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      “Aimer, ce n'est pas se regarder l'un l'autre, c'est regarder ensemble dans la même direction.”

      (Love doesn’t mean gazing at each other, but looking, together, in the same direction.)

      Antoine de Saint-Exupéry
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      He’d heard the story a hundred times.  Before he was four, he had it memorized in his head, as only a toddler can do.  His papa found a woman collapsed in an alley, clutching her large belly.  He slipped his coat under her, and as he screamed for an ambulance, she gave birth right there, in his arms, to a baby boy no bigger than his hand.

      It was the tail end of January, and the streets of Paris were all-but frozen.  They were steps away from the banks of the Seine, and it took the paramedics almost too long to get to them.  The small infant was barely breathing, and Noel Blum had no idea what to do.  He was a photographer, not a doctor.  The mother was bleeding profusely, and the baby was attempting a pathetic cry.  He unbuttoned his shirt, laid the baby against his warm chest, and kept his sweater tight around it.

      “That’s what saved his life, the doctors told me,” Noel would say when people asked how he’d come to adopt the little boy.  “Of course it didn’t help the infection when it set in.  We didn’t notice the scarring on his eyes until it was too late.”

      Noel was a photographer working mostly for galleries taking cityscape photos of Paris during the seasons.  He made good money, had a nice flat, and had been with his lover, Isaak Falk for six years.  They never thought about having children.

      But Noel couldn’t help himself, and he returned to the hospital several times to check on the baby and mother.  On the third week, the nurses gave him the news.  “The mother’s not coming back.  The baby will be put into foster care when he’s old enough to leave.”

      “But you loved me, papa?” Cedric would ask.  “So you kept me?”  His wide eyes would have been brown, just like Noel’s.  Instead, from the pupil to well past the edge of the iris, were a foggy white-blue.

      Noel buried his fingers in Cedric’s soft curls.  “That’s right, mon petit chou.  I loved you too much, and I had to keep you.”

      Often Cedric would wonder if his Vati felt the same.  Where he knew tenderness and love with his papa, his other parent carried layers of resentment and anger.  The young boy at four didn’t know how Isaak had grown up.  The child of Nazis who barely managed to escape being tried for war crimes.  He’d grown up in a house full of hate and prejudice.  A house which, when learning that Isaak was kissing other boys at school, sent him into the streets.

      Terrified of what his brothers might do, he ran to Paris where he scraped by on the streets until he was old enough to work.  He was smart, though, and eventually put himself into University.  He worked as a freelance journalist now, and was gone more than he was around, which Cedric appreciated.

      Isaak didn’t understand the boy.  Not really.  “If I wanted a child, I would have chosen a normal one,” Cedric heard Isaak say one night when he was supposed to be sound asleep.  “All this…nonsense.  It’s too much trouble.”

      Noel was pushing for a move to London.  He would get better work there, and he’d met a therapist who could help Cedric learn the basics of guiding himself around before he was old enough to attend a school for the blind.

      Isaak was loathe to give up his comfortable flat.  “It will affect my work.”

      “You work anywhere,” Noel said.  “If you don’t want to come with us, that’s fine.  But it’s where we’re going.”

      In the end, Isaak accepted the move, but Cedric took the brunt of the blame, and Isaak was harder on him than ever before.  He refused now to speak in German or French, which left Cedric struggling for months as he tried to cope with the language he didn’t understand.  When he would cry, Isaak would slap him, a stinging pain on the backs of his thighs.

      “Are you a little baby?” he would shout.  “Dry your tears!”

      Cedric would lift his head and try to stay strong, but nothing ever pleased his Vati.  Yet he would try with English again, and eventually he started to get it.  The French and German fell by the wayside.

      But there was never a gentle hand with his Vati.  He would reach out to touch things, the only way he could understand the world around him, and he would be struck for it.  “Stop that,” Isaak would bark at him, gripping his shoulder so hard, the pain would last for days.  “Keep your hands at your sides.”

      It left Cedric in an abyss of blurry light and shadows, with no way to tell what was around him.  He developed a fear of nearly everything, and he felt lost.  He wondered if this would last forever, if living the way he lived was supposed to feel that bad.

      And then it happened.  He was having his bath and his papa was washing his arms when he touched a sore spot.  “Where did this come from?”

      Cedric bowed his head, drawing his little boat through the water.  He liked the feel of the resistance when he pushed his boat through the bubbles.  He didn’t answer his papa, though.  He never did when Noel asked him where the sore spots came from.  If Noel and Isaak fought, it just made Isaak hate him more.

      “Please, mon petit chou,” his papa begged.  Once upon a time his papa would say it was normal for a blind child to fall, to be bruised.  But it was happening too much now.  “Talk to me.”

      Cedric lifted his chin a little.  “Vati gets angry when I touch things.”

      Noel said nothing after that.  He just finished the bath, then took the boy to his bedroom, read him a story, and kissed him good night.  With the door shut, the war behind the other wall began, and it lasted until dawn.

      When morning broke, Noel woke his son and they left the flat.  Cedric wouldn’t go back there again, and for the next five years, he wouldn’t hear the name Isaak except on soft whispers when they thought he wasn’t listening.

      The day Noel hugged him and told him it was over, he felt a profound sense of peace.  His papa was crying, he was hurt because he would miss the man he loved, but it didn’t matter.  Cedric wouldn’t have to feel those stinging slaps ever again.
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      Nicolas Michaud was a child born of two worlds.  The illegitimate son of Italy’s ambassador to England, Fiore Bello, he was born to Fiore’s eighteen year old mistress, Daphne Michaud.  She was working as a PA at the embassy, born in London to French immigrants who owned a quaint bakery just near Piccadilly Circus.

      Her run-in with Fiore had been by accident entirely.  She’d been setting up for a meeting in the wrong room, and with a hearty laugh, he helped her move the entire set-up three doors down.  She was embarrassed, but pleasant about it, and before long they were exchanging phone numbers, and coffee led to dinner which led to her accompanying him back to his apartments.

      It was four weeks before she learned he was married with two grown children.  But three weeks later she found out she was carrying her own child by him.  Because she understood Fiore’s eldest son had his sights set on the Parliament, and eventually post of Prime Minister, she agreed to relocate to her parents’ birthplace in Brittany.

      He sent her a handsome monthly stipend which she used to open her own shop selling paintings from local artists.  Not a penny was spared to help her raise the boy, whom she called Nicolas Michaud in an attempt to avoid any potential scandal in the future.

      Daphne was often a selfish woman, though.  Too young to really understand what it meant to parent a boy alone, and with an allowance for a full-time nanny, it was rare she involved herself in her son’s life.

