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Chapter 1: Discovery

Having knocked three times, I stood outside Quentin’s door, waiting with diminishing expectations for a response. I was regretting both my decision to make an impromptu visit and my having entered the building without buzzing first. Someone coming through the street door when I arrived had presented me with the opportunity, and I had taken it. With Quentin you just never knew. I stood a better chance of seeing him if I made it to the door of his condo.

It was now with little hope that I knocked yet again, louder—and was startled to hear, from beyond the door, something that might have been a response. Actually, it was just a vague noise.

I considered. It might have been someone calling, “Come in!” On the other hand, it might not. It was, therefore, with some hesitation that I tried the door handle.

It turned. I pushed the door open and saw a vestibule and a long entrance hallway.

“Hello?” I called.

This time there came a definite response, though I wasn’t sure whether it was a word, or merely a grunt. Either way, it seemed reasonable to interpret it as sufficient to my entering.

So, I slipped in and closed the door behind me. Now I looked around, and was struck with the impeccable state of the vestibule, with its floor-to-ceiling mirrored closet doors that lined one side wall. The parquet wood floor gleamed and the walls were a subtle and beautiful shade of pale peach. From the end of the hallway diffused daylight streamed.

Going down the hallway I found myself in a large and airy living room, painted a cream color. Decorated with simple elegance, suffused with a glow of sunlight filtered through the sheer curtains that covered the windows, the effect was one of peace, suggestive of sleep.

It was therefore not surprising that the room’s sole occupant was a man sitting, motionless and sprawled out on an exquisitely made off-white couch. His head rested against the back of the couch, eyes half closed.

I took a step towards him, and it struck me that it wasn’t just the couch that was exquisite. He was large and muscular, with the build of a weight lifter, and had blond hair. I was slightly entranced by his beauty.

As I stood there, drinking in the sight, he slowly lifted his head, his eyes opened fully, and startlingly pale blue eyes gazed at me in a somewhat vacant manner, from underneath butter-colored eyebrows.

He was, I realized, even more beautiful than I had thought. Even his clothes contributed to the overall effect. Barefoot and wearing only gray sweatpants and a t-shirt, both loose-fitting, I realized for the first time how hot, how teasing such clothing could be. Free-flowing folds of cloth, when they rested here and there against the man’s skin, indicated the contours of the body, reflective of muscles that were exaggerations of the usual curves of the masculine body. Broad shoulders were emphasized by prominent, cannon-ball-shaped shoulder muscles, the massive chest sported huge pecs and tapered down through washboard abs to a narrow waist. Below this, two long, powerful legs extended, bulging the fabric at mid-thigh and ending with exquisitely formed feet.

Certainly, a physique built to stir the libido. But there was something more, something residing in the person himself that produced an overall effect of profound beauty. The face was too rounded to be classically handsome, yet it fairly radiated this beauty, perhaps due to the personality that shone through it.

The man’s expression was one of slight puzzlement, making him look innocent and faintly vulnerable. This produced a desire in me to protect this guy. But more than that, more than any erotic interest, I wanted just to interact with him, to learn about him, and just plain be with him.

As I watched, he seemed to come to himself. He sat up straighter and seemed to see me for the first time. He blinked several times, the motion of his pale eyelashes sending shivers of aesthetic pleasure through me. His expression, was not hostile, only curious.

“Who—are you?” he said quietly, his voice deep and resonant. It wasn’t a challenge, merely a question; he just wanted to know.

“I knocked,” I explained. “I thought I heard someone say to come in. The door was unlocked.”

“Oh.”

I smiled in what I hoped was a disarming manner, and found that the smile was genuine.

“My name’s Ian, Ian McQueen. I’m a friend of Quentin’s. I came to see him. Uh, is he in?”

The big man blinked again, another distracting display with the eyelashes, and he lifted his arm and jerked a thumb to his left, indicating a second hallway.

“At the end. On the right.”

I nodded and left with a sense of deliberately wrenching myself back to business. As I walked down the hallway, I fantasized about sitting next to the big man, putting an arm around those massive shoulders, maybe rubbing his belly—

I had to shake my head to dispel these images as I reached the last door on the right. It was slightly ajar. I knocked.

There was no response. I knocked again and, pushing the door open, stuck my head around it.

Quentin was lying in his pajamas, on his back on a big bed. He looked asleep. Sheer curtains covered the room’s window. Only indirect sunlight filtered in, so the room was darker than the living room had been. It was almost like twilight, and the sense of stillness was even stronger here.

I pushed open the door and went in, approaching the bed.

“Quentin?”

There was no response, and when I stood beside the bed, looking down at him, I felt something icy go down my back. Something was wrong here.

The room gave a feeling of claustrophobia. I went and opened the curtains and the window too. Immediately, I felt the warm, humid air of the city drift in. A sense of freshness came with it, despite the slight smell of pollution.

That’s better, I thought, and surveyed the room. It was as understatedly elegant as the living room, the walls the palest blue, with just a tinge of turquoise—which I remembered was Quentin’s favorite color. The effect of elevation—the condo was a corner suite on the top floor, after all—was so complete that I almost could imagine the bed floating amid clouds in the upper atmosphere, far above the cares of the world.

I returned to the bed to get a better look at my friend, and didn’t like what I saw. But I steeled myself, reached out and took a gentle hold of his wrist. It was cool—not warm but not cold either. And no pulse. I shifted the position of my fingers several times.

But nothing.

As the realization took hold, there came a dull roaring in my ears and I felt momentary dizziness. The room was feeling claustrophobic again, so I let go my friend’s wrist and left.

Back in the living room, I saw that the blond bruiser had not moved. He looked at me questioningly.

“Seen him?” he said.

What? I stared at the man.

“He’s dead!” I said, trying to keep my voice from shaking.

The big man blinked stupidly, which didn’t strike me as nearly as beautiful as before. Then he frowned in a puzzled fashion.

“What?”

“He’s dead!” I half-shouted.

The man winced at this, then covered his face with his hand.

“Don’t!” he murmured, rocking slightly.

A moment later he got to his feet and I stepped back, not knowing what the guy would do. But he just turned left the room, disappearing down the hallway. There came the sound of a door closing, then water running, and finally the white noise of shower spray.

He’s having a shower? I felt confused by this, and vaguely outraged. I had thought he was going to check on Quentin. I shook my head to clear it, and became aware of the same sense of claustrophobia I had felt in the bedroom. Going to the window, I reached through the curtains and opened it.

Immediately, air flowed past me, pressing the curtain against the screen. I pulled the curtain aside, which let in the bright sunlight, and a breeze out the window. Clearly, the air was entering through the bedroom window and out here, producing a cross breeze because the two windows faced different directions. It made me think about the other rooms, other windows. They must have all been closed—not surprising with on such a hot, humid day.

The next moment, however, I felt a cool breeze hit me from the side. I raised my hand and felt the air, then spotted an air conditioning vent near the ceiling. My opening the windows must have set it off. I looked around and spotted an unobtrusive control panel on the side wall.

I went over and examined it. It was set to 72°, humidity 30%, filtering on, in a closed-cycle configuration. I was about to turn the thing off, but then stopped myself.

Touch nothing, change nothing. Other than the curtains and the windows, I had followed that dictum. I thought of the waste of energy having windows open and the air conditioning going, then decided that at the moment it wasn’t important.

Which reminded me. I pulled out my phone, and called 911.

I have always found the mundane tasks associated with any tragedy to have meaning, and by the time I ended the call—having given the location, situation, and my identification—I felt somewhat better. The shower was still running, so I went back to the living room window and stood there, looking out.

I was lost in my own thoughts, turning over memories of Quentin and my feelings about his death at such a young age, when I was brought back to myself by an awareness of the big bodybuilder standing next to me.

I turned and saw that, having only had a towel wrapped around his hips, he was displaying a large amount of skin and muscle, still glistening with moisture.

To distract myself from the effect of this, I said to him, “Did you know?”

He looked at me blankly.

“That Quentin was dead,” I elaborated. “Did you know he was dead?”

The man continued to stare at me. Then his eyes narrowed slightly and he frowned. “How could I?”

I stared at the man, puzzled at his response. He turned to look out at the city, and I thought I saw a bleakness in his expression.

After a long silence, the big man cleared his throat and said hoarsely, “He would have loved that sky.”

I looked out the window. The sky was the pale blue of summer, with just a few tufts of white cloud here and there. Memories came back of how Quentin, during warm days, had loved lounging, usually with a drink, in the back yard of the student residence we had lived in, just staring up the sky.

“Yes,” I agreed. “He would have.”

The silence between us seemed to change then, becoming easier, more companionable. I turned to the big man.

“I called the police. They’ll be here soon. Can we talk before they arrive?”

The big man looked at me with a wary expression, searching my face. But then he shrugged.

“Sure.”

We sat down, him on the couch, me in an armchair.

“As I said, I’m Ian McQueen, a friend of Quentin’s.”

“I’m Horst.”

He gave me beautiful, captivating smile. Standing up, I held out my hand—simply out of a desire for tactile contact.

Horst held out his own hand and we shook, at which I felt another, stronger thrill from his touch, which was both strong and yet oddly gentle. I let go reluctantly when Horst’s clasp released mine. We looked at each other in silence.

“You’re a friend of Quentin’s,” he said. It was both a statement and a question.

“That’s right.”

The man frowned slightly. “Funny. I never heard him mention you, and I’ve been living here for over a year.”

“Oh. Uh, we kind of had a falling out. It’s been a while. I knew him since college.”

The big man considered this, then nodded.

Damn! I thought, every movement he makes is transformed into something beautiful. At the same time, I felt annoyed with myself. I had just found out that my friend was dead. Part of me argued that Quentin and I hadn’t seen each other for several years, but still, it didn’t feel good that I was so diverted by Quentin’s roommate. Or was it condo-mate?

I reminded myself of the times Quentin and I had gotten drunk together, had endless conversations about life, the universe, and everything. And how there had always been something elusive about him. It was part of his charm.

“Did Quentin know you were coming today?”

“What?” I blinked. “Oh. No. I wanted to surprise him. I just recently heard he had moved back to the city. Like I said, we had lost contact.”

“Huh.”

I hesitated, then asked, “What was it like, living with him?”

Horst smiled sadly and shook his head. Then he frowned.

“Actually,” he said, his voice cracking momentarily, “it was—kind of wonderful. He was a really special guy.”

To my surprise, I saw that the big man’s eyes had become shiny with unshed tears. Clearly, Horst was upset over Quentin’s death. Still—he seemed to have accepted the idea a bit too easily. He hadn’t even gone to look at him. Something didn’t make sense.

“You said you didn’t know he was dead.”

The big man stared at me blankly, blinked several times.

“That’s right,” he said, frowning slightly, and sounding annoyed. It seemed genuine.

I hesitated to ask the next question, not wanting to come across as an interrogator. What do I want, then? I knew the answer: I wanted to—befriend Horst.

“Uh, did you know him well? I mean, were you friends—or just roommates?”

“Oh.” Horst blinked again. He drew in a deep breath—which, I noted, made his chest expand magnificently—and let it out. “I met him when he started coming to the gym where I worked. I became his personal trainer. We ended up in the hay several times. Then he invited me to move in here, since he had an empty bedroom.”

The man’s face became sad and he added in a mournful tone, “We were never more than friends.”

Again, this sounded genuine, and so poignant that I found myself saying, “Well, his loss then.”

Horst gave me a shy smile.

“Thanks,” he said, his face reddening slightly. “I would have liked it. But I’m not pushy. I mean—I didn’t really have a lot to offer someone like Quentin.”

Feeling a rush of compassion, I asked what he meant by what he had said.

He shrugged. “Well, I’m not that smart, right? I mean, he really was intelligent. He just plain liked thinking. He said he liked to think about things.” The big man chuckled, his eyes still bright with tears.

I nodded. “Yeah. He was like that in college. He was essentially a dreamer.”

Horst nodded. “He said something like that once too.”

“You know,” I continued, “he could have done really well in college, but he didn’t seem capable of applying himself. He got average grades. Some nights I’d come back to our room and he’d be lying on his bed in the dark, hands behind his head, gazing up at the reflected light on the ceiling from the streetlamp outside.”

Horst nodded. “Yeah. He’d sit like that on the couch, or on the balcony, for hours at a time. But mostly he lay on his bed in his bedroom. He called it his inner sanctum.”

This brought me back to the matter at hand.

“There are—what—four bedrooms here? Are there other people living in them?”

“Oh, one of them is a work room, with weights and that. Then there’s Ted, but he’s not here much.”

“Is he a friend of Quentin’s too?”

“Yeah. Quentin wouldn’t rent a room to someone who wasn’t a friend. He was always particular about who he let into the apartment. And we had to be careful about bringing people back, too.”

“Really!”

“Yeah. I mean, he wasn’t bossy about it, but we knew he didn’t appreciate any tricks coming here.” He sighed. “And yet, there he was—doing just that.”

“Who? Quentin?”

“Naw. Ted. Only I don’t think it was tricks, exactly. I mean he had his own idea about playing the game.”

“The game?”

“Oh, sex. Quentin called it a fetish thing. Sometimes Ted brought back more than one person. But I don’t think it was strangers; they were people he knew.”

“Fuck-buddies?”

“I guess. But more like regular partners, ‘playmates’ I think he called them sometimes.”

“Oh. Kinky!”

“Yeah, but I never inquired too much.” He gave a sheepish smile and shrugged. “I’m kinda vanilla myself.”

I wanted to cry: Well hurray for vanilla then!

There followed a silence in which I drank in Horst’s fine form and presence, and he seemed lost in thought. Then he turned his head, looking towards the hallway, and back at me.

“He’s dead then? Really dead?”

I nodded, studying the man’s face. He seemed totally ingenuous. I watched as his head lowered, his shoulders shaking with silent sobs.

Immediately, I moved across and sat next to him. I put my arm around his shoulders—as far as I could reach. He didn’t object to this, and after a minute turned towards me and buried his head against my shoulder. I stroked his head gently, running my fingers through the fine golden hair. It was all very pleasant—as well as moving.

It was during this that it struck me: I had never before felt this combination of pleasurable physical contact and emotional sympathy. It felt strangely peaceful. The only disturbances were the grief at the loss of Quentin and certain fantasies that came unbidden, images of certain actions, like rubbing Horst’s belly, tweaking his nipples, or sliding my hand beneath the man’s towel.

After some minutes, however, Horst sat up and then stood up, my arm falling from his shoulder, and he stretched, slowly and impressively. It was my first view of him from the back, and it was just as rewarding as from the front. His naked skin, the broad V-shape of his torso, and the curve of his ass, the upper part of which was visible above the top of the towel—everything was mesmerizing. Horst possessed what is called a bubble butt, composed of two perfectly round ass cheeks. My eyes fairly glued themselves to their curves while in my head fantasies swam of their magnificence seen, not through the towel, but directly.

I thought that this ass had probably never fulfilled its most obvious purpose, sexually speaking. For Horst, however gentle-hearted, seemed to radiate masculine strength. I couldn’t imagine him as a bottom, and the thought made me sad. I told myself firmly that any hope I cherished in that direction would be a cheat, meant only to torture and delude.

“I’m gonna have a shower,” he announced suddenly. “Clear my head.”

“What? Another one?”

Horst turned and looked at me. “Yeah. So?”

“No problem,” I said. What I wanted to say, however, were things like: Want some company? Someone to soap your back? And when I heard the sound of the shower spray, it struck me that the sound was louder, clearer than before. He must have left the door open! This caused a new set of fantasies: that he was sending me a message, a hidden invitation. Mightn’t I just wander in, to use the toilet perhaps? Images of hot soapy water sluicing down those majestic curves made me weak, however, and I was too sensible to do anything foolish. I just let the thoughts and images come, and adjusted myself in my pants.

After several minutes, I reminded myself that there were other things to think of. Now that Horst was out of sight and I could actually think more coherently, the image of my friend rose up inside my mind’s eye—and I felt slightly sickened at what I had seen, and what that suggested about my new friend, Horst. For there had been slight, but definite bruise marks on Quentin’s face, bruises that opened the possibility that Quentin had not died a natural death, that he had been smothered. Which meant, of course, that someone—and that meant possibly Horst—had murdered him.

It was at this juncture that there came an authoritative knock at the condo’s door, which could only be the police.


Chapter 2: Cops

I opened the door on two plainclothes police officers, both fairly young. The woman, rather attractive, was all business. The man on the other hand, while tall, slim, and well-built, radiated an air suggestive of some inner, hidden issue. That both interested me and made me sigh as well.

They held up their badges, identifying them as Detective Deloris Hayberry and Detective Sam Solomon. The latter name triggered something in the back of my mind and I looked at the man again. Yes, I had met him when I’d been on the police force.

I led them into the living room, showed them my private investigator identification, and told them that, other than the deceased, the only other occupant of the condo at the moment was in the shower.

The detectives’ eyebrows went up. I explained that I was just visiting, and how I had found Quentin there, deceased.

Detective Hayberry took notes while Detective Solomon looked around. Then the sound of the shower stopped.

“By the way,” I said. “How is it that detectives were assigned to a case that was phoned in as a possible suspicious death?”

Detective Hayberry said, “It’s our new system.”

“Oh?”

She nodded. “Computerized cross-correlation.”

“Okay. And what’s that?”

“Well, you gave your name and private eye licence number. The information was entered and correlated with the reason for your call, which raised a flag in the system. Since we were available, we were assigned.”

