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Synopsis: Out of Sight - A poor woman who
works in a garment factory starts to go blind from the chemicals
used there. As she stumbles towards her meager flat someone tries
to rob her and it’s only when a guardian angel steps in that she’s
saved. He begins to look after her and she cannot see him, but love
starts to grow in her heart.

 


 


Flora’s only comfort as she buttoned up the
dress that was fitting looser and looser with each passing week was
that at least she couldn’t see how it hung on her thin frame in the
reflection of the window panes as she passed by buildings on her
way to work.

Of course, that was cold comfort.

She finished off the last of the buttons and
sighed, trying to readjust the dress so that it draped across her
bones as nicely as possible. Flora knew she looked a fright. She
knew it just as well as she knew the familiar gnaw in her belly
that told her she hadn’t seen a piece of food in longer than she
cared to remember.

Her eyesight had worsened to such a point
that she hardly trusted herself to walk the streets without help —
only there was no help to be found. Flora was alone in the world,
both of her parents dead from the fever, her siblings scattered so
far across the reaches of London that she hardly knew where to find
them. Poverty and desperation had led them to seek out their
fortunes wherever they could find them, and Flora had found herself
more on the market for survival than fortune.

That, of course, had come at the cost of one
of her five senses.

It had started with a burning and a blurring
that she couldn’t explain after a shift at the garment factory. She
sprayed fabrics with bright colors, ensuring that every inch was
completely saturated before moving on to the next bolt.

The clouds of odor that accompanied the spray
bothered her at first, but Flora swiftly got used to it. There was
no point in complaining. The money she earned from the job kept her
fed and housed.

She thought perhaps it was some dust or
something that had gotten into her eyes that first day. But when
she had finally gotten home, tears of pain streaming down her face,
all the washing in the world couldn’t clear her eyes.

The next morning, they were even worse.

Too scared to ask for time off to see about
her illness, Flora continued to go to work, clouds of
strong-smelling paints and dyes wafting around her
continuously.

Her eyes worsened to a point when she
couldn’t tell the expressions on anyone’s face as she passed them
by either in the factory or on the streets. They were only
colors.

When that, too, started to fade, Flora became
genuinely frightened.

The doctor she saw took up the money that she
had meant for rent, so she had to shift her entire budget just to
keep a roof over her head. More and more, meals were sacrificed in
order to ensure enough money for shelter.

The doctor’s prognosis hadn’t even been worth
the price of admission.

“The chemicals in the paints and dyes you’re
using is the cause of your blindness,” he intoned, his face a
squiggly mass of shapes in front of her as he examined her
eyes.

“I don’t know what to do,” Flora remarked. “I
need that job to survive.”

“Keep it and you can say goodbye to your
vision,” he said, leaning back so that Flora could only just barely
make out the outline of his body. “It’s my theory that this
condition is reversible, but you must be removed from what is
causing the condition to begin with — those chemicals.”

“I’ll be out on the streets if I do that,”
Flora said, shivering at the prospect. Before her eyes had gone
bad, she’d seen what the streets did to young women like her. Their
faces and bodies grew hollow, and their souls left them dull and
lifeless. Women on the streets had to do things to survive that
Flora didn’t think herself capable of doing.

“At least you’d have your vision,” the doctor
reminded her, and then she gave away her rent money.

Flora tried to pray on it, but she felt like
the Lord had been silent of late. She knew he was there for her,
and she always had faith, but her heart couldn’t tell her one way
or another what to do. Flora didn’t want to be blind for the rest
of her life, but she couldn’t resign herself to a life on the
streets if she couldn’t make rent.

Instead, she went hungry saving to make up
for that expensive trip to the doctor, trying to keep the roof
above her head, and continued to work at the garment factory, her
vision fading with each poisonous cloud that enveloped her.