      It wasn’t until he was nearly five when one of his nurses came in and told her, “You need to see this, mademoiselle.”

      She was pulled from her study to the boy’s rooms, and she saw him seated at a grand piano she didn’t realize they had.  He was upright, hands poised, and though he was far too young to read notes, he fell into a near-perfect rendition of Haydn’s Sonata in C-Major.  A few mistakes, of course, as his chubby fingers could only reach so far, but she was shocked breathless and turned to the woman who had been caring for her son over the last five years.

      “How long has he been able to do this?”

      “From the moment he could sit upright on the bench.”

      Daphne narrowed her eyes, realizing she should have paid closer attention.  She didn’t even know this nurse’s name.  Rushing back to her study, she phoned Fiore’s personal line to tell him what she’d heard.  “It’s amazing.  You need to meet him, Fiore.  See the way he plays.  He should be sent to a music school.”

      “Of course cara mia,” he said, his voice patient as always.  “Anything for him.  You know this.”

      Over the last five years, Daphne had seen Fiore dozens of times.  He would send for her and they would fly to Athens or Rome.  They would spend weeks holed up in a quiet villa where she could forget this man was married, a politician, and the illegitimate father of her bastard son.

      But he had yet to visit her home, to see the child for himself.  He never kept a picture, as he insisted it was too much risk.  After all, how could he explain it?  Especially when the boy looked so much like him.

      Which he did.  It was impossible to deny.  Daphne had fair, strawberry-tinted hair with rosy cheeks and soft, thin lips.  The boy carried none of his mother’s roundness.  Even as a toddler he was lithe, destined to be tall and thin with a mop of unruly black curls and deep-set, fierce brown eyes.  The little time she spent with him, she was unnerved by the way he would just stare at her, saying nothing.  He was so unlike other children.

      But another year passed, with three more holidays abroad, and Fiore didn’t see his son.  She brought along a picture on one of them though, and watched the emotions play out on Fiore’s face.  “Look at him,” he whispered.  “He looks just like me.”

      Daphne nodded.  “It’s incredible.  And the way he plays.  I let him have a small concert at the gallery two weeks ago and people in the crowd actually wept!”

      Shaking his head, Fiore slipped the photo into his pocket and gave his jacket a pat.  “I’ll keep him close to my heart.  Please believe me when I say this.”

      They kissed, soft and gentle, but Daphne couldn’t shake the feeling she was with this man on borrowed time.  She would love him until her dying breath, but it was clear to her now her whirlwind romance had become stolen nights between lonely months.
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      It was the third of October, 1987.  Nicolas was eight years old, and it was the first time his mother had spoken a word about his father.  He knew about him, of course.  He’d seen the photos she kept secretly in her desk, and he’d read the letters.  It was why although his mother was English, and they lived in France, he was taught to speak flawless Italian.

      He knew the name Fiore Bello, the Italian Ambassador.  His son, Luciano Bello, was all the rage in England.  Rising star in the political game, he’d just been named Secretary for Defense and the people loved him.  Nicolas heard it on the news, and heard it from his music professors who would talk over his scales.

      He didn’t really care about this, of course.  He was a story in a book, never real.  But that night just after supper, the doorbell rang.  Someone went to fetch his mother, and as he sat there dipping his spoon into his custard, a feeling came over him.  A violent pain in his gut, making him double over, and he had to fight against heaving up everything he’d just eaten.

      “Someone’s dead,” he whispered to no one.

      Minutes later, an ear-piercing scream sounded through the house.  He heard the click of his mother’s heels as she ran back and forth across the tiled foyer.  “He’s dead!  No, God please anyone but him.  No!”

      Nicolas, out of sheer curiosity as he held no real affection for his mother, peered around the corner, but he was ushered up to his room and ordered to practice his upcoming piece for the concert.

      Sitting on the piano was the piece he’d been working on today.  Mozart’s Rondo in A Minor.  He knew it by heart already, it was too easy for him.

      He stretched his fingers, rolled his shoulders, and sat.  His fingers reached further now, he had the dexterity to play better than even the most professionals.  He knew it already, and his arrogance never once made him nervous.

      As he rolled through the notes, he could hear his mother screaming and crying somewhere off in the room.  The mood was tense, and a funny thought struck him as his fingers cascaded up and down the keys.

      I think she’s going to die too.

      No one seemed to predict it.  No one checked her for pills.  One of the maids found her in the bathroom, face-down in a puddle of her own vomit.  She’d been dead for hours.  Everyone was crying and shocked, but they did their best to stay calm around the young boy, thinking they could shield him from it.

      He didn’t know how to explain his apathy.  He was the product of a shameful relationship.  He had to be hidden away.  His mother never cared to see him, he was only the representation of what she couldn’t have, and the one thing she wanted more than anything.  So why bother feeling for someone like that?

      He found it bizarre they expected him to.

      Of course Nicolas expected to be sent to live with his grandparents who were still in London, but two days later he was ushered into the sitting room where a tall man who shared his same curls and dark eyes, rose and extended his hand.

      Nicolas was mildly surprised at being treated like an adult, but he was raised with manners so he returned the handshake.

      “Do you speak English?”

      Nicolas nodded.  “And Italian, if you prefer.”  He didn’t assume as much, the man’s accent was definitely from London, just like his mother’s.

      “Nicolas, is it?”  The man sat back down, and the boy noticed he was toying with the edge of a photo.  He was able to get a peek before taking his own chair, and saw it was one of him from a concert.  “My name is Luciano Bello.”

      Nicolas nodded his head.  “I’ve heard of you.”  When the man looked surprised, the boy clarified.  “On the news.  And one of my piano teachers is from Essex.  He says you’re to be the next Prime Minister.”

      The man’s eyes went wide, then he laughed.  “We shall see, my boy.  Do you know who else I am?”

      Nicolas worried his bottom lip between his teeth, then shrugged.  “I think you’d be my brother.”

      “Half-brother,” Luciano clarified.  “My father left me this photo along with a letter saying should anything ever happen to your mother, I should take you in.”

      Nicolas was vaguely surprised by this admission, and he kicked his leg, feeling his anxiety rising.  “So…I have to live with you?”

      Luciano nodded his head up and down once.  “Would you be agreeable?  I have a son, Jasper.  He’s two years younger than you are.  Maybe you two could be friends.”

      Nicolas thought about this for a while.  He barely knew his other grandparents, and really, he only cared about one thing.  “I suppose that would be okay.  So long as I can take my piano.”
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      Luciano’s wife was a sweet, round-faced woman named Diana with wide blue eyes and a thin smile.  She welcomed Nicolas into her home, though by her mannerisms, it was clear she was expecting a grieving child who missed his mother.  She seemed put off by Nicolas’ coldness, and his desire to do little else besides play the piano.

