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        For my loving family who impressed upon me to just be who I am, love who I can, and embrace the world. 

      

      

      

       

    

  


  
    
      
        
         

        “Il n'y a qu'un bonheur dans la vie, c'est d'aimer et d'être aimé.” 

         

        ~George Sand 
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      Sitting primly on the edge of his mother’s sofa, William eyed the tea sitting on the tray, but didn’t touch it.  He ignored the scathing look his mother shot him as she sipped her own, and after nearly five full minutes in total silence, she set her saucer down, folded her arms, and let out a loud sigh. 

      “How long do you plan to be cross with me?” 

      Tipping his brown eyes upward, William’s lips thinned.  “I’m not cross.” 

      Rising from her chair, his mother smoothed out her skirt, her hands drifting to her perfectly pinned coif, then she walked around the small table and came to sit next to her son.  “I’m not asking you to go against your morals, William.  Nor am I asking you to bend the rules of the law.” 

      His cheeks went pink and he turned to her, eyes narrow.  “But you are, mother.  I cannot in good conscience represent a man who I know to be guilty of murder.” 

      Her smile was patronizing, and she brought one hand to his wrist, giving it a gentle squeeze.  “My son, you cannot know he’s guilty.  Mr. Sanford has told you his side of the story which, in my humble opinion, sounds perfectly reasonable.” 

      “And yet there are nine witnesses, mother.  Nine who saw him fire off his pistol not once, but four times leaving a woman and her husband dead.” 

      Her patronizing smile spread a little wider.  “My son, those witnesses are hardly reliable.  Drunkards and women of the streets.  You cannot trust their word.” 

      He scoffed, pulling away from her, and rose from his place on the sofa.  He was fresh from Oxford and his firm had opened their doors only three days before his mother presented him with this client.  An old family friend from London who had come to visit the states for several months.  The eye-witnesses had Mr. Sanford in the pub that night with his gaze set on one of the young women there.  According to each of the nine accounts, he was lewd and disrespectful, forcing himself upon the young woman who rebuked his invitations as she was newly married. 

      Not one hour passed before the sounds of a gun were heard and the young woman was found shot alongside her husband.  And Mr. Stanford stood there with his pistol in hand, unapologetic.  His defense was merely he felt his life was in danger from the pair and he was simply attempting to defend himself. 

      An arrest was made, though with a sizable pocketbook he was allowed to walk free that night and sleep comfortable in his bed while the two bodies were carted off to be buried without ceremony.  And now William Owens, a man of self-described honor and morality, was asked to defend this murderer and believe Mr. Sanford’s story against the witnesses, all in the name of social class.  In the name of wealth. 

      Perhaps once upon a time William might have been that man who said a bank vault would give a man more credibility, but he was no longer subjected to such fallacies.  He’d done little travel abroad, but enough to know people who were not of, what his mother called a certain caliber, were no less credible, no less human, and in some cases, perhaps more so.  Nights he spent on the banks of the Thames eating strangely spiced foods wrapped in newsprint, with people he would not be rubbing elbows with alongside the lads at school, taught him quite a bit. 

      He found their experiences, their lives, richer and more meaningful than any inheritance he could possibly hope to gain when his doddering old father died.  It was different there.  Stolen kisses with inverts from the streets in darkened alleyways, and that rush of passion he hadn’t found again since he returned with his tail tucked between his legs. 

      “You are to do honor to this family, and running off to sow your wild oats is not acceptable,” his mother admonished when he told her his wish to stay abroad and pursue other dreams.  “If you do this, it will kill your father.  And I will be left a widow to tend to the lives of your sisters, William.  Would you truly put your own fancies first?  Before God and your family?” 

      William had never been able to stand up to her.  He graduated with honors and boarded the ship, knowing it was likely he would never see the shores of Great Britain again.  He would return to his home, the cramped rooms his mother kept in pristine condition for him, and he would do exactly as she asked. 

      He supposed in a way he had expected this case.  His mother was caught up in politics and nothing was more important to her than defending the honor of the wealthy.  She could hardly help it.  She had never gone without, not as a child, and not in marriage.  William knew that whatever he attempted to do with his firm once it was opened, she would be there to see it go her way. 