She had to relearn some things in order to
cope with her daily life. She knew her tiny apartment like the back
of her hand, so making her way around it without bumping into
anything was easy. It was walking the streets to and from work that
were the problem. She often knocked into carts and vendors and
passers-by, earning herself unkind words or, at worst, a cuff at
her head. Being dizzy and blind definitely didn’t help things.

At the garment factory, she did her best to
cover up her disability. But when she started making mistakes and
her apologies failed to win over her employers, Flora found herself
with less work. She would clamor at the gates to the factory,
begging to just do something, terrified at the prospect of not
having an income. She couldn’t be like those street women, she just
couldn’t.

Praying hard to God for succor, the garment
factory bosses finally took pity on her — or admiration in her
dedication of staying at the gates all day every day during her
spate of unemployment. They let her back in on the condition that
she should have to compete every day for her spot — and if she
messed up again, she’d be out.

Even a few days without a job was enough to
set her rent money back again, enough to make her go even hungrier
to make the payments to her landlord.

Flora grew thinner and her dresses grew
bigger while her eyesight grew worse.

Her vision was worse in the dark, and if she
ever did get some work at the garment factory, it meant that she
walked herself home long after the streetlamps had been lit.

Flora supposed she could always ask someone
to tag along with her, but she didn’t want anyone knowing just how
bad her eyes were. If they knew she could barely see to walk
herself home, then it might just become impossible to get
employment for the day at the factory.

In addition, she didn’t want to trouble
anyone. Her troubles were her own, and as long as she had God to
help bear them, she knew that she could overcome anything.

Flora only wished that the good Lord would
help her open her eyes a little wider to see the steps she had to
take in front of her — both literally and figuratively.

She knew her eyes were getting worse. She
knew it had something to do with the colors and sprays at the
garment factory. However, she needed that job to survive — even if
most of the money she earned, if not all, went toward her
exorbitant rent.

Would God allow her to toil like this for her
entire life? Flora dreaded the day when she woke up and couldn’t
even see the morning light creeping in through her sole window — or
when she wouldn’t have a window to look through.

She often felt like she was in a difficult
situation, even as much as she tried to put her entire trust in
God. Life was difficult, and that was just something she had to
accept.

“Good night, Flora!” one of her fellow
employees called, and Flora did her best to let her ears do her
seeing for her. She turned in the direction of the voice, smiled,
and waved.

“Good night!”

She’d given up long ago on calling all of her
coworkers by their individual names. She knew them all, but Flora
could never be sure who was who. To her eyes, all of them bustled
around with the same blurs. She couldn’t even quite discern what
colors their dresses were. It was lucky that they were required to
keep the colored sprays in the same order or else Flora was sure
she’d muck that up.

She girded herself as she stepped out of the
relative safety of the garment factory and into the streets,
keeping up a constant stream of prayer to keep her path straight
and true.

Part of her journey between the garment
factory and her little apartment took her down by the Thames, and
falling into the river was the last thing she needed. Flora
would’ve picked a different way, but when her eyesight was still
good, she had enjoyed looking upon the river when she walked home.
Now that her vision was bad, she didn’t even trust herself to try
to find another way through London’s winding streets and web of
alleyways.

A cry somewhere behind her made Flora tense
up.

“Stop! Thief!”

The time that had passed between leaving the
factory and now told her she was approaching the Thames, but she
couldn’t be exactly sure where she was. She could already smell the
river, that much she knew. But where could she dart for safety?
Flora didn’t dare stray too far from her current path.

Someone knocked into her suddenly with such
force that she lost her breath, and Flora felt a sudden pain as the
person suddenly grabbed a fistful of her hair and pulled.

“Your purse,” a man growled. “Give it to
me!”

Her pitiful purse — couldn’t he see that she
was poor by the way she shuffled along? Her purse had only a few
sad coins in it from the day’s employment that she’d been having a
war of willpower over. She could perhaps use one of them to buy
some bread on the way home, or she could put all of them toward the
rent she was going to be late on again this week. It had been a
hard struggle to convince herself to save all of them, but now that
there was a man threatening her with bodily harm unless she gave
them up, Flora felt even more despair.