“Oh.” I still felt nonplused.

Detective Hayberry, smiled. “I think it’s the Captain. You have quite a reputation with him.”

“Oh.”

Detective Solomon seemed annoyed by this exchange. He cleared his throat and turned to his partner.

“What about checking in on the corpse?”

She nodded and, turning to me, raised her eyebrows.

“Last door on the right.”

When we were alone, Detective Solomon looked me up and down, and cleared his throat again, a habit I was beginning to find annoying. It was probably meant to intimidate.

“I don’t know if you remember, Mr. McQueen, but I was a rookie when you were a detective in the precinct.”

I nodded. “I remember. What made you go into detective work?”

He shrugged, then frowned—as if he recognized in the question something of a challenge.

“What a lot of people wondered, Mr. McQueen, is why you quit being a cop? Like Deloris said, you had a good reputation—in some circles.”

That last bit sounded like a dig. That didn’t bother me, particularly. It was the sort of thing one expected from this sort of young buck, who wanted to assert themselves when interacting with other males.

“I wanted a change. Be my own boss.”

The detective nodded, frowning slightly. “So, what’s the advantage of being a private—dick?” He said the last word with a slight sneer.

I felt a slight rush of anger, but let it pass into self-annoyance at being triggered in this way and finally into acceptance of imperfection. I grinned.

“Well, officer,” I said, lisping the word slightly. “Being a private dick allows you to be your own man. And it keeps you from being just a plain old dick.”

I looked him right in the eye as I said this, and was gratified at seeing the man’s face redden. Then his eyebrows went up and his expression became defiant and supercilious. This was a pretty cool customer. And then, when he hitched up his belt in a swaggering manner, I actually experienced a frisson of sexual appreciation.

The thing was, I found male preening of any sort more diverting than disturbing. And I had long since come to terms with my sexuality, so that any attack on it I saw as not my problem.

We regarded each other in silence for a while.

I smiled. “So, you became a detective. How’s it going?”

My opponent smiled mirror-wise. “Well, I’m Detective Second Class now, so—pretty good.”

Just then Detective Hayberry joined us. She looked at her partner, nodded briefly, then at me.

I smiled at her. “You’re new to the murder squad?”

She nodded, and I gestured towards Solomon. “What do you think of your partner? Bright and—” I looked him up and down, “—full of energy. Am I right?”

She blushed slightly, but with a trace of a suppressed smile. She knew about Solomon’s personal issues, I decided, and bore with them.

“Well,” I said, giving her a wink, “you just stick with him and I’m sure you’ll learn a lot.” Then, leaning towards her, I added in an undertone, “And, don’t worry, this sort of thing—it passes.”

She dimpled in response and glanced briefly at her partner—while he stared at me with suppressed outrage—and mouthed the words: I hope so.

I heard the bathroom door open, so I excused myself and met Horst, who was standing in the hallway, wearing a bathrobe, open at the chest. The sight of him like that, and with exposed muscular calves and bare feet, was breathtakingly erotic—which acted as something of a restorative for me.

“The cops are here,” I told him.

He nodded, though his face hardened. When he turned away to go to his room, I heard Detective Solomon call from behind me in an authoritative voice.

“Excuse me, sir! Could you please come into the living room?”

Horst froze, then turned. His face had quite changed now, no longer beautiful. Indeed, for a second there was something almost terrible in it, after which an expressionless mask came down over it.

I turned back to Solomon. “Can’t he get dressed?”

The detective considered. Then he said, “Hayberry, please go with this gentleman and see that he touches nothing.” He looked past me towards Horst. “Don’t worry, sir. The officer will be discrete.”

It amazed me that Solomon should put such a delicate business on a rookie female detective, and as she passed me, I saw that she too was discomfited. But she remained professional and I decided she would be the sort of cop who was good to work with.

I returned to the living room, where Solomon waited, looking smug.

“I need to get your full statement,” he said, looking around. “Maybe out on the balcony?”

I shrugged and followed him to the balcony door. Seeing the man from behind, I could examine him more fully—and decided that however flawed his personality, physically he was more impressive than I had initially thought. He had long legs, a narrow waist, fairly strong shoulders, everything well-proportioned and muscled—nothing like Horst, of course—but then, they had completely different body types.

Solomon was in his mid-twenties, which explained but didn’t excuse his behavior. It was typical of young bucks with badges, to have that intense, intoxicated sense of their own importance, which they camouflaged as authority, giving them something to prove.

Out on the balcony, it was hot and humid. There were several outside chairs grouped around a round, marble-topped table. The balcony itself was surprisingly large, and deep—being partially recessed into the building. The detective indicated I should take a seat, which I did. He remained standing, leaning back against the railing, facing me. He took out a pad and pencil with an air of self-conscious satisfaction one sometimes sees in people who were still a bit thrilled about being real, live cops. I had to suppress a smile.

I looked past him at the view, which was quite panoramic, the ninth floor just high enough to give a sense of detachment from the world below. Only the taller buildings were visible, basking in the late afternoon sunlight.

“Quite a view,” I murmured.

The detective hesitated, perhaps considering whether my comment was a double entendre directed at him, then nodded dismissively without turning around. Something in his officious manner goaded me into returning to an earlier point.

“You know,” I said, “You never answered my question.”

The man frowned slightly but didn’t speak. I continued doggedly.

“I think I know the answer. I think you became a detective so you wouldn’t have to hear people address you as Sergeant Sam Solomon.” I lisped the words in a sensuous fashion, something between Mae West and a drag queen. I had learned years before that this had a discomfiting effect on some types of male cops. It was subtly provocative without rising to the level of actionable impertinence. And the effect was one of a deliberate and unwanted seduction.

Detective Solomon’s face reddened and his lips tightened, which told me I had hit a mark. He forced a smile and a laugh.

“Actually,” he said, his voice artificially jocular, “that might have been part of it. But mostly, I just wanted to get into detective work.”

I nodded. “But, do you think you have the requisite—skills?” I used the sibilance again, and watched as the man struggled to keep control of himself.

“I’m doing my best,” he said, his voice tight.

“Well, since you said you’re a detective second class, you must be doing something right.”

He looked both pleased and uncomfortable, uncertain as to whether I was sneering at him. His expression suddenly struck me as indicative of a symptom of someone insecure in his current rank. Bingo!

Solomon cleared his throat. I had the sense that he was now determined to take control, by going strictly into routine.

“Could you describe what you did and what you saw since you first entered the apartment?”

I looked at him, and smiled. “Just the facts?”

“That’s right.”

I told him everything. He said nothing until I had finished. Then he tapped the pad with his pencil and looked at me.

“You say the door to the apartment was open.”

I nodded.

“And you say you’ve never visited him here before.”

I nodded again.

“Why not? You were friends.”

“Well, Quentin was an idiosyncratic person, not easy to maintain a friendship with. I had lost touch with him a couple of years ago. Frankly, we had a disagreement. I gave him some time to cool off. After that he had moved out of town. It was only recently that I learned he’d moved back to town. So, I thought I’d visit, rather than call. See him face to face.”

The detective tapped with his pencil again.

“Knowing the deceased, do you find it surprising that the front door of his apartment was unlocked?”

“Quentin was generally surprising, so—no.”

It might have been the effect of my jabs earlier, but it struck me how fully closed off the man was now. And he rarely looked at me, with the excuse that he was making notes in his book. I observed all of this with interest.

“Very good,” he said and pushed himself away from the railing. After pulling up his belt again, avoiding looking at me, he said, “Please wait here,” and went inside.

Through the screen door I saw him conferring with his partner. After a minute or two he turned and gestured for me to come inside. I did so, noting the difference between the expressions on the faces of the two detectives. The woman was still entirely professional—calm, reserved, polite—while the man’s expression was hard, severe, and slightly unprofessional. For a moment I felt guilty for having poked him. Only it had been kind of hard not to.

Still, I thought the man’s rigidity, his having put up a wall suggested that he wasn’t actually a savage or cruel man. Such individuals were, in my opinion, nothing but waste material, practically speaking. But what he was—that, I admitted, was something yet to be determined.

Horst, meanwhile, sat on the couch, still in his bathrobe, his face without expression. He must have declined to change, probably as a gesture of defiance. Detective Hayberry’s face, I noted, was somewhat pink, and it occurred to me that, for all her professionalism, she was not entirely immune to the big man’s physical charms. I sat down next to Horst and Detective Solomon addressed us.

“Very well,” he said. “We have initial statements, and we have forensics on their way.” He looked at Horst. “Please keep your movements restricted to your bedroom and the bathroom for the time being.” Then to me, “And you, Mr. McQueen, I thank you for your cooperation. You are free to leave.”

He said this with such dismissiveness that it felt a bit like being slapped in the face. Despite the sting, I almost smiled again at the detective’s obvious tactics. But when I turned to Horst, hoping for some sign of solidarity, I was surprised to see him regarding me with an expression approaching hostility. After a second or two of this, he got up and left the room. Shortly afterwards I heard his bedroom door slam.

The detectives had moved so that they could see down the hallway. Then they began to talk in lowered voices so that I felt completely left out. I got up and let myself out.

I left, feeling disappointed on several fronts. For one thing, I had hoped they would ask me to assist them, given the fact that I knew the deceased and my professional history. But that, obviously, was not the plan. Instead I had been dismissed, viewed with hostility, and ignored professionally. And I had that to deal with in the elevator ride down to the lobby.

As I drove off, I realized that the thing that most irritated me was the idea that my exclusion from the case might affect the outcome of the investigation negatively. Because my friend was involved, the idea that justice might not be served was especially irksome. I didn’t go home, but headed to the gay village, to a regular haunt of mine, having decided I was in need of a drink and the society of other gay men.


Chapter 3: Interrogation Room

The next day I got a call from Detective Solomon, doing his best to be polite, I thought. There still was an edge, of course, but I was willing to give him credit for the effort. He asked if I would come down to the station for a chat, as he put it. I wondered a little at that term, and decided it was not his own word. It probably came from his supervisor, Captain Harper.

I drove down to the station, where I was shown into an interrogation room by a cop who referred to it as an “interview room”. Having been a cop, however, I knew that the distinction between interviewing, questioning, and actual interrogation was merely one of shading. And I knew as well that the shading was something that could change in a moment.

Within a minute the detective came in.

“Hello again,” he said, placing a folder on the table and seating himself across from me. “I just want you to know that you’re not a suspect.”

Currently, I amended in my head, but said nothing. I just smiled and nodded.

“Just a person of interest then.”

He shrugged. Fair enough, I told myself. The guy is trying to make nice this time. I wonder what he wants.

He tapped the file folder.

“We have the coroner’s report.”

“Ah.”

“The findings are: heart failure, consistent with oxygen deprivation—and bruising on the face and around the mouth, consistent with something being held down over the victim’s face.”

“So,” I said, “not consistent with suicide.”

“That’s right.”

I nodded. No one could hold something over their nose and mouth to the point of death. If they tried, they would simply pass out, and then, as their arm muscles relaxed, the pressure would diminish and they would be able to breathe again.

After a silence, the detective continued.

“You knew the deceased, and—I was wondering if you might have anything to suggest—I mean, to add to that.”

“Really!” I was genuinely surprised.

The detective did not react and, after considering, I nodded.

“What have you done so far?”

The detective shifted slightly in his chair.

“Well, we’re holding his roommate, Horst.”

“Really! Why?”

“Well, he was the only one there, wasn’t he? We have the videotape of the security camera on that floor. No one entered or left that unit until you arrived in the afternoon.”

“Huh.” I considered. “But the door was only one way to enter the unit. Remember the balcony.”

The detective smirked slightly. “Yes, we have considered that. We interviewed the people living in the unit directly below. There was someone present during the estimated time of death, and no visitors. Also, there is a camera in the stairwells near the door that leads to the roof. And those are security doors with an alarm.”

I nodded, then considered. “What about someone climbing up several floors, from balcony to balcony, or climbing onto the roof from another top floor balcony and then down?

“Kind of a stretch, isn’t it?”

I shrugged. “So?”

The detective let out a small sigh and tapped the table with his pen. “You know, it does seem like you might be going out of your way to suggest anything but the obvious.”

“Which is?”

“The roommate, Horst.”

“And why would I do that? Why would I try to protect him?”

“Well, I don’t know, but I had the impression that there was some kind of sympathy between you two.”

Fuck and damn!

I felt my face heat up, and took a careful deep breath. This cop was right, of course. And, further, it showed he was more perceptive than I had thought. But the idea itself I found infuriating. I felt my anger building, but fixed the man with a steady gaze.

“I used to be a cop,” I said, keeping my voice even. “And I don’t protect murderers.”

It was the detective’s turn to blush. He also bowed his head briefly in acknowledgement of my point.

“How well do you know the man?”

“What? Horst? I met him for the first time yesterday.”

“Hmm,” he murmured, in a tone that wasn’t challenging, just thoughtful. I kept hold of my temper.

He shifted again in his seat, and cleared his throat.

“The thing is, this man—Horst Ingram—isn’t being cooperative.”

I raised my eyebrows.

“He seems to have a chip on his shoulder about the police.”

“Well,” I said quietly, “I can’t imagine why.”

The detective shot a suspicious glance at me, but I kept my face blank. Still, it must have brought back memories of my jibes yesterday, for he seemed to grow angry.

“You know,” he said icily, “the only reason we’re not holding you is that the security tape shows you arrived after the time window of the coroner’s estimation of death.”

“Fair enough—officer.” I spoke with an even tone, but I also emphasized the last word and deliberately lisped the “s” sound in the same languid, insinuating manner I had used previously. Solomon must have been unsettled already, for I saw a spasm of outrage pass across his face.

But it didn’t last long. With a clear effort he mastered himself, and again, I had to admit that I was impressed.

“Well,” I said in a dismissive voice. “I wish you all the luck in the world with your person of interest. I am certain that if you show him the same degree of courtesy you’ve shown me, you will get the response you—well, deserve.”

Detective Solomon stared, and as I started to rise, slapped the top of the table with the flat of his hand.

“One minute!” he snarled, and then closed his mouth firmly, breathing in sharply through his nose. It was interesting to watch, and not entirely unattractive. I was struck as before with the conviction that the man wasn’t really a nasty person. He was just—frustrated. And his way of dealing with frustration was that typical of young bucks: bravado and aggression.

I sat down again and watched as he recovered his equilibrium.

“There’s something else,” he said.

“Ah.”

“Motive.”

“Yes?”

“You know that Quentin was quite wealthy, yes?”

I nodded. “He was a trust fund baby. Not a happy fate.”

“Really?” The detective was incredulous.

“Yes, really. I’ve seen more souls lost because of an excess of unearned money in my time. It destroys initiative, warps any sense of meaning and orientation in their lives.”

The detective only grunted at this.

“And we have gotten a hold of his will.”

I said nothing.

“He left his estate, equally divided between eight individuals—all people he terms friends.”

“Oh.” I began to experience a sinking feeling. “And?”

“And—both you and Horst Ingram’s names are on that list.”

I lowered my head and closed my eyes.

“Does that surprise you?” the detective continued.

I took a deep breath and let it out. Poor Quentin! I thought. He meant well, but really, I didn’t want his money—quite apart from being convinced that I didn’t deserve it. In fact, it was the first time that I really felt, first hand, the burden that money could be.

“What?” I said, shaking my head to clear it. “Surprise me? No. Not really. I think I told you: Quentin was an odd sort of guy. Almost nothing he might do would really surprise me.”

“Did you know that you and Mr. Ingram were included in his will?”

I raised my head and looked at the detective sharply. He reacted by smiling in a satisfied manner, thinking he was onto something.

“No, no, no!” I said wearily. “I didn’t even know he had a will. I mean, he was only in his early thirties. And he had sometimes talked about giving his money away when it came to him on his twenty-fifth birthday. It embarrassed him—among other, more pernicious effects.”

I was well aware how there was no way to prove anything I had said. Plus, it gave weight to the idea that Horst had been responsible for Quentin’s death, and that I might be in league with him. I groaned and held my head.

The detective said nothing further, and when I had recovered, I sat up and looked at him calmly.

“Officer,” I said, quietly and without the lisp, “I revoke my consent to this interview. If you have anything else to ask me, you must read me my rights, first.”

The detective, who had turned red during this speech, opened his mouth, and closed it again. Then he lowered his head and massaged his forehead, shielding his eyes. He gave a low groan and murmured, “Very well.”

I got up and left the room.

The fact that he had not added, “You may leave,” struck me as a good sign. Clearly the man was discouraged and hesitant to be especially aggressive. I began to think there was hope for him after all.

But I was also very worried about Horst. Had he done something to my friend? Somehow, I just couldn’t see it, and I usually had good intuition about such things. And, besides that, what really bothered me was the fact that there were others things, odd things that just didn’t make sense. And I had hoped to be brought into the case, and yet I kept getting onto the wrong foot with this young detective.

And what bothered me about that, was that with each interaction I found myself liking him more—despite everything.

* * * *

The next day I woke up angry—which always annoys me. Having intense negative emotions before I even get my thoughts going, is something I consider unfair. But there they were, images in my mind from of the meeting with Detective Solomon, the most unpleasant moments—and, consequently, their associated emotions.

With a groan I sat up, put my feet on the floor, and with my eyes closed, set about calming myself. I managed this by focusing on my breathing—slowly, in and out. After doing this for some minutes, my mental processes had calmed sufficiently that I could think rationally. Immediately, my mind returned to those unpleasant images and their associated reflections.