      What he hadn’t expected, and truth be told the real reason behind his ire with her, was the marriage.  He had stepped off the boat to meet his mother, and by her side a young woman holding a parasol and staring at William as though he possessed two heads and eight arms. 

      “William, this is Etta Sommer.  Surely you remember the Sommers?” 

      He had a vague recollection of the family.  An old work colleague of his father’s.  Abner, if he was correct, but it had been far too long.  He gave Etta a bow, tipping his hat, and it was as he straightened that he noticed the ring on her finger.  It caught his eye, the blue sapphire promise ring which had belonged to his grandmother.  His mother had told him stories growing up about the ring.  It had been in the family for generations, stolen from a Pirate by his great great grandfather and presented as a token of his affection to his great great grandmother who was the Duchess of Cornwall.  The favor won her heart and it was the love story told to all generations since.  William never believed the story, of course, but the family tradition had been burnt into his mind. 

      It was on her finger now, this woman he had never met, and he looked at his mother with a raised brow.  She, of course, noticed where his gaze had fallen and as Etta strolled a few paces ahead, William hung back. 

      “What are you up to, mother?  Why is she wearing the ring?” 

      “Your father and I thought it best when you come home you can settle in immediately.  March weddings here are lovely, and it will be a small ceremony.  Her father is old fashioned, a lovely man, and has offered a sizable dowry which will be used on the purchase of your new home.  On the banks of the sea, my love.  As you always wanted.” 

      It was nearly the turn of the century and William couldn’t fathom an arranged marriage or a dowry.  Nor could he fathom how his mother would assume he would agree to such a thing.  And yet he found himself saying nothing as they made their way to the carriage. 

      His head spun over the next two weeks, trying to work out how he could find his way out of the mess his mother had created, but even upon having a moment alone with his now-fiancée, she admitted that while love was no part of their union, she would not defy her father. 

      “We will make fine spouses,” she said, holding a glass of champagne delicately between her fingers.  “We are a good genetic match, our children will be handsome, and by the grace of God we will have little turmoil.  It’s all one can ask for in life, really.”  There was an odd tension to her voice, but he couldn’t put his finger on it, and she refused to speak on the matter again. 

      William could hardly understand how a person would subject themselves to such a thing.  To have their lives decided for them?  He had half a mind to tell his mother the engagement was off, that he would make his own future, but at the end of February, his father took a turn for the worst.  A stroke, the physicians said.  He survived it, but would need round the clock care and it was in that moment William realized if there was a God, he had granted him this path and he should walk it. 

      The wedding took place on the third of March, amidst a terrible storm coming off the ocean.  The church was lit by oil lamps, and guests hurried home directly after for fear that they would be washed away in a flood. 

      William and Etta took a grand carriage to a hotel in the heart of Baltimore, and by the light of a single lamp in the corner of the room, they coupled.  There was no passion, no connection.  He could not bring himself to kiss her, and though by her lack of fear or apprehension he assumed she had been had before, she did not make eye contact, nor did she gain any pleasure from the act. 

      In order to complete the task William brought himself back to a time in London.  A beautiful man from India with dark skin and piercing eyes who told him stories of his youth raising elephants for the amusement of British tourists.  They stole away in an abandoned building near Southwark Cathedral and spent the night making love and discovering each other in ways William could have never imagined. 

      They saw each other twice after that, making long promises to find each other when the time was right.  And after finishing his task, William rolled away and took a moment to mourn the idea that he would never see Bahajan again.   

      He and his wife never touched again, and the moment they moved into the home together, she became cold and distant.  She had a maid with her, one who’d been at her side from childhood, and Etta spent her days talking quietly to her in her rooms upstairs.  She hardly gave William a second look, and when she announced she was expecting two months later, it was without emotion or regard for his feelings. 

      It was just as well, and his life was about to change.  His dreams of adventures far away from the States were now just that.  A dream.  He was about to become a father and a practicing attorney, and live the life his mother set into motion for him. 

      And now this June afternoon he sat in his mother’s parlor to listen to her make the case of Mr. Stanford’s alleged crime.  Though William knew that in spite of his misgivings, he wouldn’t be turning his mother down. He hated himself for it, of course, but such was his lot in life.  He would be angry about the forced marriage perhaps forever, but he’d also come to accept it. 

