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The Sticking Place

The first meeting and first date of Newt and Leigh from ‘Waiting for Ru’

 

Leigh had been told to be there at eight to catch the pathologist before he started work. He’d had every intention of being there early and it was now almost nine o’clock. He hated being late. Really hated it. He’d rather be an hour early than a minute late. He had his strict parents and boarding school to thank for that, along with a near obsession with tidiness and cleanliness. He’d left a message for Dr Newton Sanders, apologising, but Leigh was pissed off with himself for not being there on time. Events conspiring against him was not an acceptable excuse. 

On call last night, Leigh should have been off duty by seven, but had crawled out of bed just before five to go and see an alpaca that was having problems giving birth. It turned out that she was having twins. Rare and undesirable in that particular animal, but it happened. Two live babies—crias—were eventually delivered, and everyone was happy, including him. Leigh set off home only to get stuck behind a broken-down tractor. He still wasn’t running late when he reached his house, but he made his shower quick rather than leisurely, grabbed a coffee to go rather than sit at the table and take his time, only to find the road blocked en route to Dorchester, which forced him on a six-mile detour. Running out of petrol was the final straw. That had never happened to him before. It was almost as if fate didn’t want him to make this journey. 

  After he’d shown his ID at reception, he was escorted further into the building, handed over to someone else, then yet another person and found himself stranded in a viewing area overlooking an ongoing autopsy. Leigh didn’t think he was supposed to be watching this. Who had they thought he was? Below him were three men. Only two of them were breathing. The dead one looked…very dead. A bloated corpse with vascular marbling, and dark discoloration of his skin and soft tissue. A Y-shaped incision had been made, his skin peeled back, and a guy was up to his elbows in the chest cavity. It seemed likely this was who Leigh needed to talk to. 

The pathologist looked up, as if he sensed Leigh watching, and a moment later, Leigh heard his voice over the speaker. 

“Dr Mitchell, I presume. If you’re not, fuck off because this is private.”

“Dr Sanders? I’m sorry I was late. I—”

“Call me Newt. You’ll have to wait now while I determine if this poor guy was dead before or after he hit the water. You can go away and eat a nice hearty breakfast or stay and admire my…technique.”

“I’ll wait.” The idea of eating didn’t appeal; Leigh could imagine how bad the corpse smelt. But Newt Sanders did appeal.

Leigh had a thing about accents and this one was as cut-glass as you could get. He couldn’t even see the pathologist’s face or his body. He had no idea how old he was. He was wearing blue theatre scrubs, an apron, big white wellies, a mask, a face visor over that and gloves. And he was splattered with…gunk. 

“Going to watch?” The tone was one of amazement.

“I’m admiring your…technique.”

Leigh left the same gap between the words that Newt had. 

The pathologist paid him no more attention. He was confident and skilled. He sounded thorough in his description of what he was doing and what he found, but most impressively as far as Leigh was concerned, he was caring. He had several different voices, all with that same plummy accent. A formal one for the recording device detailing his findings. A friendlier one where he asked for a piece of equipment or explained things to his technician. And a gentle voice for the dead guy, almost apologising for what he was doing and promising to get to the bottom of what had happened to him. 

Leigh was impressed, partly because he knew the job Newt was doing was in many ways misunderstood. Often seen as the nerds of medicine, pathologists were perceived to be not good with people, and that all they did were autopsies. Misconceptions, just as people assumed vets spent all their time sticking their hands up animals’ backsides or chopping the nuts off innocent males. The person Newt was working on might be dead, but he’d been someone’s son, husband, father, brother, friend and Leigh could feel Newt appreciated that. The dead man had no voice, only that of Newt. This wasn’t a dignified way to end, but Newt’s respectful treatment of the body made this less difficult than it might have been. 

When Newt finally removed his apron and peeled off his gloves, Leigh realised he’d been watching him for nearly two hours. He straightened as Newt looked up at him. 

“I need to shower. I’ll be with you in fifteen minutes, Dr Mitchell.”

“Leigh.”

Newt nodded. Leigh was lost and he didn’t even know what the guy looked like. Or if he was gay. 

 

When the door at the end of the viewing area opened, Leigh stepped forward. Was this him? The guy heading towards him was about his height but there the resemblance ended. Newt had pierced ears, not just one piercing but little stars all the way down the shell, pierced eyebrows and a ring through his lip. His hair was short, spiky, wet and pink. His blue eyes were bright and the amused look on his face told Leigh that he was waiting for a reaction.

In the second Leigh had to decide how to react, he went for humour and hoped Newt got it. Leigh took out his wallet and held it out with shaking fingers. 

“Don’t hurt me. Take what you need, but please leave the photo of my dog.”

Newt growled. An honest-to-God growl and Leigh felt it as a stroke of his cock. 

“Now you have your wallet out, you can buy me a late breakfast. Cutting up dead bodies makes me hungry.”

Leigh put his wallet away and held out his hand. “Nice to meet you.”

Newt put his hand in Leigh’s. “I think it might be nice to meet you too. Come on. I know a good place where we can eat and you can show me that picture of your dog.”