      He was enrolled in school with Luciano’s son, but the two rarely crossed paths.  Jasper found his uncle bizarre, and often could be found with his mates hurling insults at the quiet boy from France.  Nicolas paid them no mind, though.  He was quiet on the outside, but in his head he had raging symphonies playing non-stop.

      At ten years old, he was composing his own music.  Something inside him was begging to come out.  A duet of skill, himself and another he didn’t know existed.  While Jasper and the other lads shouted at him, he couldn’t hear them over the cascading notes in his head.  He spent four years in that state, and the modern world, most of the time, didn’t exist to him.

      When he was fourteen, Luciano enrolled him in the prestigious Azure Symphonic Conservatory in an attempt to bring the teen some peace.  There he would learn to compose, to play different instruments, and even train his voice.  The school was in Glasgow, which meant he was gone most of the year, and it was a relief for most of the family to have him away.  He was growing into a cold, distant human being with very little to love, and it unnerved the entire household.

      “We could have him stay with his grandparents,” Diana said one evening after a tense supper.  Jasper and Nicolas were both home for the winter holidays, but at the table no one said a word.

      Luciano was with his wife in the parlor now, and no one saw the thin teenager standing just outside the door.  He was there out of curiosity, wondering what his family thought of him.  It was never clear why they wanted him around, and he never bothered to ask.  He preferred to listen in, to hear people speak candidly because it was the only way, he believed, anyone would ever speak the truth.

      “You know I can’t.  My father willed…”

      “Oh sod your father,” Diana said, and took a sip of her coffee.  “He was a madman.  Nicolas’ mother was one of four mistresses, Luce.”

      “Yes, but the only one that had a child.  You want me to turn my own brother out?”  Luciano sighed as he took a seat.  He was drinking from a large brandy glass, and he thumbed the rim, making a sharp sound.  “He’ll be on his own soon.  And he doesn’t bother anyone.”

      “But he’s so strange.  He just stares at me.  When he was a little boy, I thought it was just grieving.  I thought I could just love him back to reality, but I’m starting to think he doesn’t feel anything.  You know who those kinds of people are, Luce?  Do you?”

      “Please stop quoting those ridiculous self-help books, Dee.”

      She shook her head, making an angry noise in the back of her throat.  “Sociopathy, that’s what it’s called.  Which leads to psychopaths.”

      “He’s been evaluated twice now.  He’s a musical prodigy and they told us both he just…feels things differently.”

      “Well I don’t like him.”

      “As I said, he’s nearly finished.  He’ll go on to live elsewhere, finish his musical career.  Be some modern day Mozart and someday you’ll be telling all your friends you helped raise him.”  Luciano’s voice was almost bored, and for whatever reason, the tone made Nicolas laugh to himself.

      He didn’t much care that Diana didn’t like him.  He didn’t feel for her one way or the other.  He could appreciate she never bothered him during his practices, and never tried to engage him in small talk anymore.  She had her own son to worry about, and Nicolas wanted nothing more than to be left alone with his music.  It was all that mattered in the world.
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      Stepping into the flat, Cedric hung his guide cane up on the hook by the door, then slipped his jacket over it.  It was the first day of the Christmas holidays and was about to turn eight.  He was enrolled in the London School for the Blind, and was doing well.  He was very smart, taking to all his lessons well, and he could read at a level much higher than most of the kids in his year.

      He was a typical child apart from that.  He liked action figures and cartoons.  He liked playing at parks and taking walks.  If he could have pizza at every meal, he would have, and an endless stream of sweet, fizzy drinks to go along with it.

      He argued with Noel from time to time, but he still felt the pressing guilt that Noel’s profound loneliness was his fault.  They’d been in their own flat for almost two years now, and not a word from Isaak.  From time to time, Cedric would hear Noel talking to his oldest friend, Bernard, on the telephone about how awful it felt that Isaak didn’t try to contact them.

      “Yes I know he was awful, but Cedric is his son too.  You’d think he’d want to change for him.  It just…it breaks my heart.  So many years wasted.”

      Cedric hated hearing these conversations.  Part of him thought maybe if he could just show Isaak he could get around better now, and by himself, he wouldn’t be so angry.  And maybe he’d come home and their family would be complete again.

      It would make his papa happy, anyway.

      His thoughts were interrupted by a warm hand on his shoulder.  “I spoke to Bernard today, and he’s inviting us to attend a Christmas performance tonight.”

      Cedric wandered into the kitchen, feeling out the fridge until his hands cupped around an apple, and he took a small bite.  “Is he the one with the music school?”

      “He is.”  Noel brushed past Cedric to put the kettle on.  “There’s a music conservatory in Glasgow and some of their students are having a concert here at St. Paul’s Cathedral.  His son’s coming, too.  Maybe the two of you will get on.  He wants us to meet him at his school a little later, and we can all go together.”

      Cedric chewed on his bite of apple before he answered.  “Okay.  I think that would be fine.”

      After settling in, Noel gathered Cedric up into his coat and scarf, and they made their way down to the tube.  Bernard’s music school wasn’t too far from their flat, and before long they were climbing up a long flight of stairs to the first floor where Bernard ran most of his lessons.

      Cedric could tell the room was built specifically to increase sounds.  It had hard floors, and every one of his footsteps echoed.  He kept a firm hand on his dad’s arm as they approached, and he could hear the two men greeting each other in rapid French.

      “Oh,” Noel said after a moment, taking a step back, “this is my son, Cedric.”

      Cedric extended his hand.  “Pleased to meet you.”

      Bernard’s fingers were papery and dry, but his hand was warm and handshake polite and firm.  “Good manners, young man.  Hopefully you can teach my Rémy some of them, eh?”  Bernard took several steps, then called for the boy who came hurtling into the room moments later.

      “Sorry dad,” he gasped.  He marched up to Cedric and Noel with purpose.  “Hullo.”

      Cedric extended his hand again, but instead of a shake, he got a slap.  Blinking several times in surprise, he eventually cracked a smile.  “Hi.  I’m Cedric.”

      Noel dipped his head low.  “I need to run into the next room with Bernard for a moment.  Will you be okay here with Rémy?”

      “Oh we’ll be great,” Rémy said, and grabbed Cedric’s hand, pulling him in further.  “What’s that stick you’ve got?”

      Cedric gripped the top of it tightly as Rémy tugged him over to what he eventually realized was a bench.  “My guide cane.  I’m blind.”