“I won’t give them to you,” she said, flaring
with anger. Where this strength and determination had come from,
Flora had no idea. She was exhausted from a long day’s work and
terrified at not even being able to see her attacker. However, she
just couldn’t give up these coins, as sad as they were. They were
all she had.

“Fool,” the man said, shoving at her, pushing
her up against something hard before attempting to rip her little
purse from her grasp. “Give it here!”

“Get away from her!”

Flora screamed and cowered as another man
entered the fray; a blur of movement she heard and felt more than
saw pushing her attacker to the side.

“Don’t worry, miss,” a musical voice intoned,
and then a scuffle ensued. Flora couldn’t see what was happening,
let alone where she could escape. She was very close to the river,
and one wrong move might mean her death. She only cowered in place,
hoping the right man would win, hoping that she might escape home
with the money she needed to survive. She was helpless now, though,
and Flora gave herself and her life over to the Lord. He was the
only one who could intervene now.

“God, please help me get through this,” she
prayed, shuddering at the thuds and slaps and blows she heard too
near her. “Please help me survive. Please, Lord.”

She didn’t know what else to pray as the
sounds from the scuffle ceased and one pair of feet fled from the
scene. Who had won — her savior or her attacker? Flora trembled as
she waited for answers her eyes couldn’t give her.

“Are you hurt in any way?”

Strong hands held her lightly by the
shoulders as they helped her to her feet, but Flora didn’t flinch
away. She felt safe somehow, even if her vision had gone to the
point where she could only barely discern dark from light. It was
so hard to see, but someone had her. She was going to be all
right.

“I’m fine, but only thanks to you,” she said,
trying to stop her trembling. Everything was going to be just fine.
God had sent an angel to protect her.

“Didn’t you see that man running right for
you?” her angel demanded. It had to be an angel, Flora decided. His
voice was far too musical to be just that of a man.

“No, I didn’t,” she said honestly. She didn’t
have anything to hide from an angel, did she? They were messengers
of the Lord.

“But you were looking right at him,” the man
persisted. “I saw you.”

“I saw nothing,” Flora admitted. “My eyes are
very bad.”

“Are you blind?” She could hear the wonder in
the man’s voice — a curiosity. Was that what she was going to be? A
curiosity? Something for people to pity?

She hesitated. “I haven’t always been like
this. I think it has something to do with the sprays at the garment
factory.”

“Your hands do have a greenish tint I was a
little concerned about,” the man said, and she could hear the humor
in his voice. “And you have little flecks of blue and red in your
hair.”

“You can see all that?” Flora asked, patting
her speckled hair self-consciously with her stained hands. She
always took care to wash up when she got back to her apartment
every night, but it was becoming clear to her that even a task as
simple as that was beyond her grasp.

“They’re very bright colors,” the man said.
“Is there somewhere I can take you? A doctor, perhaps?”

The thought of a doctor made Flora cringe.
Visiting someone who’d only tell her that her sight would get
progressively worse as long as she held the only job that kept her
in an apartment made her feel hopeless.

No. She wasn’t going to feel that way. She
had God in her heart and an angel by her side.

“I’m on my way home for the night,” she said,
lifting her chin.

“Could I have the pleasure in escorting you
there?” the man asked. “I am an honorable man, though you cannot
see me yourself.”

“Man?” Flora repeated, smiling. “I was so
sure you were an angel God sent to help me.”

“Maybe so,” the man said, and she could hear
the smile in his voice again. Flora found herself longing to see
just how brightly that smile lit up his face.

“I’m Flora,” she said, sticking out her hand
in the direction of that musical voice. “I don’t live very far from
here. We’re by the Thames, aren’t we?”

“Your sense of direction is very good,
Flora,” he said. “My name is Lionel.”