“I don’t have a dog.”

Newt turned to him and laughed, and Leigh tried to catch his breath, catch his…anything, catch hold of a reasonable thought other than the one that was shoving persistently into his head. 

He couldn’t have said what route Newt led him on. He was too distracted by listening to him talk. He was moaning about the football team he supported, Brighton and Hove Albion, and Leigh hated football, had zero interest in it, but the way Newt spoke so passionately about his team… well, Leigh was mesmerised. They ended up outside some greasy spoon café where the floor looked cleaner than the tables and none of the clientele looked a day younger than eighty, or that they had a home. Not Leigh’s sort of place.

Newt pushed open the door and gestured for Leigh to go in first. Leigh’s manners prevented him from showing how reluctant he felt. Newt ordered a full English at the counter and looked at Leigh.

“I’ll have the same.”

“And two teas,” Newt added. He paid while Leigh fumbled to get his wallet out.

Newt chuckled. “You clearly operate better under stress, whipping that wallet out when thought you were going to be robbed.”

“You know I was joking.” Leigh smiled. “Let me pay.”

“Nope. My treat. You can pay when we have tea at the Ritz.”

Leigh’s heart jumped. A flippant remark but… They walked to a table in the corner and Leigh brushed the crumbs off the seat before he dropped down.

“I’m sorry I was late,” he said. “I left a message. It was a catalogue of disasters this morning, mostly to do with traffic and blocked roads. Though I did start the day helping an alpaca give birth.”

“Picture?”

“You want proof?” Leigh took out his phone and showed him the shot of the babies suckling.

“So cute.” Newt stared at the picture for longer than Leigh had thought he would. “They can be house-trained, can’t they? Knit yourself a jumper out of their wool. You could get one instead of a dog.”

“My hours are too difficult to have a pet.”

“That’s a shame.”

Their food arrived and Leigh had never seen such a huge plate of food in his life. He could almost feel his arteries shuddering. 

“You wanted to talk to me about a horse found at a crime scene?” Newt began to eat.

“Yes. Though it wasn’t classified as a crime scene. A guy died. It looked as though his horse had kicked him.”

“And you don’t think it did?”

“No.”

“Has there been an autopsy?”

“Yes, and the coroner’s ruled it an accidental death. I don’t think it was. The police aren’t interested.”

“Where did the horse kick him?”

“Middle of his forehead.” Leigh tentatively put a piece of bacon in his mouth. Not bad. 

“The horse was found at the scene, so do you think a different horse kicked him or not a horse at all?”

“Not a horse.”

Newt raised his eyebrows. “Did the size of the hoof print on the guy’s head match the horseshoe? Can that be checked? Were there any other significant finds at the autopsy? Why is not accidental?”

“I don’t believe anyone checked the size of the horseshoe and compared it to the mark on the guy’s head. But if they had, they’d have seen that it didn’t match.”

“You’re sure about that? Can it be checked now?”

“The horse was reshod a day later.”

“Oh. Suspicious. What do you think happened?”

“I’m the vet who’s looked after that horse for years. Billy is gentle. I just can’t see him kicking his owner. Robert was as devoted to Billy as Billy was to him. But Robert’s brother wanted him to sell the farm after their father had died. Robert refused. He told me he’d offered to buy his brother out over time but he could only afford to do it gradually. Not good enough for Peter. I suspect he needed the money urgently.”

“So there’s a motive.”

“I think Peter mounted a horseshoe onto a piece of wood, made it a weapon and slammed it onto his brother’s head.”

Newt stopped eating and stared. “Right. Which way up was the mark on the head?”

He believes me. “The wrong way up for the horse to have kicked back at him. Billy would have to have reared up and kicked forward. Except he was tethered when I got there and the policeman I spoke to said they’d not touched him or been near him in case he kicked out at them.”

“And the police didn’t listen to what you said?”

“Dead guy with a clear horseshoe shaped mark on his forehead lying a few feet from the back of the horse. Slam dunk. Accidental death.”

“Who did the autopsy?”

“Dr Henry Bauer. Do you know him?”

“I’ve met him. Leave it with me. I’ll see what I can find out.”

“Thank you.”

“So were you and Robert friends?”

“Only as vet and client. He was a good man. I liked him.”

“You like good men?”

Leigh met Newt’s gaze across the table. “Only if they have pink hair.”

“I’m a wolf in sheep’s clothing,” Newt said. “Bad to the bone.”

“You didn’t ask me if I liked bad men.”

“Do you?”

“Only if they have pink hair and piercings.”

Newt laughed. He pushed the remains of his breakfast away. “I have to get back to work. Would you like to go out with me one night?”

Leigh nodded. 

“How brave are you? Club, meal, cinema or a surprise?”

Shit. Leigh wanted to say a club but his mouth came out with “Surprise.”

Newt pushed to his feet. “I’ll give you a call.”

 

 

Newt walked back to work with a spring in his step. He loved solving mysteries so the death-by-horse was right up his street. So was the strait-laced veterinarian in his buttoned-up shirt and thin blue tie. It looked as though he ironed creases into his trousers. Newt chucked. Unexpectedly, Leigh had made him laugh. Newt would give him a chance. 

