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one

 Dave slept late that first
morning, and when he woke he was alone. Nicholas’s bedroom loomed
large and empty around him. It was on one corner of the house, so
there were two big windows on each of two walls, and the curtains
were hanging wide open – which was apparently Nicholas’s habit – so
the place seemed full of light and air. The room contained an odd
collection of furniture, some of it apparently very old, but all of
it comfortable. Almost everything that wasn’t wood was blue –
upholstery, carpet, curtains, ornaments and oddments. And then
there were books, a whole heap of books scattered
everywhere.

There was also
an en suite bathroom, thank God, which he promptly made use of, but
then Dave headed back to the four–poster bed. He didn’t get in
again, but hefted up to sit on the side of it with his feet hanging
some distance off the floor, and he looked around him quietly,
still a bit dazed with jet lag. Well, with jet lag and with the
enormity of what he’d done.

He, David
Taylor of Brisbane, Australia – a quite ordinary bloke who’d spent
almost all his conscious life in love with his best friend Denise
and assuming he was straight – had fallen in love with Nicholas
Goring, the youngest son of an English earl, while acting as his
tour guide during a seven–week journey in Australia’s Outback.
Yesterday evening, having flown halfway round the world to
belatedly follow Nicholas to his home in Buckinghamshire, Dave had
even agreed to marry the man.

“Well,” Nicholas had explained a little later, once his
dauntingly large family had finally quit congratulating them, “it’s
a civil partnership, not a marriage. It’s a civil partnership
ceremony, not a wedding.”

Which all
sounded like far too many tongue–fumbling syllables for Dave. “How
do you think about it?” he’d asked.

Nicholas had
grinned so wide and so happy it was almost impossible to believe
that one person could feel so ecstatic. “I’m getting married!”

“Good,” said Dave. “Then that’s what it is.”

Now that he
was alone in Nicholas’s natural habitat, Dave took the opportunity
to consider his surroundings. Though the room was full, it didn’t
seem cluttered so much as well lived in. There was the bed, of
course, a free–standing wardrobe, and three assorted armchairs
loosely arranged around a low coffee table. There was a
serious–looking desk with a laptop computer and a scatter of
papers, magazines and the like. Beside it, a bookcase reached
towards the high ceiling, full to overflowing with books. The books
were really the only thing that didn’t fit in with the blue colour
scheme, and so they made random rainbows along the shelves, in a
couple of piles on the desk and the table, and in a smaller stack
on Nicholas’s bedside set of drawers. A couple of paintings on the
wall were of landscapes and therefore introduced some green into
the room, though really they were mostly sky. There was also a
glass case on a side table, containing the pinned remains of
various butterflies – at which Dave didn’t look too closely.

A large chest
of drawers stood by the bathroom door with a tall mirror beside it.
Dave leaned a little to the right so he could peer at himself,
wondering if he looked as vague as he felt. Yes, he did. It was the
different time zones, maybe. Despite his long night’s sleep, he
thought that maybe his body was still on Australian time – and no
doubt as far as his body was concerned it was still the middle of
the night.

As Dave sat
back up again he noticed four framed photos standing on top of the
chest of drawers, and he went over to investigate. There was one of
what must be Nicholas’s parents – a much younger Richard than the
man Dave had met the previous day, formally posed beside a rather
smart–looking woman with Nicholas’s dark hair and pale skin, his
long face and unusual beauty. Another photo was a far more informal
close–up of Nicholas and his nephew Robin, all hugs and
laughter.

The other two
photos had been taken in Australia, at the remote waterhole where
Nicholas had discovered a new species of butterfly. The photo of
Nicholas was one that Dave himself had taken – the first of their
butterflies had alighted on Nicholas’s Akubra, and there was a
wickedly joyous look on the face peeking up from under the brim.
The photo of Dave was one he hadn’t even been aware of Nicholas
taking. In it, Dave was sitting back reading one of his Patrick
O’Brian books, lost in the long–ago maritime world. Another of the
blue butterflies had settled on his shoulder, and seemed to also be
contemplating the novel.

