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Why the hell am | doing this to myself? Detective
Sergeant Wield wondered, staring morosely into the
remains of his pint. I've been here once already and a
miserable bloody experience it was an’ all, but here |
am, setting myself up again. Funny, what loneliness
can do to a man.

‘Here’ was the Jolly Waggoner, or the Gay Galloper
as it was universally known. This was only Wieldy’s
second venture into ‘the gay lifestyle’ as the trendy
magazines and disapproving tabloids called it, and
this evening was shaping up to be as humiliating a
disaster as the first one. He knew what the problem
was—him. He positively ponged of eau-de-police and
hewasasuglyassintoboot. He’d heard it several times
that first foray, and he’d heard it more than once
tonight: variations on ‘the police must be really des-
perate if that’s the best they can come up with for
entrapment duty’ and ‘they’re really scraping the
bottom of the barrel for agents provocateurs these days,
aren’t they?” Only thing was, he was here on his own
time, and if not exactly with his superiors’ approval,
then at least with their knowledge.

Itwasabit pathetic, as far as Wieldy was concerned,
that so far his coming-out had resulted in his two
immediate superiors and his boss’ wife knowing he
was gay and that was it. Oh, Maurice knew, of course,
but Maurice used to be in the closet with him, before he
went off to the bright lights and liberalism of London.
And CIiff Sharman had known, God help him. Now
thathewaslonggone, Wieldy foundithard toremember
that Cliff had enjoyed having sex with him, lusty
enthusiasm transformed in his mind to dull duty, the
payment due for being allowed to stay at Wieldy’s flat

and eat Wieldy’s food and tap Wieldy for money.

Packitin, he told himself sternly. He enjoyed it, you
know he did, so stop playing Ophelia. To take hismind
off its endless cycle of self-denigration, he swivelled
around on hisstool, his gaze sweeping the room. Itwas
only when several heads ducked uneasily that he even
realised thathe had doneitlikea policeman:still hiding
behind hisofficial identity, staring outat people instead
of inviting them to look. Christ, small wonder they all
took him for a plant. Wonder what they think I'm
investigating, he thought, trying to relax and eye the
talent up like everyone else in the pub.

And there was a lot of talent. Must be having a
beauty contest tonight, he thought, amused. Be nice if
they have a bathing suit part... Then the good mood
was wiped bare by one man leaning over to talk to
another man, heads bent close together, whispering,
one finger pointing at Wieldy in silent but unmistak-
able accusation. Tempted to look away, to hide in his
beer, Wieldy kepton looking. One of the men raised his
head and Wieldy understood thewhispering. Couldn’t
have been more than six months ago that he’d picked
the bloke up and interviewed him in connection with
that forgery case; with a face like Wieldy’s, not much
chance of him being forgotten, was there? Only place
he could blend in was the bloody quarry. Or the freak
show at the fair.

Pack it in, he told himself again, a bit more sternly.
You're here for a nice social evening, just getting
yourself used to being publicly gay, just learning how
to blend in, let people see your face, slow intro so that
eventually you’llbeable tocome inhereand have them
know you’re one of them...
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Which was all a lie, of course. He didn’t see himself
as being one of them, part of this group. As for all his
high-minded reasons for coming here, well, if he were
to be honest... If he were to stop lying, then he’d admit
it: he was here because this pub was that bit safer than
cottaging, and not only from the AIDS point of view.
There was—impossible to ignore—hanging over him,
acloud of purdah, the simple fact that he was a copper,
and there were some things he simply could not risk
doing. Cottaging, for one. Rent-boys, for another. Even
though a rent-boy had an appeal greater than this pub.
Afterall,ifitwereastraight—he smiled at hisown poor
pun—business transaction, then there was no risk of
him being turned down, was there? No risk of another
one of those pitying looks he was getting from the
barman. No risk of no-one wanting him.

He’d grown maudlin the first time he’d come here
aswell. Bad habit, that, but one that was going to be far
too easy to fall into, given the way he was about as
welcome here as Garry Bushell in full bigoted flight.

“Well,” he said, out loud to no-one in particular, “if
I’mgoingtobe maudlin, I’d bestenjoy it.”” He beckoned
the barman over, smiling nicely, although the barman,
just like the rest of the world, didn’t notice that he had
anything but his usual carved and graven expression.
“I'll have adouble whisky,” he said. Then, in asudden
wash of indulgent self-amusement: “And make it the
best single malt you’ve got.” No two ways about it: if
hewastoendthiseveningasmiserably misfitasthe last
one, then he was bloody-well going to enjoy himself
doing it. And the amber glow of good booze was the
best angesthesia he knew.

He was picking up his change—afiver didn’tgo far
these days, did it>—when a figure appeared in his
peripheral vision. Expecting the worst, Wieldy turned,
to be greeted by a friendly smile and an apparently
sincere: “D’you know, your eyes are the mostamazing
colour?”

Wieldy narrowed those eyes and stared at the very
handsome manstanding infrontofhim. Automatically,
he catalogued him: 5’10 or 11”, about 11 and a half, 12
stone, hazel eyes, brown hair, curly. Straight nose and
nice teeth, very pleasant smile. Decent musculature,
broad shoulders—definitely a swimmer—and a slim
waist. Crotch veiled by pleats, butjustenough revealed
to be interesting. Good clothes, not too flash, but
showing off the well-kept body without screaming
‘available’. VVery fashionably old-fashioned shoes, lace-
ups, well polished. Respectable, Wieldy decided, and
definitely not onthe game. Which begged the question:
why the hell was a man as good-looking as this one

chatting up someone as ugly and old as Wield?

“Oh, aye, lad?” he said with some hostility, being
baited a too-familiar part of his life. “And what'’s the
punchline then?”

“Punchline?” The nice face frowned, the man ob-
viously really taken aback. “Christ, that’s the last time
| pay you a compliment! Look, | couldn’t help but
notice that you’ve got eyes that are a really unusual
colour and they’re nice.” A sharp look, a tightening of
the mouth. “A hell of alot nicer than you, as a matter of
fact.”

Wieldy looked at him for a minute, completely ata
loss what to say. For all he wasn’t one for following
instincts—too haphazard for his taste, and something
reserved for those with the rank to back their hunches
up—thereweretimeswhenexperience combined with
an indefinable insight: this man was telling him the
truth. If this were a murder investigation, he’d be
willing to bet his boots on it, and although an outing
into gay life was a bit more serious and a hell of a lot
more personal for him than any investigation, he was
still willing to trust his instinct on this one. It was, he
thought with stunned amazement, the first serious
compliment he’d had on his looks since he’d gone
through the windscreen of that car, and that was more
years ago than he cared to remember. It suddenly
dawned on him that he was sitting here gaping like a
roast pig waiting for the apple in its mouth. “Buy you
a drink?” he asked, feeling clumsy and tongue-tied
and completely out of his depth.