Much of my annoyance was directed towards myself. The detective had been arrogant and hostile, but at the same time seemed to have been asking for my help, and perhaps almost willing to ask me to join the case. And in return I had set him off, and myself. Damn!

The result was that now I both wanted and didn’t want to help in the investigation. I wanted to help find out what had happened to my friend and, because of the emotional residue from yesterday, I wanted Detective Solomon to fail in this case. The man fairly radiated desperation, which of course made him more arrogant, and not in an attractive way.

Except for the fact—the annoying fact—that part of me was a little attracted.

Damn!

What now? Well, I could do some work on my own. On the other hand, I knew from firsthand experience that a pissed-off cop can come up with all sorts of ways to make things hard for a private investigator.

Shaking my head, I got up and had a long shower. I was just finishing my breakfast when I got a call from Captain Harper, my old boss at the station. When I saw who it was, I accepted the call and started the conversation with our usual ribaldry.

“Hello, Mike! How are things hanging?”

There was a low chuckle from the other end.

“Limper and limper,” came Harper’s deep, slightly lugubrious voice. Eleven years my senior, I had always looked up to him—in more ways than one. I knew he enjoyed a modest level of impropriety, and it felt good to hear his amused tones.

“Probably due to my absence,” I suggested.

The captain tut-tutted, but then chuckled.

“Things okay with you and Carol?” I continued, putting a tone of forlorn hope into my voice. This got a laugh from him.

“Now you stop, Ian! This is an official call.”

“Oh, yes? What have I done now?”

A longish pause told me that the captain was preparing himself to discuss a prickly subject—and of course I knew what the subject was.

“I guess it’s about Detective Solomon? The Smith case?”

“That’s right.”

“And—what?”

Another pause, then, “Any chance you could give the guy another chance? He’s not a bad sort, really. I know he’s got a few issues—to use the term that’s so in use these days.”

“I’d say more than a few.” I decided to allow my annoyance full play. “The guy’s a jerk, Mike.”

“Mmmm—maybe you’ve got a point, but you don’t have the full picture. The kid has potential.”

“Really?” I was surprised. If Mike Harper thought a junior detective had potential, then there was probably something in it. He had, after all, been the person who had seen that in me.

“Yes. What do you think?”

“Don’t know. All I’ve seen is jerk.”

“All the more reason to give the guy another chance. You might be surprised.” A pause. “Look, I’ve had a talk with him. I told him that he could learn a lot from you. He’s eager, Ian, wants to learn, and he’s got lots of energy; it’s just not well-directed yet.”

“Or controlled.”

“Mmm. I think directed is a better term in this case: guide rather than suppress, you know?”

“I guess.” I considered. “Okay, Mike. For you, and because I want to see if you’re right about him having something.”

“Great! Could you come down, ASAP? He’ll be here. He’s a challenge, but I have great confidence that you’ll be able to handle him.”

“Okay,” I said. “Half an hour.”

As I got dressed, I thought about the last part of Mike’s comment. “Well,” I told myself, “I guess we shall see.”

* * * *

At the station I was shown to the same interrogation room. I noticed that the little red lights on the two cameras hanging from the ceiling were off. That was a good sign. Maybe off-camera the detective would be less of a jerk. I sat down and waited, but again, in less than a minute, the door opened.

At first, I thought he was someone else. The man who entered was wearing a police uniform, and wearing it well. Even when I recognized him as Detective Solomon, it seemed that the man had a different air about him—though I admitted to myself that this might be due to the uniform. The problem was that I couldn’t really be objective, for I have a thing for men in uniforms. The thrill I experienced now was a forceful reminder of this. It made me feel distinctly vulnerable, and that I had lost some kind of high ground. And I feared that the detective, having learned of my susceptibility, had worn the uniform deliberately.

Nevertheless, as the man stood there, my eyes traveled up and down him appreciatively. I just couldn’t help myself. The detective seemed aware of this scrutiny, for he looked down at himself. Rubbing the sleeve of one arm, he murmured, “I was just at a funeral.”

“Oh.”

“Yes,” he said, rubbing the sleeve of the other arm now in a self-satisfied and most distracting fashion. “I guess I’ve gone a bit law enforcement today.”

“Oh.”

“Yes. One of our own.” He seated himself opposite me.

“Sorry about that,” I said, and meant it. The death of a cop still does something to me.

He sat back, shifting his position in the chair. “Yes, it’s tough, but what can you do?”

I nodded, and then, because of the sensations provoked by this uniformed masculine presence in front of me, I couldn’t help saying, “Except, judging from your sartorial display, you might have said you had gone military.”

“Military?” He looked at me, puzzled.

“Well, haven’t you?” I said, my face slightly flushed. “I noticed it when you came in.”

The detective, holding up his arms slightly, again looked down at himself as if searching for a rip in his clothing. Suddenly he started and reddened, and when he looked up again, didn’t look directly at me, but cleared his throat and shifted in his chair.

“You mean ‘going commando,’ I guess,” he said in a constricted voice.

“Funny thing to do for a funeral,” I added with quiet maliciousness. “I mean, no undershorts.”

The detective’s flush deepened, which suggested he had deliberately dressed to provoke. Strangely, I found myself reacting to this, and the information, with a surge of intense arousal. I even felt slightly flattered.

I added, “Though I have to say, it does present you in a more impressive light.”

This remark made the cop reach down and adjust himself. He apparently did this without deliberation, for when he had his hand down there, he froze for a second, as if aware of being caught in the act of something improper. I had to suppress a smile. I didn’t mind. I didn’t mind at all. That sort of adjustment, when a guy is “going commando,” generally has to do with comfort, and that means that things have shifted down there, due to blood flow.

The detective brought his hand up again with a slow, deliberately casual motion. Then, clearing his throat, he tapped the file folder on the table before him.

“Just to keep you up-to-date on the case,” he said. “We’ve examined the videotape of all security cameras for the day in question. We have more or less ruled out anyone unusual entering or leaving any unit, or the building itself.”

“More or less?”

He shrugged. “We’re still chasing down a few people. It’s a high-class condominium, a lot of people are middle aged, and don’t have people coming and going much.”

I nodded. “I’m impressed,” I said, and meant it. “That’s a lot of people.”

My accolade made the detective swell slightly with pleasure. “We had a team of uniforms on it.”

“Huh,” I murmured. Then an unpleasant thought struck me. “So, I’m guessing you’re going to charge Horst with the crime now?”

The detective studied me. “Well, we’re thinking of doing that.”

But you’re hesitating, I thought. Which is all to the good.

“I guess the evidence so far has been circumstantial. Though, as you said, you do have motive. What’s he saying?”

The detective shook his head. “The man’s still not cooperating.”

I frowned. “Did you ask him to do a polygraph test?”

“Yes. He refused.”

“Ouch! That’s not very positive.”

“Yes, but, as you know, we don’t want to charge the guy without sufficient evidence to convict, hoping for further evidence down the road. And we can’t hold him much longer. On the other hand, he might be a flight risk.”

I shrugged. “Why don’t you take away his passport?”

The detective shook his head. “It’s a big country. People sometimes just—disappear. We don’t want that to happen here.”

I considered. “So, what? He’s said nothing whatsoever?”

“That’s right. Except for the statement he gave to Detective Hayberry at the scene. After that he just clammed up.”

“And what did he say in the statement?”

The detective looked grim, and extracted a piece of paper from the folder and turned it for me to read.

Witness: I made lunch for Quentin and me, like I generally do. Then I had a nap after lunch. Both of us do that, generally.

Officer: Where did you both sleep?

Witness: Me, in my bedroom, Quentin in his, of course. We were only friends.

Officer: Go on.

Witness: Well, I woke up sometime later, feeling confused. I sometimes do after a nap. I went into the living room, sat down, and then there came a knock at the door. That was when that friend of Quentin’s came in.

Officer: Ian McQueen?

Witness: I guess. I think he gave me his name, but I wasn’t really fully awake at the time. I take sleeping pills sometimes.

Officer: Did you take a sleeping pill today when you had your nap?”

Witness: (considering) Well, I’m not sure. Maybe.

After reading it I looked up.

“And that was it!” The detective put the paper back into the folder. “To all further questions he’s only ever said, ‘I have nothing to say to you.’”

I nodded. “I think he has an issue with cops.” Then, unable to help myself, I added, “Or maybe it’s just your charming personalities.”

The detective appeared to brush this aside and just looked at me. After a minute of silence, he cleared his throat and said, “Do you have any suggestions or observations?”

I raised my eyebrows. “What makes you think I have anything to suggest or I tell you?”

The detective looked at me unhappily, and slowly got to his feet. Walking slowly back and forth a couple of times, he finally put both hands on the table and faced me.

“I have a hunch that he’s our man.”

“Ah. Good for you!” I said with a sneer.

He stood up and crossed his arms over his chest. “The thing is, Mr. McQueen, I happen to think that big oaf is as guilty as hell. And I think that we might be able to get a conviction—based on the circumstantial evidence we have.”

“Have you ruled out suicide?”

The man shook his head. “You’re forgetting the bruising on the face. Inconsistent with suicide.”

I made a dismissive noise. The detective smirked. “Excellent argument, Mr. McQueen!” He emphasized the second syllable of my name.

I knew what he meant by doing that. I knew that some cops in the city referred to me as “Queenie the Copsucker.” It didn’t really bother me. Though I never considered myself a queen—that is, an effeminate gay man—I did have a lot of experience sucking cop dick, and for that I did not apologize. With my thing for men in uniform, I had found that a certain portion of uniformed police officers were open to that sort of experience—especially with a detective, private or public. And the practice had proved helpful in ensuring good relations with those members of the police force.

And Detective Solomon looked hot as hell in his dark blue uniform, which must have been purchased several years ago, for it now fit a little tight over the thigh, chest and shoulders, as well as—increasingly—below the belt buckle. Add to all of that what seemed to be self-conscious posing and movements, the result was a virile hottie who was sending all the signals.

Generally, I’m good at holding a blank façade, but now I was having difficulty doing this. I didn’t look away, partly because I didn’t want to give myself away, but mostly because I just couldn’t. I shifted my gaze to different parts of the police officer, but everywhere saw the “weeds of authority”—symbols of the law and its arm, law enforcement.

It was the enforcement part that did it—that removed some of my sovereignty, and my head swam with a sense of vulnerable subordination. Yet, even as I struggled with this, I remembered Horst sitting in jail, possibly soon to be charged with killing a man—that bothered me in rather a different way. I felt I knew the man was innocent.

I licked my lips, which had become quite dry. I didn’t look at the detective’s face, but I had the impression he had noticed this tiny action, and he knew what it meant—namely, that he had me.

I cleared my throat and frowned.

“Look,” I said in a slightly hoarse voice. “I have strong doubts about Horst’s guilt in this matter. I think there’s something no one has found yet.” Then, with an effort, I looked directly into the detective’s intense, dark eyes. “And I’m betting that you’re enough of a good cop to want to know the truth, rather than simply hang the crime on the first convenient suspect.”

I saw the detective’s face tighten at this. I suppose it was a jab, done deliberately. I was hoping that I was right about this cop, this man. And now we looked at each other in a silent stand-off for over a minute.

He began to walk around the room, slowly, as if considering what I had said. I had my chair slightly away from the table, and the detective squeezed into this space and stopped there. The front of his right thigh was only an inch from the knuckles of my left hand, which rested on the arm of my chair. I could feel his body heat on the back of my fingers. Acutely aware of his physical presence, his uniform and virile, masterful aura, something inside me surrendered. I looked up at him, and saw him looking down at me, a slight smile of triumph on his lips, mixed with contempt.

It wasn’t the contempt associated with actual hostility or hatred, but that of gratified male vanity and arrogance. And that, I knew from experience, was generally associated with an interest in, or actual need for, sexual release—so long as this took the form of my being thoroughly abased.

I had no problem with this, whatsoever.

I said, still looking up at the cop, my voice breathless, “If you release him into my custody, I will question him, and get more out of him than you ever could.” I broke off and licked my dry lips again. “I think he has authority issues.”

The detective, after several seconds, gave a slight nod. “True. He said he hates cops.”

“There you go,” I said, smiling. “And it would help your case, help find out the truth.”

Now the detective crossed his arms across his chest, a pose with even more shiver-producing dominance. My head swam, and I felt slightly giddy. But I continued with my façade of rational composure.

Solomon regarded me with lazy amusement. “Now, why,” he said, “would I want to do you a favor?”

The air fairly crackled with tension. Looking past the cop’s shoulders, I checked that the red lights of the cameras were still off. Then I lowered my gaze, and looked straight ahead, at the place where the cop’s long legs met, where there was now the distinct outline of a really impressive hard-on straining against the fabric.

The image was intoxicating and I simply stared. The detective pushed himself away from the table and shifted his stance so that the bulge was positioned just above the back of my hand. Slowly, it descended so that it brushed and then rested its weight on my hand. The feel of its soft heft produced something like an electric shock, which radiated throughout my body. I found it hard to breathe.

Then, as if this contact was not stimulating enough, the bulge slowly moved forward, dragging the soft fabric over the surface of my hand. I felt dizzy and helpless.

“Maybe,” said the detective, his voice a quiet purr, “Maybe you could do something for me. I mean—just to help—convince me.”

I opened my mouth to speak, but no sound came out. The bulge was raised momentarily an inch or two from my hand, which allowed me to turn my hand over, so that when it descended again, I was able to cup its contents lovingly.

“Go ahead!” the voice said in what was almost a whisper.

When the bulge rose again, I raised my hand with it, still cupping as, with the fingers of my other hand I began undoing the belt. My fingertips tingled at the touch of the leather and metal, and my ears relished the clink as the buckle opened. When I lowered the zipper, the swollen phallus inside leapt forth, proud and fully erect.

I grasped the shaft and, leaning forward in the chair, took the head between my lips with a feeling of intense gratification. This produced a low moan of pleasure from the detective. And, as my mouth took firm hold of the cock, I ran my hands lovingly along the smooth fabric that covered the muscular thighs.

His hand come to rest, fingers spread, against the back of my head. It pressed me forward, driving my lips along the cock, forcing inch after inch of the shaft between my lips, dragging heavily across my tongue, until at last the head was pressed against the back of my throat. At this point only about half of the shaft was in my mouth. This might have been as far as things could go, except that I had, like really dedicated cocksuckers, learned to open my throat for deeper penetration. And, as the hand pressed harder, I managed this, and felt the exquisite sensation of the fat head slipping down into my throat.

It was the ultimate act of surrender, for with this cock in my throat I could not breathe. For the moment, that didn’t matter. The only thing that seemed important was to get more of the cop’s dick inside, my sole desire to “polish his nightstick,” as some uniformed cops put it.

At last I felt the prickly hairs and flesh pressing against my nose and around the lips, and his balls bumping my chin. It was bliss. And the whole time, the cop’s hand continued to press against the back of my head, keeping me in place—until at last things began to swim due to lack of oxygen. My hands, half numb, dropped away from the cop’s legs. There was a roaring in my ears. The imminence of unconsciousness overwhelmed me and I began to feel that I was floating, when the hand was removed. I fell back, the cock sliding from my throat, and I began to take deep, ragged breaths, recovering, until the swollen head of the cock began to pull at my tightly pressing lips, about to pop out of my mouth.

The next second, the cock was sliding forward again, and soon I was throat-impaled again, and held there. It was exquisite, this sensation of complete surrender and being totally dominated.

This was repeated until I felt the cock swell inside my mouth, and begin to pulse against my lips and tongue. I felt the seed deposited deep inside my throat—a curious and delicious experience, producing such a profound sense of having been conquered that waves of arousal in me increased to the point where they overflowed. My own cock began to pulse as I too came. It was one of my favorite ways to cum, impaled on a cop’s dick.

The orgasms completed, the detective at last shifted his position, moving back to lean against the table and do up his trousers. I noticed that he was still half hard, and when I looked up at his face, I saw there was still some fire there. I realized that one round had not fully sated him, and I was impressed. But it also occurred to me that this was a man who wasn’t getting it regularly, and one who needed to.

I had seen a ring on his finger, so I had assumed he was getting it more or less regularly, but now I wondered. And it occurred to me that it might be the back-up of semen in his system that was at least partially to blame for his behaving like a jerk. And it was very possible that if he were drained regularly, he would become not just a better man, but also a clearer thinker.

But right now, the detective moved around the table and, seating himself, pushed the folder across to me.

“Okay,” he said. “Be in booking in twenty minutes. You can take this. I’ll release him into your custody.” I nodded, and the man started to leave, but, looking back, hesitated at the door.

“Um, there’s a bit—” He made a gesture towards his chin. I affected not understanding, so he stepped forward and with a finger, wiped my chin himself. I caught his wrist before he could withdraw his hand, and forced the finger between my lips and made a bit of a show of sucking off the semen.

He breathed in hard when I did this, and when I finally released his hand, I saw there was more fire in his eyes. As he turned away, I saw him adjust himself in his trousers, so that when he had left, I leaned back and smiled to myself.

“Possibilities,” I murmured. “Definite possibilities.”


Chapter 4: Hypnosis

They brought Horst out to me. He looked somewhat dazed and sullen. It made me feel a bit wretched to see this man, whom I had first encountered as a sunny, benign person, brought to this state. But I hoisted a smile when he came up to me.

“Hi,” I said. He didn’t reply at first, but looked me up and down with dislike.