      Rising, he headed for the door but she caught up to him, her hand closing around his wrist.  “Shouldn’t this be a day for celebration?  You have a client which will build your reputation.  Your wife is with child, your home is lovely.  William, it’s everything a man of your age should want.” 

      He bowed his head and didn’t have the heart to tell her that while it was everything he should want, none of it was. 
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      Though it was still summer, there was a strange chill in the air and William knew a vicious winter would soon be on her way.  The trial had been pushed back for three weeks now, and it was only when his law partner and old school chum, Hugh Meyers, mentioned that Sanford was attempting to sway the judge did William realize whatever reputation they built on this case, it would all be false.  Eventually, though, they were able to present their case.  The entire affair lasted six days, and now they were awaiting the verdict.  The judge ordered them back in three days to give his ruling, and William felt like a mess of nerves. 

      They were at the pub now, having a whiskey and warm bowl of stew, and though William hadn’t touched his drink, Hugh was four in.  His round cheeks were ruddy and his watery blue eyes were half-lidded with the drink.  “You know, this could really mean a lot for us.  I know we didn’t see much of each other at University, so who would’ve thought we’d be here today?  Eh, my friend?”  He tipped his glass, waving it until William sighed and clinked the edge with his own. 

      “I suppose so.”  He could not explain how the idea of his reputation being built on bribery and coercion repulsed him.  Hugh was so much like his mother, so much like most in the city where it was about the idea of things, not the things themselves which motivated people. 

      It was too much to bear, and after forty minutes of listening to Hugh talk about seeing their names in print, he excused himself.  “My drink’s gone to my head.  I’m going to take a stroll by the water.  Settle my tab, will you?” 

      “Of course, my friend!” 

      William turned back to see Hugh nudge up to one of the barmaids and unwilling to watch anymore, he hurried to the street.  The boardwalk was only a few blocks away, and though the sun was dipping low into the sky, the sea was calling him. 

      As a child, it had been the only place he felt comforted.  The waves of the bay were gentle, splashing up onto the shore, and as he approached, he toed his shoes off and tucked them near the bench, rolled up the cuffs of his trousers, and went for a stroll. 

      The breeze coming off the water soothed him in a way nothing else could.  Though it was cold, it wrapped around him and gave him a sense of home.  He could recall in his youth, any time he felt troubled he could come down to the water and let the tides wash away the feeling of pain or sin.  He lost time there, like he was suspended while the world moved around him, and he knew if he could stay that way forever, he would. 

      Only he couldn’t.  Etta was at home, and although it was rare for her to acknowledge him on most days, he had an obligation as a husband.  A vow he made before God and family, he promised to care for her and wishing himself away on an empty beach was doing her a disservice.  Besides, the ocean could not steal him away from his mother’s misery.  He knew she would find him, even if he tried to run, and he would be brought back kicking and screaming.  He thought again it was his lot in life, and he would be less miserable if he stopped trying to fight it. 

      Still, he gave himself this moment of peace.  A moment to be alone and with himself.  He could forget here that his life was in control of a madwoman hell-bent on making sure he turned out to be exactly as she wanted him to.  He could forget the hateful gaze of his spouse, and even the pain of what he’d left behind on the shores of Great Britain. 

      But he could not stay.  The sky was dark now, the stars appearing in the sky, and he knew it was time to return to his life.  His feet were numb from the chill of the water, and he shook out drops from the edges of his toes as he said his farewell to the gentle waves. 

      He turned and headed back for his shoes.  The bench he left them by was now occupied by a man wearing a loose shirt, trousers, and carrying with him a leather-bound ledger and fountain pen which he was using to scribble on the pages. 

      There was something about him which struck William as odd.  Perhaps it was the way he held himself, his face tipped away from the pages rather than toward them.  Or the strange, amber-tinted glasses perched on his nose which seemed unnecessary in such dim light.  Maybe it was the way he tilted his head every time a bird flew by, or wind struck the side of a building as though he was listening for the direction. 

      William was a few feet away when the man stood suddenly, tucking the ledger under his arm, and he took a few hesitant steps when his toe collided with William’s shoes and he toppled forward.  William let out a cry, too far to catch him, but he struggled across the sand, making it to the pavement and knelt down as the man attempted to right himself. 

