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Happy Valentine’s
Day

 


With gratitude to the
friend who edited, to Manifold Press who believed, and of course to
the wonderful folk at Sinfully Sexy Book Reviews who kindly
supported.

With apologies
to dear Keats, from whom I borrowed the title (adapting the idea
behind it).

 



 


Like Leaves to a
Tree


This wasn’t at all how
Dave Goring Taylor had intended to be spending the first
Valentine’s Day he’d shared with his husband. The plan was to fly
up to Cairns, hire a ‘prestige’ car, stay at the Angsana Hotel
& Resort in Palm Cove for a few nights, and take Nicholas to
visit the Butterfly Sanctuary in Kuranda which apparently featured
the largest aviary in Australia …

It was a great
plan, even if Dave did say so himself. But of course on such a
momentous occasion Sod’s Law was working in overdrive, and so here
they were stranded by the weather in the airport at Mackay.

“You can tell
me you told me so, if you like,” Nicholas offered with a half–smile
that betrayed a hint of anxiety.

Dave guffawed.
“If I learned one thing from Denise about relationships, it’s to
never say ‘I told you so’.”

“No doubt
that’s very wise.”

They lapsed
into silence again. The two of them were sitting on the cold hard
floor of the arrivals lounge, with their backs propped against a
wall, along with what must be a few hundred other travellers
occupying whatever seats and space were available, in various
states of disgruntlement. At least Dave and Nicholas had managed to
maintain their cheerfulness despite the day’s disappointments.

Nicholas
glanced at his watch. “We’d have been landing by now.”

“Landing or –” He couldn’t say ‘crashing’.
It didn’t even bear thinking about. “Or not landing …”

Nicholas
actually let out a laugh. “Well, one way or another, we’d have made
it to Cairns by now –”

“Maybe,” Dave
replied shortly. “But we might not have been in any fit state to go
flitting about with your butterflies.”

“I’m sorry.”
Nicholas turned a little towards him, and reached to discreetly
brush his knuckles against the back of Dave’s hand where it rested
on his thigh. “I’ll listen to you next time, I promise.”

“Sure you will
…”

“You were right
–”

“The second
thing I learned from Denise was to say ‘You were right’ as often as
possible. So, full marks on that one.”

Nicholas jostled him with an elbow, and
pointedly continued, “We should have stayed at home, like you said.
I just couldn’t bear to give up on our plans! Your plans,” he corrected himself, “which were
absolutely perfect. I was sure it would all work out.”

“I know. Don’t
worry about it.” Dave sighed. Nicholas’s optimism had been
particularly contagious that morning – and, to be fair, while Dave
had read up about the storms currently wreaking havoc in Cairns,
the forecast had been for the worst of the conditions to remain out
at sea, and to improve by the fifteenth. And after all, he
reflected, even Qantas – infamous for their safety record – had
thought it worthwhile for their plane to take off from Brisbane.
But something unforeseen had happened with the clash of another
weather system – Dave still wasn’t sure he understood the full
story of this damned imperfect storm, despite keeping an eye on the
news channel playing on the TV monitors – and their pilot had
decided to land in Mackay rather than risk proceeding any further.
Unfortunately – or fortunately, rather – their pilot wasn’t the
only one, and by the time they were on the ground, it was announced
that Cairns airport was in the process of closing to all but
emergencies.

Group by group,
the various airline staff were trying to make alternate
arrangements for the stranded travellers, but who knew what options
would be available by the time they made it to Dave and Nicholas
…

“Okay,” said
Dave, “the first thing they’re going to ask us – when it’s finally
our turn – is what our plans are. So what do we want to do? I’m
guessing we’ll have to stay here in Mackay overnight, but then
what?”

“Are the storms
still going to pass? I mean, they said it would all calm down again
sometime tomorrow, didn’t they?”

“Yes. And from
what I can tell,” Dave continued, nodding towards the TV monitors,
“things will still improve. Maybe not as quickly as they’d thought,
is all.”

“Will
everything up there be wrecked, though?”

Dave tilted his head to one side in a
quibble. “We’d better wait and see. I don’t think it’s going to
turn out to be a huge disaster –
it’s not like a cyclone or anything – so they’ll probably make us
welcome. It’s better to go, and help the local economy, you know?
Rather than avoid the place, thinking to save them the
trouble.”

Nicholas took a
breath, and visibly tried to contain his eagerness. “Can we keep
going, then? I know we’ll have missed The Day Itself, but we can
still have a nice few days together, can’t we?”

“Sure.
Absolutely.” Dave nodded, and couldn’t help but smile in response
to Nicholas’s grin.