      “Wicked,” Rémy said, though he sounded only vaguely impressed.  “So this concert thing, your dad making you go too?  Have you ever been to one before?”

      Cedric sat on the bench, reaching out to steady himself, but whatever he touched sank beneath his fingers and gave a loud booming sound.  He jumped, nearly falling, and only just managed to catch himself.  “What is that?”

      Rémy laughed.  “Piano.  You never seen one before?”

      “Never seen anything before,” Cedric deadpanned, and Rémy howled with laughter.  “What’s it do?”

      “Plays music.  Go on, turn round in the seat.”

      Cedric obeyed, his hands carefully going out to touch what was in front of him.  The shape was confusing.  He could feel individual rectangles which bowed under even the slightest pressure, and went from a soft, muted noise, to loud and booming.

      “Can you play this?” Cedric breathed after a moment.  He was completely fascinated by it.

      “Sure, yeah.  My dad makes me take lessons all the time.”  He gave a low groan as though he was asked to break rocks with a hammer for days on end.  Cedric then felt Rémy shift next to him, and suddenly the entire room filled with a gentle, trickling sound.  It shot right to his core, into his fingers, and he felt a craving like he’d never felt before in his life.

      “Oh.  Can I try that?  Can you show me?”

      “Er…I can try.  Not sure how, though.”

      Cedric shifted over, then put his hand on Rémy’s shoulder.  Trailing it down, he put one finger over each one of Rémy’s.  “Go on.  Just play and I can follow along.”

      He felt Rémy’s shoulder rise and fall in a shrug, then the fingers began to cascade up and down the piano.  The music was sticking in his head, lodging itself there as his new friend played.  He felt the way the fingers pushed down and moved across each of the keys to make those sounds.

      “This one’s called Für Elise.  It’s pretty easy.”

      Cedric had him play it three times over, then gave him a small shove.  “Can I try it?”

      Rémy laughed.  “Go on then, but you have to have ages and ages of lessons before you can…”

      He stopped when Cedric found those same notes Rémy had been playing, and replicated them almost exactly.  Only the one hand, of course, which is why he stopped and frowned.  “That doesn’t sound the same.”

      “Bloody hell,” Rémy whispered.  “That’s exactly the same.”

      “No,” Cedric insisted.  “There was…there were more sounds.  More um…more than this.”  He played the notes again.

      “That’s because you’ve only got the one hand.  Come on, swap sides.”

      The boys shifted, and Cedric found the other hand, then had Rémy go through it again.  After he felt confident, Rémy moved over and let Cedric try it out.  There were a few missteps.  The wrong key twice, but soon enough he had it.  He wasn’t sure how.  He could just feel it in his fingers, and his fingers moved with the rhythm to make those sounds and he was in love with it.

      “I want to do this all the time.  You think my papa will let me?”

      “Our dads need to see this.  This is mad.  This is…”  Rémy’s voice trailed off as his feet boomed across the floor.  A few moments later he returned with the two men.  “Go on, Cedric.  Do it again.  You aren’t going to believe this, dad.”

      “Has he had lessons?” Bernard asked before Cedric could begin.

      “No.  Never been near a piano,” Noel admitted.  “Cedric, you’re not misbehaving, are you?”

      Cedric huffed.  “No.  Rémy showed me how to do it.”  Then he turned.  He played a few test notes, got the key, then began just as he had earlier.  He, of course, only had the first few bars of the song, but when he was done, he turned and waited for some reaction.

      “Good lord,” he heard Bernard whisper.  “Did you know he could do that?”

      There was a long pause, then Noel said.  “No.  I didn’t.  This is an absolute first.”
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      It was determined Cedric would have lessons with Rémy and Bernard three days a week after school.  He couldn’t read notes, and Bernard was not equipped to teach the boy braille music, but that was unnecessary in the end.  He could echo nearly everything by ear, almost to perfection.

      “There’s not really a term for it,” Bernard was saying as the boys were messing around with finger paints after their lesson.  Cedric’s ear was tipped toward the adults, taking in every word.  “Some people call it absolute pitch.  Or eidetic memory.  He’s got the uncanny ability to play a song after hearing it just once or twice.  He needs to continue proper lessons, of course.  To learn the classics, but Noel, he’s got a skill most children don’t possess.  This needs to be nurtured.”

      Noel wasn’t saying anything, and eventually Cedric went back to the paints.  He couldn’t see much of it, but the tactile bit of finger paints was the fun part, and eventually he and Rémy got more interested in covering each other than the paper, and their parents put an end to the fun.

      It wouldn’t be the last time he saw Rémy and Bernard though.  His lessons increased from three days a week to five.  And often he had supper with them, and weekends at the park with Rémy.

      A year later, however, it changed.

      It was three months after his ninth birthday when he heard Bernard and Noel talking in the corridor.  He’d just finished up his lesson, and Rémy was cleaning the violins, so he waited by the door, listening.

      “Well you know he’s always welcome to stay over,” Bernard was saying.  “Rémy loves it, and it’s the weekend.  But do you really think this is a good idea?”

      Noel let out a long sigh.  “Honestly, I don’t know.  He insists he’s gotten help.  He misses us.  He’s been asking about Cedric daily and…I feel like I’d be doing us all a disservice by not checking.”

      Cedric felt a cold wave of panic rushing through him.  Noel was talking about Isaak, and the fear set in.  The fear of being left in an abyss of pain and inability to know the world around him.  Of not living up to Isaak’s impossible standards.

      “Just be careful.  It’s not just you in that house.  Your son deserves protection.”

      “I wouldn’t ever put him in harm’s way again,” Noel vowed.

      Cedric wanted to believe his papa, but there was something bothering him.  Perhaps the desperation in his papa’s voice.  But he was too young to understand, and he felt helpless, knowing there was nothing he could do to stop it.

      Later that night, the boys were in Rémy’s room with a film, but Cedric was only half paying attention.  He was lying with his face turned up to the ceiling, and after a while, his friend noticed something was wrong.

      “You homesick?”

      Cedric rolled onto his side, facing his friend.  “No.  It’s just…my dad’s out on a date.”

      “With another bloke, I know,” Rémy said.  “And I ain’t got nothing bad to say about it.”

      Cedric was confused by that, but it was far from the point.  “It’s my Vati.  My other dad.  He left when I was five.”

      “He not a good guy, then?”

      With a sigh, Cedric laid back again.  “He wasn’t very nice to me.  Hit me a lot, until papa had us leave.  I heard my papa saying he’s better now, but I’m scared.”

      Rémy was up on his knees, kneeling over Cedric, and took his arm.  “I won’t let anyone hit you.  Ever.  You’re my best friend and I would fight them and win, because I’m getting really tall and strong.”

