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Through a Blind Man's Eyes


The blind man turned his head towards the
starship purser.

"Your name old timer?" the starsailor had
asked. The purser's tone and inflection, his simple scent, the
weight of his steps, and a dozen other minute cues painted the
picture of a competent man, solid, well-muscled, a little above
average height, confident. Presently, somewhat peeved.

"Fogerty." The blind man turned his entire
body towards the purser. "My name is William Fogerty."

MacArthur, he thought. MacArthur was the
starsailor's name.

"And you say that you heard footsteps moving
down this hallway just before, and again right after, the alarm
sounded?"

"That's right. Clear as day. I heard steps.
The same steps both times."

"And you believe you could identify the owner
of those footsteps, if you were to hear them again?"

"Indeed. A person's natural walking gait,
combined with the shoes they're wearing, the type of floor. It's
really something as unique as a voice." He leaned towards the
purser. "I've been blind for five decades. Believe me, my ears work
better than most peoples' eyes." He cackled. "Hears the things they
don't even see."

"Fine."

Fogerty heard MacArthur cross the room.
There, near the door, the purser whispered to another man, a
subordinate. MacArthur kept his voice low, so that even Fogerty's
sharp ears couldn't make out the words.

The purser then turned back to Fogerty. "Did
you catch that, old-timer?" The blind man sensed a smirk twisting
the other's lips.

"'Fraid not," he replied. "Although if you're
smart, you've told your man there to gather the suspects you have
collected back in the Foreward Deck Lounge, and set up a little
test for me." The blind man laughed, a delighted bark. "If you've
got the man, I'll pick him out from his walk, Purser
MacArthur."

The starsailor grunted. "Very well." He
turned back towards the other man, his voice loud enough for
Fogerty to hear this time: "Go ahead and set it up."

Fogerty heard the lower-ranked man salute and
then exit the room. His footfalls grew distant along the
corridor.

Presently the purser and Fogerty were alone
together.

"One by one," MacArthur said, "those suspects
we've collected will be sent down this corridor. They'll pass by
the door here, and you listen. Identify any that you can. If you
hear the guilty party . . ."

"Yes, yes," Fogerty replied. "I'll tell you
when I hear him."

#

The blind man sat, listening. At the door,
which was partially open, stood the purser, MacArthur. Keeping
an eye on me, thought Fogerty. But also on those who would be
passing outside in the corridor. What would they think, Fogerty
wondered, was the purpose of this strange trip up the corridor and
back?

After a long moment without conversation
between the two men, the first set of footsteps approached. Fogerty
listened, getting an image of the person in his head. The weight of
the steps, the sound of the shoes and the clothes, the speed and
length of the stride.

It was agreed that those suspects walking
down the hallway would pass the small room and continue on for a
short distance, before turning and passing the doorway once more as
they returned to the Forward Deck Lounge. There, all those who had
been rounded up were waiting to make the same trip themselves.

After this first suspect made the turn and
passed the doorway a second time, footsteps receding into the
distance, Fogerty cleared his throat.

"Not the one," he told MacArthur. "A woman.
Our guy is just that, a man."

MacArthur grunted.

"She sounded attractive," said Fogerty,
grinning. "Probably just under five and a half feet tall, thin.
Wearing a dress." He sniffed noisily. "Her perfume smells like
lilac."

Another grunt from the purser. "What color
was her hair?"

"Why, blonde of course!" The old man
hooted.

The purser snorted. "Here comes another."

Mirth drifted away as Fogerty focused on the
approaching steps. A smile grew on his face. The footsteps
continued past the room; a moment later they returned, before
fading away towards the Forward Deck Lounge.

"Clever," Fogerty said, cackling.

MacArthur said nothing.

"That was your man. The one who was here in
the room with us. Fair enough," said the blind man. "Testing me.
Fair enough. Have I passed?" His laughter continued.

Silence from MacArthur. Then, after a moment,
"Here's another."

This time, Fogerty detected a heavyset man,
one whom he remembered from the Lounge; the man's hard-soled shoes
had clattered on the tiled floor in there. Labored, noisy
breathing. He told MacArthur so.

It continued on this way for some time. One
by one, those from the Lounge were sent down the hallway, past the
door where Purser MacArthur stood impassively. Within the room, the
blind man sat to the side, out of sight to those walking by. He
needed only to hear their steps. After each suspect passed by the
door for a second time, their footfalls receding towards the
Lounge, Fogerty would announce his conclusions to MacArthur.

"Nope, that's not him. Too short."

"Wrong shoes."

"Poor guy's got a cold or allergies."

"That was one of your stewards. He served us
wine."