      “Good lord, are you alright?” William asked, easing the man to a kneeling position.  He watched as the man snatched up the ledger, and then rose on his own, letting out a pained laugh. 

      “I suppose I am.  I’ve suffered worse.  Must say that was rather embarrassing.”  He had a strong accent, French if William was guessing correctly, but his English was clear and concise. 

      William’s cheeks were flushed as he regarded this stranger.  “It was my fault, leaving my shoes where they were.  Honestly, are you injured at all?”  He took another moment to regard this fellow.  He was much shorter than William, the black hair falling on his forehead in a slight wave.  His features were pointed, skin tinted with an olive tone, and when he smiled William was surprised to find his teeth polished and pleasing to look at. 

      “Believe me, I’m just fine.  I’m new to the area so I suppose I didn’t think, and didn’t bring my walking stick which was silly of me.” 

      William frowned, not detecting an ailment of any kind which would require a stick, but then it hit him.  The way he looked near William, but not at him.  The way he tilted his head toward sound.  The strange glasses on his face.  He was blind.  “May I…would you like me to…?”  He stammered a little and shook his head.  “Do you live far?  I can escort you.” 

      There was a faint hesitation, then the man nodded and stuck out his free hand.  “Theodore Renard.” 

      William allowed his hand to make contact only long enough to be polite, lest the heat on his face give anything away.  He had never met a blind man before, but he feared this Theodore Renard might feel the blush in his palm.  “William Owens.  Pleasure to make your acquaintance.  And again I apologize for the misplaced shoes.” 

      He hurried to slip them on, grimacing at the feel of sand rubbing against his heels.  When he turned back, Theodore was waiting for him, his hand outstretched only slightly, and William shuffled his feet, unsure what to do. 

      “I would love an escort home.  I live in the new building near the bank, if you’re familiar?”  As William stepped closer, Theodore’s hand curled round his bicep, just above the elbow, and he kept one pace behind William’s feet. 

      “I know exactly the one.  My office is only around the corner.  Lovely building if I do say so myself.”  William had always been awkward at making conversation with strangers, but there was a strange feeling now, as though he could be comfortable with this man. 

      “It is, yes.  My sister was able to secure me a flat before I sailed in.  Such a novelty, this electricity, though I fear it’s wasted on me.” 

      William frowned, then realized what he meant and couldn’t help the laugh which escaped his lips.  “I’m sorry, that was rude of me.” 

      Theodore himself let out a chuckle and gave William’s arm a squeeze.  “Apologies are not necessary, it was meant to be funny.  And besides, what life would we live were we not able to find humor in the dire circumstance?”  They continued on in silence for a few moments.  “So tell me, William, your offices?  What do you do?” 

      “I’m a lawyer,” William said absently as he was careful to move Theodore around lamp posts and small holes in the street.  They rounded the corner near a café, and he could see the edge of the building jutting into the sky.  “My partner and I just opened a firm.  Owens and Meyers.” 

      “Oh.  You’re representing the murder case, n’est-ce pas?  Sanford was his name?” 

      William felt his gut shrink in on itself and he let out a breath.  “Yes.  I am.  We’ve court in three days for the verdict.” 

      Theodore gave his arm another squeeze.  “Nervous?  You shouldn’t be.  Rumor has it you’re doing very well.” 

      That’s the trouble, he thought to himself, but didn’t voice it.  Instead he gave a small hum and came to a stop near the building’s door.  “Here we are.  Can you get up to your flat okay?” 

      “Ah merci beaucoup, William.  I will be fine from here.  I memorized my steps but forgot to take into account this is a far larger city than I anticipated.  Obstacles and all that.  I promise to take better care.” 

      From behind the darkened glasses, William could see Theodore give him a cheeky wink before turning away.  His hand reached out, grabbing the railing, and within moments he disappeared inside.  William found himself unable to move from the stoop right away.  He felt a strange absence without Theodore on his arm, and he wondered where such feelings could be coming from. 

      Turning away from the building, he walked off, determined not to look back. 
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      “Good morning, darling,” William said as he saw his wife enter the room.   

      William was seated in the nook near the back doors having his coffee.  The paper was spread out in front of him, but as Sanford had made the front page yet again, he couldn’t bear to read on.  He had a plate with a croissant sitting near a tab of hard butter, and though he knew he ought to eat before spending his long day at the office, his stomach churned at the thought. 