      Unable to help his grin, Cedric rose up too, and curled his hands into fists.  “We could fight him together if he does, right?  And vanquish him?”

      “Yep.  Then become rulers of the world.”

      The both laughed and settled back down, Cedric laying his head right next to Rémy’s shoulder.  When the humor died down, he felt that pressing fear again.  “If he does hurt me, can I come stay with you?  Would you hide me from him?”

      Rémy grabbed Cedric’s hand and squeezed it.  “Yep.  And I meant what I said, okay?  I won’t ever let him hurt you.”

      Though Cedric knew Rémy was only two years older than him, and not much bigger, he believed him.  Not because he knew Rémy could win in a fight against his Vati, but because his best friend really did love him.
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      Six months later, Isaak came to see Cedric for the first time.  It was during the end of summer the concert, and he met them backstage.  The mood was tense, and when Isaak took Cedric by the shoulders, the young boy flinched.

      “Cedric,” Isaak said, his voice broken.  “I’m so sorry.  I love you very much and I promise I won’t ever hurt you again.”

      Cedric’s lips pressed into a thin line, and he kept his chin high.  “I don’t believe you.”

      The hand on his shoulder tightened, but not enough to hurt him.  “I know.  But I swear I will prove it.  I want to be a family again.  Okay?”

      What else could he say, really?  His papa was sniffling somewhere behind him, and he realized he had the power.  He could say no.  He could refuse the apology because he didn’t believe it.  But if he did, would his papa be condemned to a lonely misery?

      He was too young to fully know what it meant to say yes.  And he was too young to be given this decision.  It was unfair, really, but it would be too many years before he realized it.
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      Sitting at the ice cream parlor, Cedric dug his spoon into the sundae and took a bite.  They were having a late celebration for Rémy’s birthday Cedric had missed because Isaak wanted the family to stay in that week.

      He could hear the clinking of Rémy’s spoon against the glass dish, and he sighed.  “Is fourteen better than twelve?”

      “Yeah.  Everything’s better when you get older.”

      Cedric snorted a laugh.  “Liar.”

      “Well you know what, ring me up in two years and then you tell me.”  He nudged Cedric with his knee under the table.  School was in session, and it was harder this year which meant his lessons had trickled down to only when he had time.  He and Rémy had separate friends, separate lives, and with Isaak back in the picture now for the last three years, their little family had become slightly more isolated.  “How are things at home, though?”

      Cedric let out a puff of air as he rested his elbow on the table, leaning his chin on his hand.  “Same as ever.”  The truth was, it wasn’t the same.  This little ice cream outing was more than just to celebrate Rémy’s birthday Cedric missed.  It was a goodbye.  Isaak had been offered a job in San Francisco, and Noel wanted him to take it.  They were leaving in a week, and from the way Isaak talked, Cedric had a feeling they wouldn’t be coming back often.  If ever.

      “Gonna be a bloody yank now,” Rémy teased.  “But you could come back for Uni, you know.  I’ll only be two years ahead.  We could get a flat.”

      Cedric’s smile was soft and sad.  “Yeah that’d be brill.”  Hanging his head, he pushed his ice cream away.  “What if it’s crap there?  What if everyone’s just…crap?  I mean, what’s over there?  Honestly.  Is it all dirt roads and horses?”

      “That’s ridiculous.  You’re going to be in California.  Gorgeous film stars and the bloody ocean.  The warm one.  It’ll be great.”

      Cedric wasn’t so sure.  Mostly he was loathe to lose his very best friend who understood him in a way most people didn’t.  He had other friends, but Rémy was something more.  Maybe it was the way they shared music.  Often they’d duet, each taking a hand of a song, and they could do that for hours.  And Rémy was the only one who knew about Isaak.  Though his Vati had been better, it wasn’t great.  He was still an angry man.  Resentful.  Tiny remarks to remind Cedric that he’d been the reason why Isaak left in the first place.

      Small comments reminding Cedric of how devastated Noel would be if he ever left again.

      Cedric rubbed his hand down his face.  “I don’t want to be alone with my parents.  If I’ve got no friends…I think I’ll go mad.”

      “Listen, I know you can’t see yourself, but the truth is—you’re hot.  You’ll have some boyfriend or girlfriend immediately, and loads of friends.  Plus they’re American.  They’ll love your exotic accent.”

      Cedric snorted a laugh and nudged his friend.  “You’re ridiculous.”  But it was said fondly, because he was terrified and wished beyond anything else he could just stay with Rémy and let his parents go off on their own.  It would have been better that way.  He was sure of it.

      But it wasn’t to happen.  The day they left, he and Rémy hugged for a long time and swore to keep in touch.  Phone calls and letters, and Rémy even vowed to learn braille so no one would have to read his personal words to Cedric.

      Then they were on the plane making the journey across the Atlantic to the alien country where Cedric was certain it was all going to fall apart.
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      It took him a week to learn the house properly.  Isaak balked about getting another piano, but Noel put his foot down, and eventually set up a little parlor room for the small upright he found for Cedric.  The bookshelf held all of the braille music he’d brought with him, though he never needed it.

      It was summer, so school wasn’t set to begin for another two months, meaning Cedric was locked in the house with his parents getting everything settled.  The international move was complicated.  It required a lot of paper work, and being that same-sex relationships weren’t recognized in the States, it made things even more hairy.

      But it all worked itself out.  In the end.

      Luckily the city wasn’t very warm at all.  They had a place just outside of San Francisco in a small neighborhood over the bridge.  The school for the blind was far, and Cedric knew his dad was worried about the distance, but honestly, he just couldn’t care.

      He phoned Rémy a few times, but his family had gone on holiday and eventually, both boys just forgot.

      One afternoon, just before the weekend, Cedric found himself alone in the house.  After some begging to avoid the shops, Noel agreed to let Cedric stay while he drove up the single mile to pick up dinner.  Cedric stayed in the parlor, at his piano, his fingers going up and down the scales for a while.

      Then he went into a few easy pieces.  Alla Turca was one of his favorites.  His fingers worked best flowing over the fast, rapid notes climbing up and down the keys.  His body moved with the music, his head swaying a little, eyes closed.  He loved how he could feel the music in his bones, in his very skin.

      His fingers moved faster and faster.  He switched keys, changing the tempo up.  He almost laughed when he heard Rémy in his head demanding to know what he was playing at.  “Oh, think you can rewrite Mozart, do you?” he’d shout.  And Cedric would only laugh and play circles around him.

      Suddenly there was a noise, and it startled him so badly, his fingers crashed on the keys.  Turning, he heard voices at the window.  “Holy shit, dude!”