Near the
framed photos was a glass cube in which one of the blue butterflies
had been preserved. Dave considered it, remembering.

He and
Nicholas had spent three weeks as friends, and four weeks as
lovers. It wasn’t much, perhaps, on which to base a marriage, but
once Dave had gotten past his initial resistance, there had been a
certainty about the relationship. Though he hadn’t admitted it to
himself at the time, even his resistance had felt as if he were
fighting the inevitable. So it hadn’t taken very much to push him
into finally following Nicholas back home to England. Maybe it was
just the way that Dave did these things: after all, he and Denise
had been inseparable since the day they’d first met. Maybe Dave was
just an all–or–nothing kind of guy.

Dave sighed,
and reflected that it was time for a cup of tea – or coffee if he
could get it. Wherever Nicholas had gone, it seemed he wasn’t
coming back soon, and it was eleven–thirty already. Dave had a
quick shower in the en suite, and pulled on a clean t–shirt and
pair of jeans. He was probably hopelessly under–dressed for an
English manor house, but his self–imposed budget had only allowed
for a couple of new nicer items, and he thought he’d better save
them for best.

It was only as
he collected his watch from the low table on his side of the bed
that he realised Nicholas had left him a note.

Good morning,
David – or good afternoon! Take your time, and come down when
you’re ready. Simon will keep an eye out for you, and I’ll be
somewhere around. Try the conservatory?

Nicholas x

There was an arrow pointing to the kiss,
and a promise: To be delivered in person ASAP.

Dave grinned,
took a breath, and headed out of the sanctuary of Nicholas’s
bedroom.
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As Dave walked down the
main staircase into the hall, Simon – the family butler – did
indeed put his head out of a door concealed in the wood panelling,
and then came out to offer a smile and a good morning. “I hope you
slept well, Mr Taylor,” he added without even a hint of innuendo,
when Dave was all too conscious that everyone must be assuming he
and Nicholas spent a fair amount of time and effort the previous
night in … getting reacquainted. And their assumptions would be
right, too.

“I slept very well, thank you, Simon.”

“I’m glad to hear it –” After a moment’s pause he finished
with “David” rather than Mr Taylor.

“Actually, I know I said David yesterday, but is there any
chance of you calling me Dave? You’re probably the only person here
who will.”

“Dave, then,” Simon obligingly agreed. “You’re probably in
need of tea or coffee, and perhaps a late breakfast of some
kind?”

“Please, yeah, coffee would be great. And something to eat –
though I guess it’s almost lunchtime?”

“Come this way, Dave, and I’ll show you the family kitchen.
You can make your own drinks there at any time. Mrs Gilchrist – our
cook and housekeeper – will be serving lunch to the family at one,
but of course we’ll make sure you have something to tide you over
until then.”

They’d gone
through the concealed door, past an office which Dave thought must
be Simon’s, and then headed down a very plain staircase to the
basement level, where they proceeded along an unadorned corridor.
Dave had watched enough British TV to realise that this must be the
servants’ domain.

“Thanks,” Dave said, following along. “I have to say, I am
kind of hungry.” It was the long sleep and irregular hours, he
thought. Never mind the exercise he’d had both yesterday afternoon
soon after he’d arrived and last night as well, all in the cause of
getting reacquainted. At this point he needed sustenance just to
cope.

The family
kitchen turned out to be a room off the main kitchen – perhaps it
was an old walk–in pantry or storage room converted – with a water
cooler, an urn and a fridge, work benches and cupboards, and a high
table with stools. Simon gave him a quick tour. “There will always
be supplies here for you to make a hot drink and a sandwich,
whenever you have need. And we tend not to serve formal lunches if
it’s just the family. By which I mean the family who live
here.”

“I get it,” said Dave, his attention more on the sandwich
Simon was making for him, and his hands wrapped warm around the mug
of coffee Dave himself had already made while Simon was showing him
round. “Thank you.” He was rather relieved to know he’d be expected
to fend for himself at some stage during an ordinary
day.