"Ah." Another man passed, this one quite
familiar to Fogerty. "That's my nephew," he told MacArthur.
"Jeffrey. Skinny fellow, blond hair. Wearing a bow tie, even though
I told him to wear a straight tie instead. I always tell him." He
leaned towards MacArthur, grinning. "He doesn't hear the women
laughing behind his back. I do! Phaw! But he likes bowties," he
says. Fogerty cackled. "Ah well. He'll learn."

All throughout, MacArthur stayed silent, no
longer acknowledging the accuracy of Fogerty's descriptions.
Several more men walked up and down the corridor. Did those
gathered in the Lounge grasp the nature of the exercise they were
engaged in?

Then Fogerty sat bolt upright.

At the doorway, MacArthur straightened,
became more attentive.

Footsteps passed the door and continued on
before turning. As they returned, Fogerty leaned towards the
doorway seeing the sound of those steps: the shoes, hard soled with
a slight heel; the legs; the length of the stride. The man those
shoes belonged to: almost six-feet tall; heavy, but not overly so
for the height. Walking with an even pace. Not too quick, nor too
slow. The hint of a limp.

Fogerty gripped the arms of the chair,
listening to those steps grow distant. He sensed MacArthur alert,
focused on him.

Fogerty nodded. "That was him. Without a
doubt." He described the man, to the extent he could.

MacArthur was quiet for a moment. At last he
said, "You're positive?"

"One hundred percent."

The purser grunted.

#

Darwin MacArthur, purser on the Nova
Celeste, eyed the old man with interest. Despite his blindness,
he had correctly identified or described some attribute of each
person who had passed through the corridor. He caught MacArthur's
deputy, Greggers, when they tried to trip him up. Correctly named
the Steward, Lane. Pinpointed his nephew. Described others, whom he
didn't know. Frankly, it was damn impressive.

Still, it was also damn suspicious. The theft
of the ancient ring—a near-priceless artifact—committed under the
simple cover of a smoke bomb, rendered all the cameras useless.
Turned security and all the other witnesses blind. And from out of
that chaos came this old man, William Fogerty, who was
actually blind. Who just happened to be in this quiet side
room down the hall from the security office where the ring was
being kept. Who from this fortuitous position had heard footsteps,
most likely those of the thief. And who had then come forward,
claiming that he could find the culprit. From the sound of those
footsteps.

And yet, watching him work, there was no
doubt that the old man had a skill. With his head rolled to one
side, he listened; his cloudy eyes focused on nothing,
unseeing.

Suddenly, the blind man, Fogerty, jerked
upright.

MacArthur tensed, turning his head to examine
the man approaching along the corridor. He was tall—taller than
MacArthur himself—perhaps a little over six feet. He appeared to be
in his early forties, dark hair cut short, smooth face, tanned
skin. Wearing a tuxedo. The expression on his face was one of
slight discomfort, though the man did not appear nervous. He nodded
to MacArthur as he passed.

The purser glanced over at the old man,
Fogerty, who was gripping the arms of his chair, leaning towards
the doorway. His eyes looked up at the ceiling.

As the man in the corridor passed again,
returning to the Forward Deck Lounge, MacArthur studied him. There
appeared to be a slight hitch in his step, a limp or some source of
discomfort. He wondered how it sounded to the blind man.

He looked back at Fogerty now, and the blind
man was nodding his head. "That was him. Without a doubt." His
description of the man's characteristics matched MacArthur's own
visual study.

"You're positive?"

"One hundred percent."

MacArthur looked out into the now empty
corridor, considering. Then, he pulled out his handheld.

#

The suspect, a man called Fred Davidson, was
taken into custody. The starliner Nova Celeste was equipped
with a small brig. It was essentially MacArthur's office and a pair
of rooms divided further into several holding cells. Here, Davidson
was taken to be searched and held for further questioning.

In the meantime, the ship was arriving at its
destination; docking with Capital Orbital Three was underway.
MacArthur allowed his deputies to lead Davidson away while he made
his way to the Starboard Forward Lobby, and then strapped himself
in for the docking procedure. Here, he would meet the waiting
Capital police officers, Federation Agents, and representatives
from the Museum.

As the docking seal commenced, his handheld
buzzed.

"Yes?"

"We found the ring." It was Stenson, his lead
deputy. "Bastard had it right on him, in his jacket pocket. Like he
thought we wouldn't notice."

"Thank the stars. Anything else?"

"That's all. He's crying up a storm now,
saying he didn't steal it." The deputy's voice briefly moved away
from the mic, but MacArthur heard him shout, "Shut the hell up!"
Back into the receiver, Stenson said, "Damn! He's driving me up a
wall down here."

"I'll be down shortly. Just hold him there.
You're recording everything he says?"

"Of course, boss."

"I'll be as quick as I can." As an
afterthought, "Is Allen still with Fogerty and his nephew?"

"I guess so, you said—"

The great ship shuddered as it locked into
place with the
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