“If you promise not to bite my head off every time
I open my mouth,” the man said, perching himself on
the next stool. “I’'ll have a Guinness, please.”

Wield called the barman over again, ordered the
pint of Guinness and another pint of bitter for himself.
What he really wanted was a nice stiff whisky so that
he could knock back that and his double in one long
blur of Dutch courage, but better that he be nervous
than plastered. Drinks ordered and paid for and putin
front of them, he had no excuse for not talking to the
other man. Only question was: what the hell was he
supposed to say in this situation? ‘Do you come here
often?’ Or, “Who do you fancy for the Cup?’ Or, mebbe,
‘Fancy coming round my flat for a quick fuck?’

Bright, curiouseyeswerewatching him, puzzlement
and surprise lurking, butthe commentwas innocuous.
“The name’s Keith, Keith Rankin.”

“I’'m Wield.”

Keith grinned at him. “Just plain Wield?”

“Well, some of my friends call me...” ‘Mac’ was on
the tip of his tongue, but that was a name used only by
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his very few lovers, a name that Wield always thought
of as being almost his gay identity and something he
had used to keep that part of his life firmly hidden
away. Wieldy was what all his colleagues and his few
friends called him, and he had promised himself he
wasn’t going to hide any more. “Wieldy usually, or
Mac sometimes.”

“So I've got two nicknames to choose from or your
surname? Man of mystery, eh?” Eyes twinkling to let
Wieldy know that it was only a joke; that puzzlement
was still hovering and Wieldy suspected that his new
friend wasn’t so stupid that he hadn’t realised that
Wieldy was new to all this. “Fair enough, then, Wieldy
or Macitshall be. Your first hame must be as bad as my
middle name is.”

“Oh aye?” Christ, he mocked himself, better not
stun him with your scintillating conversation, you
might make him feel inadequate.

Keith leaned forward, whisperedtohim,and Wieldy
didn’t hear him for the sudden thunder of his heart;it
had been a long time since anyone had been this close
to him, and longer still since it had been someone so
good looking, and who smelled so wonderful. But he
shouldrespond, say something witty, make the bloke—
make Keith—laugh. But he couldn’t think of a single
thing to say.

Keith sat back, looked at him for a moment, then
sighed. “Okay. We’ll do this the hard way. | haven’t
seen you here before, and Phil,” a nod in the general
direction of the barman, “says you’ve only been in the
once. He also says you’re a copper. So...”

Here it comes, Wield thought, here comes the
punchline, stupid bastard, believing a stunner like him
would fancy an old fart like you.

“Are you being strong and silent because you’re on
the job, or are you nervous, or are you just the strong
and silent type?”

A quick swallow of his whisky, and then, eyes
averted: “Clint Eastwood’s got nothing on me.” And
was rewarded, Keith laughing, just a bit, just enough.
He looked up then, and tried a smile.

Keith didn’t notice.

Oh, well, Wieldy thought, can’texpect two miracles
in one night. Unless it was just a pick-up line... His
mum always had said he was like abull inachinashop.
“Did you mean what you said about my eyes?”” he
asked flat out, breaking every rule of good manners
and gay etiquette ever written.

“Actually, yes, | did. You're really not used to
compliments, are you?”

“With a face like mine? Oh, no, lad, | get so many

compliments people havetoqueue uptodeliverthem.”

“Got your own special sub-post office in your gar-
den, have you?”

And it was lovely, being teased so nicely about his
looks, especially when Keith’s gaze kept wandering
over hisbody, lingering appreciatively here and there.
What do you see, he wanted to ask, when you look at
me? You noticed my eyes in this wreck of a face, and
you go beyond that to look at my body and see that I've
not let it fall apart. What do you see? He knew how he
saw himself. A fairly tall man, solid, muscular, and on
the wrong side of thirty five. A face that had lost too
many arguments and hadn’t been exactly
Michelangelo’s David to start with. Hair that was thick
and dark and crinkly, close-cropped to keep the wild
curls from escaping into riotous chaos. And eyes,
apparently, ofareally unusual colour. “Sorry,” hesaid,
filling the silence, “was just thinking.” He played with
his glass, glancing all the while at Keith, wishing he
could think of something they could talk about,
something to make Keith laugh again. Nice laugh, that.
Warm, seductive, the sort of sound that would shiver
through you if he laughed when you were holding
him. Sexy, very sexy.

And perhaps willing? That idea shot a surge of
arousal to his prick. Wieldy didn’t half fancy this man,
and there was even the bumper prize of Keith being
nice. But, he told himself, being stern again, it’s a bit
early inthe game to start hankering after settling down
and happily-ever-afters. Have to get him talking first.
Go on, think of something!

But Keith came to his rescue. “Are you a copper?”

“Fraid so,” he said, hanging his head in mock
shame. “A dirty job, | know, but someone’s got to do
it”

“Sad, buttrue. But never mind, if you’re agood boy,
maybe they’ll let you out early for good behaviour.”

“Fat chance,” he said, thereby bringing his obese
boss to mind. “I’'m in Mid-Yorks, and Superintendent
Andy Dalziel adds years if you’re a good boy.”

“Or it just feels that way.”

Another pause, another frantic search in Wieldy’s
mind for something to say so that this handsome man
wouldn’t walk away and leave him nursing his drink
like an aging queen. “What d’you work as?”” he asked,
and winced, not at the painful banality of it, but at the
intrusive personalness of it. Not the sort of question
one asked of a would-be pick-up in a pub.

“I'm teaching at the College.”

Wieldy’s heart sank. “The College? You wouldn’t
happen to know an Ellie Pascoe, would you?”
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“How could | not? Quite a character, our Ms.
Pascoe,” Keith said, smiling. “Nice, though, but |
wouldn’t want to get in her bad books. | take it you
know her as well?”

A question he could answer, a conversation he
could keep going. Perhaps there was a God after all.
“Know her through her husband, mainly. Peter, he’s
my Inspector.”

“You work for Ellie’s husband? God, | meet two
policemenand they knoweach other. Incestuous bunch,
aren’t you?”

He prickled at that, ready to snap.

“Keep your hair on,” Keith butted in. “l wasn’t
implying anything like that.”

He could kick himself and would, later. “Sorry.”

“It’sall right. But he seems a fairly decent bloke, her
husband.” A wicked smile, something remembered.
“Even if he does have a talent for putting his foot right
init.”

