, which meant that he must count himself among the
ugly creatures of this world, when it was surely blindingly obvious
to anyone with eyes that … Well. Dave wasn’t about to tell some guy
he’d just met – or indeed any guy
– that he was beautiful. Nicholas Goring was strange, perhaps, yet
undeniably beautiful with his long face and longer fingers, his
deep blue gaze and his wicked smile, and the way he lit up when he
talked about his mythical blue butterflies …

And what was Dave even doing, thinking
things like that? About a bloke? “All right,” Dave said, his voice unaccountably rough. “So
we need to find out about sacred sites for stone–curlews and Barcoo
grunters, if we can. I know just who to talk to. I’ll call ahead,
but if he’s home then we’re heading for Charleville first. As long
as the sites aren’t off–limits. There might be secret elements to
the story that –”

“You think I don’t know that? Of course I’d respect
that.”

Dave let the
matter drop for now. That was the first sign of irritability from a
man who’d survived a hellish twenty–four hours on a plane. Dave
himself wouldn’t have gone half so long without snapping.

“If you’re in the mood for a walk,” Dave offered, “the city
botanic gardens are about ten minutes away, on a bend of the river.
They’re pretty cool. And they date back to convict days, so they’re
historical as well.”

Nicholas
considered him for a moment, and then said rather remotely, “All
right.”

“Stretch your legs. Get some fresh air.”

A reluctant
smile tweaked the corner of Nicholas’s mouth. “Don’t humour
me.”

“Is that what I was doing?” Dave asked with mock innocence.
“Well, what d’you say to a stroll around the gardens?”

The smile was
small but genuine by now. “I say yes.”
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Dave watched as
Nicholas ambled along, hands snagged in his jeans pockets and long
face turned towards the sun, long eyelashes fanning darkly down
over his cheekbones. In the strong light, the Englishman appeared
beyond pale – almost translucent, like the fine china Dave’s
grandmother used to treasure. So pale and fine, but with an odd
tinge of cool colour, as well. Nicholas looked as if he’d been
raised in the shade all his life. God only knew how he’d cope with
the harsh realities of Australia.

“You know about protection, right?” Dave asked.

Nicholas
tilted his head to quirk a suggestive eyebrow at Dave.

“Sun
protection,” Dave
clarified.

“Heavens, can’t I soak in a bit of warmth – just for a few
minutes?”

“Yeah, but
only
for a few minutes.” Dave added,
“I’m going to buy you a hat.”

Nicholas
laughed. “You assume I don’t have one? Or that it’s
inadequate?”

“Well –”

“You think I came out here equipped with my grandfather’s old
pith helmet, do you?”

“Mate, I am going to buy you a genuine Akubra.”

The man’s
expression turned fondly droll. Or drolly fond. Whichever was worse
for Dave’s peace of mind. But all Nicholas said was a soft “Thank
you.”

The two of
them wandered on quietly for a while, until they reached the river,
and turned to follow along the bank. Well, Dave turned – and then
he had to reach back and snag Nicholas by the elbow and turn him
before he walked off the path and right into the water, he was so
busy gazing up at the trees and the sky.

“Mate, you’ve got to look where you’re going,” Dave
advised.

Nicholas
murmured something appreciative, and continued on with his head
metaphorically in the wide blue expanse above.

“Okay,” Dave announced, “it’s
time for The Talk.”

“Oh dear!” said Nicholas, though he didn’t sound very
worried.

“I’ve let you talk me into a few
things today, but you’ve got to understand that when we’re out
there, what I say goes. I make the rules, I make the decisions, I
get the last word. Every time. Do you understand?”

Nicholas pulled a long face. “Well
–”

“No quibbles, no arguments, no second–guessing. This isn’t a
democracy.”

“The whole point of this is to find the
butterflies.”

“I’ll find your butterflies for you, if we possibly can. But
that’s only ever our second priority, all right? Our first is to
return home, safe and whole. Those are my priorities, and those are
going to be your priorities, too.”

Nicholas immediately brightened. “Oh, if
that’s all –”

“No, that’s not
all.”

“What else, then?”

“I mean, you can’t just dismiss it like that. This is serious.
There aren’t many places left in the world where your survival
depends on you alone, but this is one of them. And your survival
depends on you and on me.”