      Etta hadn’t been much of an early riser since the start of her pregnancy, so seeing her up before he was off to work was a surprise.  Rising from the table, he pulled back a chair for her as her maid quickly laid out her tea and a bit of sliced fruit on the side. 

      His wife looked tired, but more refreshed than she had in some time.  She had her hair pinned back, face freshly scrubbed, and she was wearing a loose frock to accommodate her growing form.  She gave William a stern nod as he sat back down, and she speared a bit of melon with her fork, nibbling on the edge. 

      “Any plans for the day?” he inquired.  They rarely spoke, and never dined together, so he wasn’t sure how to address her in casual conversation. 

      Letting out a breath, Etta sat back in her seat.  “None that will concern you.  Will you be late again tonight?” 

      He tried not to wince at her indifferent tone.  “I suppose.  I’ve to prepare my statements for the sentencing should the judge return a guilty verdict.” 

      Snorting, Etta shook her head.  “For a man of Sanford’s caliber, he won’t see the inside of a cell.  I don’t know why you fret so much.”  When he opened his mouth to reply, she scoffed.  “Shouldn’t you be on your way?” 

      The sting went deep, her distaste for him apparent and although he didn’t care for her much, he hoped they could at least be friendly.  Alas, it was not to be it seemed, and he took one last sip of his coffee before rising.  “Have a good day, my dear.” 

      She gave him a slight hum as she helped herself to the paper while he went for his hat and jacket.  Closing the door behind him, he gave himself a moment to wonder how his life had become this.  Yet he supposed that was everyone’s lot in life.  They could not all be figures from books, whirlwind romances and deep sea adventures.  Most were destined to grow, live, and die in a stagnant place, and they could only hope to leave bits and pieces of stories for the history books. 

      William’s new home was just outside the city, and he usually made the walk each morning, enjoying the crisp air which prepared him for the day.  His mother was staunchly set on her carriage and horses which they kept up state for breeding and boarding.  Their family maintained a summer home just outside of New York with several mares, though it had been years since William set foot there. 

      He considered going, taking Etta there to see if perhaps they could find some common ground, but he wasn’t sure when there would be time.  Soon, if the predictions were correct, his firm would be bustling with clients and apart from that he would be tending to a family.  Galloping off to the country to hide away from city life was a boyish dream.  No longer for him, and he supposed in some way, he could be content with that. 

      The day passed more quickly than he expected, and even Hugh was quieter than usual.  Although they were both certain a man of Stanford’s connections would get his way out of the charges, there were no guarantees.  Should they lose this case and a man like Stanford be sent to prison, it would set them up for failure.  No one would want a defense attorney who could not save the reputation of the higher class individuals. 

      Come five o’clock, Hugh had paced the floor, done research, and prepared a dozen statements from which to choose from come Thursday afternoon when they stood before the judge.  He’d nearly worn a hole in the office floor, and tired of watching him out of the corner of his eye, he finally sent Hugh away. 

      “Go have a drink, calm your nerves,” William ordered, rising from his desk.  He set his pen down on the edge of his ledger and crossed his arms.  “You’re making me dizzy and I cannot watch you walk the floor anymore.” 

      Hugh paused, his cheeks flushed a little, and he ducked his head.  “You’re right.  I’m all nerves.  This is our first case and I’m confident, but if this doesn’t go well…” 

      “It will be fine.”  William was torn as he said it, because a small piece of him hoped Sanford would be convicted and forced to do the time he should.  Perhaps even hang for such a grievous crime.  But William was also no fool.  “Go on.  I’ll finish up here for the night and I will meet you first thing Thursday morning.” 

      Hugh wasted no time gathering his coat and hat, and moments later the office door shut with a loud bang.  The silence was immediate, almost physical, and William let out a long breath as he resumed his seat.  He was only half done with his prepared statements for Thursday, but now with Hugh out of the way, he could concentrate. 

      The sun was nearly down by the time he finished, and as he gathered his things and locked up for the night, he felt a hesitation.  At home his wife would be there.  Perhaps in the parlor, perhaps reading in her room, but the sight of him would be unwelcome to her, and there was no greater feeling of discomfort than being despised in one’s own home.  He could easily make his way to the pub, but the ruckus would inevitably prove to be too much.  He was on edge and would be until the verdict was returned, and nothing would change that. 