And that was it, they were off and running. Mutual
acquaintances and shared tales of Peter Pascoe putting
his foot in it. Which led, naturally, to funny stories of
disasters in teaching and absurdities in policing. Two
hourslater, lastcall being sounded, and Wieldy realised
he had done more talking in one evening than he
usually managed in a week. Or maybe a month. But
now it was the last drink, chipping out time, and all his
words ran away and hid. He knew what he wanted: to
invite this man home with him, and spend the night
with him. Sex, glorious sex. Asurreptitious glance,and
he added a bit of affection to his list of wants.

How did you ask someone home these days? Flat
out, blunt, or circuitous, flattering? And how did you
establish limits? This bloke wasn’t the youthful type he
usually went for; closer examination showing him to
be early thirties, so he wasn't likely to just lie there and
let Wieldy be boss from start to finish.

And then there was the not-so-small matter of
AIDS.

He had abox of condoms back atthe flat, soitwasn’t
a problem from that point of view. But he would want
to know, before he did anything, before he considered
certain things, just what the situation was.

Keith beat himto it. “It’s been great talking to you,”
he said, sounding hesitant for the first time all evening.
“Listen, if you’re not doing anything Friday night...”

Wieldy almost laughed out loud. So that’s how it
was done these days! Going out with each other like
straight teenagers, all awkward requests and fears of
rejection. “I’'ve got plans that night,” he said. “Or I will
have, as soon as you tell me where we’re going.”

“You’re abastard, you know that, don’t you, Mac?”
Keith said good-naturedly. “I thought you were going
togive methe brush-offthere. Or confessthat you were
on a bloody stake-out.”

“Not me, lad,” Wieldy replied. “It’s the pretty ones
they put on duty in places the likes of this. So did you
have anywhere in mind for Friday, or are you open to
suggestion.”

The comment invited sex in and made it at home.

“And if you’re open to suggestion,” Wieldy said
carefully, “you’re welcome to come home with me
tonight.”

“I...”” Keith swallowed, visibly, and licked his lips,
his gaze involuntarily going to the soft woollen trou-
sers that draped so beautifully across Wieldy’s groin.
“Oh, don’t tempt me, Wieldy,” he said. “I promised
myself I'd be careful...”

“It'sallright, sweetie,” Wieldy cameback, “I promise
to pull out in time—"

The old ‘I won’t get you pregnant’ joke fell flat, a
tangible miasma of unease between them. It wasn’t
justpregnancy all those enthusiasticlittle sperm caused
any more, was it? “Friday, then,” Wieldy said, and the
discussion of details keptthem distracted all the way to
the car.

He snatched another quick look at his watch.

“Christonacrutch, that bloody watch had better be
aself-winder onits last legs, or I'll shove it down your
bloodythroat!” ChiefSuperintendent Dalziel positively
roared. Fat Andy’s opinion was that if he had to deliver
briefings and receive debriefings, then by God and
Andy Dalziel, his officers were going to have to sit
through them as well.

“Sorry, sir,” Wieldy said, fidgeting, which was an
unusual sight in and of itself.

“What'’s the matter that you’re in such a rush to get
out of here and can’t sit still while you’re waiting? You
got piles or summat?”

Thatwas the sort of question that Wieldy was never
quite sure how to answer. Not much point in looking
to the only other person able to squeeze into the room
with himself and Dalziel: Inspector Pascoe wasn’t
going to be much help, not when Fat Andy was in one
of his moods, anyroad. Still, Wieldy had an almost
irrational desire to bless Peter Pascoe for being the
bridge towhatWieldy hoped was going tobe abeautiful
friendship. If he could get out of here in time. If Fat
Andydidn’tkeephimlate. If hiscar didn’tbreak down.
If, heart plummeting into the pit of hisstomach, if Keith
showed up at all. If Dalziel didn’t rip his head from his
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shoulders for letting his mind wander like that.

A hefty hip, revoltingly close, settled itself on the
corner of the desk in front of him. A long, lush scratch,
the sound setting Wieldy’s teeth on edge, and then Fat
Andy was after him again. “So what is it then? Piles or
don’t you love me any more?”

Depending on his boss’ mood, there was either a lot
he could say to that, or nothing at all. Wieldy half
considered just touching his metaphoric forelock and
putting up with Dalziel’s usual crap, but then, he
thought, resisting the temptation to check the time
again, if he did that, then not only wouldn’t he have
time to go home and get himself as dolled up as he
could manage, but he’d be late for Keith as well. “I've
gotadate,” he heard himself say, and winced, waiting
for the sarcasm to drop as ungently as acid rain.

“A date?”

It was probably the first time in known history that
anyone had seen Andrew Dalziel lost for words. “My
ghast has never been so flabbered,” Fat Andy said half
an octave higherthan usual. “A date? You?” Then they
were back to the old, familiar and oh-so-irritating
Dalziel. “Well, don’tjust sit there. Do | know this mad
bastard? Precious little petal is he, or is he the butch one
and you’re anxious to run home to press your frock?”

With gritted teeth, Wieldy reminded himself that it
was Fat Andy who had smoothed over his coming out
in the somewhat Neanderthal ranks of the Mid-Yorks
police force.

Pascoe, onthe other hand, had obviously decided to
take a leaf out of Dalziel’s book, and give Wieldy a
chance to regroup while he attacked from the flank.
“Don’t be stupid,” Pascoe said, a phrase known to
distract Dalziel even in the middle of a murder in-
vestigation, never mind in the middle of a routine
debriefing. “No-one wears frocks these days. Next
you’ll be asking if 1 want to buy Ellie some nylon
stockings on the black market.”

Dalziel smiled, notapretty sight. “If you’retryingto
winkle our Wieldy out of having to answer, then you’ll
have to do a far cry better than that, Peter my boy.
You'll be glad when you get to my age—actually, after
the way you went in after Hacclesford, you’ll be lucky
ifyou see your nextbirthday. Butthat,” hewenton, just
as Wieldy nodded his thanks at Pascoe, “is something
Ithink I’ll save for later,when | can savour chewing you
up and spitting you back out again. | was talking to our
Wieldy here. Who's the lucky feller?”

Wieldy shrugged, his face its usual impenetrable
self. Noharminnaming names: notonly would Dalziel
find out even if he didn’t, Keith had said he was well

and truly out. It was only Wieldy having trouble
getting used to this lack of privacy. “Bloke by the name
of Keith Rankin.”

“As in the new history teacher up at the College?”
Pascoe, interrupting again, but Dalziel was content to
sit scratching his enormous belly and listen to his two
juniorsdisperseinformationinwhathewould gleefully
call gay abandon, as soon as he put his tuppenceworth
in.