“I see.” Nicholas turned his
face up towards the sun again, though he no longer seemed to be
basking in it quite so happily. “I understand.”

“Do you?” Dave sounded sour and sceptical, he knew he
did.

Nicholas laughed. “You bring me to this
beautiful place to read me the Riot Act … ? How am I meant to take
you seriously?”

“Mr Goring,” Dave began with
stiff formality, “I really must insist –”

“All right, all right! The only
rule is to listen to you, and do as you tell me. I get
it.”

“And you agree?”

“Yes! For heaven’s sake,” the man softly grumbled.

Dave sighed.
He liked to be liked, he knew that about himself. It could be the
hardest part of this job that he sometimes had to insist on being
completely unlikeable.

And perhaps Nicholas could already read
all of that in him, because without any further prompting he
offered, “I do take your
point, and I agree, and I promise I’ll behave myself out there. It
would break my heart to lose a chance at the butterflies, but if
you decide my heart is to be broken, then so be it.”

“I wouldn’t do anything without reason,” Dave offered in
turn.

“I trust you entirely.”

They’d both
paused in their wanderings, and now they stared at each other. Dave
had pushed, that was certain, but he hadn’t meant to go this
deep.

Nicholas
shrugged lightly. “I realise I am trusting you entirely, with my
life and with more besides. That doesn’t necessarily come easily
for me, but I’ll do it with a good grace.”

And all Dave
could do was nod in acknowledgement, and then turn to get them
moving again. They paced slowly on, shoulder to shoulder. Soon he
observed, “I’ve known Englishmen before. None of them talked like
you do.”

“Ah, well. I’m not just English,
am I?”

“No?”

“I’m the youngest son of an earl. And gay. Incorrigible. And a
quarter French.”

“That would do it,” Dave agreed.
He left a pause, but then sought to get the conversation back on a
firmer footing. “Okay. Thank you for agreeing. Now, the trick to
returning home, safe and whole, is to make sure nothing goes wrong.
Nothing at all.”

The man’s
eyebrows climbed. “Is that likely? I was assuming you’d plan for
every contingency.”

“I do, and I have backups, redundant supplies, emergency
procedures. We should never be further than a half day’s drive from
the nearest bit of civilisation. We’ll never be more than a two
hour helicopter ride away.”

“So … ?”

“We can cope if one or two things go wrong. It wouldn’t be a
problem. But trouble is like a row of dominoes. Things happen; that
precipitates more things happening; it quickly becomes a horrible
mess, and we’re in the midst of it, dead or injured. And there
aren’t many second chances in the Outback, you know. Not many at
all.”

“Look, I assure you
that –”

“Camping in the Cotswolds or what–have–you, five minutes from
the nearest pub, doesn’t cut it. Not the same thing at
all.”

“All right!” said
Nicholas, rather sharply. “I get the point.”

“Did I scare you a bit?” asked Dave.

“Well. Maybe a bit.”

“Good. Thank you. And I’m done now. Unless I think you need
another dose sometime to make you see sense.”

“Consider it seen,” Nicholas stiffly replied. After a moment,
he said, as if forcing out the words, “Well. I suppose you need to
know that I am on medication.”

“I do need to know that, yes. Do you have sufficient supplies?
What is the condition? We should probably consult a doctor before
we leave.”

“That won’t be necessary, I assure you. There won’t be any
problems. It’s not that kind of condition.”

And he so
obviously didn’t want to talk about it – and Dave had already
pushed so very hard – that Dave took pity on the man. “All right,”
he said gently. “That’s all right.” They still had days to go
before they left, after all.

When it became
clear that Dave wouldn’t insist, Nicholas nodded slightly in
gratitude. And they finished their walk in silence.
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Denise called that
evening, and as usual cut right to the chase. “How’s your
earl?”

“Not an earl.”

“Well, your baby earl, then …
Which makes him an earling!” she declared with a laugh. “How’s your
earling?”

Dave frowned
for a moment over the day’s jumbled impressions, and then ventured,
“Unexpected.”

“Ah,” Denise wisely responded, as if this actually meant
something to her. “Are you getting along all right?”

“Yes, it’s almost as if … Well,
you know how once you’ve known someone for a while you get past the
difficulties, and it’s as if you’ve known them forever
already?”

“You get comfortable. Especially when you’re on a long
trip.”