Mrs Gilchrist
came through from the main kitchen for a moment to be properly
introduced; Dave stood and shook her hand before she headed back
into the bustle.

“With everyone here,” Simon explained, “that’s twenty family
members to cater for. Twenty–one now,” he added with a nod towards
Dave. “You’ll understand if we’re a bit stretched.”

“Yeah,” Dave said with a wry half–grin, in between bites of
the sandwich. “Should have known it would be bad
timing.”

“On the contrary, it’s excellent timing. Everyone is glad of
the opportunity to meet you.” Simon lowered his voice to confide,
“The family are very happy that you came, you know. We all
are.”

“Thanks,” he replied, hoping he had even a small chance of
measuring up to whatever these people expected of him.

Simon
tactfully changed the subject. “On most days I’m sure you’ll be
glad to know it’s a great deal quieter than this! Nicholas and his
father Lord Goring live here, along with Nicholas’s oldest brother
Robert and his family – his wife Penelope, and their children Robin
and Isabelle.”

That made him
grin properly. “I actually have faces for all those names
already.”

“Well done,” Simon said with a smile that bore not the
faintest hint of irony or condescension. “You’ll be fine, Dave.
There’s not a person here who doesn’t welcome you.”

Dave couldn’t
help but wonder how that could be. His scepticism must have been
plain to read.

“Everyone adores Nicholas, and it’s been rather obvious since
his return from Australia that you’re what makes him
happiest.”

Dave coloured
up, and muttered something about Nicholas having found the
butterflies.

“Yes, sir – but he also found you.”

 


#

 


Two mugs of coffee, a
sandwich and an apple later, Dave was feeling rather more human.
“I’m sure you have things you’re busy with,” he said to Simon. “I
shouldn’t keep you.”

“That’s perfectly all right, Dave. I’ll take you to Nicholas,
shall I? I believe he’s in the garden.”

“He said something about the conservatory.”

“Ah, he and Robin were finished in there by about
ten–thirty.”

“Right! Garden it is.”

Simon led him
down another corridor, and then up a narrow staircase to reach a
cloakroom at the back of the house – which contained an
extraordinary collection of different gum boots, a row of coats,
and a laundry–style sink. From there, a door opened onto a large
paved area. The basement had been rather a warren, but Dave’s sense
of direction hadn’t quite failed him yet.

“I think you’ll find that Nicholas is talking with Frank, who
helps tend the garden,” Simon said as he ushered Dave out onto the
terrace. “He used to be the chauffeur, and he still maintains the
cars, but he no longer drives.”

“Ah,” said Dave. The infamous chauffeur. Nicholas’s first
love. “Did he get too old to drive? Lose his licence?”

“No, sir. There was an accident. Nothing of any real account,
but there was nerve trauma which affected his vision. He felt it
best if he gave it up. A matter of safety for himself and the
family.”

“I thought – Nicholas spoke of him as having
retired.”

“Well, I suppose that’s how we all considered it, in many
ways, though it wasn’t due to age.” The two of them were strolling
along the terrace very slowly now. Simon cast Dave a discreetly
querying look.

Dave nodded.
It was perfectly obvious what wasn’t being said. “Nicholas told me
about … how he felt for the man. Frank.”

“Frank Brambell.”

“Right. But I thought it was meant to be a big secret.
Nicholas didn’t tell me much – not even Frank’s name. Didn’t want
to embarrass anyone. Does he know that you know?”

“I shouldn’t think so.”

The two of
them came to a halt, and Dave considered Simon for a long moment.
“You know pretty much everything that goes on around here, don’t
you?”

“You’ve nothing to fear from me on that account, Mr
Taylor.”

“No, of course not. I just meant – Well, can I talk to you?
Sometime soon. I need to ask you about something. Nothing to do
with Frank.”

“Of course. Shall we say eleven tomorrow morning? I usually
have a quiet hour or so before lunch.”

“Perfect. Thanks.” Dave added, “You really don’t have to call
me Mr Taylor, you know.”