“None other,” Wieldy agreed, glad that his blushes
never seemed to show. “He says he knows your Ellie.”

“I'll say! He’s all she talks about half the time these
days. Told me hewas gay, even said she fancied setting
you two up together, but...”

Wieldy wasn’t going to ask why she hadn’t, didn’t
think he really wanted to know. Of course, Andrew
Dalziel wasn’t about to let so minor a detail as another
man’sdiscomfortstand in hisway. “Thenwhy the fuck
didn’t she?”

“Rankin’s gorgeous,” Pascoe blurted.

“Ey, lad,” Dalziel said to Wield, “you should’vetold
me this queer thing was contagious. | should have put
you with the unmarried blokes then.”

“No, I didn’t mean that,” Pascoe said, and unlike
Wield, his blushes showed beautifully.

“Then what did you mean?” Dalziel again, never
one to leave well enough alone.

Pascoe obviously didn’t know where to look.

Taking pity, Wield stated the fact that was, literally,
as plain as the nose on his face. “Keith’s absolutely
gorgeous,” he said, “and I’'m pot ugly. Can you just
imagine Ellie saying she’s got the perfect friend for
him? He’s older, ugly and for the cherry on top, he’sa
policeman and all.”

No-one, naturally, argued with him.

“If that’s the case then,” Dalziel said, sighing hap-
pily as he used the corner of the desk to scratch the itch
between his buttocks, “how come you’ve landed him
as your lumber tonight?”

Wieldy shrugged, wishing he could just go back to
pretending he was the same as everybody else. At least
then no-one dug into his private life with a bloody
bulldozer. “Met him in a pub.”

“I thought you said you hated going to the Gay
Galloper?” Pascoe asked, trying to be sensitive to make
up for the gaffe about Rankin being too good-looking
for Wieldy.

Another shrug. “Wanted a bit of company.”

Dalziel roared with laughter. “Is that what they’re
calling it these days? In my time, we used to call it a
good hard shag.”
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This time, even Wieldy’s blushes were visible.

“Oh, get on with you,” Dalziel said. “Go get your
crystal slippers on.”

“The report?”

“It'Ilkeeptillmorning. Oh,” asWieldy was opening
the door, “unless something other than you and your
new chum come up, then I don’t want to see your ugly
mug before ten.”

Wieldy grinned atthat, too pleased by boththe extra
time and the acceptance to be offended by Fat Andy’s
legendary crudeness. Rightbehind him he heard Pascoe
start to apologise, until Dalziel put paid to that.

“He’sabiglad, Peter,and I don’tthink he needsyou
holding his hand and giving him pointers on where to
stick it. You can bring your pretty face back in here and
explain what the fuck happened with Hacclesford.”

Door shut before he could hear the start of that
minor war, Wieldy was whistling as he got out of the
building in record time.

He had half an hour, less if he wanted to be sure of
not being late. All right, all right, so it was considered
fashionable to be late, ‘cool’ to show a veneer of un-
concern. Wieldy was more interested in making sure
Keith didn’t get bored. Keith had been very under-
standing about changing tonight’sarrangements from
meeting at the restaurant to Wieldy picking him up,
but having messed Keith about once, he didn’t much
fancy doing it again. Seven, he’d told Keith, and seven
it would be. Splashing water on to get rid of the last
traces of shaving cream, Wieldy paused, his attention
caught by his own reflection.

As Dalziel had implied, why the fuck was Keith
interested in him? He made the back end of a bus look
positively roseate with beauty, and although he wasfit,
hisbodywouldn’texactly give Arnold Schwarzenegger
arun for his money. Getting his belly wet on the edge
of the washhand basin, he leaned forward, peering at
himself in the mirror. His eyes were a nice colour, but
not something you’d expect to be noticed in a pub full
of luscious young men on the prowl. Good teeth as
well, but as it wasn’t a horse Keith was buying, he
thought ruefully, pulling his y-fronts away from his
body and staring down at his very average endow-
ments. Wouldn’t give Arnold a run for his money in
this department either!

“You,” he said to his reflection, “are an idiot. Bad as
a spotty schoolgirl. Anyone’d think you were going
out with your first boyfriend.”

And that stopped him dead. He paled, visibly, and
his hands trembled faintly as he ran them over the

close-cutcrinkles of hisdark hair. Christonacrutch, he
thought, | am fucking going outwith myfirstboyfriend!
Helplessly amused, he started laughing, and the self-
mocking humour kept him going long enough that he
was dressed and in the car before his nerves ambushed
him with a vengeance. His palms were sweaty on the
steeringwheel and he wiped them, one atatime, onthe
soft grey wool of his brand new trousers.

“Bad as a schoolboy,” he said aloud, to practice a
voice that threatened to squeak embarrassingly. “Keep
this up, and you’ll end up as stern as the bloody
headmaster.”

Which of course led to more thoughts of Keith, and
the unmanning worry about Keith and Ellie Pascoe
sitting together in the staffroom discussing Wieldy
over a cup of coffee and a chocolate biscuit, as if Wield
weren’t important enough to warrant the cafeteria at
lunchtime, never mind a private discussion later.

“Pack it in!” he said, rather startling the dear old
lady on the pavement next to him, who was waiting for
abus. The lights changed and he was on his way again,
never having even noticed that he had stopped the
dear little old lady from lifting the businessman’s
wallet. Ellie Pascoe, he reminded himself, wasn’t the
type to gossip—well, not maliciously, anyway. And
she was a friend, one of the very few people who ever
even mentioned him being gay. She wouldn’t be un-
kind, she wouldn’t laugh at him.

It was the not being sure of Keith that made him
miserable. How the fuck did he know that Keith wasn’t
setting him up for something? Mebbe it was a bet, one
of those dog-parties he’d seen in that film with the ever
welcome Tom Cruise. He didn’t know, and that was
the problem. Years on the Force had him so that he
could find his way anywhere, even about the one-way
system round Keith’s flat. There weren’t many cars
parked round here, notthat he would expecttheretobe
in an area best known for its bedsits and short-term
rentals. He was stopped now, parked right outside the
rightdoor. He should getup and ring the bell, say hello,
keepitlightand breezy, and evenifitdid end up being
fodderforelevenses, well, atleast he’d have had anight
onthe town with ahandsome man. There were, he told
himself, worse ways of finding your feet in the ways of
the gay world.

Still, he wished he hadn’t changed his mind about
partaking of the gay life. It had been so much more
comfortable to pretend that he didn’t want any of it,
that he’d rather stay as he was, nice and safe and secure
in his little bubble. But he’d refused to be a coward any
longer. He had promised himself. Had sworn to take
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the chance, even if it meant having his fingers burned
a few times.