“Yes, and it’s just the two of
you, and –” He sighed, though it was more in puzzlement than
sadness or frustration. “Well, it’s kind of like we’re there
already. Like we just skipped ahead.”

“Well, that’s good, isn’t it? I
mean, so you don’t drive each other crazy these next three months …
?”

“Yeah. Yeah, um …” He tried to
think it through, this sense of unease that accompanied the ease.
“Unless the difficulties just come later. I guess.”

“You’ll be right, mate,” she said stoutly.

“Will I?”

“You’ve been doing this for ages, yeah?”

“Yeah. Six years with Dad; nine on my own.”

“Well, you’ve never yet hit a
client over the head with a shovel and buried them under a red gum,
have you … ?”

“Actually, no. No, I haven’t.”

“See? You’ll be fine.”
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two

Five days later Dave drove out of Brisbane in his
Land Cruiser, with every space in the back and on the roof rack
efficiently crammed with supplies, and Nicholas beside him in the
passenger seat. The Englishman sat there quiet and still with his
hands resting placid on his long thighs, yet he seemed to
tingle
with anticipation; it was
infectious, the very air seemed to sparkle with it. Dave grinned to
himself. Despite having done this for most of his life, he was as
susceptible to the excitement of a new trip as anyone could
be.

And, after
all, it wasn’t just the trip – it was the new Cruiser that had Dave
himself tingling. She was a beauty. He’d just upgraded to the 2011
model in Magnetic Gray with a roo bar, side rails, snorkel,
long–range fuel tank, and the rest. This was her first real trip,
and to be honest he’d been a little disappointed to know he
wouldn’t have her to himself for this first stage of the journey.
Nicholas remained quiet, though, which allowed Dave the chance to
revel in all the joys of his Cruiser. She was solid, of course, but
also sleek and smooth, and she handled with just the right
responsiveness – easy but not skittish. They were only on regular
roads for now, but Dave thrilled to how she held to the planes and
curves.

He and
Nicholas didn’t talk. Not that there was much outside to distract
or interest. The Warrego Highway had soon taken them out of the
suburbs, and then through apparently endless farmland and towns.
Dave had to assume the landscape wasn’t very exciting for his
English companion, but Nicholas paid careful attention, apparently
genuine in his wish to get a feel for the countryside and how it
slowly oh–so–slowly changed as they left the coast behind.

They didn’t
talk. They’d spent that entire first day together talking, then
they hadn’t seen each other since. Dave had been busy making the
last preparations for the trip, and closing up his house. Nicholas,
meanwhile, had apparently been happily occupied with the insect
collections at the university, the museum, the Department of
Primary Industries, and God only knew where else. In fact, they’d
been going to meet for dinner on the Tuesday evening, but Nicholas
had been so engrossed in his studies that he’d called to cancel at
the last minute, having let the afternoon slip by unnoticed. He’d
been keen to meet the following day, but Dave hadn’t wanted to
cancel his plans to spend a last few hours with Denise, Vittorio
and little Zoe – especially as it had been made clear that the
invitation was issued on behalf of all three of them. Dave might
have worried about not getting to know his client well enough under
other circumstances, but it seemed to him that they’d connected on
that first day; he was blithely confident that any problems between
them would be small, and that they could handle them as they
came.

After about an
hour and a half, the road started winding through what seemed to be
real bush. Nicholas smiled happily, and sank a little in his seat
as if luxuriating in it. Dave had to disillusion him.

“Make the most of it,” he advised. “There’s a scrap of bush as
we head through the hills, and then we’re into
Toowoomba.”

“The city.”

“Yeah. D’you wanna stop for a cuppa tea, or
something?”

Nicholas
dragged his gaze away from the countryside for a moment. “I’d never
say no to tea, but wouldn’t you rather keep going? We’re not even a
quarter of the way there yet, are we?”

“No, but we’re not in any hurry.
We might as well make the most of it. Like I said before, I don’t
think we should try doing it all in one day.”

“But you would if you were on your own. Wouldn’t
you?”

“That’s different.”

“A cup of tea, then,” Nicholas concluded. “If you don’t mind
stopping.”

And they were
into suburbia again. Dave drove along sedately, barely a kilometre
or two – well, maybe five – over the speed limit. “You’re the
client,” he observed mildly. “You can always say if you want a
cuppa.”