      Cedric’s entire body went stiff as he listened.  Two boys, near his age, he guessed.  “Are you at my window?”

      “Been standing here for like fifteen minutes.  You didn’t us?  You looked right at us!” one admonished.

      The other scoffed, and his voice was a little deeper, sounding a year or two older.  “He’s blind, you idiot.  Look at his eyes.”  The kid’s voice came closer as he leaned into the window.  “You’re blind, right?”

      Cedric swallowed thickly.  “Er.  Yeah, I am.”

      “And English,” the first boy crowed.  “New neighbor?  We saw you moving in last month but we were on our way out of town.  I’m Charlie and this is my jackass brother, Ben.  You want to come hang out?”

      A half hour later found all three boys at the kitchen counter with ice cold cokes and a bag of cheese-flavored chips—as the Americans called them.  Noel had returned to find the boys sitting at the window talking together, and he immediately ordered them inside.

      “I’ve met your parents already,” he said as he waved Ben and Charlie through the front door and toward the kitchen.  “Just now.”

      By the sound of his voice, Ben was taller than Charlie, and larger overall.  He was also the more talkative one, and immediately engaged Noel in conversation.  “So you came from England?  You don’t sound English.”

      “I’m French, but we’ve been living in England for several years.”  Cedric sat on the stool at the counter and listened to his papa put the food away.

      “That’s pretty cool,” Ben said.  He took a seat near Cedric and a waft of cheap cologne drifted through the air.  “You speak French?”

      “Yes,” Cedric said.  “And German.  And English.  Not so great at your weird American slang, though.”

      Charlie, who had taken the seat on Cedric’s other side, snorted a laugh.  “You get used to it.  What grade will you be in?”

      Cedric, who hadn’t quite worked out how the American schools operated, let his papa answer.  “Middle school.  Seventh, I think is what that paper said.”

      “Ah so you’ll be going to school with me.  Uh…right?  Or do you have to go to like…a blind school?”

      Cedric pursed his lips.  “Er…never been to a sighted school before.  And they’ve got a school for the blind so, probably there.  Right?”

      “We’re still sorting everything out.  Glad that you’ve come by though.  Ced, why don’t you go show our neighbors around, hmm?”

      Cedric, of course, found that all very strange until later that night when his parents sat him down to chat.  He’d spent most of the day getting to know Charlie and Ben, who he really did like, and promised to have them over again the next day.

      It was all well and good until Isaak called him down, and he had a sinking feeling in his gut.  Resting his palms on his knees, he turned his face up.  “So…everything okay?”

      “Your papa tells me you met the neighbors,” Isaak started.  His voice was low and calm, but an undercurrent of something less friendly hiding just beneath.

      “Yes,” Cedric said slowly.  “They were very nice.  We’re going to hang out tomorrow.”

      “That’s good.  Good fellows then.  One of them is in your year.”

      Cedric felt his cheeks to a little hot.  “Er.  Charlie is.  But he goes to a sighted school.”

      “Yes well,” Isaak said, and he let out a little breath.  “Your papa and I were thinking you might try that this year.”

      His entire body deflated and he sat back.  In a small voice he said, “Why?  That doesn’t make sense.  They won’t have braille books or inclusive sport.”

      “They’ve got a fantastic music program,” Noel cut in.  “I’ve spoken to them about it.  I think you’ll like it.”

      “A grade seven music program,” Cedric said, his voice dripping with disdain.  “No offense, papa, but I’m beyond that.  I was running half the classes at Bernard’s.”  His head dropped a little.  “It doesn’t make sense for me to go to a sighted school.  The blind school doesn’t have bus transport?”

      “We just thought,” Isaak said, his voice a little harder, “that you might try something normal for once.  Maybe you’ll like it.  Especially since you’ve got friends there already.”

      Cedric tried to swallow, but it got stuck in his throat and he cleared it.  “More normal.”  He lifted his chin.  “Vati, I’m not your version of normal.  I’m blind.  And I should go to a blind school.”

      “You don’t have to limit yourself,” Isaak snapped.  “You don’t have to bend to the rules of a disabled society.”

      “It’s not…”

      “Enough!” he all-but shouted.  “We’ve discussed the matter and it’s by courtesy alone we ran it by you.”  He spat a curse in German and got up, leaving the room and slamming his bedroom door.

      Cedric felt his throat burning, and the sofa beside him dipped as Noel sat down.  “If you try it and really hate it, we’ll move you.  But don’t you think it’s worth it?  Just to try something new?”

      Squeezing his eyes shut, Cedric took several calming breaths.  “I don’t think it makes sense.  And I don’t know why you let Vati make all the decisions.”

      Noel reached out, but when he touched Cedric’s leg, his son pulled away.  “It was a mutual decision, mon chou.  For your benefit.”

      Cedric was on his feet, carefully making his way toward his bedroom.  He turned before stepping into the hallway and said, “Is it really for my benefit?  Or is it for his?”
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      It was just Charlie who came around the next day to ask after Cedric.  Noel was finishing up the downstairs guest bedroom, and called Cedric down.

      The sullen almost-teen emerged with his white cane in his hand, and approached Charlie.  “Can we go out?”

      “Uh…sure dude.  Like where?”

      “I don’t know.  Just anywhere.”  He knew Charlie had no experience leading the blind, but he didn’t care.  He was still furious over being told he was going to a sighted school, and if he didn’t get out of the house, he was going to explode at his parents.

      Charlie fell in step pretty easily, though, after Cedric gave him some basic instructions.  Cedric used his short cane to mind the curbs and dips in the sidewalk, and after a while, they were a good distance from his house and he let go of Charlie’s arm.

      “Sorry to drag you out,” Cedric said.

      “Parents.  Am I right?”

      Cedric laughed.  “They’re making me go to your school.”

      Charlie hesitated for a moment.  “Is uh…that not good or something?  I mean okay I think junior high sucks no matter what, but most of the people there are okay.  Ben survived it, and he’s a giant jackass.”

      Cedric couldn’t help a small chuckle as he poked his cane hard at the ground.  “It’s not that.”  He wasn’t sure then if Charlie knew about his parents, and he was hoping a little bit that Charlie didn’t know.  That maybe the whole neighborhood would hate Noel and Isaak for being gay and chase them back home.  “I’ve got two dads.”

      He heard Charlie shuffled his feet, then clear his throat.  “I know.  My parents told me.  Ben knows, too.”

      “And?” Cedric demanded.

      “Dude, it’s San Francisco.  No one around here cares.  It’s like the gay capital of the world or something.”