      As he stood at the door, his key in the lock, a fleeting thought rushed through his head.  The building around the corner with the strange blind man.  How would it be if he were to show up at the door unannounced?  Surely he would think him improper, and he could not afford the reputation of an invert so early in life.  Not like this. 

      Chuckling at himself for even thinking it, William pocketed his keys and thought perhaps he would go by the café and see if they had sweets to offer.  He could take a box home to Etta, to see if anything would satisfy the strange cravings the baby brought on.  If anything the gesture might open up a bit of kindness and friendship between them, and he could stand for a little more of that in the house. 

      He was just coming out of the café door when he heard it.  A muffled cry and a scuffle.  Something about it sounded wrong, and without thinking, William hurried in the direction of the commotion.  Rounding the corner just up the street, he found himself in the entrance to a filthy alley where a group of young street boys stood over the body of a fallen man.  His coat was covering his face, but he was clearly beaten and one of the boys was digging around in the man’s pockets. 

      “You there!”  William’s voice boomed off the walls, and all five of them froze.  “Scatter, or I’ll call the constable and you’ll find yourselves sent up state to the boy’s school!  Breaking rocks!” 

      They turned tail and ran, leaving the man’s pocketbook intact, but he was clearly hurt.  Rushing through the piles of garbage, William grimaced, dropping his box of sweets as he knelt into a puddle of muck and eased the man up.  As the coat fell away, his breath caught in his throat. 

      The bruised face was of Theodore, and he was gasping in pain.  He had red blooming over his cheek which was sure to turn dark by morning, a cut on his lip, and the way he held his ribs said they were bruised at the very least, possibly cracked.  He still wore his dark glasses, but they were askew, one lens shattered in the frame. 

      “Easy now,” William said as Theodore attempted to rise.  He gave him a steady arm, taking care that he didn’t topple over. 

      “Merci,” Theodore gasped after a second.  “They caught me unawares.”  He began to move around, his hand out, and William frowned until he asked, “Do you see a walking stick by chance?” 

      Eyes going wide, William’s gaze darted around the alley until he spotted it lying against the wall.  It was thin, hollow, made of some metal he supposed.  Lifting it up, he pressed it into Theodore’s outstretched hand.  “Shall I help you home?” 

      Theodore frowned after taking the stick, and cocked his head to the side.  “You sound familiar.” 

      “Ah yes,” William said, flushing.  “Sorry.  We met the other day at the shore.  My name is William Owens.” 

      “The lawyer,” Theodore said, and his mood perked up immediately.  “How fortunate it is you came along.  Must be fate.” 

      William’s face blazed furiously and he shook his head.  “I work just nearby.  It was luck if anything." 

      Theodore’s smile went smaller, then he reached out his hand.  “Well I appreciate the offer and I will take you up on it.  I’m not so steady on my feet I’m afraid.  Would it be too much trouble to assist me up?” 

      “Not at all,” William said without thinking.  He was wholly distracted by the firm grip Theodore had on his arm.  Luckily for them both, Theodore’s flat was close by, so gathering his box of sweets, he led the way. 

      The climb to the landing was agony for Theodore who was leaning on William heavily by the time they reached the fourth floor.  William took the keys from the other man, opening the door, and he held it wide as Theodore limped inside, set his walking stick next to the coatrack, and shrugged off his jacket. 

      He let out a long, low hiss as he prodded at his ribs, then winced when his tongue darted out to inspect the cut on his lip.  “I suppose I’m something of a sight.” 

      William almost laughed, but bit it back.  “You could do with some cleaning up.  Do you have any ointments?  A place to wash?” 

      “The bath is down the hall.  I have salves and ointments in a large basket just to the right.  There are cloths hanging from the rack on the wall.  If you wouldn’t mind…” 

      “Not at all,” William said in a hurry.  “Get comfortable.” 

      Not paying any mind to anything around his flat just yet, he hurried into the bathroom and took only a second to marvel at the size of it.  Brand new plumbing, electricity shining through lamp bulbs on the wall, and the tub was massive, gleaming in the yellow glow of the artificial light. 