Nicholas
smiled at him, softly – and then he changed the subject. “You were
right, we would have been halfway to Wales by now.”

“We’d have been
in
Wales.”

Nicholas
laughed, but couldn’t help quibbling. “Driving in Britain is
qualitatively different, not just quantitatively.”

“Spoken like a true scientist.”

“It takes a lot longer to get around. It’s much more built–up
and crowded, so there’s more effort involved. There are far fewer
empty stretches of road.”

“You’ve got the motorways.”

“That’s different. And they create their own
problems.”

Dave shrugged,
and found somewhere to park.

 


#

 


A polite request in his
English accent and a winsome smile earned Nicholas a pot of tea
delivered with a wink – in response to which Nicholas beamed up at
their waitress happily. Suzie stood there with a bit of sass in her
posture as she considered the man in turn. “Ah, Davey, you can
bring this one back any time you like.”

“Developing a thing for Poms, are you?” Dave asked with mock
sourness.

“With that smile, who cares what flavour he is?”

“That smile?” Dave echoed blankly, having to think for a
moment to work out what was wrong with the sentence. Then he got
it. “Those smiles,” he corrected her. “The man has a whole
repertoire.”

“Does he indeed … ?” She sounded
intrigued.

But Nicholas’s attention had been caught
by Dave. As he gazed across the rickety old cafe table, his smile
turned wistful – though when he spoke, he addressed Suzie. “I would
have thought you’d be encouraging David to return for his sake, not
for mine.”

“Ah,” she grieved, taking a metaphorical step back, and
snapping her chewing gum. “That’s how it is, is it? Well, mate,
Davey here is no use to either of us, I’m afraid. He’s strictly a
one–woman man.”

Dave tried not to splutter in protest. “We
broke up ages ago! A year
or more!”

“What’s that got to do with anything?”

“She’s –” Dave was having
second thoughts, but said it anyway, glancing at Nicholas with a
plea for rescue. “Denny’s married with a kid already! She’s
long
gone.”

“Uh huh. Whatever you say.”

“I’m gonna be, like, the
kid’s godparent.”

Suzie looked
at him flatly. “I rest my case.” And she belatedly put Dave’s mug
of coffee down, before turning her back and sauntering off.

Dave’s mute plea kept Nicholas quiet.
Well, he was obviously gay enough to be curious, but at least he
was bloke enough to know that some things just couldn’t be
discussed. “Um,” said Dave, scrambling for a different topic of
conversation. Just in case. “Um … Oh. Did you learn anything new
about your butterflies? I mean, from all those
collections?”

Nicholas’s gaze turned intent and his
smile fond for a long slow moment. Then he gently chided, “I would
have told you, if there was anything that would change our
plans.”

“I know,” Dave responded easily. “Not why I asked.”

The smile grew
as another moment lengthened. It felt as if Nicholas was happy in
their mutual sense of trust. Eventually, Nicholas said, “No. No, if
I find them, then there’s a chance it will be a new species
discovered. There’s been very few sightings of the Lycaenidae
reported in that area. At least, not of the sort of thing I’m
expecting.”

“The what?”

“The Family Lycaenidae: the
blues. And when I say that area, I mean that entire south–west
corner of the state. Though I guess … Well, I am extrapolating
rather a lot from very little data. It could all come to nothing,
of course.”

“Huh.” Dave hadn’t quite
realised the full significance of this quest of discovery. “An
entirely new butterfly … You’ll be able to give your name to it,
then?”

Nicholas was smiling with slow contentment
again. “Yes, I will.”

“In Latin, like Whatever
Goringi. Or Blah–de–blah Nicholasi. Nicholai … ?”

The smile
became a laugh. “Something like that.”

“Cool.”

“And I’ll write it up
for The
Australian Journal of Entomology, and I’ll say I couldn’t have done any of it without Mr
David Taylor of Brisbane.”

“Fame at last!” Dave laughed. “Thanks, mate.”

“Might be good for business.”

“Butterfly hunting. Dunno how much call there is for it, to be
honest. Most people who brave the Outback are wanting to go
crocodile wrestling instead.”