“They say you’re a private eye—a private investigator. Is that true?”

With a shrug, I got out my P.I. licence and showed it to him. He nodded, but said nothing else.

“So, I’m being released into your custody?”

“Well, you haven’t been arrested—so no.”

“But you’re coming back with me, is that right?”

I sighed. “Why don’t we get out of here? Then we can talk about it.”

He considered, then nodded.

In the car Horst was stonily silent. I pulled into a plaza with several eateries.

“I thought we might talk over a meal. Any preferences?”

He didn’t say anything, so I pointed. “They have good hot turkey sandwiches there.”

He shrugged. We went in and both ordered the turkey sandwich. The place was licenced, so I ordered a beer with my meal. Horst had a glass of milk. We ate in silence. I figured the man’s mood would improve once he had something on his stomach.

When we had about finished, I sat back, took a sip of my beer, and looked at him.

“Just to let you know,” I said. “I’m here because I want to find out what happened to Quentin. I guess you do too.”

He looked at me for a few seconds.

“What? You don’t think I did it—that I murdered my friend?”

I looked at him and shook my head. “Actually, I don’t. But the thing is, I want to be able to prove that. And the best way to do that is to find out what did happen.”

Horst’s air of hostility faded as he searched my face. Finally, he nodded and sighed. He dropped his head slowly forward, looking close to tears.

“I’m sorry,” I said quietly. “I know it’s brutal, going through this—on top of everything.”

Horst raised his head and stared at me.

“The detective said you used to be a cop. Is that true?”

I shrugged. “Yeah.”

“Why’d you leave?”

“I guess I couldn’t hack the politics, and the rules, and—well, I’m just not really a regimented kind of guy.”

I watched him digest this. When he had, I tapped the table top with my forefinger. “But I still like catching bad guys.”

His eyebrows rose.

“It’s what I do,” I continued, feeling a little defensive.

“I thought it was mostly divorce cases, stuff like that.”

“Yeah, there’s a lot of those. Not particularly enjoyable to find out what the spouse is doing—cheating, or whatever.” I frowned. “You really have a problem with that?”

This challenge appeared to take him aback. He blinked—flashing those gold eyelashes—then shrugged. “I guess not.”

“I suppose this is going to sound pompous,” I said, “but I value truth just as much as I value decency.”

Horst stared at me blankly.

“I guess that just sounds sentimental.”

He considered. “Yeah. Kinda.”

I sighed inwardly. “Anyway,” I continued, “I’d like to stay with you in Quentin’s place, do some more searching.”

Horst frowned. “But the cops—”

“The cops,” I interrupted, “don’t have the time or interest that I have. Plus, I knew Quentin. And I don’t think he changed that much.”

Horst appeared to digest this. Then he looked at me seriously.

“You don’t think he—did it himself?”

I shook my head. “That’s hard to do—smothering, I mean. You lose consciousness, and if you’re holding a pillow or something over your face, it falls away, enough to let some air in.”

“So—what? What do you think happened?”

I smiled. “That’s the thing. I have no idea. And I want to find out—for him. So, the thing is—I’m asking for your permission to do this.”

Horst blinked. “What? You can’t just—come in? Weren’t you—given permission from the cops?”

I shook my head. “That’s not the way it works. You have rights.”

That got a snort, but the big man seemed mollified. I waited, and finally he nodded.

“Okay. But then maybe we should get some groceries.”

At the supermarket I found the experience, pushing a cart up and down the aisles with the big man beside me, quite pleasurable. Also, the mundane business of food shopping was curiously comforting. And we shared tastes in food: nothing junky, but not too crazily healthy either.

I insisted on paying for the stuff—”My way of thanking you for putting up with me.” We also got beer, cider for him, and a bottle of vodka too.

By the time we got into the condo more of Horst’s wall had come down. When we were sitting in the living room with our drinks, some Bach playing on the stereo, I really began to feel the gracious elegance of Quentin’s place. It was a sunny afternoon, and with the sheer curtains closed, the room was again filled with a pleasant, gossamer light. My mind went back to the previous afternoon, but I quickly suppressed those ghoulish thoughts.

Instead, I thought about Quentin. He had been a trust fund kid, with plenty of money. But mostly he had ignored the fact, even hid it. He only spent money on the few things that really mattered to him—and it had to not look too expensive.

For example, after college he’d bought a car, second hand and rather beat up. But it had been a Jaguar, even though the signature hood ornament was missing. Riding in it had been my first experience with just how nice luxury cars felt.

Then there was the stereo he’d had when in college. It produced a quality of sound that was truly breathtaking. He’d been an aficionado of vinyl, maintaining—correctly, as it turned out—that CD’s didn’t sound as good.

I had never before now seen a place that Quentin had really made his own, and now I asked Horst whether Quentin had used an interior decorator.

“Oh, no!” he said. “Quentin was always particular about every piece of furniture, and the color scheme. He really knew what he wanted—in decorating, anyway.”

I looked at the big man, who was looking as beautiful as he had that first afternoon. “And with friends, too,” I said, nodding at him.

Horst blushed.

“I think he was careful with choosing his friends. He never opened up to me, but I think he’d been burned once or twice.”

I nodded, and then gestured to the room at large. “But what did you think of Quentin’s taste?”

After a quick glance around, he shrugged. “It’s nice.”

And that, I thought, is the extent of Horst’s aesthetic appreciation. Then I chided myself. Everyone has different taste. And besides, Horst brings his own beauty with him.

He did, too. And right now, with his walls almost entirely down, I found just looking at the big man a treat, and had to keep myself from staring. Actually, it was enjoyable just being in the same room with him.

When we had finished our drinks, he took me on a tour of the condo. I was struck not just with how tidy everything was—like something out of Architectural Digest—but how clean it was too. I mentioned this, and Horst chuckled.

“Yeah,” he said. “I was kinda the housekeeper. I cleaned, among other things.” He shrugged. “I like doing that. And Quentin gave me a really good rent, so I liked keeping things nice for him.”

I nodded, but I thought about Detective Solomon not having said anything about fingerprints. Perhaps it was a lack of them had kept him from charging Horst. And, given what the big man had just admitted to me, it made me feel a little uneasy. It didn’t look good.

“Did you clean all of the rooms? Even Ted’s bedroom?”

“Oh, yes. That was a condition of Ted living here.”

Down the hallway, the first door on the left was an exercise room, with mats, barbells, and several exercise machines. And full-length mirrors along one wall. And everything in it was neat as a pin.

The second door on the left was Ted’s bedroom, which showed nothing special. I asked Horst what Ted’s relationship with Quentin had been. He said he didn’t know and repeated his earlier observation that Ted only stayed there now and then, sometimes bringing a friend or two back for fun.

“Sometimes it got a bit noisy, but he kept it to his room mostly.”

“Noisy?”

“He called them parties. Quentin tended to be out those nights.”

“Why in his bedroom?” I asked. “Did they do drugs or something?”

He hesitated, perhaps thinking he shouldn’t share certain information with someone who had been a cop. Then he shrugged, and opened the closet. To one side were some clothes, but on the other there were a half-dozen large gas cylinders, standing on end. And above, on a shelf, to the right of a pile of folded clothing, were a number of boxes, several open, filled with medical gas masks—the kind that fit around the mouth and over the nose—and several loops of tubing. There was also a brass appliance that looked like it screwed onto the thread on the top of the gas cylinders.

“They were oxygen parties,” Horst explained.

“What are those?”

He shrugged. “It’s supposed to give you a kind of high.” He chuckled. “Quentin sometimes referred to him as Ted’s oxygen orgies.”

“Really! Were they orgies?”

Horst shrugged. “I don’t know. Sometimes it was just Ted and a single guest. I saw the same people, coming and going, crossing to the washroom. I kept to my room when he had people over. Like I said, I don’t think they were tricks, exactly. Just friends or something.”

“Guys?”

“Usually, though sometimes a guy and a girl, or two.”

“Oh.”

Horst shook his head. “I didn’t pay too much attention. It wasn’t my cup of tea.”

“Mine either,” I commented, and noticed a slight approving look on my companion’s face.

I looked around. For all its being used infrequently, Ted’s bedroom was as tidy and clean as the other rooms.

Horst’s bedroom was at the end of the hallway, which turned out to be almost crammed with stuff. It wasn’t untidy, just kind of full. I had a strange feeling I was seeing this man’s entire life on display, and there was something about having one’s life represented in a single room that I found a little depressing.

There were several modest-sized trophies, two framed certificates on the wall, and some framed pictures as well, including one of Horst and Quentin, along with a third person. I looked at the picture, and it struck me that Horst definitely was a good friend of Quentin’s.

Immediately to the right of Horst’s room, was Quentin’s bedroom. Being the master bedroom of the condo, it was larger than the others, featuring a king-sized bed, the sheets of which were still in the state when I had seen Quentin lying there. The room was sparse of personal items, neater and more primly spotless than the other rooms.

It had a walk-in closet and an en-suite bathroom with a hot-tub and shower. There was a large mirror over the counter, which had two basins. In the mirror’s reflection I noticed Horst towering over me by at least six inches, reminding me just how big the guy was, as well as how physically attractive.

We returned to the hall and went into the main bathroom, as large but not as opulent as the en-suite unit. Then we returned to the kitchen and living room. The living room was really both living and dining room in one, with a beautiful dining table and buffet separated from the living area. When we had reseated ourselves with fresh drinks in the living room, I noticed that Horst looked at me expectantly.

I had nothing to say, really, but felt there was something odd about the condo that I couldn’t quite place my finger on.

Instead I decided to broach another area of interest.

“You didn’t say much in your statement to the cops.”

Horst stiffened, then frowned. “I talked to that nice woman cop. But that other one, the guy—” His lips tightened and he shook his head.

I nodded. “A bit of a jerk,” I agreed. “But I think you don’t like cops generally. Is that right?”

Horst shrugged and looked away, which gave the impression that there was something.

“The thing is,” I said, “the security camera in the hallway showed that no one came or left the apartment before my arrival. That’s got them puzzled.”

“And that’s why they think I did it.”

I nodded. “The autopsy showed death to have been caused by heart failure due to anoxia—oxygen deprivation.”

“So—what? He was strangled or smothered?”

“There are no bruises on the neck. But there were bruises on his face, around the mouth.”

“Like he was smothered.”

“It looks like it.”

Horst looked at me searchingly with those pale blue eyes. “How?”

“Exactly.”

Horst looked unhappy. “And I was the only person here.”

“That’s pretty much how they see it.”

Horst looked confused. “Well, no one came or left—so isn’t that kinda a fact, or something?”

I leaned forward.

“Look,” I said. “Could you go over exactly what you remember from that afternoon?”

Horst pursed his mouth. Then he raised both hands.

“Look,” he said. “I don’t know!”

“Okay,” I said. “But, could you tell me just what you do remember? However little. It would help.”

He gave me a doubtful look, then nodded.

“Okay. It’s like I said. I was kinda foggy. I might have taken a sleeping pill to get to sleep for my nap. Sometimes I do, sometimes I don’t. And all I remember is just coming out of my bedroom, into the living room and sitting down here on the couch. I was still there, just waking up, when you knocked.”

“You didn’t go into Quentin’s room? You didn’t check on him?”

“I—might have. I don’t know.” He frowned. “Why would I have, though?”

I nodded. “Exactly.”

We sat in silence for a few minutes, until I decided to broach my next suggestion.

“Have you ever tried hypnosis?”

“What? No.”

“It can help people remember things.”

Horst frowned and looked at me a bit stonily. “I saw something on the television about—false memories. So, isn’t hypnosis and recalling stuff kinda fake?”

“That’s only if the questioning is done improperly: leading questions, that sort of thing.”

“And you know how to do that? Hypnotize and ask questions?”

I nodded, adding, “I just want to find out. And I’ll record the session. You can play it back, and if you don’t like what you hear, I promise you I will delete it.”

Horst considered this, seeming surprised at the offer, and something of his initial openness returned when he studied me with those pale blue eyes.

“Okay.”

* * * *

I hypnotized him while he lay on the couch in the living room. He was susceptible, I was pleased to discover, but as for remembering things, I found him more resistant. Rather than the memories I wanted, what surfaced were other memories, painful ones. And that sabotaged the first session almost completely.

He did admit he went into Quentin’s bedroom, or at least looked in, and saw Quentin lying asleep. But then things got rather unpleasant.

“No!” he said, shaking his head and groaning quietly. “I didn’t! I promise. Dad! No!”

I felt a sick feeling in my stomach at this. Should I pursue this, to get it out of the way so I could get more details on that afternoon? I wasn’t sure. Instead, I decided to end the session. Horst seemed too worked up. I got him back to thinking about positive things—which for him was the sound of rain outside, and the moist smell of the verdure coming in through the window from a backyard. When he was sufficiently calmed, I brought him out of the hypnosis.

When he opened his eyes, he merely gazed up at me, blinking. I smiled, just enjoying looking at his peaceful, innocent, beautiful face.

Surely, I thought, this couldn’t be the face of a murderer.

It took several minutes before Horst remembered where he was. Then he sat up, and looked at me, puzzled and expectant.

“So?” he said.

“You did look in on Quentin, though I’m not sure if you actually went into the bedroom. He didn’t lock his door, generally?”

“Not most of the time. And he generally left the door open a crack. But sometimes, well, he’d go in there and not come out for a day or even two. Then I think he’d lock the door. I don’t know; I didn’t generally try it.”

“A day or two? Really!”

“Yeah. Well, he had his bathroom, and sometimes he’d take in some food. Like I said, he called it his inner sanctum. I think alone time like that was important to him.”

“Huh.” I considered this, then added, “You know, he didn’t have many personal things in his room.”

Horst looked at me blankly. “So?”

“Well, I mean, not like your room.”

Horst seemed defensive about this.

“I guess I’m a pack rat, or something.”

“No, no!” I said. “I’d call your room normal. Quentin’s isn’t.”

“But wasn’t Ted’s room like Quentin’s?”

“Yeah. But you told me he didn’t really live here; he just used it for fun and games from time to time.”

“That’s true.” Horst shook his head slowly. “Maybe Quentin just didn’t like cluttering up his room. I mean the whole place was his.”

“Yes, but think. He doesn’t really have a lot of personal stuff in any room.” I shook my head. “He wasn’t like that in college.”

Horst looked thoughtful. “I think,” he said slowly, “that Quentin—he sometimes said something about the second stage of life being about simplifying. The first stage was about accumulating, that sort of thing. Maybe he was doing that.”

I wanted to point out that Quentin had only been in his thirties. On the other hand, when did Quentin do anything in an ordinary way?

“Maybe,” I said. But it still didn’t feel quite right.

I searched Horst’s face. “Uh, would you be willing to have another hypnosis session?”

“Why?”

“To find out more about that afternoon.”

“But—how come you didn’t, I don’t know—find out everything the first time?” He looked at my recording device.

“You can listen to that if you want,” I said. “But you got sidetracked into painful stuff. I stopped it then.”

Horst’s face had reddened. He looked at me, his face fearful. Then he stared at the machine again, and shook his head.

“Okay,” he said. “I’ll do another session if you like.”

“Good.” I considered. “Maybe if you were more comfortable. Would you be willing to do it with you lying in your bed?”

He hesitated, then nodded.

“What about some dinner?”

“Oh, that would be great.”

Horst showered while I started prepping in the kitchen. When he arrived in his bathrobe, he looked at what I was doing.

“Can I help?”

“Sure. Would you cut those red onions into small wedges?”

“Okay.”

Horst worked efficiently, and pretty soon we had everything ready for the casserole dish. It was Greek lemon chicken, one of my favorite recipes. While this was cooking, we made a green salad. Horst chose a bottle of white from the wine rack and we ate at the large table in the dining room area. I thought this unnecessary, but Horst said that it was one of Quentin’s traditions. I found myself rather enjoying it, sitting across from Horst.

We talked about Quentin, relating stories of our own experiences with him. It had humorous moments, but it also was poignant too. And we toasted him several times.

* * * *

After having an after-dinner coffee in the living room, clearing up and doing the dishes together, I looked at Horst.

“Ready?”

He shrugged, and we both went down the hall, into his bedroom.

“Maybe if you got into your pajamas?”

“I don’t wear pajamas.”

“Oh. What do you wear?”

“Undershorts and undershirt.”

“Well, that then.”

He gave me a look, then shrugged.

So, he stripped down to his underwear and lay down on his bed. I sat on a chair next to him.

This time I was ready for the painful memories. I didn’t explore them, exactly, but did my best to comfort him as he worked through what came up on its own. I held his hand, which seemed to do some good, and when he was really worked up, I sat on the bed next to him and stroked his hair. In this way we finally got through the rough stuff, and back to that afternoon, to the moment when Horst had opened Quentin’s bedroom door.

“He’s not moving,” Horst murmured, his voice tense. “I don’t know what to do.” There was a pause, then, and he began to hyperventilate. Finally, he cried out, “There’s something on his face! There’s something on his face!”

After this I had to work just to calm him down. It wasn’t easy going at first. But when I laid down and held him in my arms, murmuring words of comfort, that seemed to do the trick, albeit slowly. Gently stroking his hands and arms, and even his face, also helped—though I couldn’t help reacting slightly to the stimulus of the contact, and had to restrain myself. I was able to keep focus on helping him. I’m just saying I became somewhat aroused—and was slightly annoyed with myself for being a bit shallow.