      He spotted the basket straight away, and fetched some ointment for Theodore’s lip, and wet a cloth, scrubbing a bar of soap over the rough edges so he could clean him up.  Theodore would need a bath to remove the stench of the dirty alley, but for now this would do. 

      Tucking everything under his arm, William put out the light before venturing into the lounge where Theodore had gotten comfortable on a long sofa.  There was a low table and he set everything down before coming around to sit, and his breath caught in his throat when Theodore began to unbutton his shirt. 

      “Would you mind inspecting my ribs?” he asked, and his tone was innocent.  “I’m afraid they’ve done some damage.” 

      “Of course.”  William tried to keep himself in check as Theodore removed his shirt, revealing a taut, well-formed chest.  There was little hair, his skin smooth, and William felt the inexplicable urge to run his hands along those defined muscles.  Clearing his throat, he bent forward and in the dim light and noted that there was bruising, but likely just that.  “I think you’ll be fine.  If there’s any damage, it’s nothing more than a small fracture.” 

      Theodore let out a small breath and muttered a curse in French.  “I didn’t hear them coming,” he said after a second.  “I was lost in thought and they got the jump on me.  I suppose they saw me coming from the market.” 

      “It’s cruel and unfair,” William agreed.  He picked up the soapy cloth from the table and very carefully put his hand on Theodore’s shoulder.  “May I?  I’d like to wash the cuts before an infection sets in.” 

      Theodore smiled and tipped his head up just slightly.  “Of course.  I’ve been blind many years but I’m still quite vain.  Wouldn’t want anything to mar my handsome features.” 

      William’s entire body went flush and he tried to feign a laugh, but failed.  Clearing his throat, he made careful work of the gashes on Theodore’s skin, and after getting them clean, he applied the ointment.  “There.  You should be right again soon.”  He took a moment to breathe, then looked at the cracked glasses and lifted his fingers.  “May I…?”  When Theodore frowned, William touched the edge of the glasses. 

      “Oh.  Bien sûr.” 

      Taking care, William lifted the arms of the glasses up over Theodore’s ears, then pulled the dark lenses over his nose.  He set them on the table and when he looked back, Theodore was blinking his eyes open.  William didn’t know what to expect.  He’d known one blind man ever, a friend of the family who in his age, had gone white-eyed with cataracts. 

      Theodore had no such ailment.  His eyes were piercing, a violent sea-green that took on a cerulean tint when he tiled his head just so.  The only thing giving away his condition was the rapid way his eyes moved back and forth.  It was a subtle gesture, one had to look very closely to notice it. 

      “Is everything okay?”  Theodore’s voice cut into William’s thoughts and he gave a small start. 

      “Yes, quite.  Just a bit of bruising here.”  He touched a spot where the frame of the glasses had been pushed into Theodore’s cheek.  “No real harm, I suppose.  Though the damage done to the glasses is irreparable, I’m afraid.” 

      Theodore smiled, rubbed his fingers over the bridge of his nose, then shrugged.  “No matter. I have plenty of spares.  This isn’t the first time I’ve had an incident.  Would you like me to fetch them?” 

      William frowned, moving away slightly.  “Fetch them?  I’m sorry, I don’t know what you’re asking.” 

      “The glasses.  People tend to find my stare unnerving.” 

      William’s gut clenched a little and he asked, “So they’ve no practical purpose?” 

      Shrugging, Theodore sat back with his eyes closed and the corner of his mouth quirked a bit.  “During the day I find the sun painful, so they aid me in keeping headaches at bay.  But as for practicality, especially at night, no.”  He let out a small chuckle.  “It’s for propriety only.” 

      The thought of it bothered him, of Theodore hiding something which was hardly his fault simply because it made others uncomfortable.  Oh he well knew some of the folk believed it was punishment for a parent’s sin.  Possibly even contagious, but those were people afraid of everything.  The sorts of people buying tonics for plagues that didn’t exist who also believed the Lord himself would return on a white horse to smite the sinners and save the righteous. 

      “Your gaze doesn’t bother me,” William said after a moment, realizing he hadn’t spoken in some time. 

      A silence stretched on which should have been tense or uncomfortable, and yet William found himself content in it.  Then Theodore shifted in his seat and
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