“Ah, but if you want to attract
the more charmingly eccentric clients …”

Dave couldn’t
help but grin; Nicholas’s wicked brand of happiness was definitely
catching. “Well, it’s working for me so far,” Dave finally
agreed.
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The Warrego Highway
took them north–west from Toowoomba. The countryside around them
was still mostly cultivated, but the number of lone houses and
small towns slowly decreased. As their journey continued Nicholas
eventually relaxed, realising that he wouldn’t miss anything new if
he let his attention wander for a moment or two. They still didn’t
talk much, however.

They stopped for lunch in Chinchilla, and
then drove on. A while later the highway turned towards the west;
they were getting close to the town of Miles.

“I thought we’d stop there overnight,” Dave
said into the silence. “Stay at the hotel. Not that there’s
anything much to do in Miles, but we can drive out into the bush,
if you like. Get a better feel for it than we can driving past. And
there might be precious few trees where we end up. Might as well
enjoy them while we can.”

“We can stop?” Nicholas asked. “Do you mind?”

“Course not. I mean, of course I don’t mind,” Dave clarified.
“Just say, whenever.”

“Oh, but it’s
your
rules,” was the teasing
response. “What you say goes.”

Dave chuckled.
“We’re not quite at the life–and–death part of the trip yet. But
thank you,” he found himself adding, “for taking me seriously.”

“My pleasure,” the man replied with light
simplicity.

And Dave
metaphorically kicked himself for saying far too much.
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Dave had booked them
into the hotel rather than the motel, as the narrow rooms with
painted eucalypt–green wood–panelled walls felt more genuinely
Australian to him. The rooms were each sparsely but elegantly
furnished with a single iron bed, a wardrobe, a dressing table and
a chair; simple white curtains hung by the tall sash windows. It
wasn’t the Hilton, but Dave thought Nicholas would appreciate this
more than the kind of motel room to be found on road trips
anywhere.

They checked
in and headed upstairs with their overnight bags. Nicholas chuckled
when he discovered that they’d been given adjoining rooms – and
then he cast a wink over his shoulder at Dave as he slid past his
door and into his room.

Barely a
minute later, there was a knock at Dave’s door. “End of the
corridor on your left!” Dave called out.

“What? Oh!” Another chuckle.
“No, I just wanted to say it’d be great to head out again. Whenever
you’re ready.”

“Oh.” Dave went to open the door, and considered the man.
“You’re keen.”

“I am. But if you need some time
out –”

Dave stretched
out an arm to grab the keys from the table. “Let’s go, then.”
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They headed off north
past the old cemetery and up Pelham Road for a way, until Dave
turned off down a track that took them into the living quiet amidst
a scatter of gum trees. Not that it was wilderness or anything, but
neither was it like anything else they’d experienced that day – or
would again, probably, for several days to come. Nicholas was all
hushed expectancy, staring around them as Dave drove along at a
fair pace.

Once he felt
they’d left civilisation as far behind as they could for now, Dave
said, “What d’you want to see? What are you looking for?”

“Anything.” Nicholas turned to him, his dark blue eyes alight
with eagerness. “Honestly. Anything. There’s still so much to
discover here!”

“Well, it’s your first trip
…”

“No, I mean – Australia’s
so vast. And
there’s so few people really studying it. You’d be astonished –
Well, maybe you wouldn’t be. But the discoveries people make! And
the things that have been found and then lost again … And the place
is so old –” Nicholas
stopped with a laugh. “What am I telling you all this for? You’d
know it better than me.”

“I dunno, not really,”
Dave admitted. “I mean, I know bits of it. Sounds like you’ve got a bigger perspective. And I’m
not – I never went to college or anything. I liked geology in high
school though.”

“That’s all right – you’ve been living it. Not just reading
about it, like me.”

“So we both know different things,” Dave tried. “Or we’re
coming at it from different angles.”

“We’re going to
have so
much to talk about,”
Nicholas concluded rather happily.

Dave glanced
away. “Where d’you want me to stop?”

“Here,” said Nicholas, without even looking.

And Dave
immediately pulled over, even though it was a completely random
place. He parked carefully, just off the track, despite them not
having seen any other traffic since they’d left Miles. Nicholas
grinned at him for a moment, before slowly turning away,
unfastening his seat belt and letting it slide home. Then he opened
the passenger door and carefully stepped out.

Dave got out,
too, and headed around the back of the Cruiser to retrieve a box.
He may or may not have patted the Cruiser’s rear in grateful
admiration, he wouldn’t like to say. Then he continued on round to
find that Nicholas had barely taken a step. He’d barely even moved,
but seemed to be looking here and there, his eyes darting, as if
torn over which direction to take.