“Habit, sir, I’m sorry – long ingrained!” Simon led them off
again, and they headed down some steps onto a lawn. He murmured,
“David, I’m very glad that Nicholas told you about
Frank.”

And then,
before Dave had time to even think about how to respond to that,
Simon gestured towards the middle distance where a man was on his
knees by a flower bed – and Nicholas was sitting cross–legged on
the grass nearby wearing his Akubra but otherwise soaking up the
sunshine. He looked so utterly relaxed.

“Thank you, Simon,” said Dave. And Simon nodded his
acknowledgement and headed back inside.

Dave took a
moment to breathe in the fresh air and turn his face, as Nicholas
was, to the sun. It was so much gentler here than in Australia. He
liked it well enough, but figured it would take some getting used
to. He set off across the lawn, watching his … whatever it was he
and Nicholas were to each other. He doubted there were any words.
Or none that wouldn’t make him wince. Or blush.

Australians
weren’t meant to blush. They were going to put something in the
Preamble to the Constitution about it.

Meanwhile, it
seemed clear that Nicholas was basking in not just the sunshine but
in Frank’s presence, and in his own happiness, too. Dave liked to
think that he himself might at least have something to do with the
latter.

Nicholas
finally saw him when Dave was about halfway across the lawn. He
grinned impossibly bright, and scrambled up to his feet, jogged
lightly over to meet him. There was confusion for a few moments of
the most delightful kind. They were reaching for each other’s hands
and fumbling, not hugging but still drawing near and nearer; Dave
was grinning like an idiot himself, they were both grinning too
much to kiss, so they settled for resting temple against temple
under the brim of Nicholas’s Akubra and then twisting around,
trying to see each other more clearly while staying in contact … It
was ridiculous, really, and at last Nicholas just let out a joyous
laugh, wrapped both of his arms tight around Dave’s shoulders and
gathered him in, and Dave wound his own arms around Nicholas’s
waist, and they just kind of clung and swayed together there as if
they were utterly mad.

Which Dave
supposed they were, really. In the best possible ways. This was
love. If Dave had still had any qualms or questions, there could be
no doubting the answers now.

Eventually
Nicholas laughed again, and they broke apart – except that Nicholas
kept one of Dave’s hands in his, and tugged at it. “Come and meet
Frank,” he said, with a complete lack of guile.

“Sure,” Dave replied easily. He didn’t know if he was supposed
to realise who Frank was, but that was fine. There was no need for
any drama or fuss.

Frank was
apparently weeding, grasping each invader in one gloved hand, and
levering it out with a gardening fork in the other. He stopped what
he was doing as Nicholas and Dave drew near, and stood, taking his
gloves off. When Nicholas introduced them to each other, Frank
shook Dave’s hand with both of his own – and he called Dave ‘sir’
with a friendly smile. It seemed to be as Simon said, that everyone
was happy to welcome him as Nicholas’s … whatever. Future partner.
There was no hint from Frank that there was anything particular
about his relationship with Nicholas, but while the three of them
exchanged inanities about the garden and the weather, Nicholas
seemed both proud and bashful. And finally, when Dave happened to
be turning to look back towards the house, he caught a glimpse from
the corner of his eye of Frank winking broadly at Nicholas, as if
to say ‘Well done!’ – and Nicholas gurgled a happy laugh in reply.
Dave manfully pretended not to notice.

“Anyway,” said
Nicholas rather heavily, as if needing to change the subject, “poor
David has had to leave his beloved Land Cruiser behind in Australia
–”

“Are you joking? I’m having it shipped out.”

“So, Frank, I thought maybe you’d give him a tour of the
cars sometime, and see if there’s something that might distract him
from the grief.”

“Of course, Nicholas,” Frank replied. “Tomorrow morning,
perhaps, sir?”

“Um, after lunch would be better. If that doesn’t get in the
way of your work.”

“Plans already?” Nicholas commented with a slightly quirked
smile.

“Plans … jet lag …” Dave gestured vaguely: Who could possibly
know?