      Cedric deflated.  “Oh.  Well.  Brilliant, then.”  He squeezed his cane and said, “I’ve never been to a sighted school and they’re not going to have anything to accommodate me.  At the blind school there’s sports and music and art and…everything you’ve got.  Only I can do it there.  Because we’re all blind and it’s all set up a certain way.”

      “I get it,” Charlie said softly.

      “My Vati said he wants me to be normal.”

      Charlie scoffed loudly.  “I mean, aside from your very un-American accent, you’re pretty normal.  I’m not sure what more he wants.”

      Cedric wasn’t quite sure how to explain it.  “He thinks I’m a freak.  Like somehow it’s a personal attack on him because I’m blind.  When I was five, he left me and my papa and we didn’t see him again for four years.  He came back saying it was all going to be different, that he was going to be better.  But he’s not.”

      “Dude sounds like a real douche.”

      For whatever reason, that sent Cedric into a fit of laughter and he grabbed onto Charlie’s shoulder for support.  “American insults are brilliant.  A real douche.  Yeah, he is one.  A super douche.”

      Charlie gave Cedric’s hand a pat and then they started walking again.  “Look man, I’ve got your back, okay?  Anyone gives you shit, I’ll kick their ass.  And your dad starts acting like a dick, come hang out at my place.  You need like…I dunno, someone to show you around and read your text books, I can do that too.”

      “Why?” Cedric asked cautiously.  His cane hit the side of a bus bench and he carefully stepped around it.

      “Because I’m not a super douche.”  He chuckled a little when Cedric did.  “Because it sounds like you got a pretty shitty deal, and you seem alright.  So…sound good?”

      Cedric hesitated, then took Charlie’s hand and shook it.  “Yeah.  And if anyone has a go at you, let me know and I’ll smack them with this.”  He shook his cane.  “Trust me, it hurts a lot.”

      “Oh good.”  Charlie snickered.  “Let’s try it on Ben.”
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      It was decided somewhere around sixteen, Nicolas would attend King’s College and obtain a degree from a traditional University.  He did well in all of his classes prior, his marks were always high, his exams passed with flying colors.  So when the time came for him to apply and enter, there was really no question.

      Luciano seemed relieved about it, and when Nicolas was eighteen, he was given his own flat and a monthly stipend from his inheritance to live on.  Luciano saw Nicolas to the flat for his first day, after the men he’d hired to move everything in were gone.

      “Do you like it?”

      Nicolas had his hand on the top of his upright piano.  His grand wouldn’t fit in the small living space, but the school had one just fine and eventually he would upgrade.  “It suits my needs.”

      Luciano glanced at a large stack of boxes half-opened, all filled to the brim with notebooks and folders bursting at the seams with compositions.  “Did you do all these yourself?”  He started to touch one, but Nicolas made a move to grab him, and he stopped.

      “Most of these are part of my concerto.”

      Luciano had heard a few times in his life about the duet Nicolas had been working on since he was a young boy.  Once, years ago, Nicolas attempted to explain it, but it had gone over his half-brother’s head.  “The duet?”

      Nicolas let out a breath and shrugged.  “Supposing I ever find another person with a shred of talent to take it on.  But yes, the duet.”

      “And everything else?”

      “Eventually I’ll sort them out, get rid of the ones I’ll never play again.”  His tone was bored, apathetic in a way, and it bothered Luciano.

      “Any of these the ones you played at school?”  Though Luciano hadn’t been a large part of Nicolas’ life, he’d attended all of his concerts.  By fifteen, Nicolas was writing entire scores for the school’s symphony, giving himself large piano solos, of course, but his composing skills were as impressive as his ability to play.

      No piece seemed beyond him.  Even the ones the professors handed out at the start of term to stump the students had been effortless, just short of absolute perfection.  He attained a reputation for himself, and even amidst his new classes, he had offers to travel to Rome, Prague, and Paris to play guest spots.

      He rarely accepted these offers, but when one of his professors asked if he was interested in recording an album of his own making, he told him they could sit and discuss the matter.  He had enough music for one, but if he was going to debut, he knew he had to make it grand.

      “Most of them, yes,” he answered eventually.  “Apart from the duet.  Of course it was all amateur nonsense.”

      “I thought they were all remarkable,” Luciano mused as he stepped to the shelves to admire Nicolas’ books.

      “Of course you did, you don’t know anything about music.”  Luciano would have been offended if he hadn’t been used to his brother’s sharp words by now.

      “Well, if you need anything, if you run short of money, give me a ring.”

      “I will.”  His tone was hurried, and as Luciano headed for the door, he could see his brother’s hands twitching with notes to invisible keys.  The moment the door was shut, he hung around just outside and moments later, music poured out from the crack between the door and the floorboards.
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      Nicolas anticipated being annoyed with everything normal and traditional at University.  His classes were boring, and no one engaged him—which he didn’t mind entirely.  It wasn’t until a history course which made him want to tear his hair out, that something changed.  And that something happened to be one of the most beautiful men Nicolas had ever seen.

      The man was Greek, a heavy accent when he answered his professor’s questions.  He had olive skin, deep-set eyes, and a short mop of black hair styled in the current trend.  He wasn’t particularly bright, of course, but he was captivating.  His eyes were wide, mouth slightly parted, brow furrowed as the professor talked and talked.  Nicolas found himself fascinated by the tiny wrinkle between the man’s eyebrows, and he had a sudden vision of himself taking him by the cheeks and drawing his tongue along the flesh.

      He was no stranger to those thoughts.  As a teen, his hormones developed like any other, but they were subdued by his desire for the music.  He explored himself, when he was struck by the beauty of someone at his school, and he could bring himself that momentary pleasure.

      But nothing had ever brought him the raw passion like hearing notes together create absolute perfection.  So he never pursued anything.

      It wasn’t just that, though.  His mother had been destroyed by the passions of another man, and the very thought of being subjected to the same fate terrified Nicolas.

      She’d fallen in love with a man, and had ended her life because he had died.  How could someone let another human have so much power over them?  The thought always made him sick, and Nicolas was determined to never let that happen to him.  Even if it meant never knowing the company of another person, in his bed or otherwise.

      But now he found himself staring at this boy, who wasn’t a boy at all.  He was lithe and muscular, with a narrow waist, and a shirt which clung tightly along his chest.  Nicolas ran his tongue along his bottom lip and forced himself to look away.

      Yet it happened every lecture, and by the third week, the Greek man turned to look at him and gave him a small wink.  Nicolas startled in his chair, and forced himself to keep his eyes on the professor for the duration of the lecture.