He didn’t get the opportunity to get in touch with Henry Bauer until after lunch. By then, Newt had read the original autopsy report and the notes from the police. There was nothing about the horse being tethered. It made a difference. There was no way the upside-down U mark on the victim’s head could have been caused by a horse kicking backwards or a tethered horse kicking forwards.

Bauer agreed with him, albeit reluctantly. They both did a bit of railing at police work being shoddy, and Newt left him to sort out the problem of reopening the investigation. 

 

 

By the time Newt met Leigh for their date a week later, the police had arrested Robert’s brother and charged him with murder. The cobbled-together weapon had even been found on the farm. Sometimes criminals were imbeciles. Newt and Leigh had talked on the phone several times, and Newt was excited about that night. But then he was always excited about a date, less excited when the relationship fizzled out like a damp firework which was what usually happened. Still, he hoped.

When he saw Leigh heading towards him, Newt walked straight into his arms and kissed him. He knew Leigh was shocked, but this was another of Newt’s tactics. If Leigh couldn’t cope with PDAs then he couldn’t cope with Newt. So far Leigh had passed all tests with flying colours. 

And he was passing this one too. The kiss was deep and hot, and by the time they moved apart, they were both hard. 

“Glad to see me then?” Leigh asked.

“I worried you’d back out.”

“I’ve never looked forward to something so much in my life. What are we doing? Bowling? Climbing? Eating in the dark? Teddy Bear Museum? Maumbury rings?”

Newt slid his hand into Leigh’s and smiled when Leigh wrapped his fingers around his. 

“Nope.” Newt tugged Leigh along the street and down a side street. “Keep guessing.”

“Lock-in mystery? Walking tour of Dorchester? Treasure hunt? A Shakespeare production?”

Newt slammed to a halt. “You were doing so well. Shakespeare? Really?”

“They’re doing it in the nude.”

Newt felt his jaw drop, then caught the look on Leigh’s face. “Right.”

He began walking again and came to a halt in front of a small shop front.

“Oh God,” Leigh muttered. 

“You don’t have to have anything done. You can just watch me. Or you can stick your courage to the sticking place.” 

“Can I, Lady Macbeth? So you do know some Shakespeare.”

“Was it possible to get through school unscathed? I think not.”

Newt let go of Leigh’s hand, pushed open the door and they went in. 

“Newt!” Daniel came over and hugged him. “How are you?”

“Excellent, thanks. This is Leigh. He’s undecided. I’ll go first. He’ll either faint, run or maybe find his sticking place.”

Newt took off his jacket, peeled off his shirt and sat on the tattooist’s chair. Going up the left side of his body was a line of small tattooed hearts. Just the outline, not filled in. On his right arm, he had a coloured dragon rising over his bicep and curling onto his shoulder and down to his right pec which had a bar piercing at the dragon’s mouth. There were more tattoos, more piercings, but they weren’t visible. If this was too much, then the rest would freak Leigh out. 

The man in question stood staring and when Newt smiled, he did too. 

“You don’t really think I’d faint, do you?” Leigh asked. “I had to stuff a prolapsed womb back inside a cow today. You feel like you’re having your arm swallowed.”

“Which arm?” Newt asked. 

“Right.”

“Noted.”

Leigh laughed. 

When Newt’s seventh heart had been added to the line, and a dressing applied, he rose to his feet. “Thanks, Daniel.”

“Am I going to be filling that heart in eventually?” The tattooist glanced at Leigh.

“We’ll see.” Newt turned to Leigh. “Piercing or tattoo or nothing?” 

Leigh took off his jacket and rolled up the sleeve on his shirt. “9.9.19 on my wrist. Small.” Then he gulped. 

“Your backside would be less painful,” Newt said. 

Leigh widened his eyes, but held out his wrist. 

“Is it to remind you of how stupid you were to agree to this?” Newt asked.

“Yes, in case it turns out not to be a romantic reminder of the first day we met. I thought about a waterlogged corpse but decided against.”

Newt laughed. He put his shirt and jacket back on as Daniel did Leigh’s tattoo. He hadn’t thought Leigh would agree. It wasn’t a deal breaker. He wanted to give Leigh a chance. More than a chance. Leigh didn’t even flinch as the needles darted in and out of his skin. 

Daniel did a good job and once Leigh was wrapped up, Newt went to pay.

When they were outside the shop, Newt pulled Leigh into his arms and kissed him again. It was hard to stop once he’d started. 

“Now what?” Leigh asked when they came up for air. 

“Now you get fuck me.”

“My wrist’s killing me.”

“You need to use your wrist? Colour me intrigued.”

Leigh took Newt’s hand. “Not as intrigued as me. But can I choose where we go on our next date?”

“Yes. That only seems fair.”

“How do you feel about jumping out of a plane?”

“That it serves me right?”

They both laughed. Newt really hoped Leigh wasn’t serious. 

But he was. Turns out the quiet Dr Mitchell was full of surprises. 
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