Sowhy was he still sitting there like ashop dummy?

A tap on the side-window, and there was Keith,
grinning, making daft faces at him. Wieldy leaned
across the car to unlock the door, his uncertainty and
surprise turning into a scowl.

Busy with seat belts and buckles, Keith hadn’t
noticed the expression yet. “And there’s me, even
picked my dirty socks up off the floor foryou.” The belt
was fankled round, his voice muddied as he twisted in
the seat to get himself sorted out. “I expected you to
come in, but | suppose you were waiting to be issued
awarrant.”

“Nah,” Wieldy said, mood lifted by the presence of
this man and the easy comfort of him, “Fat Andy
would kill us for being that soft. We just kick the door
in, beat up a few citizens and then bugger off home for
anice cuppa.”

“Fat Andy?” Keith asked, not surprisingly.

“Ah, Fat Andy,” Wieldy said, cracking open his
vaststore of wicked, insubordinate and absolutely true
stories about his superior. “Also known as ‘That Fat
Bastard’, “ThatMad Bastard’ and ‘Thatviciousbastard’.”

“Or ‘Bastard’ for short.”

The last Bastard Tale, as they’d been christened
somewhere between the shopping centre and the new
church, still had Keith in stitches by the time they
reached the restaurant. It was a nice place, nothing
particularly fancy, but the food was good, the service
better, and best of all, no-one turned a hair at the sight
of two men having dinner together. At least, that was
the reputation it had.

Didn’tstop Wieldy from being nervous as sinwhen
they walked in.

“What is it?”” Keith whispered as they waited to be
seated.

Not looking at him, Wieldy didn’t say anything,
simply shook his head. He’d always been taciturn, a
trait worsened by the need to keep so much of himself
secret, but Keith wasn’t used to the old Wieldy, he was
becomingaccustomed to avery different man fromthe
one colleagues knew.

“There hastobesomething,” Keith persisted asthey
draped napkins over their laps and Wieldy hid behind
his menu.

Nothing.

A heavy sigh, and Keith leaned back in his chair,
making it clear that he wasn’t going to play any of
Wieldy’s games, whatever they might be. The atmo-
sphere, to employ the perfect cliché for the occasion,

was fraught. In between deciding over the French
Onion Soup (adistinct possibility, nowthatitlooked as
if he wasn’t going to have much chance of kisses later)
or Brie en CroQte and weighing the relative merits of
Boeuf Bourguignon or the basic Coq au Vin, Wieldy
keptawaryeye ontheother diners. Hewasn’texpecting
anything, not really. But still, for all this place’s repu-
tation, all the couples he could see were the standard
one of each. Even speaking to the waiter, he couldn’t
help but notice one or two looks coming his way, and
he didn’t know how to take it. He was well used to
having people look at him—he had that kind of face—
but he wasn’t sure if it were only that, or if it were
because hewassitting herewithamanandadirty great
big pink triangle stuck to his forehead.

“I'm sorry,” Keith said out of the blue.

“What for?” Wieldy asked, knowing full well that
when it came to apologies due, he was very much in
arrears.

“I'd forgotten,” he leaned his elbows on the table,
which broughthim close enough to make Wield glance
around nervously.

“Forgottenwhat?” Thathe didn’treally fancy Wield,
that this was all a joke—what?

“That this is all a bit new to you.”

Wieldy became engrossed in tearing his dinner roll
into the tiniest of shreds. “To tell the truth,” he began,
thenstopped, swallowed, beganagain, feelingasfoolish
as a virgin. Pathetic to be this unsure at his age. “Well,
it’s not a bit new. It’s sort of, well, completely new.”

Fortunately, their wine hadn’t been poured yet,
because Keith came close to choking as it was. “You
mean, you’ve never done it with a bloke? Fucking hell,
I knew you weren’t exactly a Gay Gordon, but | never
thought—"

“Andyoudon’thaveto,” Wieldy snapped, hismale
ego more than a touch bruised by the implication of
complete inexperience. “I had a lover of more years
than | care to mention, but we were both in the closet,
so we had to be a bit on the careful side.”

“With you a policeman, I'd’ve thought it was a bit
on the paranoid side.”

“Aye, well, that and all,” Wieldy said, smiling
againsthisown intention to be sternand butch over the
slur to his manhood. He was too charmed and too
infatuated by Keith to hold onto any sort of annoyance,
not when those brown eyes were smiling at him, and
the lipswere parted, justalittle, barely enough to show
the glimmer of teeth and the moist pinkness of tongue.

“Are you still with me?” Keith asked, but nicely,
flattered by the effect he was having on Wieldy.
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“Sorry,” Wieldy answered, trying not to embarrass
himself farther by actually panting over his compan-
ion. “Was thinking...”

“Nice thoughts?” Soft, seductive, welcoming as a
light in the window.

“Very nicethoughts.” He cleared histhroat, moreto
stopper the words than anything else. Oh, you’ve got
it bad, haven’t you? he said to himself, uncaring of
whether or notthiswas desperation or lustatfirstsight:
he was in serious danger of falling for this lovely man
with the wonderful laugh and the best bum in the
Western Hemisphere. “But as | was saying,” before |
almost kissed you right here in front of everyone, “I've
had sex with blokes,” and he was so proud that he’d
actually come right out and said it, flat out, the way
he’d never dared before, “but I’'ve only just come
out...”

“Yes, | thought I could smell mothballs. Oh, don’t
look at me like that, | was only kidding and you know
it.” A pause, while the waiter fussed over food and
plates and glasses. Then: “Look, I’'ve never even been
in the closet, so | never had to come out—"

“But what about your family? Your mother?” It
burst from him, driven by memories of his chapel-
going mother and strap-wielding father. “How did she
feel when she found out?”

“Shedidn’tfind out, Mac,” Keith said gently, slowly
realising how carefully he was going to have to handle
this man, “because it was never asecret. I've known all
my life, and it never even occurred to me to not tell
Mum and Dad when I had my firstcrush.” He stopped
then, continuing when he saw the longing in Wieldy’s
eyes to hear more about something so wonderfully
foreign. “They didn’t bat an eyelash. Accepted it the
same way they accepted it when my older sister came
home and told them about her first boyfriend. Al-
though,” dimples appeared, inviting Wieldy to share
the humour, “they didn’t tell me how not to get preg-
nant. How did your parents take it when you told
them?”