The way he pronounced it was so exotic that
she was sure he couldn’t have originated in London. It had to be
somewhere closer to heaven.

“Lee-oh-nell,” she repeated, giggling at her
fumbling of his name. “Where are you from? Certainly not
London.”

The man seemed to hesitate and Flora wondered
if it was a sensitive topic. She knew there were people from all
over the world living in London, drawn by the promise of work and
progress. It was very much an international city. Was Lionel
fleeing from something? Hiding from something else? Not being able
to see was making her other perceptions sharper the longer her eyes
deserted her. Flora imagined that she could feel discomfort and
hesitancy hang in the air between them. She only wished she knew
just what was causing the spike of anxiety she perceived as his
hands tightened a bit on her shoulders.

“I am English,” Lionel said finally. “I just
grew up in Jamaica.”

“Jamaica!” Flora exclaimed. “How wonderful!
You simply must tell me all about it.”

Lionel laughed, but the sound of it was more
of relief than amusement.

“I would love to,” he said. “Now, which way
is home for you?”

It was Flora’s turn to hesitate. She’d been
so turned around in the tumult that she wasn’t sure where she was.
Her vision was swimming even more than usual. It had to be those
new colors they were using at the factory.

“Is the river on my right or my left?” she
asked, trying to use her ears to puzzle it out. Where was the
lapping of the water coming from?

“My poor dear,” Lionel said softly, taking
his hands from her shoulders. Flora fought the urge to snag them
again. She didn’t want her angel to fly off again. She felt as
helpless as a kitten. Finally, though, she felt his hand on her
hand again and realized he was threading her arm through his, as if
to escort her like any gentleman would a lady.

“I appreciate your help,” Flora said, her
voice shaking. “But please, no pity.”

“It’s not pity I’m feeling for you,” Lionel
said, his voice ringing with sincerity. “It’s admiration. I can’t
believe that you’ve been getting yourself to and from work — and
working, at all — in your condition. Anyone in a similar state who
didn’t have the strength of spirit you do would probably have
stopped trying to live long ago.”

Flora flushed. Praise from Lionel? He’d spent
his life living across the world practically and he was admiring
her for just trying to get to and from work every day? It didn’t
seem right.

“Is the river on my right or left?” Flora
asked. “If it’s on my left, we’re headed to the garment factory. If
it’s on my right, we’re headed home.”

“We’re facing it,” Lionel informed her.
“We’ll just turn here, then, and get started back in the correct
direction.”

Flora felt a chill even though the side of
her was pressed up against her angel. She really hadn’t known that
she was facing the Thames? What would’ve happened if Lionel hadn’t
come along? Would she have tried to reorient herself after being
attacked? Her eyesight had never been this bad. Would she have
walked right into the river, plunging into its cold depths before
she figured out that the lapping of the water was directly in front
of her?

“Are you cold?” Lionel asked. “Here, take my
coat.”

“No, it’s quite all right,” Flora began to
protest, but then a wonderful smelling warmth surrounded her. She
knew Lionel had draped his coat over her shoulders and appreciated
it immediately. It still contained the heat from his own body,
which was warming her in the deepening night. London could get so
cold no matter what the season was.

“And are you sure that I can’t take you to
the doctor instead of home?” Lionel asked, patting her hand. “If
you say your eyesight is affected by the garment factory, don’t you
think there might be some solution?”

Flora couldn’t quite place the tone of
Lionel’s voice. There was hope in it — and longing, too — but there
was a flatness that she wondered about. Could it be that Lionel
didn’t want her to see? That was a strange thought, especially
since this was the second time he’d offered to take her to the
doctor.

“There’s no need to go to the doctor,
really,” Flora assured him. “I’ve been, and the doctor told me what
I must do to see again.”

“What’s that?” Lionel asked curiously as they
began walking in the direction of Flora’s apartment.

“Quit working at the garment factory,” she
said simply. “Something that will never happen.”