“Here,” said Dave – and
Nicholas turned a grateful gaze upon him, as if glad to have the
matter decided for him, at least for now. “Here, I
got you
this.”

Nicholas was
as delighted as a kid at Christmas. He reached to carefully take
the box in both hands, and beamed happily at Dave. It was perfectly
obvious what it was from the branding on the box, never mind that
Dave had already announced he’d buy this for him. Nevertheless,
Dave was blown away by the power of Nicholas’s smile. He watched
as, with a kind of awe, Nicholas unfolded the box, unwrapped the
tissue paper, took out the Akubra – and marvelled at it for long
moments before slipping it on. It fit neatly, and looked just as
Dave had imagined.

Nicholas’s
smile grew so overwhelming that Dave scrambled for refuge in words.
He had to clear his throat before he could voice anything
meaningful, mind. “It’s the classic style. You know? The
Cattleman.”

“It’s like yours,” Nicholas observed.

Dave had put on his own old Cattleman as
soon as he’d gotten out of the Cruiser. It was part of him, and had
been for more years than he could remember. His father had bought
it for him … well, it must have been for his eighteenth.

“It’s perfect!” Nicholas was
continuing. “How did you know –”

“I emailed your butler,
and asked him how big your head was. He said very.”

Nicholas went
pink round the cheekbones. “He did not.”

“Nah. He sent me your measurements. Well, you know. For hats,
anyway.”

“And the colour?”

It was the
Bluegrass Green. Dave had been going to get the Sand, like his own,
because that was also classic. But then he’d thought about
Nicholas’s black hair and dark blue eyes. The blue jeans he’d worn
on that first day, with the sage green t–shirt, and the black
sweater. Nicholas was wearing blue, black and green again today.
And Dave had thought about how the darker hat colours – the Black,
the Graphite Gray, the Western Navy – would absorb the heat. He’d
thought again about the unsettlingly oceanic depths of Nicholas’s
eyes. And he’d gone for the Bluegrass Green.

“You asked him about the colour, too?” Nicholas
persisted.

“What?”

“You asked Simon about the
colour … ?”

“Oh.” Dave could feel his cheeks heating. “No, I just
guessed.”

“It’s perfect.” Nicholas had it in his hands again,
turning it about, and admiring it. When he went to put it back on
again, he grinned at Dave – and made the usual rookie mistake. He
pinched the crown at the front between his thumb and second finger,
and lifted it one–handed.

“Not like that!” Dave cried, instinctively reaching for
Nicholas’s narrow wrist to stop him. God, now they were both
blushing. Dave took his hand away.

Luckily,
Nicholas didn’t take offence at any of that. “What did I do wrong?”
he asked, apparently keen to know the answer.

“I know that’s how they hold it
in the movies. And it looks good, doesn’t it? I mean, it’s like you
should be able to hold the crown like that. But you’ll put pressure
on the creases here, and that’s where it’ll end up cracking. Maybe
not for years, but you don’t wanna –”

“No, I don’t,” Nicholas agreed.

“Um, so, you know, it should
last you a long long while …” He trailed off
uncertainly.

“So, how should I hold it?”

Dave looked, and snorted as he saw the
Akubra’s brim now warily balanced on the very tips of Nicholas’s
long fingers. “Not like that, either! Here, you can grasp it as
strong as you like with both hands, at the front and back.” He
demonstrated with his own hat, taking it off, and then putting it
back on again. “Fit the front low on your forehead, then push it
down at the back until it’s in place … That’s it,” he added
approvingly, surveying the results.

Nicholas was
still smiling, gratefully. Even with a wry kind of sweetness.
“Thank you,” he said, in tones that matched his smile.

“You’re welcome,” Dave responded, feeling completely at a loss
now.

And it seemed
that even Nicholas was, too, for he finally turned away, and slowly
wandered off, apparently scanning the undergrowth in search of
something. Hiding his face, when he could, behind the lowered hat
brim.