“Never did tell them. They died yearsago,” histone
very off-hand, sothatitwas impossible totell if hewere
sad or glad over it, ““so it’s only me and my sister now.
She’s in Canada, moved there with her family a while
ago.”

“So how did she take it?”

Wieldy finished hisBrie, sipped athiswine, fidgeted
about a bit. “You know,” he finally said, “you’ve got a
brilliant interrogation technique. You’d make a great
copper.”

“Was hoping | would, tonight.”

Wieldy knew that he had suddenly developed a
most fatuous expression, but he was too delighted to
care. “I think that could be arranged.”

“I think so too, so go easy on the booze. | don’t mind
you relaxed, but Il don’twant brewer’sdroop getting in
the way of my plans.”

All set for a discreetly libidinous chat, Wieldy was
very put out indeed when the waiter, all efficiency and
smarmy smiling, chose that moment to start them on
their main course. By which point, Keith was back on
one track Wieldy would happily forget.

“You were telling me how your sister took you
coming out.”

He mumbled his answer round a tender chunk of
beef.

“Pardon?” Keith asked, not taking the hint.

Wieldy chewed, swallowed, accepted that sex
with—and was that really all he was hoping for?—this
man was worth being vulnerable. “I haven’t told her.”

Keith simply stared athim. “Let me get thisstraight,
if you’ll pardon the pun. You’ve come out, but you
haven’t told your family? What about your friends.”

“Not in so many words, not really, no.” His con-
fession to Fat Andy didn’t count; benign that mad
bastard mightbe, butfriend was pushingit. “Anyroad,
| tend to keep myself to myself.”

“All the better to hide yourself.”

Shame crept up his spine. “Suppose you could put
it like that.” If you were feeling vicious, he wanted to
add, not realising that he was, for once, visibly upset.

“Christ, but you’ve had it rough!”

The unexpected sympathy made him jerk his head
up, startled him into looking at Keith. “Not as bad as
some,” he said, a lifetime of not complaining too in-
grained to let sympathy pass.

“But not half as easy as it’s been for me.” A slight
shake of the head, barely enough to move the thick,
straight brown hair. “There’s a lot you need to tell me,
Mac, isn’t there?”

“What? You mean, do | like whips and chains and
all that sort of thing?”

“No. I meantwhyyou could nevercomeout. You’re
no coward, that’s obvious from what Ellie and Peter
have said about you, so it must be something else.”

But the caring commentswere lost, drowned out by
that one reference. “And what have Ellie and Peter
been saying about me? And when did you speak to
them?”

“Tut, tut,” Keith said, “you haven’t even read me
my rights yet.”

“Suppose | did come on a bit strong there, didn’t 1?
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It's just...” How could he explain it without sounding
weak-kneed and looking as if he had a yellow streak a
mile wide?

“It’sjust,” Keith said, being quite casual, making an
effort to make all this a bit easier for Wield, “that this is
probably the first time you’ve ever been open
about...well, about having aboyfriend, and you’re not
comfortable having them talk about it.”

“Not comfortable? Scared fucking witless!” Christ,
he thought, this honesty business could get out of
hand. “Mebbe that’s a bit strong an’ all, but thinking
about my friends talking about me behind my back...”

“And | suppose none of the straight people you
know ever mention where there going of a Friday
night, or mention that they’re going out with someone
that they all know?”

Put like that, it did seem a bit off to feel betrayed,
didn’t it? “I hadn’t thought about it like that.” He
thought about it like that now, and when he smiled,
Keith wasn’t the only one who noticed the change in
the craggy features. “It’s actually nice, that, isn’'tit? In
fact, that’s grand!”

“See? Coming out doesn’t mean having to pick up
your bell at the door.”

Wieldy pondered that for a minute. “Keith, what
the hell do you mean?”

“A bell. As in lepers.” He did a twisted imperson-
ation of every sorry leper in every cheap television
saga, half the restaurant turning to look at him. “Un-
clean, unclean.”

“Actually,” Wieldy confessed, greatly daring and
leaning half-way towards Keith, “mebbe I should get
one of them bells. My mind’s not too clean, you know.”

Keithsimply grinned athimand wastactfulenough
not to comment on what was, for Wieldy in a public
place, boldness. “Going to prove that, are we?”

“Oh, aye, lad,” Wieldy said to the man not so much
youngerthan himself. “Oh, aye, I'll prove thattonight.”

Dessert was ordered and consumed in something
of a haze for Wield, all the sharp details blunted by the
melting surety that he was going to have sexwith Keith
tonight. Have sex? he questioned himself. Or was it
already sliding into something a hell of a lot more
serious? He always had been one for leaping into
commitments, loyal to a fault and faithful. Funny,
wasn’t it, how a disease had brought all those old-
fashioned traits back into the height of fashion.

The bill was brought on a discreet silver saucer,
tuckedintoaquietleather folder. Automatically, Wield
reached for it, and met Keith’s fingers already there.

“Letme.” Keith was obviously getting very good at

reading Wieldy’s battered features. “Oh, go on, it’s the
first time you’ve been out like this, isn’t it? So let me
treat you, make it a real date.”

“Doesn’t sit well, letting someone else pay for me.”
Truculent, not about to yield at all.

“Then you can treat me next time we go out.”

He was so busy floating on cloud nine over that, he
didn’t give a damn about so-called pride. This wasn’t
goingtobeaonce-off, he thought, thrilled more than he
ought to be, intoxicated less by wine than by the slow
seeping in of hope. There was going to be a next time!

Unless he wasn’t any good in bed, he thought with
worry plummeting to the bottom of his stomach. What
if Keith thought he was rotten in bed and didn’t want
to see him again? After all, what did Wield have to
offer? Too many years with Maurice, where they’d
done everything under the sun, but all that technique
was based on what Maurice and he had liked together.
Then there was Cliff, and he’d been more experienced
thanthe French Foreign Legion, butall Wieldy had had
to do to him was fuck him; Cliff had done all the rest of
it.

And what if Cliff had been doing it only because
Wieldy was putting him up and giving him the occa-
sional tenner?

In the car now, driving, too skilled for any of his
distraction or dismay to show in the way he handled
the motor. But Keith was watching him, and Keith, it
seemed, honestly did see beyond his surface ugliness.

“Nothing to be scared about, Mac,” he whispered.
“I've been tested, and | was negative, and | haven’t
done anything dodgy since then.” A small, very sad
laugh. “In fact, I've been so fucking monkish, I have to
shave my palms these days!”

What had he been thinking about honesty earlier?
They were on the steps now, front door locked behind
them, and there was only half a flight between them
and Keith’s bedsit. “It’s not that I’'m worried about. I,
em, well, | brought condoms with me for starters, and
| thought we could, you know...”