They agreed
that Nicholas would accompany Dave to the garage at around
two–thirty the following afternoon. And then Frank added that if
there were any motors that Dave took a shine to, there’d be no
problem with him using them, working on them, driving them …

“Thanks,” said Dave, quite genuinely. Though as he and
Nicholas finally took their leave of Frank and started heading back
towards the house, Dave complained, “I can’t believe you want me to
cheat on the Cruiser!”

“Aw, don’t think of it like that … The Cruiser won’t mind you
having a meaningless holiday fling.”

“Yeah, well, look how that worked out for you! And anyway,” he
continued, “if we’re getting married or whatever, don’t you want me
to be the loyal type?”

“If … ?” Nicholas echoed, with a quiet little edge to
it.

“Well, we are, aren’t we?” Dave confirmed. “Getting married.”
He found himself literally scratching his head in puzzlement. “And
I’m the loyal type. Whether that’s Denise, or the Cruiser, or you …
Wasn’t that one of the first things you knew about me?”

Nicholas took
Dave’s hand, just very lightly, and stopped them both somewhere on
the lawn between the flower beds and the terrace. “This got rather
serious,” he said with a solemn kind of humour. “I thought you’d
enjoy seeing the cars, and maybe driving them. That’s all.”

“Yeah, that’s fine,” Dave replied, though he suspected there
was more to it than that. “That’s good.”

“I really didn’t mean it about you cheating on the Cruiser,
you know.”

Dave smiled.
“That’s even better.”

Nicholas took
a tiny step closer, suddenly seeming a little breathless. “I like
you being loyal. I even liked that you were loyal to Denise – and
still are!”

“I know.” It was fine. He squeezed Nicholas’s hand, and they
turned to continue slowly on their way.

A long moment
passed before Nicholas asked with deceptive lightness, “How long
were you planning to stay?”

“Well …” He hardly knew how to answer that.

“I mean … you have a return ticket … ? Is it an open ticket,
maybe?”

They hadn’t
talked about the future in anything but the most general terms.
Dave cleared his throat, wondering if Nicholas could pick up on how
nervous he was. Knowing that he probably could. “No, I don’t.”

“You don’t – ?”

“Have a return ticket. But
I do
want to go back, right? I want
– I’d really like it if we lived there. Nicholas, if you
–”

“No, I want that, too. To live in Australia with you. In your
home … ?”

“Yes. Please. Unless you –”

“No, I loved it there. I really did. Your family
home.”

“Good.” Not that Dave had family any more, but it was the
house in which he’d grown up. The house his parents had bought when
they married. The house which, between the three of them over the
years, they’d fixed up and made into something pretty special –
though nothing to compare to an English manor house, of
course.

“And – Well, if –” Now Nicholas cleared his throat. “Um – I
don’t understand. They let you into the country without a return
airline ticket?”

“No. I, um – Well, I applied for a British passport before I
left. I mean, I’m still Australian, but Dad was English, yeah? So I
can be both, and I thought –”

“Oh, David!” Nicholas had stopped again, and was standing
there staring at him with his eyes glowing. “That’s
marvellous!”

“It’s one of the reasons I didn’t come over right away. To be
honest, it took me a while to realise I should, and then it took a
few weeks to get the passport, but that was okay because I had to
get things sorted out with the house. I did one trip I had booked,
but there’s another I’m meant to be doing in September.”

“So we have until September?” It wasn’t quite August
yet.

“No, I’ve got – Well, there’s a couple who help me out with
the larger tour groups. They’re gonna do this one for
me.”

Nicholas
asked, kind of hushed, “How long were you planning to stay?”

“As long as it takes, I guess.”

“Oh God …” Nicholas looked almost more overcome than he’d
been when they’d been announcing – in front of Nicholas’s entire
family – their intention to marry. “Thank you. Oh David,
thank
you.”

Dave cast a
look about him as if there’d be some answer to the nervousness he
felt. He hadn’t counted on this meaning so much to Nicholas. Except
he’d known that it would, hadn’t he? “I figured the passport – I
mean, having British citizenship or whatever – would make things
more straightforward.”

“It will. Oh, I
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