“And there are the butterflies …” Nicholas
couldn’t help but add. “They were planning to release the
Papilio
ulysses into the aviary.
It’s not as beautiful as ours, but still …”

“Of course.
We’ll have to see about flights, though. We’re halfway there, more
or less, but it’s still a long way, whichever direction we head. If
there are flights to Cairns tomorrow, we’ll go, yeah? But if
there’s only flights to Brisbane, then maybe we’d better go
home.”

Nicholas was
caught between disappointment and hope. “We couldn’t hire a car and
drive?”

“Long way,”
Dave repeated, “especially if the weather’s rough. Maybe not as far
as driving from Lizard Point to John O’Groats, but nearly.”

“Oh. All
right.” Nicholas settled beside him again, his brightness somewhat
dimmed.

“Hey, we’ve
still got Mackay,” said Dave. “Nothing wrong with Mackay, is there,
except it’s not exactly where we wanted to be today.”

And that earned
him a loving look and a sweet smile – so really, Dave figured,
things weren’t so bad after all.

 


#

 


Two hours later, a
minibus dropped them and another six people off at the A1 Park ‘n’
Rest Motel on the Bruce Highway on the outskirts of town. The two
of them stood there in the car park for a moment as the others
trudged over to Reception, taking in the sight of a relatively
orderly building that appeared cheap if perhaps not overly
cheerful. “Not exactly what I had in mind for tonight,” Dave
muttered.

“Hey,” said
Nicholas, “as long as there’s a bed …” And he grinned cheekily and
winked when Dave turned to consider him.

Dave chuckled
almost despite himself, and they headed off after the other
travellers, none of whom seemed to have retained their patience
during what was admittedly a rather tiresome experience. They all
crowded into Reception, where a rather large and lugubrious man
waited with an old–fashioned bookings register open before him.

The first four
travellers were dealt with slowly yet straightforwardly enough,
before heading wearily off to their assigned rooms. Then the women
ahead of Dave and Nicholas stepped forward, and were offered the
last double – “If you don’t mind sharing.”

The two women
looked at each other and shrugged as if resigned to a less than
ideal situation. “No, fine, we can share,” one of them said,
stepping forward to take up the pen ready to sign.

“It’s not like
we haven’t before,” the other added with a sigh.

Dave glanced at Nicholas – though he
hardly needed the encouragement – and stepped forward himself.
“The last double?” he
queried. “What does that leave us?”

The motel
manager stared at him for a moment. “A twin.”

“Well, look,” said Dave. “It sounds like
these ladies don’t want to share – and frankly, we
do
–” A sudden silent tension
vibrated through the room. “What with it being Valentine’s Day and
all,” Dave finished feebly, trying like hell not to betray his
embarrassment.

This being
‘out’ business was still a bit too new for Dave, and the manager’s
reaction both helped and hindered. The man sneered in distaste,
which provoked Dave into blushing hard. On the other hand, it also
steeled his resolve.

The two women were a lot more supportive. “Oh, they should definitely have
the double,” one said, while the other chipped in with, “That’s so
sweet!”

In a heavy
silence the manager switched keys and wrote down a different room
number for the women. They signed, and headed off with a cheery
wish: “Have fun, you guys!”

“I’m sure we
will!” Nicholas happily replied. “Thank you!”

Which left Dave
to step up and sign where the manager pointed. Without a further
word exchanged he was handed the keys, and that was that. He and
Nicholas headed out – and Dave didn’t look back, though he saw from
the corner of his eye that Nicholas offered the manager a swish of
his hips and a rather camp wave.

The room was
clean and had everything they needed, and yet the whole enterprise
had been spoiled for Dave. Nicholas put down his bag and sat on the
bed, wriggling his hips with rather more serious intent before
patting the bedcover beside him in invitation. But all Dave could
think about was that someone at that very moment was imagining them
exactly thus, and thinking of them with disdain. He knew it
shouldn’t matter. But it did.

“I can’t,” Dave
rasped, pacing restlessly away and then back again.

“Oh, don’t let
that idiot spoil the mood …”

“I know I
shouldn’t –” Dave ground to a halt.

After a moment,
Nicholas brightly offered, “Maybe I can help get you interested …”
and he leant down to rummage in his bag for a moment, before
sitting up again with a gift–wrapped box in his hands.

Which only made
it all worse. “Oh fuuuck,” Dave groaned. He turned to stare at his
own bag, mentally reviewing its contents, but he already knew. Damn
it. “Fuck, Nicholas – I left your present back home.”

“Never mind,”
Nicholas immediately responded – though his tone betrayed the fact
that he himself did mind, a little bit. “That just gives us
something more to look forward to.”

“I’m usually – you know. I’m usually
so organised about
trips and stuff.”

“You are,”
Nicholas agreed. “And you would have been with this
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