Dave followed him, watching him,
occasionally glimpsing those pretty pink lips, slightly parted now
in concentration. How strange it was, Dave pondered, that he’d
become so very fixed upon Nicholas’s marvellous smiles. How very
wrong it was to be thinking so much about another bloke’s mouth
…
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The quiet of the bush
was calming. A delicious full silence was augmented by the
occasional bell–like chirp of a bird, the bustle of a four–footed
creature carrying on with life unconcerned by these two human
intruders. Dave sighed contentedly. Flora and fauna weren’t his
strong suit, beyond the necessary survival knowledge of what he
could eat in an emergency and what he couldn’t, but he really did
love it out here, in the bush, in the Outback. He loved that,
mostly, the flora and fauna were willing to coexist with him, if he
only paid them their due respect.

Dry bark
crunched under Nicholas’s footfall, and Dave’s attention was back
on him again. The Englishman was moving slowly, peering about at
the lower shrubs, at the ground, at the sparse grasses – ducking
and frowning now and then, weaving to and fro, until – “There! My
first Australian butterfly.”

“What?”

“Well, my first one in the wild, as it were.”

Dave eased
closer, astonished. “You’re making discoveries already?”

“No. Oh, no … This is just a
Cabbage White or one of the Pearl Whites, I should think. I’ll have
to check the field guide.”

“What is?” Dave asked dumbly, looking about for beautiful
white wings. “Where?”

“Here.” Nicholas crouched, and indicated a grub–like casing.
“It’s in the pupa stage. One day, not too far distant, it will
break apart, and the most glorious butterfly will
emerge.”

“Oh. Oh, of course.” Dave felt
like an idiot. He’d done some research, but then he’d also felt
that the butterflies were Nicholas’s area, and the organisation and
safety of their travel were Dave’s. Apparently his reading – or,
more to the point, his browsing – had gone in one eye and out the
other …

Nicholas had
straightened up to consider Dave a bit kindly, as if he were to be
pitied. “You know nothing about butterflies, do you?”

“They’re pretty, I know that much.”

“Yes, they are.”

“I like the colours,” Dave
babbled, probably not redeeming himself. “When I was browsing
Google images, I liked the blue ones best.”

Nicholas was nodding earnestly. “Ours
– our
butterflies – are going to
be gorgeous. Like
bits of the sky come alive.” He took a step closer to Dave, his
hands in the air between them as if trying to shape adequate words.
“But you’re only thinking about their last stage of life.
They transform.”

“They do,” Dave agreed, looking
at the pupa, which might as well be an old bit of stick. “Is that –
is that why you’re so interested? In butterflies, I mean. Because
of how they change so much?”

“Sorry … What?”

“I was just wondering,”
Dave blundered on: “Why butterflies?”

But Nicholas
had taken a step back, and his long face sobered. It was as if the
sun had gone in.

All right.
Time to change tack. “D’you want to walk about a bit more?” Dave
asked. “Seeing as we’re out here.”

A brief
nod.

“We’ll get the field guide, eh? Is it in the
Cruiser?”

“Yes,” was the quiet reply.

Dave hardly
spoke after that, not wanting to spoil things any further. They
went back and fetched Nicholas’s satchel which contained his guide,
his camera, a notebook and pens. And then Dave followed around as
Nicholas ducked and weaved, searching around at random, and he kept
track of where they’d left the Cruiser. It didn’t take too long –
not even half an hour, really – before the peace settled over them
again.
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They were into the acacia scrub the next day, as
they headed west for Charleville. The gum trees grew sparser, and
the acacia shrubs took over with tussocks of dry grass dotted
about, and plenty of bare red–brown dirt between. The land was
quickly flattening out. A lot of people hated this semi–arid countryside, and Dave
would agree that none of the individual elements were particularly
attractive. There was a spartan kind of elemental beauty about the
overall effect, though. And he knew that it harboured all kinds of
life, some secretive and some not. It was in a landscape such as
this, he thought, that Nicholas would find his
butterflies.

Nicholas was sitting in the passenger seat
looking around with that strangely childlike eagerness of his. It
was really quite endearing, but Dave couldn’t help teasing. “Don’t
soak it all in at once.
Take your time. We’ll be seeing a lot of this.”

“Yes?”

“We might see
nothing but acacia
scrub, depending on how far afield we go. It’ll thin out more as we
head west, and it’ll be mostly low–level. You’re gonna get bored
with it pretty quickly.”

“Not yet, though,” Nicholas said
with a grin. “Um … Can we stop?”