When I brought him out of hypnosis, he blinked and stared up at me, coming to full awareness rather more quickly this time.

“What happened?” he asked.

“Some more painful memories. But you did apparently go in to check on Quentin. You were bothered by the fact that he wasn’t moving.” I decided not to refer to the other thing he had said.

Horst’s expression became horrified. “I knew he was dead?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. Like I said, you got upset.”

Horst groaned, closed his eyes, and rubbed his face with his hands. “Oh, God!” he murmured. “Maybe I did it, then.”

“Don’t say that,” I said sharply. “There’s nothing to support that. I think if we get further, we’ll find out—but I really believe that you didn’t.”

He looked at me doubtfully, but said nothing.

“Maybe we should leave that for tomorrow,” I suggested.

He nodded.

“So,” I said, getting up. “I guess I sleep on the couch?”

Horst shook his head. “I texted Ted. He’s not coming here tonight. You can sleep in his room. There are clean sheets on the bed.”

“Oh. Thanks!”

I went to Ted’s room and, after looking at the gas cylinders again—they all were oxygen—and shutting the closet firmly, I got into bed.

It was a very comfortable mattress, better than the one I had at home, and I fell asleep almost immediately.


Chapter 5: Inner Sanctum

I woke the next morning, somewhat surprised to realize that I’d had a good night’s sleep, and aware of the delicious smell of breakfast. I went over the major points of my current situation in my mind. I was in Quentin’s condo, in his roommate’s bed, Quentin was dead, possibly murdered by the big blond bodybuilder who was perhaps, all things considered, the most beautiful man—body and soul combined—I had ever met.

And then I realized that Horst—the man rather than the suspect—was responsible for my current sense of well-being. And the smell of breakfast.

I got up, crossed to the bathroom, and got into the shower, revelling as I always did in the comforting warmth of the spray. After the shower I did my other morning ablutions, with the kit I always carried with me. Given the nature of my job, I often kept odd hours, and I knew how much being presentable meant in many circumstances.

I glanced at myself in the bathroom mirror again, and decided I looked more or less presentable.

“Come and get it!” came Horst’s voice as I approached the kitchen.

The kitchen had a breakfast nook, with a table set for two. As I entered, Horst indicated a chair. He put everything on the table with the efficiency of a professional, and then seated himself.

I surveyed the feast, and looked at him. “I’m impressed!” I said. “Do you always eat this well in the morning?”

He had a piece of buttered toast in his hand and was putting marmalade on it.

“Pretty much. We don’t usually get up early, so it’s more or less always brunch—though Quentin doesn’t—didn’t—like that term.”

I thought back, and nodded. Quentin had his own ideas about things. I remembered that “lifestyle” was a word he especially hated. “We’re not allowed to have lives anymore,” he once confided to me acidly. “We just have lifestyles! What rubbish!”

Still, it looked like brunch to me. There were slices of orange, yoghurt, halved and pitted cherries, scrambled eggs with chopped green onion in it. There were also small latkes—potato pancakes—and sour cream. And coffee.

“Food fit for a king,” I said, smiling at Horst, and couldn’t help adding, “or McQueen.”

Horst looked at me for a few seconds, and then chuckled.

“Oh, your last name.”

The meal was very pleasant, though I couldn’t resist mentioning the lack of bacon. Horst nodded.

“Yeah,” he said, “I don’t eat bacon—any pork, actually. Neither did Quentin.”

“Oh.”

“It’s not a religious thing,” he explained. “It’s just—well, pigs are quite bright.”

I looked at him and nodded. “A moral thing, then. Cool.”

He nodded back at me, and seemed relieved that I understood.

When we had finished eating, he refilled our coffee cups.

“If you want to take that into the living room, or the balcony—”

When I opened the door to the balcony, a wall of hot, muggy air hit me, and I closed it. We sat down in the living room instead, and I said, “Thank heaven for air conditioning!”

Horst nodded, but the phrase had twigged something in my mind. I got up and went to the control panel for the air conditioner on the far wall, then turned to Horst.

“It’s still on internal cycle,” I said. “How does that work?”

“What?” He got up and came over.

“Well, it says here: ‘internal cycle,’ which means it doesn’t take in air from outside. Is that right?”

Horst looked at it, then at me, and finally shrugged. “I guess. It’s Quentin’s place. He chose the settings.”

“Right. But what I’m wondering is: if the cycle is entirely internal, how does fresh oxygen come in? When I got here on the afternoon I found Quentin, all the windows were closed—at least in his bedroom and the living room. Did he generally keep the windows closed?”

“Yeah. I guess. He didn’t have any rules exactly, but it was getting warm.”

I decided to leave the issue, telling myself that no condo was actually air-tight. And maybe there was some intake of outside air, even on the internal recycle setting. The living room window, I noticed, was closed again. I considered asking Horst whether he had closed it, but didn’t. It seemed rather pointless.

We had our coffee in companionable silence after that. Just being around Horst made my sense of well-being increase. I wondered if he felt the same way about me.

During relaxation the unconscious mind turns over elements of unsolved problems—as Jung suggested occurred during sleep. Right now, the automatic gears of my mind clicked and produced a thought about something that had been bothering me.

“Inner sanctum,” I said.

“What?”

“You said he called his bedroom his inner sanctum.”

Horst nodded.

We looked at each other, then I got up.

“Come on,” I said. “I want to explore this inner sanctum.”

We went into Quentin’s bedroom and stood near the window. I looked around, and noticed that Horst was glancing uneasily towards the bed.

Does that mean anything? I wondered. Culpability, or just imagination?

“The thing is,” I said, gesturing to the entire room, “there really isn’t much here.”

Horst looked around, and then nodded.

“I guess he liked things—well, you saw the rest of the apartment—nice.”

“Not cluttered, you mean.” I nodded. “Except—it seems, it really seems, like there’s something missing.”

“Like what?”

“His personal stuff.”

I began to walk around the room, examining everything closely. It was very clean, very tidy, and definitely on the minimalist side. I examined the wall surfaces, from the baseboards to the ceiling, while Horst watched me.

“What are you looking for?” he said at last.

I came back to the center of the room and turned slowly around on the spot.

“No,” I said. “No. Nothing.” Then, partly to change the topic—for I knew the workings of my own mind well enough to accept the fact that dwelling on a vague idea was counterproductive—I said, “How would you feel about another hypnosis session?”

That did it. Horst immediately looked uneasy. I watched his face as he struggled with the issue. Finally, however, he nodded.

“But you said I’m resisting. What about a pill?” he suggested. “To relax me?”

I shook my head. “No. That would dull the mind. Make things worse, rather than better.” I looked at him. “What do you do to relax? Other than the obvious?”

He blushed and we both laughed.

“I don’t know,” he admitted.

“What about massage?”

“Oh. Yeah. I sometimes got a massage, at the gym.”

“Did it help much?”

“Well, I guess, though it was more for physical whatever—the muscles, after weightlifting, you know.”

I nodded. “Well, I’m passable as a masseur,” I said. “If you’re willing to give me a chance. Or, I suppose there’s just plain meditation.”

“Oh, I tried that. I don’t know, it didn’t work for me. I can’t keep my mind still doing that.”

“Okay. The massage then?”

He shrugged. “Sure.”

I was aware, in myself, of the presence of an ulterior motive, but I decided that wasn’t the point. What I wanted was to get more information from the big man, to get deeper inside—

I caught myself in a flush of embarrassed arousal.

“Okay,” I said. “Let’s do this.”

He went into his bedroom, while I went to the bathroom where I had seen several bottles of body oil. When I returned, he was lying on the bed under a single sheet that was pulled up to his waist. It was evident through the sheet that he was naked. The sight of this, and especially his bare chest with its magnificent pecs, sent a slight thrill through me, so that I had to caution myself.

I was about to put the oil on my hands, when I caught his expression as he lay there, staring up at the ceiling.

“One minute.”

I left him and returned with a filled shot glass. “Drink this.”

He lifted himself on one elbow. “What’s that?” He took it. “Vodka? But I thought you said—”

“Just one. To take the edge off.”

He looked at me, and downed it.

“Okay,” I said. “Now, roll over onto your stomach.”

I got to work. There is something sensuous in massaging someone. It is a way to connect by exploring the person’s physical being, and I have always enjoyed it. I have what my massage instructor called natural talent. Perhaps those two things go together. In a world where people often survive by cutting themselves off from each other, to me, massage represents a chance to commune in a non-judgmental way, physically, life-form to life-form.

I quickly discovered that massaging Horst was something special. His form was exquisite, not just in shape, but also in texture. He was, I figured, probably in his early twenties, and there is a youthful plasticity about skin at that age, a sense of health that brings pleasure just from contact with it.

I rubbed oil onto his back, my fingers sliding over his skin, tingling with pleasure. Accompanying this there was an electric current produced by the touch. It was slight but persistent, and it passed into and through my body, coalescing most intensely, as usual, between my legs.

At first, I didn’t press into the skin much. I just spread the oil and worked it into the surface, and savoring the warmth of tactile contact. But when I got to the line of muscle that runs from the ball of the shoulder up to the neck, I began to press. This was an area, I could feel, where the big man kept tension. After one or two audible gasps, he groaned quietly and surrendered to the process, seeming to sinking slightly further into the mattress. At the same time, he let out his breath completely, and seemed to relax into a different state.

All this time I was unavoidably aroused, sporting a hard-on in my pants. But I more or less ignored it. It might be a pleasurable side-effect, but it was, I told myself, rather beside the point of the massage. I reassured myself that I wasn’t doing anything unethical—while another part of myself replied darkly: Yet.

I massaged his upper torso and arms, and pulled the sheet up so that it lay only across his midsection, and massaged his legs.

“Okay,” I said when I had done these. “Turn over, please.”

He did so, and I worked first on his legs again, and then up to his abdomen and chest—which were more problematic. There was something about massaging his chest, pushing my fingers into those pectoral muscles, with their erect nipples, that was just plain erotic. Soon my head was swimming in an obscene wash of sexual pleasure.

It wasn’t easy, but I did manage to keep my focus on the job at hand—even when Horst slowly, and with deliberate casualness, brought both his hands to rest over his groin in an attempt to hide a rising tent in the sheets.

I was barely able to think coherently, so I removed my hands and sat back.

“Okay,” I said. “How’s that? Relaxed?”

Horst murmured in the affirmative, while a slow, benign smile spread on his lips. This was so distracting, that I had another struggle to keep my focus on the job at hand—he was just so kissable!

I bit my lip, closed my eyes, and took a deep breath. When I had recovered, I held up my forefinger in front of his eyes, and began to move it slowly, from side to side.

“Please watch the finger,” I said, speaking in the slow monotone of hypnotists. “Watch. Watch. Watch.”

When he was under, his face blank, his eyes closed, I got to my feet and stretched, deliberately facing away from him.

Okay, I told myself, turning off the light and reseating myself. The room was now cast in gloom, the only light coming through the closed curtains. Time to get to work.

The negative emotions, due to painful memories, came so quickly this time, I was taken aback. I climbed onto the bed and took him gently into my arms. But he groaned and, muttering something, turned away from me. I didn’t let go, and held him from behind, so that we lay together, spoon fashion.

I stroked him as before, and felt the arousal come upon me again. I also happened to brush his cock with my hand—and discovered that he was hard as a rock.

Okay, I thought, taken aback. What to do now? I knew what I wanted to do, but that was merely my libido talking, and it was unethical. I let go of him, laid back, and thought carefully. Finally, I got up, had a shower, and dressed. Then I went back into Horst’s bedroom, and brought him out of hypnosis.

He sat up, rubbed his eyes, and looked at me.

“Uh, did you get anything?”

I shook my head. “Something came up.”

“What?”

“You.”

“Oh!” He looked away, his expression sheepish, which bothered me a little. I put a hand on his shoulder.

“It’s not a problem, exactly,” I told him. “But there is the question of ethics.”

“Oh. Okay. What?”

“Well, my impression is that a way to open up your memory—to get past the resistance—is to penetrate you.”

Horst looked puzzled, and then suddenly reddened.

My own face was burning now too, but I had to continue, for the sake of the case. I looked him straight in the eye, my hand still on his shoulder, and struggled with myself. I knew what I wanted his permission for, but as things were, it wasn’t that easy. And the truth of that was that my feelings were involved.

I shook my head and said, “Why don’t we have a chat in the living room?”

* * * *

When we were both seated in the living room, with fresh coffees, broaching the topic was still not easy.

“Is there a problem?” Horst asked at last.

I nodded. “I’m trying to figure out how to begin.”

Horst stared at me, then gave a sudden bark of laughter.

“What?” I asked.

He shook his head. “It’s just something Quentin used to say, when someone had trouble like that.”

“And what was that?”

“He said—let me see. He said, ‘Start at the beginning, continue to the end, then stop.’ It was a quote, he said. Something about the King of Hearts.”

I chuckled and nodded. “It’s from Alice in Wonderland. That was one of Quentin’s favorite books.” I sighed and nodded. Okay, I told myself, follow Quentin’s advice, man! It’s the least you can do.

I studied Horst, and felt the flutter in my stomach again. He was just so beautiful, inside and out. I didn’t want to hurt him.

“Okay,” I said, and cleared my throat. “It’s like this. There are patterns in people’s psyches. I’ve studied that, and my guess is that with you it is about surrender—I mean, that’s the truth in you that you’ve closed off.”

I waited for a response, but Horst just looked at me. I started again.

“Closed off means resistance. Ordinarily, I would propose challenging your resistance, psychologically or physically. My sense is that it is the physical that would work with you.”

“Okay,” he said, speaking slowly and cautiously. “So—?”

“Well, there is—this is just my impression—a strong sexual component to your resistance. So, a physical challenge to that would be—well, to put it bluntly—” I paused, still unable to say the words.

Horst blinked. “You mean fuck me?”

I nodded, my face burning now. Horst regarded me, his mild face more beautiful than ever as a slow smile emerged. He reached out and took hold of my hand.

“That’s what I was hoping for ever since the day I met you,” he said quietly.

“Oh!”

There followed a prolonged silence, during which Horst continued to hold my hand in his, which helped me keep a sense of contact with my feelings.

“The thing is—” I began, and then had to clear my throat again. “The thing is, while sex is, for gay men, pretty much just a lot of fun—and most people treat it as such—”

“I don’t,” Horst interjected.

I looked at him and nodded. “I have to say, I’m not surprised.”

“But if it’s in the interest of finding out about Quentin—”

“No!” My tone surprised both of us, and I shrank back afterwards. “Sorry,” I said quietly, clenching my jaw. It’s now or never, I told myself.

“The thing is—” I began again, at which Horst smiled a bit indulgently. “The thing is—it’s not that simple for me.”

Horst blinked, his eyelashes causing more fluttering in my stomach.

“It’s because—” I had to lower my gaze to continue. “Because I have feelings for you.”

“Oh.” Horst murmured. He studied me, then, getting to his feet, pulled me gently into his arms. It was bliss as he held me, comforting my fears and doubts, about what I had almost done, about professional ethics and conflict of interest—everything.

It struck me then that, for all his non-intellectual nature, Horst had a kind of quiet solidity that was not just attractive, but therapeutic for me, as well as being another facet of the beauty of the man.

It was several minutes later that he released me. We looked at each other. Then he took my hand and led me back into his bedroom. There, he kissed me, a gentle, lingering kiss. He undressed and climbed into bed, and looked at me with just the hint of a smile on his lips.

“So?” he said.

So, I hypnotized him, and massaged his muscles with oil. Then I had him lie on his side, facing away from me. I was naked and hard—as was he. And, with a quiet little squeak of hesitation and helplessness, unable to stop myself, I wrapped my fingers around the thick warmth of his cock shaft.

He groaned and thrust forward with his hips. With one finger I felt the tip, and flushed at the slickness there. I shivered with my own sexual need, and he pushed back, pressing his ass against my own hard cock.

Again, he murmured, a troubled, plaintive noise.

Okay, I told myself. This is for him. My cock now pressed between his ass cheeks, and he pressed back against me. I hesitated perhaps a dozen heartbeats, and then, my hands shaking, I reached down, my face burning, and slicked up my cock. Despite his consent, and even his apparent interest, I wanted to place rather than push. I removed my hand, so that the fleshy knob of my cock head was pressing the inner curve of his ass cheek.

I did nothing further, and he was still for half a minute. But then he seemed to sense my hesitation, and, shifting his position, pushed back again—so that my slick cock head slid between his cheeks, found his sphincter, and pushed inside.

We both groaned at the same time, me with pleasure, him with a mixture of satisfaction and pain. But he didn’t pull away. He only waited for the pain of initial entry to pass. Then he pushed, slowly but inexorably, back and further back, so that my cock slid slowly, inch by inch, inside of him.

He pushed back until I was buried inside him to the hilt. After that we were both still for some time. I had to force myself to focus, to think despite the mind-blowing erotic pleasure.

“Horst,” I said quietly. “Can you hear me?”

“Yes,” he murmured. I opened my mouth to speak, but had to indulge in a slight thrust first, and after the wash of ecstasy that hit me as a result, I began.

“Now,” I said. “You are completely safe. I am with you. Feel me inside you. I am here. Nothing can harm or hurt you. Do you understand?”

He murmured agreement and pushed back against me, driving me just a little deeper inside him, and producing more maddeningly pleasurable sensations.