      When Nicolas left the classroom however, the man was waiting.  “Good lecture, wasn’t it?”  His English was perfect, and he kept pace with Nicolas’ furious gait as he left the building.

      “There was nothing remarkable about it,” Nicolas replied, his tone terse and annoyed.  “Unless you’re a fool.”

      Instead of taking offense, he merely threw his head back and laughed.  “That’s true.  And I am one, a bit.  Too much time at the clubs most nights.  I try to care but…”  He shook his head.  “Ah, what does it matter?  I’m Dimitris.”

      Nicolas stopped just outside the doors, grimacing at the misting rain.  He reached into his pack for his umbrella, but didn’t open it yet.  He stared at this man before him, this delicious man he still fantasized about, and shrugged.  “I care.  And I’m Nicolas.”  He extended his hand, and felt the warm palm envelope his.  This skin was rougher than his own, but enticing and hot.

      “Pleased to meet you.  Would you like to go for a coffee?”

      Swallowing, Nicolas knew he had very little time to waste, so instead he eyed a nearby supply closet and with purposeful movements, yanked Dimitris inside.  He slammed the door, twisting the lock, and turned around.  It was hardly bigger than a broom cupboard, but there was enough room to move, which he did as he dove for the zip on Dimitris’ jeans.

      He muttered a curse in Greek, then took Nicolas by the shoulders.  “Good lord, don’t you want a kiss or something?  A warm-up?”

      “What’s the point?”  Then Nicolas was on his knees, rubbing his hands down Dimitris’ hard thighs.  He could feel them flexing and relaxing under the coarse material, and he dug his fingers in tighter for a second.  It was wonderful.  One hand crept up, spreading the open waist of the jeans across Dimitris’ well-defined hips, and he took pleasure in hearing the hiss escaping out as he exposed flesh to the chilly air.

      “Get on with it then,” Dimitris’ muttered.

      With careful fingers, Nicolas freed the hard length from the confines of the boxers, and took a moment to admire it.  He’d only really explored his own, and this one was shorter, but with more girth.  His balls hung low, and a mass of dark curls surrounded the entire thing.

      “I could write an entire aria to your cock,” Nicolas muttered before he bent forward to take it into his mouth.

      Being that this was his first time, it was awkward.  He first used too much teeth, then too little.  His tongue flailed a bit, but before long, with the encouraging fingers digging into his scalp, he figured it out.  He gagged a little toward the end, when Dimitris was rutting against him, pushing his cock in as far as Nicolas could take it.  When he came, Nicolas swallowed most of it down, wiping what was left from his chin.

      They were both panting, and Nicolas was aching in his own jeans, but when Dimitris reached for him, he pushed the hands away.  “No.”

      The other man’s eyes narrowed, and he looked confused.  “Look at you, man.  You’re hard as a rock.  Let me return the favor.”

      “No.  And don’t tell anyone about this.”  He issued the last warning like a threat, and without looking back, he escaped the closet and hurried away.

      Later that evening, after hours at his piano, Nicolas stood under the shower stream and touched himself.  Bracing one hand against the wall, his eyes squeezed shut.  He could see Dimitris’ mouth parted, his eyes shut.  He could feel the trembling fingers pushing against his scalp as he urged Nicolas’ mouth on.

      His hand gripped his own cock hard in a furious rhythm as he remembered the way Dimitris had grimaced, his head thrown back, his entire body being undone with his orgasm.  And Nicolas had done that.  He had created that wave of passion and power over the other man.

      Letting out a small cry, he pressed his forehead to the warm, foggy tiles as he spilled all over his knuckles.  It took several moments for him to catch his breath, and when he did, a small grin crested over his mouth.  He would do that again.  And again.  He would watch men come to pieces under his fingers, and it would satisfy him.

      Not love, no.  Never that.  Never the power which could drive him over the psychological cliff, ending his life if the person ever left him.  But passion.  He knew it.  He lived it with every note he pounded out on the piano, and he would create these physical sonatas with beautiful men as often as he could.
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      “Let me,” Dimitris said after their third trip to the closet.  He was pulling at the shirt Nicolas was wearing, but he was making no progress.  “Please, you deserve it.”

      Bringing his hands up to those perfectly round cheeks, Nicolas trailed his fingertips along the skin there, savoring the thin sheen of sweat which had come from Dimitris’ orgasm.  “This is enough.”

      “But why?  How is it enough?  You can’t possibly get satisfaction from sucking me off in this shitty cupboard week after week.”

      Nicolas wanted to explain it, but he didn’t have the words.  Bringing Dimitris to his knees ignited a fire in Nicolas which he poured into his music.  He released it night after night into his own fist.  And he didn’t feel weak.   He didn’t feel afraid.  He was fulfilled.

      He never kissed Dimitris on the mouth, but he drew him close and pressed his lips to the underside of his ear.  “Whatever you do, don’t love me.”

      Dimitris laughed a little, his head shaking as he pulled away.  “No.  I could never do that.”  He straightened his shirt, running his hands through his hair in an attempt to compose himself.  “You’re going to ruin men.  The weak ones.”

      Nicolas let out an uncharacteristic laugh.  “I would never bring the weak ones here.  Believe me.”

      Four weeks later, he had his first concerto for the students who bought tickets.  The school symphony would be playing for the first time, and Nicolas was the feature on the piano.  Something he’d written himself over the last weeks of gathering his passions.  Something created out of what he’d taken from the Greek man.  It was rapid, stretching his skill to its capacity, but he was in no mood to take the easy route.

      He stood behind the curtain watching the crowds as the strings took their places.  He could play every one of those instruments, but they’d never been interesting to him.  He found them limiting.  He needed more notes, more reach, more sound.

      Scanning the crowd, his breath caught in his throat for a second when he saw Dimitris in the second row with a young woman.  Nicolas grimaced a little, but it was inevitable that he, of all people, would come to the performance.

      The conductor gave a short introduction, and then he walked to the bench, took a short bow, and sat.  He attempted to see into the crowd, but the stage lights were too bright, so he turned his attention to the music.  He’d brought it, just in case, but there was no point.  He knew every bit by heart.

      His fingers stretched, then reached.  The first notes boomed out like a cacophony of sound and emotion, and then he his entire body began to rock back and forth as his fingers flew.  His wrists were aching half way through, and by the end, he was sweating and gasping for air.

      But he’d done what he’d meant to.  A standing ovation, as he knew it deserved.  He walked to the edge of the stage and took his bow, and saw through the haze of violent lamps, Dimitris wiping the corner of his eye.

      They didn’t meet again.  It was time to move on.  He’d written his sonata for the beautiful Greek boy, and his passion was sated.  Dimitris never tried to entice him again.
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