“Sure.” Dave glanced in the rear–view mirror, just in case,
but there was nothing between them and the horizon in either
direction. He pulled the Cruiser over, taking it safely off the
road. Kept his gaze tactfully averted. “Loo roll in the glove box,
if you need it.”

“Oh! No. Thank you, but no.”

“Well, then. Let’s go see how many grubs you can
find.”

Nicholas
grinned, put on his Akubra, grabbed his satchel, and clambered out
of the Cruiser. “It’s all useful,” he explained with endearing
earnestness as Dave trailed around after him. “It’s like I said:
there’s so few people working on this. Any reliable observation is
welcome.”

“That’s great.” Dave obligingly held items as necessary, kept
an eye out for anything Nicholas might find interesting just in
case he didn’t notice it himself, and made engaged or impressed
noises occasionally as Nicholas nattered away.

At some point after Dave’s attention had
wandered, Nicholas abruptly sat down in the dirt, and Dave stepped
towards him anxiously thinking, Could this guy be any gawkier?
and, How the hell am I gonna keep him
safe?

But of course Nicholas was fine. He sat
there offering a dazed smile to Dave, and said, “I
just looked up.”

“Oh yes. The sky.”

“It’s rather larger than the one we have at home.”

Dave put his
head back and looked up. There wasn’t a cloud to interrupt the
enormous arc of pure blue, which if you didn’t – scarily – let into
your soul, would indeed make anyone feel insignificant. Dave huffed
a breath. “You matter to me. If not to the sky.”

“It’s not that so much. I got
dizzy there. Just for a moment.”

“Like you’d fall up into it?”

“Yes. And float away.”

“I’ll keep you grounded. It’s all right.”

Nicholas
looked down at his hands for a moment, as the long pale fingers
meshed together. “Is that another reason for the hats? To keep the
sky out?”

“No! No, you’ll get used to it.” Dave chuckled. “Wait until
you see it at night.” Out here, with few lights around, the stars
were beyond awesome. Dave had never yet gotten tired of
it.

“Spectacular?”

“You got it. Not tonight while we’re in Charleville. Wait till
we’re camping out.”

Nicholas grinned, and lifted a hand, which
Dave grasped. “I will,” Nicholas murmured as he unfolded from the
ground, some of his weight a not unwanted test of Dave’s strength,
and the rest borne up by those long thighs. Nicholas didn’t move
away once he was standing again. Not immediately. He stayed there
for a moment, right up into Dave’s space, and whispered in Dave’s
ear, “I’ll wait for you to show me.”

Dave tilted
his head in closer, as if about to confide in the other man – but
what he said was, “You promised you wouldn’t flirt.”

“Not my fault you’re so gorgeous, not to mention promising
me spectacular nights.”

“Huh.” Dave stepped away. So gorgeous, yes, he reflected
sourly, when the only person he’d ever wanted to hold such an
opinion had proved it untrue just over a year ago. And that was
that. It hardly mattered if some eccentric English earling had
taken it into his head to feel attracted. Dave muttered a few
choice swear words under his breath, and kicked disconsolately at
the nearest shrub – which sat there, sturdy and unmoved.

“David …” Nicholas sounded
infinitely compassionate, all sorrow and grace.

“Leave it be,” Dave insisted. Then he said, rather more
reasonably, “Take your time. There’s no hurry. I’ll wait with the
Cruiser.”

“Of course.” And Nicholas crouched to examine something at
ground level, his Bluegrass Green Akubra tilting to hide his
face.

Dave made as
cool an exit as he could.

When Nicholas finally returned to the
Cruiser, Dave was deep into The Nutmeg of Consolation – and he felt all the better for it. He
lifted his head once Nicholas had clambered back into the passenger
seat, to find the man smiling at him fondly.

“You’re a reader,” Nicholas commented. “That actually explains
a great deal.”

“Not really.” Dave shrugged.

“You like the Aubrey–Maturin novels, though? That’s wonderful!
And what else?”

“There’s twenty of them,” Dave
explained. “Twenty–one if you count the last, but it was only half
done when he died. When I finish, I just go back to the start
again.”

Nicholas
laughed, though he sounded more delighted than cruel.

“I’ve read
The Last of the
Mohicans. And
Moby
Dick. But mostly just
these. Denise is the serious reader. She loves George
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