“Leave off the fucking till later?”

There it was again, that blithe and exhilarating
assumption that there would be a later, that there
would be a next time. “Aye, that’s about right, | think.
Plenty of things we can do besides fucking,” he said,
thinking about all the times Maurice hadn’t wanted
him like that and it had been little more than a mutual
wank. Especially towards the end of their relationship.

“Well, here it is, home sweet home. Until | can find
something permanent,” Keith was saying, chattering
away as he put on lights and hurried over to the
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scullery alcove. “Coffee?”” he called over his shoulder,
ignoring that they’d had excellent French coffee in the
restaurant. “As | was saying,” he went on as Wieldy
followed him through, “this is only a temporary set-
up. lwanttobuy a place of my own, but | decided to try
the area for a bit before | actually signed on the dotted
line. | quite fancy a proper house, you know, with a
garden and all that crap and—"

Wieldy came up behind Keith and slid his arms
around him.“It’'sall right,” he whispered softly, feeling
absurdly happy that this mattered to Keith as much as
itmatteredtohim.“Noneedtobesonervous. Anyroad,
thought that was my line. It’ll be fine, honest. I’'m no
virgin,and I’ve gotafair idea of how the plumbing and
everything works. I’'m not expecting Don Juan,
Casanova and Errol Flynn all rolled into one neither!”

“I'm just...” Keith leaned back until his cheek was
against Wieldy’s and his back was pressed against
Wieldy’s chest. “I like you,” he admitted, making
Wield smile all the more. “You’re a nice bloke, Mac,
andyou’veasexy bodyandyou’re funnywhenyou get
started. | don’t want to fall down on your expectations,
that’s all.”

“Andas I’ve gotmoretogoonthanthese bloody sex
novels,youshan’t. Doyou really wantanother coffee?”

“Course not. Didn’t want to jJump you and put you
off.”

“Didn’twant to hurry the poor novitiate, is that it?”
But he was amused, touched by the way Keith had
cared enoughtoeventhinkaboutit. “Don’tworry, you
couldn’t be too quick for me.”

Afterwards, they lay together for a while, doing
nothing more than exchange lazy caresses and sleepy
kisses. Not thinking at first, content as never before in
the warmth of this other man, Wieldy drifted on the
sensations. Then thought intruded, and he looked at
Keith. “I don’t suppose you want me to go home, do
you?”” he asked, confident now after the way Keith had
reacted to him.

“Just try it, and you’ll have Peter Pascoe in here
arresting me for kidnapping a police officer.”

“Like that, is it?”” Wieldy asked, voice as dreamy as
his kisses.

“Could be. Would you mind?”

“Mind? Christ, I'll be joining you.”

Long minutes, embraces fading into unabashed
cuddling, Wieldy wrapped around Keith, slowly fall-
ing asleep. Then a chuckle, and Keith tickling him.
“What?” Wieldy demanded, never too sunny when
being tickled.

“D’you think we should have a race? See who’s

going to fall in love first?”

Alonger pause, then, incongruousin the gentleness
of night. “What do you see in me? And why’d you
come up to me in the pub in the first place?”

“Honestly?”

“I"d rather have the truth now than find it out later.”
When it would hurt more. When the pain just might be
unbearable.

“ldon’treally know. Atthe pub... Feltsorryforyou,
abit. You looked so miserable, and then when | really
looked at you, I noticed your eyes. Not often you see
someone with eyes the same colour as Liz Taylor. And
you had a nice body, and | liked the way you were
dressed. And...” Keith shrugged, Wieldy’s arms au-
tomatically tightening around him. “And | like aman
who’s all contained power, the way you are.”

Fair enough, he could believe any of that. At least
there hadn’t been any praise for his pretty face, nor had
Keith lied and said hewasn’tthat ugly. Because he was,
and he knew it. But if Keith didn’t mind, well then who
was Wieldy to complain?

In that case nothing else needed to be said, and
Wieldy allowed himself the luxury of sinking into
sleep, entwined with a beautiful man it would be very
easy to love.

Back aching, head pounding, stomach reminding
him that not only was it six hours since last he’d eaten
but that the last meal had consisted of a greasy pie and
apintofbitter, Sgt. Wield sat alone in his cubby-hole of
an office, staring down at the report in front of him. It
was his usual pellucid product, but that wouldn’t
cover the fact that even after a solid week on it, he had
no idea on how to solve this case and that meant Fat
Andy was going to have his balls for breakfast. He
sighed, as he’d been doing a lot that afternoon, and re-
read the pages hoping that he’d find something that
was a plus. But there was nothing. It would have taken
a stroke of pure, blind luck to unravel this before the
robbery had actually been committed, but Dalziel
wouldn’tseeitthatway. Christ, he’d be hauled in front
ofthefatbastard and hisskinwould be flayed from him
by a sharp and wicked tongue. Miserable, that’s what
tomorrow was going to be, when Dalziel came back in
and found out that Wieldy had got nowhere fast, and
expensively at that. Wield winced at the total at the
bottom of his expense chit, but stapled it to the report
anyway. He was going to be hung; mightaswell get his
money back anyway. He stretched then, trying to ease
some of the ache from his spine, but the smallest
thought of what tomorrow was bringing with it was
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enough to make him stiff with tension.

The phone rang, and he seriously considered not
answering it. The last thing he needed was Dalziel on
the phone to him. But he was still on duty, technically
speaking, even if he was useless.

“Hello?”

“Hello, love,” a voice said, and Wieldy grinned
happily.

“Hello yourself,” he said to his lover of almost two
months.

“Thought I'd give you a ring, because you’ve been
saying work’s bloody awful all this week. Any better
today?”

“Worse,” Wieldy said, althoughtoday wassuddenly
really very nice. It meant something, something quite
wonderful, to have someone who cared enough to
phone just to cheer him up a bit. “It’s a lot better right
at the moment, mind you.”

“Shouldthinkit’s perfect, considering I’'mtalkingto
you. But | have an ulterior motive for ringing you as
well.”

“Oh aye? What d’you have up your sleeve this
time?” Time before last it had been back to the Gay
Galloper, and drinks with his handsome friend for all
the world—all the local gay world—to see. Last week
ithad been asingle red rose delivered anonymously to
him at the office. Embarrassing as hell, that, but worth
it. Very much worth it.

“Ellie and I were talking about you and Peter, so we
thought it’d be nice if we all had dinner over at their
house tonight. Ellie’s a brilliant cook, and you know
little Rosie will be ecstatic to see her Uncu Mac. And
Uncu Mac will be ecstatic to romp with little Rosie,
won’'t he?”