“When you went into Quentin’s room, it was afternoon, he was there, lying on the bed. Now, without getting upset—for it can’t hurt you, you can feel that—” he squeezed the shaft of my cock with his ass, as if for reassurance, and again I was distracted by a mind-clouding sexual heat. I grunted and focused, gritting my teeth. “What—what do you see?”

After some hesitation, the toneless voice came. “Quentin. He has, something—”

“What is that something?” I interjected, so as to head off another emotional reaction. “Just say what it is. Remember, it’s not scary. You can remember safely. I’m here. Feel me. I’m inside you now. Just say what it is.”

“It’s—it’s—one of Ted’s face masks.”

This surprised me, but I kept my voice calm and low. “You mean the masks he uses for his oxygen parties?”

“Yes.”

“And is there a tube? Is it hooked up?”

“Yes.”

“And—is there a cylinder of gas—somewhere nearby?”

“Yes. Beside the bed. In its cradle.”

“And is the face mask strapped on? Is there a strap around his head?”

There was a silence, then Horst shook his head slowly. “No—”

“Then what’s holding it in place?”

“It’s on—partly on the side of his face. Just lying there. No strap.”

I stared. “Not over his mouth and nose?”

“Yes. No. Partly, I think.”

I paused.

“And what did you do?”

“I listened.” This was followed by a long pause, during which Horst began to become upset. I ran my hand lightly along the length of his thigh.

“It’s okay,” I said. “It’s not scary. Whatever it is. I am here. You can feel me. Nothing can hurt you.”

Horst nodded slowly.

“I don’t know what to do. Quentin—he’s not awake, he won’t wake up. What—? I feel dizzy. What can I do?”

“It’s okay,” I repeated, and wrapping my arm around him, pressed him back against me. “I’m here. I’m with you.”

He nodded.

“What did you do?” I repeated, my voice calm and gentle.

“I heard the hissing, from the face mask. I put the mask over his face—oxygen—to wake him up—”

There was more straining, and I had to reassure Horst again, and did so by thrusting forward, which made him moan quietly with pleasure.

“What happened then?”

“He didn’t wake up—I felt his pulse. It was slow. I held the oxygen mask in place. The strap was broken. He didn’t wake up. And then—and then—!”

“It’s okay,” I murmured in Horst’s ear. “I’m here. You can tell me. It doesn’t matter now. Nothing can harm you.” To accompany my words, I took his cock in my hand and stroked it. This seemed to distract him, and he made a pleasurable noise. At the same time, feeling my focus beginning to waver, I thrust forward inside him.

He moaned quietly, and murmured, “Yes,” several times, and, “Don’t stop, please!”

With this encouragement I had trouble maintaining my therapeutic intention. The stimulation seemed to distract him, but on the other hand I didn’t want to excite him right out of the hypnotic—and I didn’t want to cum myself. This was—though I could hardly believe it—an important investigation, and probably therapy too.

Horst, meanwhile, though clearly aroused, had calmed down, and was smiling vaguely, eyes closed.

“Quentin didn’t wake up,” I suggested.

He nodded. “I held it down—the mask—hard. For a long time. I listened to the hiss of the gas—to make sure—”

“But it didn’t work?”

Horst slowly shook his head.

“What did you do then?”

Horst’s face clouded over, he seemed on the verge of weeping.

“I tried mouth to mouth, it made me dizzy. But—it didn’t work either—”

He began to sob. “He just laid there, like that. And I couldn’t do anything.”

I was silent, holding him.

“And then?” I prompted, but he didn’t seem to hear me. He was deep inside his pain now, crying and murmuring, so that I decided I had pushed him far enough. I brought him out of his hypnotized state—without moving.

And now we find out, I told myself.

He woke up gradually, slightly confused. As he became aware of me holding him, he pushed his head back and turned it, to look at me. I lifted my head so that our eyes met. He smiled, and pushed back against me while holding the arm that was wrapped around his chest.

I felt vastly relieved, though I wasn’t entirely sure he was fully awake yet. I started to pull out, but he reached back and pulled me forward, pressing me against him. He chuckled.

“It’s—what I wanted,” he murmured. “From that first day.” And with that he pushed back with his ass, harder, and I thrust forward, and we both groaned with pleasure.

I grasped the shaft of his cock again, and kissed and nipped his neck and shoulder, while thrusting, slowly and deeply. I must have shifted my direction, because suddenly, when I was again buried deep inside him, he shuddered and groaned.

The prostate! I thought. Bingo!

After that it was easy. I savored each thrust, and savored too the shuddering groan he gave each time I stimulated his prostate with my cock head. The heat built until I had passed the point of no return. I thrust, harder than ever, and held myself in position as my cock began to pulse forth its seed. At the same time, he groaned louder than before, and his cock began to pulse too, while I stroked the shaft and savored the sensation of his sphincter rhythmically squeezing my own cock.

And then everything slowed down, and we both lay there, spent, in a state of pure bliss. Horst held loosely onto my arm that lay against his chest, and I remained buried deep inside him. We didn’t move for several minutes.

Complete relaxation sometimes provides a fertile environment for the problem-solving function of the mind to work, and now, especially relaxed and content, a realization burst upon me with startling clarity. It took several seconds for the import of the realization to become clear, then I almost crowed with pleasure.

Horst, having sensed something, looked over his shoulder at me questioningly.

I squeezed him and grinned.

“What?”

“I have it,” I told him excitedly. “I have it all.”

He shifted around so that we faced each other.

“All what?”

“I know,” I said.

“Know what?” Now he had an expression of amused impatience.

“Everything!” I said.

He chuckled and then grabbed one of my nipples and squeezed it, so that I yelped.

“What!” he said, laughing. “Tell!”

I leaned forward and kissed him. It was very sweet and wonderful, and again distracting. His hand came around to the back of my head and held me to him, so it was a while before we pulled away.

“Whew!” I said. “That was—” I shook my head.

He was looking at me, his face the most open it had ever been, and this made him more beautiful too. It was, quite simply, the face of love, all the positive emotions, and I gazed at it happily before raising myself up onto an elbow and looking down at him.

“I know,” I said, my voice slightly choked, “that you’re innocent.”

“What?” His face clouded over, but I shook him.

“No, no!” I said. “I know now. I believed before, but now I know.”

“Oh.” He looked mollified, then happy. “Really?”

“Yes!”

I kissed him again. “But now, what about a shower?”

He nodded, and we both got up.


Chapter 6: Oxygen

The shower was languid and romantic. It might have been more than that, but I had to admit that Horst vertical, naked and next to me was not just enthralling, it was a bit intimidating, and not in the way that got me going. That didn’t bother me. I was still getting to know him. Besides, the sense of connection I already felt, the sense of discovery, and of hope for something long-term with this wonderful person—they were plenty to keep my heart and soul happy.

It was mid-afternoon now, and Horst suggested a late lunch of sorts. He also refused to let me assist.

“I work better alone,” he assured me. I got another coffee instead, and waited in the living room.

Whenever I’m idle—or at least most of the time when I am—I start to ruminate. This time I had lots to think about. The tape of Horst’s last hypnotic session wasn’t something I wanted people to hear particularly—since it would be pretty obvious what we were up to.

On the other hand, I did feel secure about the information the session had provided. Horst had not murdered Quentin. Had not killed him at all, at least not on purpose. But what exactly had happened—by which I mean what had killed Quentin—I still wasn’t sure.

There was something—

A moment later I was on my feet. Going to the entrance to the kitchen, I said to Horst that I had an errand to run. Before he could say anything, I was off, out of the apartment and down the stairs. At the moment I had no patience for elevators.

I burst into the manager’s office on the ground floor, causing the assistant to give a startled cry. I apologized, and asked to see the manager. The assistant picked up the phone and spoke into it.

The manager, thankfully, agreed to see me right away. A suspicious death in her building was not good public relations, and once I had shown her my credentials, she was eager to help me clear things up. This being settled, I put my request to her. Fortunately, what I wanted was on the computer, and she had the assistant print out a hard-copy. I looked at this and suddenly felt the world shift slightly under my feet. I thanked them both, and went out to the elevators in the lobby. I felt like I was walking on air.

I entered the condo—I had left the door unlocked—and took my prize discovery, rolled up, into the kitchen. Horst was just setting the table. He turned but before he could speak, I waved the document at him. He opened his mouth and closed it again. I noticed that everything was ready, and feeling that my current excited state could be sustained through the meal, nodded, put the paper on the counter, and sat down at the kitchen table.

At first, Horst was curious about what I had found, but he didn’t say anything, and I was slightly distracted by the really excellent food. It was a Thai curry chicken dish, with aromatic rice and steamed broccoli.

“Wow!” I told him after tasting everything. “This is amazing!”

He looked shyly delighted.

“Almost as good as the sex,” I added, smirking impishly.

He turned red but then looked even more pleased.

“With all these things going for you,” I continued, “I can’t think why someone hasn’t snapped you up.”

He lowered his head, perhaps in embarrassment, but that meant I couldn’t read his expression and I became worried I might have said something wrong. I reached out and, putting a finger under his chin, gently forced his head up. With relief I saw that his eyes were shining with unshed tears, and he was smiling his shy smile. But now he shook his head.

“I don’t know,” he said, his voice slightly hoarse.

My heart melted. I reached out and took hold of his hand. “Well, that’s just my good luck, isn’t it?”

This, however, appeared to be more than he could take. He lowered his head again, and then, without looking at me, looked and pointed towards the document I had placed on the counter.

“What’s that?” he said. “You seemed excited.”

I looked at it and grinned. “Go ahead,” I said. “You look at it.”

He shook his head. “Coffee, first.” He got up to make the coffee. He motioned me into the living room, which I did, and he brought in the coffee when it was ready, along with fresh brownies.

“Oh, my God!” I murmured, taking one and biting into it. “Mmm!”

“As good as sex?” he said quietly, smiling.

I looked at him and shook my head. “Nothing is as good as sex—with you.”

He gave a small, pleased noise, and unrolled the document. I watched as he scanned it, waiting for his reaction. It was over a minute before it came. He froze, and his eyes widened. Then he stared at me, his mouth slightly open. He looked especially kissable like that, but I forced myself to stay focused.

“When did you figure it out?” he said quietly.

I shrugged. “It was you—your clue: inner sanctum. It didn’t seem right. And there was all that personal stuff that wasn’t anywhere.”

Horst stared at me, nodded, and then looked at the paper again.

“But,” he murmured, “I don’t see how—”

I laughed and shook my head. “Neither do I. But how about we find out?” I picked up the brownie. “But after coffee and cake.”

He laughed and nodded.

* * * *

About twenty minutes later we took the document and a tape measure and went into Quentin’s bedroom.

On the wall opposite the door into the room there was, left to right, a chest of drawers, a large mirror, a wardrobe—odd, since there was a walk-in closet opposite the window—and then another chest of drawers.

I unrolled the document. It was a diagram of the condo, showing all the rooms, electrical outlets, plumbing—everything. And for each room dimensions were given for each built-in feature, such as doors and windows.

I examined the dimensions for Quentin’s bedroom. Horst took the end of the tape measure and went to the left hand end of the wall we were regarding. Murmuring, “four feet, two inches,” I pulled the tape to the right until I had the distance indicated from the left hand corner.

It was just inside the left hand frame of the wall mirror.

“Aha,” I murmured.

Horst let go the tape and joined me in front of the mirror. I squatted down. The mirror’s bottom was a foot from the floor, six inches above the top of the lower molding. I ran my finger along the molding from behind the chest of drawers on the left to as far as I could reach behind the wardrobe. Then I looked up at Horst.

“There’s no break. It’s continuous.”

“Huh.”

I stood up, and examined the mirror. Grasping it on either side—it was about three feet wide and five feet high—attempted to lift it.

Nothing happened. I tried a bit harder, and felt only a slight give. I gave up and letting go, stepped back.

“Okay,” I murmured. “Something—”

Horst had moved forward and was running his hand along the left side of the mirror frame.

“Anything?”

He shook his head, paused, and—click! The left hand side of the mirror swung forward, like a bathroom mirror on a medicine cabinet. He pulled it wide, and exposed—

Nothing.

It was just wall, unbroken, and unmarked. The pale blue wall was unblemished, though it was just slightly darker within the rectangle where the mirror rested—no doubt due to the slight fading of the exposed wall surface.

Horst looked at me, and I looked at him. We both laughed.

After staring at the spot, I stepped forward and began running my fingers over the surface of the wall. At last, I stopped. I had found something. I stepped closer still, and examined the wall where my fingers were. There was an ever so slight irregularity, which ran in a vertical line an inch to the right of were the unfaded wall color began.

I ran my fingers along this, and gradually discovered a rectangle, smaller than the mirror. Convinced that this rectangle must in some way be movable, I pressed into it, near its left side.

There was another click, and the rectangle of wall swung open just as the mirror had. I pulled it wide open, and found myself looking through the rectangle at what appeared to be an ordinary room.

Horst and I looked at each other, eyebrows raised. I gestured for Horst to enter first. He hesitated, but then stepped through. The bottom of the opening was just over a foot above the floor, something like the doors in submarines. I followed.

It was clearly a study—Quentin’s inner sanctum!

There were floor-to-ceiling bookshelves on three sides, a broad window to the north side, a large desk in the center, and to one side an ergonomic chair. This had very soft padding, an adjusted slant like an advanced form of lazy-boy chair, and some buttons on one of the armrests that appeared to adjust warmth and vibration. The curious thing about this chair was that it was set to one side, and had several books and a shirt lying on it, like it was a discarded, perhaps uninteresting, toy.

Near the bay window was another chair, this one more modest, but quite comfortable, and it faced towards the world outside the window.

It was the bookshelves that interested me, however. Many of the books I knew were Quentin’s areas of interest: philosophy, science, religion. Horst stood in the center of the room, looking ill at ease.

“What are we looking for?” he said after some minutes.

I paused in what I was doing, went up to him, put my arms around him, and kissed him. He immediately got into it, and it was some time before either of us spoke.

“What was that for?” he said, smiling happily.

I grinned sheepishly. “To be honest, it’s for using the word we.”

He blinked, nodded, and kissed me again. After this we stood, arms around each other, foreheads just touching, sharing contentment. Finally, he sighed and we let go of each other.

“So,” he said. “What are we looking for? Anything in particular?”

“I’m not sure,” I said. “But maybe something he wrote in—a journal or something.”

We got to work, starting from opposite ends of the shelving. After several minutes Horst gave a cry of surprised satisfaction.

I turned and saw he was holding up a large, hardbound volume with leather covers, the sort used by people who kept serious journals, like research scientists. I took the volume from him.

“There are a bunch of them,” he said, pointing to the shelf.

I saw the gap where he had pulled this volume from. It was third from last. Opening the front cover, I saw two dates, and examined the first page of notes and the last page, and saw that the dates on the title page were those of the first and last entry made. These were from over two years ago.

I took the last volume, and saw the dates on its title page. The latter date was two months before Quentin’s death. Turning to the back, I saw that the volume was full. I looked at the shelf. There was no gap on the shelf after this final volume, other books filling the entire space.

I felt a sinking feeling in my gut.

Horst, who had been looking over my shoulder, now said, “Maybe there’s another volume somewhere?”

I looked at him, blinked, and nodded. Feeling grateful for his suggestion, I put a hand on his chest and pressed into his pectoral muscles, running my hand over his shirt. He chuckled.

“Careful!” he warned, and I laughed, but took his hand and held it.

“Where do you think it might be?” I said.

He shrugged. “How about I just search? I can be useful.”

There was something plaintive in the last statement that caused a twinge. I looked at him, shaking my head. “You’re more than useful,” I said quietly. “You’re wonderful.”

We hugged, rocking each other. I murmured against his chest, “It’s just my luck that you find something in me to interest you.”

He paused, and held me by the shoulders at arm’s length.

“You’re kidding!” he said, looking at me in amazement.

I shook my head. “I’m not asking for compliments, but—come on! I’m pretty ordinary. And you, sir, sure ain’t!”

He dismissed the compliment, frowning and holding my shoulders tighter. Then he shook me slightly, his eyes shining with unshed tears.

“But you—” he said, and stopped, searching for words. “I mean—you’re smart!”

I blinked. “So?”

He looked incredulous. “Smart is sexy.”

“It is?”

“Yes!” he said, and shook me again.

“Okay!” I cried, laughing. “Don’t take me apart. I accept that you find it sexy.” I smiled and added more soberly. “And for that I can’t tell you how grateful I am.”

He continued to hold me and stare at me.

“And you’ve got a big heart.” Then he blushed. “And a good body.”

I laughed. “Enough! I don’t want a litany. It’s enough that you’re interested, okay?”

He let go and turned away, but I heard him say, half to himself, “I’m more than interested.”

I felt a glow at that, but decided not to pursue whatever this conversation was.

* * * *

We searched the study exhaustively, but didn’t find the missing, latest journal and had to be content with what we had. Examining the volumes, it was interesting, but hardly relevant. Quentin was someone who had wide interests, and he put his thoughts on all of them in these journals, along with quotes he thought interesting.

But the problem was: he was all over the place, and there was nothing strictly suggestive of what I was looking for: neither threats, trouble, nor thoughts of suicide.

Finally, I gave up, phoned Detective Solomon, and suggested a meeting. He agreed, so I left Horst in the early evening and headed downtown.

“I’ll have a late dinner for you,” were his parting words. I kissed him and left the apartment with a spring in my step, feeling I had it pretty good just now.

Except for this one thorny question: What exactly had happened to Quentin?