He would, Peter and Ellie Pascoe’s daughter the
closest thing to his own child as he was likely to come.
She couldn’t manage ‘Wieldy’ and it had seemed so
natural to have her call him Mac. “What time should |
be there?” he said, already tucking the report into its
folder.

“As soon as you can, according to Ellie. | think she
wants you to mind Rosie while she does dinner.”

“I'll be there in,” a quick glance at his watch, “about
half an hour.”

“Right you are. It'll take me a bit longer, I've got
papers to mark, but I’ll be there soon. Em, Mac...”

Not often Keith was diffident about anything.
“What?”

“Is Rosie really as god-awful as Ellie says she is?”

“Oh, you know how these mothers are,” Wieldy
said. And then, over Keith’s sigh of relief. ““So besotted

with their brats they think they’re perfect.”

Hewas laughing as he hungup the phone. Let Keith
suffer a bit of trepidation before he met delightful little
Rosie. Would serve him right for all the slagging he’d
given Wield for being such a big softie for kids.

And it wasn’t until he was sitting on the Pascoes’
sofa in the Pascoes’ living room, with Peter handing
himadrink,acrabby Rosie perched precariously on his
lap and Ellie shouting hello from the kitchen, that it
dawned on Wieldy justwhat he’d let himselfin for. He
andKeithhadbeen practically inseparablesince they’d
met, were even quite seriously considering buying a
house together, but for all that, the only places they’d
gone together had either been anonymous restaurants
or cinemas, or the safety of an all-gay milieu like the
Gay Galloper or the Jolly Roger. Now here he was, in
the home of the people who had become his best
friends, with his adopted niece on his lap, and his lover
about to arrive. He knew what Keith would do the
minute he walked in as well: come right over and kiss
him hello the way he always did. But here, in front of
people? In front of his Inspector, a man he worked
with, day in, day out?

AndifKeith didn’tkiss him? Howthe hellwould he
feel then? Relieved, in a way, and terribly let-down as
well.

Then there was always the question of how Peter
and Ellie would react.

He was distracted at that moment by Rosie opening
her mouth and screaming.

“Oh, Christ,” Peter said, putting his drink down.
“Don’tworry, it’snothing personal. It’sthe latest phase:
she screams for a year or two before she’ll give in and
fallasleep. 1 thoughtwe mighthave anight offwith you
here, but no such luck.”

“Sorry.Listen,” asPeter madeto lever himselfup off
the sofa, “d’you want me to settle her for the night?”

Anexpression of profoundest gratitude settled over
Peter’s face. “Would you? Thanks, Mac, | really owe
you one for this.”

Half way up the stairs, Rosie still screeching at the
top of her lungs, it registered what Peter had called
him. Mac. So much, he thought happily, for keeping
the two halves of my life separate!

Making faces and singing her silly songs, he soon
had Rosie quiet and then it didn’t take long before she
was asleep. He lingered for a while, stroking her hair,
gazing at the daughter he would never have. A family
was something he would have liked, but there wasn’t
much chance of that. At least he had Rosie: all the
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benefits, and none of the drawbacks. Eventually, he
wentback downstairsandfoundEllieand Petercuddled
together on one over-large easy chair.

“Service above and beyond the call of duty!” Ellie
declaimed when she saw him. “You are a treasure,
Mac. She’s been a little bitch all week—I should’ve
known to ask you to pop in. D’you hear that, Peter?”

“I can’t hear anything. Which is the whole point,
isn’tit?”

“Mmm. Peace and quiet. Offspring tucked safely in
bed, dinner cooking happily in the oven, good wine
and good company. Heaven.”

Wieldy leaned back in the sofa, relaxing under their
light banter. He loved coming to this house, hadn’t
realised how much he’d missed being here as often as
he used to, before he met Keith. Would be wonderful
if they could start coming over here together...

The door went, and Wieldy jumped.

“No, no, I'll getit,” Ellie said, mistaking his reaction.
“It’'ll just be Keith.”

Just Keith? No just about it. Keith was heaven on
earth, walking perfection, and the love of Wieldy’s life.
And he was going to come through that door—voices
coming closer but barely louder, kept quiet for Rosie
asleep upstairs—and he was going to simply walk
across the room and kiss Wieldy, right there with the
Pascoes looking on. A public display of affection.

Wield wasn’t quite sure how he felt about that. He
knew one thing, though. Itwould destroy his friendship
with the Pascoes if they objected to Keith doing that.
This is it, he thought, tensing involuntarily, his heart
pounding and his mouth dry. This is it. I'm going to be
kissed in public by aman. My male lover is going to kiss
me in frontof my friends, and that’s as good as aflaming

great neon sign announcing that we fuck each other.

Keith was gorgeous, as always, and Wieldy was
peripherally aware of the bottle green sweater he’d
bought for him. He’d watched Keith put that on this
morning, pulling iton over his hairy chest, coveringthe
nipples that Wieldy had sucked on when they’d made
love early, before it was light.

“Hello, love,” Keith said, and all of Wield’s senses
were on overdrive, so that he was aware of Peter and
Ellie even as he gazed at his lover coming towards him.
“You look like you’ve had a hell of a day.”

Normal, so absolutely normal, precisely the sort of
thing Ellie and Peter and amillion other coupleswould
say to each other in the evening. But this was he and
Keith, and there were people watching, people seeing
that he was in love, and loved.

Then Keith kissed him, the briefest, chastest of
pecks, lips dry and warm against his. But still, it was
enough, and Wield realised how he felt now about
public displays of affection: he liked them. A lot. Keith
was moving away, going to sit discreetly in the other
easy chair,and Wieldy grabbed him, tugging him to sit
down on the sofa, so that they were still more discreet
than Pete and Ellie, but close together nonetheless.

“Still protecting my sensitive sensibilities?”” Wieldy
asked him, taking hold of his hand.

Keith smiled at him, obviously as pleased as punch.
“Doesn’t much look as if | need to now, does it?”

“Not around here anyway,” Ellie Pascoe said,
snuggling inabitcloser to her husband so that he could
kiss her neck. “We don’t mind, and anyway, be a bit
like the pot calling the kettle black, wouldn’t it?”

“Heaven forfend,” Keith said, taking a leaf out of
Ellie’s book and cosying in a bit closer to Wieldy.

00000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000 PICEAN TO PRIAPUS IVEIEIEIEIEIEIEIEIEIEIEIEIEIEIDEIEIEIEIEIEIEIEIEIEIEIEIEIEIEIEIDEIEIEIIIIEIEIEIEIEIEIEIEIEIEIEIEIDEI

61

ooono