Chapter 7: Diary

I was thankful, when Detective Solomon entered the interrogation room, that he was not wearing his uniform. With our past interactions, he was distracting enough now in his civies: those long legs, and where they led—

He looked at me, for a second the over-confident, predatory male—and when he saw my face, his manner changed.

“You’ve got something?”

I nodded. Reaching into my bag, I extracted one of the gas masks I had seen in Ted’s bedroom in Quentin’s condo.

“Quentin’s second roommate, a guy named Ted—” I began.

“Yeah,” Solomon said, nodding. “We interviewed him.”

“Well, he has what Horst calls oxygen parties, which are something like orgies.”

Again, Solomon nodded. “We know about such things. He keeps oxygen in his closet. A lot of it.” He toyed with the plastic bag containing the mask and looked up at me questioningly.

“Do you have a photograph of the victim’s face?” I said.

Solomon nodded, and flipped through the thick stack of files he had brought in.

“Here it is.” He handed it to me.

I studied the photograph. It was a copy, so I took out my pen and a ruler from my bag and, measuring carefully, scaling for the smaller size of the head, using the ruler next to the head that was part of the photo, made a scaled copy. Solomon watched me, and when I had finished, I slid the photograph over to him.

“See?”

He looked at it, then picked up the gas mask, and finally looked at me. He was puzzled.

“But, it’s—”

“Yes!” I cried. “That’s what fooled us, that and the bruising right around the mouth. He had the mask on upside down!”

Solomon grunted. Then he nodded slowly. “And what about the bruising around the mouth?”

“Horst tried mouth to mouth.”

“What?”

I related what Horst had told me.

“And you have a tape of him saying this?”

I nodded. Solomon was silent for several minutes. Finally, he pushed away the photograph.

“Okay, so far,” he said. “But it still doesn’t explain the cause of death.”

I nodded. “Unless,” I said, “unless the tube to the oxygen tank was twisted, closed somehow.”

Solomon stroked his chin, which had some stubble on it—momentarily distracting.

“But—” he began. “What about the oxygen tank. There was no tank there.”

I nodded, shifting in my seat. “I think I have an answer. It’s the same reason there were no telltale fingerprints. Horst is the housekeeper, and he’s a clean freak. I think he was upset, and only half awake after his nap, and he just cleaned and put away the oxygen tank, and mask—as he was used to.”

“So, no prints.”

“That’s right.”

“Bit of a stretch, no?”

I shrugged, then looked the detective in the face.

“I just want you to know: I believe the guy. Everything has a ring of truth.”

“What about doing a polygraph? Could you get him to do that?”

“I might. But his memory—it’s blocked. I used hypnosis, like I said.”

“Mmm.” Solomon looked unhappy. I knew where he was coming from. This sort of thing didn’t rate as proper evidence, strictly speaking.

Finally, he said, begrudgingly, “The bruising on the face, that’s good. That explains things, more or less. But the rest—isn’t it still a bit up in the air?”

I nodded.

“Listen,” I said. “Did you interview the person who delivered the gas?”

Solomon nodded and searched through his files.

“And we looked at the video from the hallway security camera for the month prior to the incident.”

I nodded, impressed. “And?”

“He came every two weeks, with one cylinder, and took one away.”

“Did you talk to the guy?”

“Yes. His name is Henderson, Greg Henderson.”

“Do you have the times of his deliveries?”

Solomon nodded, and slid a piece of paper over.

I examined the notes. “These are great!”

Solomon looked well-pleased, and from the level of the arrogance that was beginning to show itself, I thought he might be looking in need of another draining. But I was too deep in the mystery now. I asked for copies of both the photo of the bruising, and the report on the gas deliveries—and left, assuring Solomon I’d get back to him when I had it figured out.

* * * *

When I got back to the condo, I saw that Horst was excited about something. I, of course, was excited just to see him, and my initial idea was to initiate something intimate. But he laughed and held my hands.

“Wait!” he said, laughing. “I have something to show you.”

I kissed him, straining futilely against his hold. “Okay. Let’s unwrap it.”

He laughed again, but shook his head.

“No,” he said. “It’s something else.”

I looked at him and blinked. “Is there anything else?”

He hesitated and then released his hold.

Afterwards, we lay together, covered in sweat, me holding him from behind, my fingers still savoring the feel of him.

“Man!” I said. “That was even better than before!”

He made a pleased noise in his throat, and stroked my forearm with his big, sausage fingers. Idly, I took hold of his hand and pulled it up until I could put on of those sausages in my mouth. I was beginning to feel interested in round two, but Horst pulled his hand from my mouth.

“Don’t you want to see what I found?”

“Found? You found something?”

Horst nodded. “The last volume of Quentin’s diary.”

A new kind of excitement flooded me, and we got up. Yet, as eager as I was to see the diary, I didn’t hurry our customary post-sex shower: Horst’s body, wet and naked, his skin glistening as water sluiced over his curves and muscles, was something that claimed attention. When we were drying off, he told me how he’d found the volume.

“I was wracking my brains, trying to think where it might be—and then it hit me: the only places were where I didn’t clean. One of them was between the headboard of Quentin’s bed and the wall. And there it was!”

At last, we were seated in the kitchen with fresh coffees, the final volume of Quentin’s diary before us on the table. A dozen pages were filled, and we read them all. When we had finished, I sat back.

“Huh!”

Horst looked at me questioning. “What do you think?”

I pursed my lips. “Well,” I said cautiously, “there’s more rumination about death. Look here.” I flipped the pages. “A quote from Wittgenstein: Death is not an event in life. Then there’s this:

“I think it came from my dreams that maybe the descent into death is like an asymptote in math: something approached but never reached. Like a curve on a graph whose slope increases as the asymptote is approached. If the horizontal direction is time, then as it veers up, our subjective experience along that curve, a constant rate, involves less and less time. Then, the moment of death is never experienced, and our subjective experience of existence continues without limit before that time.”

Horst looked blank. “You understand that?”

I shrugged. “I think I do, a bit. But not entirely. But he is trying to understand the moment of death, I guess.”

“But—why?”

I thought I could guess, but said nothing, instead flipping back several pages.

“And this. Look at this.”

I put my forefinger on a short note:

“I am only ever really happy when I’m lying in bed, half awake. For then my mind stills, all the worries pass away, and I’m happy, and content. When I’m awake my mind buzzes—the endless thoughts, worry, and the darkness. And that only truly goes away at the moment of somnolescence—just before the lights of the mind go out and the dreams come, that moment of blissful peace, where nothing can get at me—not from outside, from the world; and not from inside either.”

“That kinda explains why he used to spend so much time in his bedroom—or, I guess, his study.”

I turned another page, and pointed to two references to trying oxygen.

“He seems to have used Ted’s oxygen supply. Does that make sense?”

Horst shook his head. “No idea. I think it’s supposed to give you a high.”

“Well, Quentin sounds disappointed with the effects.”

We were both silent for a time.

“I guess,” I said at last, “the question is: Did Quentin want to die or not?”

“You mean—suicide?”

I nodded.

“But how?”

“I have no idea. But—I don’t know—I think this opens up a new set of ideas.” I smiled. “At least we’re making progress.”

Horst nodded and got up and stretched. “What about dinner?”

Dinner was, as usual, marvelous—this time a chicken and vegetable casserole, but spiced perfectly. Then we took the evening off from the diaries, and sat out on the balcony, talking about Quentin and sharing stories of our experiences with him.

“I think that he had one of the best hearts of anyone I ever knew,” Horst said.

I decided it was time to tell Horst about Quentin’s will. When I had finished, he was speechless, staring at me in horror.

“My God!” he murmured. “That’s why the cops think I did it!” He groaned. “Maybe I could refuse it.”

“If you like, but remember there are eight people listed in the will.”

Horst sighed and nodded. I reached out and took his hand in mine, and we were silent, looking out at the city at night, and feeling content.

* * * *

In the morning I resolved to go over Quentin’s diaries again. I worked in Quentin’s study, and took breaks only to eat meals with Horst. He spoke little, sensing I was deep in my own ruminations, but we hugged and kissed whenever we were together.

Horst said he wanted to visit someone—a friend, and that he would be back late if that was okay. I said of course it would, and that I’d probably be still at it when he got back. We had an early dinner, and then he left.

Once alone, I felt I needed to get out to clear my head. I drove down to the lake and sat on a bench on the pier, watching the sun go down. It was always a good place for me—for thinking. But nothing came; it just got more tantalizingly near. When I got back to Quentin’s condo, I was deeply considering the case, feeling there was still a shoe to drop, if that was the metaphor. Something still remained in the pieces I needed to make sense of, and come to some kind of conclusion.

Horst was still out. I had just got myself a beer from the fridge when my phone rang. It was from Sam. When I answered it, he said in an unexpectedly solemn voice, “Hi, Ian.”

I felt my stomach knot a bit at this.

“Everything okay?” I asked.

“No.”

“Oh. Okay. Um, what can I do for you?”

“Uh, could I come up? I’m outside the building now.”

“Oh! Uh, sure!”

I let him into the building, then sat down on the couch, wondering what was wrong.


Chapter 8: Trio in Trouble

“What’s up?” I said when I had opened the door and ushered him inside.

When I had closed the door, I looked at him in surprise. He seemed a totally different man from when I had left him just two hours earlier. I took his coat and he followed me into the living room.

“Have a seat,” I said, adding, “Beer?”

“Sure. Thanks.”

When I had handed him the beer, he held it in a distracted manner, looking at nothing. I sat down and sipped my own beer, looking him over. When his eyes finally met mine, he gave a weak smile.

“Could I crash here?”

I looked him over again, noticing how the shoulders, usually held proudly back, were slightly hunched now. He looked defeated. And, although he was far less virile-looking now, I found my heart go out to the man a bit. This was the piece that had been missing in him: humility and vulnerability.

I considered his request, and nodded. “Sure. There’s Ted’s old room. The furniture’s still there. It was Quentin’s apparently. And we’ll be able to find you some bedding, I’m sure.”

He gave a sad smile and nodded. “Thanks.”

I held up a forefinger. “But first, you’re going to have to tell me what’s up.”

He nodded again, but looked down at the floor. Then he seemed to realize he was holding a beer, and took a long swig before sighing and sitting back in the chair, resting his head against the top of the back.

“If you can,” I amended.

He sighed and took another mouthful of beer. When he had swallowed this, he sat up and looked at me.

“No, I can talk about it.”

I waited, but having announced his intention he said nothing more while he got through the beer. Finally, I got up and put a second one on the coffee table in front of him. He handed me the empty, and I took it to the kitchen.

When I got back, he had changed seats and was sitting on the couch.

“More comfortable,” he said, sinking back into the white softness of the couch’s exquisite padding. I nodded, and hesitated for a second. But I decided to keep my own seat, which meant we were sitting side-by-side. I put my arm along the top of the back of the couch, behind him. It felt comfortable, and a little more. He pressed his head back so that I could feel the soft fine texture of his hair against my forearm.

“I think,” he said at last, “that Debra and I are finished.”

“I’m sorry.”

He sighed. “She said she doesn’t like being married to a cop.”

I thought about this. “Weren’t you one when she married you?”

“Yeah. But she said that was different.”

“How’s that?”

Sam stared into the middle distance, shaking his head slowly. “No idea. She didn’t say.”

“Maybe it’s the uniform,” I suggested quietly.

He looked at me sidelong, and we both chuckled.

“You mean my being a detective? That it’s not as glamorous as being a cop on the beat or something? Well, maybe. Who knows?” Then he shook his head again. “Really, I don’t think that’s it. We weren’t—well, we weren’t on the same page, for some time; before I became a detective.”

“I’m sorry,” I said again.

He shrugged. “It felt like kind of not working, but vaguely—just the old sense of being a real couple having gone.” He stopped then, and there was silence for a while. “But then, not too long ago her brother got arrested for dealing drugs. I figure that must have been what pushed her over the edge. She did a lot of yelling at the time, about the ‘system,’ how personal choice should be everyone’s right, that sort of thing.

“I kind of agreed with her, in principle, but I mean, the laws are there. I don’t know.”

“You said he was dealing.”

“Yeah. That’s right. I told her that, but it didn’t seem to matter. Her family was always a bit anti-establishment, but now I think she sees me as a member of the enemy.”

“What happened with her brother?”

“He was convicted. Three days ago. That was probably what brought things to a head, made my being a cop unforgivable to her.”

I got him another beer, which he took with a thanks.

“You know, we haven’t been intimate since that trouble with her brother started. And I never went elsewhere—except for, you know, that business with you, which I kind of thought didn’t count. It was just, like you said, relief. Well, I figured I would wait her out, be faithful in my own way—you know, the old traditional thing.

“Anyway,” he paused and gave a bark of bitter laughter, “Tonight I found out that she hasn’t been waiting me out, not at all.” He paused, then added, “His name is Frank. He’s kind of a low-life, mixes with vaguely illegal activities, but he’s smart. And he’s never been caught—except by me, with her, tonight—in our bed.”

Ouch! I thought. I looked over at Sam, and saw that virile male again. Talking about his problem seemed to have dissolved his air of defeat. Now he looked angry.

I put a hand on his thigh and gave it a comforting squeeze. The contact, however, produced a sexual thrill. I didn’t remove my hand, and he gave me a startled look.

I smiled at him. “You look tense.”

He stared, and laughed. I felt something come alive in him. I ran my hand along his thigh.

In response to my action, he allowed his legs to fall apart, which I decided was my invitation.

I got up, stretched, then moved to between his legs, knelt down, and pushed my face against the crotch of his trousers. At this he chuckled, which surprised me. I pulled back slightly, and looked up at him.

He was grinning. “And me not even in my uniform.”

“As far as I’m concerned,” I said, moving forward again, “you’ll always be in your uniform.”

Sam laughed and leaned back, his hands behind his head. I reached up, unbuckled his belt, and lowered the zipper.

A minute later, I had him groaning.

We were well into it, and Sam was groaning, when I felt his hands suddenly pushing on my shoulders. Instinctively I resisted, sensing the imminent climax. Whatever his problem was, I wanted his cum in my mouth and wanted it badly, so I redoubled my efforts and the pressure on my shoulders lessened as he groaned even louder and bucked while his cock pulsed and shot hot semen into my throat. I moaned with satisfaction and held my lips in place until the climax was complete.

Then I sat back and looked up at him—and saw a changed man.

“What?” I said, puzzled.

Sam jerked his head towards the hallway. “Horst!” he whispered. “He came in!”

“What!” I got unsteadily to my feet and looked around, then back at Sam. “You sure?”

Sam had gotten to his feet as well. He nodded. “Yeah. I tried to push you away when I heard the click of the front door lock.”

“Oh!”

Sam grinned despite himself. “You sure were kind of impossible to detach.”

I grinned back, a bit half-heartedly. “Maybe you weren’t trying that hard.”

“I was, actually.”

I shrugged. “Well, you know: man enjoys his work, hard to get him out of the office.” Then I shook my head rapidly to clear it of lust, and said, “Where did he go? Did you see him?”

“Yeah! He walked right past. I was kind of busy—climaxing! I didn’t get a really good look. But it was him alright. He walked past, down the hall. Then I heard his door close.”

“Ouch!” I said.

“Well, I’d probably better go then,” Sam said unhappily.

I shook my head. “No. It’s not your fault. And if there is any trouble, you’re still welcome here. You can stay in Ted’s room.”

I led him to the bedroom, and turned on the light.

“Wow!”

The place was spotless, the bed made up like a four-star hotel. I smiled at him.

“It’s Horst. He’s kind of a superman as a housekeeper.”

Sam nodded. Then he said, “I guess that means he cleans everything.”

“You have no idea.”

“No,” he said. “What I meant was, if he cleans everything that would mean no fingerprints.”

“Huh!” I was momentarily distracted by a thought that almost came to me then, but veered away. “Well, the bathroom’s across the hall. And you know where the kitchen is, help yourself.”

“You sure it’s okay?”

I considered, then nodded.

“Thanks!”

“No problem—officer!” I grinned at his startled look at my lisping the last word, then went out and closed his door behind me. I turned and looked at the door at the end of the hall, which was Horst’s bedroom. It was closed and, I suspected, locked as well.

It was.

I knocked, not too loudly, but got no response. After knocking again, a little louder, I gave it up. Well, I told myself, this is your first time ‘sleeping on the couch.’ I shrugged as I turned away. It was part of every relationship.

I didn’t, of course, sleep on the actual couch, not with Quentin’s room unoccupied. It didn’t bother me that the murder, or whatever it was, had happened in that room, in that bed. I wasn’t made that way. But I did suffer from heartache over what I thought might be a major, and possibly fatal, issue between me and Horst.

* * * *

The next morning, I awoke to the best surprise possible: Horst was sleeping next to me—not touching, but still, there—in Quentin’s bed. I turned to face him and stared at him. After several minutes I watched him wake up.

At the first quivering of those pale gold eyelashes I felt my heart begin to pound. Then there was the increased breathing, the slight movements of an arm, and finally the opening of those beautiful blue eyes, which, since he was facing me, slowly focused on me.

A slight frown appeared on his brow and he said, “Why are you smiling?”

I didn’t know I was smiling. But now I smiled wider and said, “Can’t I smile if I’ve got a beautiful man next to me in bed?”

He seemed to consider this, but before he said anything, I reached out a hand and tentatively stroked his cheek.

He didn’t respond, and I felt him raise a slight wall, which caused my heart to twist slightly.

“Look,” I said. “I’m sorry about last night.”

He said nothing.

“Sam,” I continued, “Detective Solomon, I mean—he was thrown out by his wife, or something. He needed a place to stay.”

The frown on Horst’s face deepened. “And a blow-job?”

“Oh, right. How about I tell you about that after we get up?”

He didn’t respond, not even to shake his head, but continued to study my face. His frown slowly gave way to an expression of quiet sadness, which was worse than the frown. His eyes became shiny with tears, and then these started to flow down his face. I felt paralyzed, not knowing what to do.

“Please,” I said at last, “please, say something.”

He gave me a slight nod and closed his eyes. When he opened them again, he seemed to have mastered his emotion, though he still looked sad and hurt.

“I know it’s crazy,” he said quietly. “I mean, that I can’t do the thing that most people do: walk away or put up a wall. I think—I think I’ve had walls up all my life; too scared.” He closed his eyes again, and two tears leaked from them. Then he sniffed and opened them again, and this time there was a little pride in them.

“But I’m not going to, I don’t know, cling, or pursue you, either—”

This little speech so twisted my heart that when he paused, I reached out and grasped his hand, holding it and kissing it.

“Please!” I said fiercely, “listen to what I have to say first, okay?”

He gave another small nod. I composed myself to speak only truth.

“I just want to say,” I began, “as far as you are concerned—well, whatever else, you come first. Okay?” I sniffed, fighting back my own tears. “Whatever you have to say, whatever you decide to do, just remember that, accept it: you come first with me.”

I kissed his hand again, and shook my head. “You have no idea how important you are to me. I can’t say how much—”

I broke off, seeing that Horst was weeping freely now, his massive shoulders shaking. He turned his head into the pillow, as if ashamed of this display. I reached out and gently pulled him into my arms, holding him to me and kissing his face and lips.

The tears might have put me off if it had been anyone else. But with Horst, I felt what he had said. He wasn’t clinging or needy. He was just expressing the profundity and depth of his love. This was him, and the realization awed me. Thinking of the previous night, I judged myself unworthy of that kind of love. But I wasn’t going down that road either. Worthy or not, I was sure of my love for Horst. I took hold of his head and forced him to look at me.

“And,” I said, my voice strong and sure, “just so you know, there is no way I’m ever ditching you. If nothing else, please understand and believe that.”

He moved closer against me at this, and encouraged by his reaction, I continued.

“Look, I’m not saying anything about forever, man. I mean, I know that time is the great enemy of love. I want to keep strictly to what I know to be true. But what I hope, and what I truly believe, is that we stand as good a chance as any love ever, of lasting us a lifetime.”

He was quiet then, his weeping ended, and the sense of closeness, of being together, physically and emotionally, was bliss. I let it go on for several minutes, waiting for Horst to make the next move. When he did, pulling away slightly so he could look into my face, I saw that magic had in fact occurred. His expression was one of love, open and radiant. He didn’t look happy, exactly, but I had hope.

“As for Sam—Detective Solomon—” I began.

He shook his head and put a hand over my mouth. I kissed it, but he kept it there, and finally I nodded.

After another minute or so, he sighed, and melted against me again.

Sometime later, I felt impelled to say, “Shouldn’t we talk about it?”

He pulled away from me, and looked at me seriously.

“Okay,” he said. “But I just want to say that I shouldn’t be surprised. I mean, you’re both cops, or you were one, and you’re both smart—”

Now it was my turn to put a hand over his mouth as I glared at him.

“Don’t you ever,” I growled, “say that kind of thing again!”

“But—” he managed to say, despite my hand.

“No!” I said. “And don’t say it’s true. What I’m saying is, it’s just not relevant, okay?”

“But—”

“No! Hear me out.”

He nodded and I lowered my hand.

“Look,” I said. “I’ve known lots of smart people, and I have come to the conclusion that smart isn’t important for a relationship. It’s this that matters.” I tapped the center of his chest. “And as to that,” I had to blink for the tears that formed in my eyes, “you are Olympic calibre. Okay?”

He regarded me for a few seconds, then nodded.

“It’s like Quentin,” I continued. “He only ever had people around him with good hearts. His ideal being the proverbial heart of gold.” I sniffed. “I don’t know what happened, or didn’t happen between you two, but as far as I’m concerned you are that heart of gold. Okay?”

Horst didn’t say anything, but laid his head against my shoulder. That, I thought, was my answer—and it was enough.

It was only later, after we had showered and were sitting down to breakfast that Horst brought the matter up again. He did so by looking at me with a puzzled expression.

“What?”

“I was just wondering.”

“Okay. Wondering what?”

“I was just wondering, after everything we said, what that means for you and Detective Solomon. I mean, last night looked kind of intense.”

I looked at him, thinking again how beautiful he was. Then I shrugged and gave a weak laugh. “It means I give a good blow-job. That’s pretty much it.”

Horst looked at me and nodded minutely. Still, I had the sense that he was agreeing with me only partly, and keeping his own opinion.

“You think there’s more to it than that?” I asked.

He shrugged. “Don’t know.”

I considered. “And he kind of looks up to me, and wants to learn from me. I think that’s a big part of it.”

Horst nodded slowly. Then he smiled. “I believe you,” he murmured, and, taking my hand, kissed it. We continued to hold hands as we finished our breakfast, and I took comfort in that. He was holding my hand, and that, I decided, was the main thing.


Chapter 9: Missing Pieces

After breakfast, Horst went out to do some shopping. I went and knocked on Ted’s bedroom door.

There was no answer, and when I opened the door, I saw that Sam had left. His pack was still there, however.

I extracted a pair of latex gloves from my pocket, and went to the closet, where I began to examine the oxygen cylinders, shifting each to do this. Again, I was struck with the size of the cylinders, thinking that Ted’s oxygen parties must use up a lot of the stuff. The cylinders being upright, I moved them one at a time by rotating it on its rounded lower end, sort of cork-screwing it along the floor, shifting them out of the closet and leaning them carefully against the wall of the bedroom.

There were six cylinders, each exactly the same except for a unit number on the attached cardboard tag. On the cylinder itself everything was the same, including the label containing a yellow diamond with the word Oxygen in black at the center of this. To either side of the diamond was text, including the warning: Do not remove this label. I tried doing just that and found it impossible; the labels were glued on really well.

When I had examined all the cylinders, I went to the closet itself, which I suspected hadn’t been searched properly. Surprisingly, the space was relatively free of dust. I had the image of Horst doing just what I had done, and vacuuming, possibly even wiping down the inside surfaces of the closet.

I had my pocket flashlight with me, and I examined the space by its light. I had almost given up hope when I noticed something stuck to the side wall, near the floor. Squatting down, I saw it was a small, rectangular piece of orange paper. I pulled it away from the wall. It was an orange Post-it note that must have fallen off something.

On it was written: “N,O”

I wondered whether the comma between the letters was deliberate, or just a squiggle, that the word was simply: no.

I took it into the kitchen, placed it on the table, and got my fingerprint kit. Applying the dust, I took a picture with my phone of the partial fingerprint that emerged. There was only the one. On the other side the print was smudged away.

I got out a piece of wax paper from a drawer, folded it, and placed the Post-it in between. Then I put the whole thing into my wallet.

I returned to examine the four cylinders again. One of the four was different, in that it was the only one on which the seal was broken. The gauge on the top of this cylinder registered zero, and when I turned the valve, there was no hissing sound.

I dusted the entire surface of the cylinder, and took pictures of a number of fingerprints, whole and partial. I downloaded the pictures to my laptop and compared them with other fingerprints I had in my case file using the digital match utility.

Several of the fingerprints on the cylinder matched Horst or Quentin. There were several other prints too, but none was the same as the single print on the Post-it note. This, I felt certain, was significant.

I made myself a coffee, dressed, and by the time I had finished, had a battle plan. Going downstairs, I called Detective Solomon, asking him to set up an interview for me.

“You think you’ve got something?”

“I think,” I said, “that I’ve got everything. But I have to check first.”

I heard an intake of breath.

“You want me there?”

“I don’t think so. Not at this stage. Just get me the interview. I’ll get back to you when I know more.”

“Okay,” he said. “I’ll make sure they’re ready for you when you get there.”

“Many thanks,” I said, and ended the call. I got into my car and headed out of town, to the industrial yards.

* * * *

The sign read The Frontenac Gasworks, and when I gave my name to the security guard, was waved through. “Thank heaven for the cops,” I murmured to myself as I pulled into the visitor parking lot and got out of my car.

While I waited for the man to arrive, I walked along the storage area running my eye down the rows of cylinders. To the left were row upon row of cylinders with labels sporting the yellow oxygen diamond shape. But to the right were several rows with different labels. These had a yellow diamond joined with a green diamond. I looked closer—and felt a wash of cold pass through me. The yellow diamond said Oxidizer, the green diamond, Non-flammable gas, but the largest text on the label, to the left of these diamonds, said, Nitrous Oxide USP.

I lowered my head, closed my eyes, and murmured, “Yes!”

“Mr. McQueen?” said a voice behind me.

I turned. It was the foreman, and with him was a smaller man.

“This is the guy you want,” the foreman said. “You can use my office if you like.”

I nodded and followed the foreman to his office. He left us there and I sat down, looking across the littered desk at the man who was looking back at me in a defensive manner.

“You delivered to the Smith condominium unit?” I asked, and gave the address of the building.

The man, after swallowing, nodded.

I passed him a pad of paper and a pen. “Could you draw a diagram of what you remember of the Smith unit?”

The man stared at me, then nodded and began to draw. I watched him.

“And could you label it? Please print rather than write?”

He looked at me, puzzled.

I smiled and shrugged. “I have trouble reading handwriting.”

When he had labeled the rooms he knew, and drawn an arrow to where he deposited and picked up the cylinders, I took the pad back and examined it. Then I got out my fingerprint dust and, with him watching, mouth slightly open, I dusted the paper and took a photograph of his fingerprints.

I opened my tablet and displayed the orange Post-it fingerprint beside the one I had just photographed. After comparing these, I turned the tablet around and pointed to the orange one.

“That,” I said, “was found on a Post-it inside the closet where you deposit and retrieve the gas cylinders.”

The man’s face reddened.

“You see?” I put the pad he had made the diagram on, and where I had circled the “O” in bedroom, and the “N” in kitchen; he had used all capitals. “These two letters show a marked similarity to the letters written on the Post-it, though on the latter the writing is a bit messier.”

The man stared, but he said nothing.

“And this,” I added, pointing with my pen to the comma between the two letters on the Post-it. “I wasn’t sure what that was there for. But then I remembered. It wasn’t a comma, just a jotted number, part of a formula: N2O—nitrous oxide; laughing gas, which you have stored up right next to the oxygen in the dock area.”

The man had turned white now. He was staring at me in something approaching horror.

“Now, the cylinder,” I continued. “It has none of your prints on it. I imagine you wiped them off, or perhaps you wear gloves when doing a delivery.” Without waiting for a response, I added, “But the oxygen label—I have to admit, you did a good job with the gluing there. It’s just the same as the other cylinders. I haven’t removed it, but I imagine if I do, I might find the nitrous oxide label underneath. What do you think?”

He looked at me now with something like pleading in his eyes.

“Okay,” I said. “Now that I know what you did, I’d like to know why?”

He stared at me for several seconds, then he kind of crumpled. His head sank down and he put his hands over it, elbows on the desk. I could hear the sound of sobbing. I waited.

When he raised his head and wiped his eyes on his sleeve, he nodded. He looked defeated.

“I just wanted to fool him,” he said in a thin voice.

“Fool whom?”

“Q-Quentin.” His voice quavered as he said the name. He paused, and then the words came out in a rush. “I didn’t mean to hurt him. I mean, it’s only nitrous oxide. The stuff’s used all the time in dental offices. It’s not dangerous!”

“Unless overused,” I corrected, and he stared at me in open-mouthed horror.

“B-but, I mean—I didn’t know—I mean, how—?”

I shook my head slowly. “That isn’t what I’m asking you. I’m just asking why you did it. Was it really just a lark?”

The man looked at me. His lower lip quivered, and he shook his head.

“He hurt me. I was angry.”

“Because he didn’t want more than just casual sex?”

The man’s eyes widened.

“You spent over an hour on a number of occasions. The corridor outside the apartment has a security camera.”

He licked his lips, nodded. “Yeah. I guess, I kind of fell for the guy.” His face crumpled and he shook his head violently. “I didn’t want to hurt him, though. Just—” He broke off.

“Just what?”

“Ruin his fun.” He looked at me, his face a mask of misery. “You know, fool him, play a trick.” He deflated again, this time to the point of laying his head on the desk top, buried in his arms. I looked at him for a little while.

“Okay,” I said at last. “I think I believe you.”

He shifted slightly, perhaps a shrug, but didn’t lift his head.

“Could you,” I added, “write out what you just told me, and sign it?”

Slowly, he raised his head, and looked at me, his eyes tear-filled. He swallowed, and nodded wearily.

Twenty minutes later I was driving back to the city. I was heading to the police station.

* * * *

Sam met me in the same interrogation room, though because the cameras were off it was not official. I told him the story, and his expression of amazement increased as I talked.

“So,” he said at last when I had finished. “What does that make it then?”

“I don’t know. You’re the police. You have to decide whether it was simple death by misadventure or whether there was some culpability on Mr. Henderson’s part.”

Sam rubbed his jaw. Then he looked at me.

“What do you think?”

But I smiled and shook my head. “You first. I’m just a P.I.”

“Just a P.I!” he cried. “My boss was right. You are amazing!”

I did my best to look modest, and after a short interval, Sam recovered himself and considered the question he had put.

“Might be reckless endangerment causing death.”

I nodded. “That’s what I was thinking. Great minds think alike.”

Sam beamed. He fairly radiated confidence and virility now. I was pleasant just watching him.

“I’ll go to the captain with this,” he said at last. “I’ve got to do the report first.”

I nodded. “I’d like to emphasize,” I said, “that it was your case. I only assisted. I don’t want credit for anything in particular. Say what you like.”

“You’re kidding!” he said, getting to his feet.

I shook my head.

“Wow!” he said, walking around restlessly. “I feel like celebrating!”

“Well,” I said. “I have to tell Horst. He’ll be relieved. Why don’t you come over later, after you get off?”

“Would that be okay?” he said.

“Yeah,” I reassured him. “Only—”

“Only what?”

“Well, I’d like you to come with a good attitude.”

He stared. “Yeah. Of course. Why shouldn’t I?”

I grimaced. “Well,” I said, looking up at the cameras whose red lights were off. “You look a little tense.”

I left him considerably more relaxed, and headed home to tell Horst about the case, and about a dinner guest.

* * * *

When Solomon arrived Horst was out, picking up champagne. Any tension that might have dominated things was set aside by his excited observation: “He went for it! The delivery guy, Henderson. How did you know?”

I shrugged. “I just had the impression that he really loved Quentin. He didn’t want to hurt him, not really. He just made a mistake, and I guess he wants to do the right thing: penance if you like.”

“Wow!” Sam said. “You really get people.”

I grinned and said in a pseudo-Bogart voice, “Well, stick with me, kid, and you’ll learn plenty.”

To my surprise, Sam didn’t smile. Instead his eyes widened and they began to glisten with unshed tears. He seemed almost fearful, shy.

“I—I’d like to, Ian. If that’s okay with you.”

I stared at him for a second before it hit me. Then I became shy. This was a very different Detective Sam. The cockiness was gone, though the virility wasn’t. He was a male at a crisis point, and he was enduring it, I had to admit, manfully. It made his physical attributes all that much more attractive. I thought momentarily of Horst, but dismissed that concern. This was someone in distress. I stepped forward and put my hands on his shoulder.

“I’d like that,” I said, and, leaning forward, kissed him gently on the lips.

His response was passionate, so much so that his lips seemed to tremble with emotion.

Then he pulled me into an embrace and we held each other, and the feeling was warm and wonderful, reassuring, strong, and heart-filling. We remained like that for several minutes, before he pulled away.

When he did so, he looked at me seriously.

“What will Horst say? I mean—I kind of know you two are an item.”

I nodded. “I don’t know,” I said. “But I think Horst won’t mind, if he feels sure of my feelings for him.”

Sam coughed uncomfortably, then said awkwardly, “Well, if he doesn’t then he’s just plain blind. I saw the way you look at each other—” He broke off and turned away. “Sorry!” he murmured, still not facing me. “It’s just—kind of—I don’t know.” He laughed gently. “Funny! I can’t even say what I feel about it. I don’t know if it’s envy, wanting to join in—to be part of things, admiration, awe, or just plain wanting the world to have more of that sort of thing.”

I nodded. “What about the second option?”

“What?”

“The second feeling you mentioned.”

“What? Oh! Wanting to join in?”

I nodded again. He laughed in surprise.

“You’re kidding!”

“I’m not. I know that you find Horst attractive, and I suspect he finds you the same—or will when he gets over the fact that you’re a cop. I mean, he’s with me now, and I’m an ex-cop, so that should be a good starting point for his growth there.”

“What? A—what’s it called?”

“Ménage à trois?”

“Yeah. Do things like that work?”

“I have no idea. It might be interesting to try—if you’re interested.”

“Oh, I’m interested! I just don’t want to complicate things for you—and him.”

“Okay. What say we take it as it comes, then? No actual planning. There’s a third bedroom after all. Just keep everything open-minded, and open-hearted.”

“Fair enough.”

 

THE END
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