Lionel was silent for a while, which forced
Flora to use her other senses. The arm that her hand had been
hanging on to was tensed up. His steps were purposeful, and the
heels of his boots clicked against the pavement beneath them.

Flora could hear other things, too — people
passing by them suddenly going silent. Was it because they were
staring at her? Was Flora being obvious about her deficient powers
of sight? She was trying to keep her head level, trying not to cock
it as she studied the blurs of light and darkness in front of her.
It was hard to believe that she’d ever done this by herself before.
Had her eyes really gotten this bad?

Then Flora started hearing the whispers. They
were hard to discern, little wisps of conversation as she and
Lionel passed by other pedestrians. Flora only caught bits and
pieces of words here and there — “strange,” “wrong,” “against
nature.”

It made her shrink a little inside herself,
but those people were only saying aloud what Flora already thought.
It was unnatural to not be able to see. God gave her two perfectly
good eyes, but life and the circumstances of it had robbed her of
them.

“You’ll have to try and guide me to your
doorstep,” Lionel said, his voice a little less cheerful. Had he
heard the whispers, too? Flora could only guess at the pity and
disgust in people’s faces as they stared at her sightless eyes.
Poor Lionel, having to be seen with someone as helpless as her.

“What do you see around you?” Flora
asked.

“There’s a bakery,” Lionel said.

Flora grimaced as her stomach grumbled
loudly.

“Would you like to stop there?” Lionel said,
laughing and joyful again. Flora flushed as she realized her
stomach had growled loudly enough for him to hear it.

“No,” she said quickly. “I’m saving for rent
this week. I’ll be all right.”

“I don’t know about that,” Lionel said. “You
look like you’re nothing more than skin and bones. That thief by
the river slung you around like a ragdoll. You can’t weigh anything
at all.”

“I’ll be fine,” she said, more sharply than
she’d intended. “Thank you for your help and concern, but I can
make it from here.”

“Are you sure?” Lionel asked. “Can you even
see? I’d feel better if I at least saw you to your doorstep.”

“I count my steps from the bakery,” Flora
explained. “I know I’m at the bakery by the smell of bread. I’m not
very far from here.” Only she hadn’t smelled the bread this time.
She’d been too enchanted by the smell of cinnamon that Lionel
seemed to exude, like he’d been aboard some spice ship or in some
shop that sold only the most exotic flavorings.

“I really don’t want to leave you by
yourself, especially not when you’re so hungry,” Lionel said. “Will
you at least allow me to take you to dinner somewhere?”

“That’s really unnecessary,” Flora said,
shaking her head. “You’ve been very kind, Lionel, but I just want
to go home and rest. It’s been a long day.”

“I hear that,” he said. “It seems like every
merchant ship that’s been abroad returned back to London today. I
work at the docks and it feels like I unloaded an entire
fleet.”

The docks. Perhaps that was why he smelled so
strongly of cinnamon. The idea of delicacies and treasures unloaded
made Flora’s stomach grumble again, but she shook it off.

“Well, then it’s time for you to go home and
rest, too,” she said. “Thank you again for everything you’ve
done.”

“Good night, then,” Lionel said.

Flora began to count her steps carefully,
making sure they were measured like she usually did. This was one
of the first adaptations she’d developed when her sight began to be
so bad she couldn’t see her way through the streets. It was exactly
fifty steps from the bakery to her front door. She always touched
the engraved number three on the wood to be sure it was hers, but
she never failed.

Tonight, though, she was more than a little
distracted by all that had happened. It would have been devastating
had the thief taken her money. Now, though, God had delivered an
angel right to her to see her through the recovery of her sight. It
was so farfetched that it was hard to believe, but Flora was living
this fairytale.

What was even more distracting was that she
could still smell that pervasively wonderful cinnamon that seemed
to have been ingrained in Lionel’s very personality. Even after
she’d walked away from him, the cloying scent seemed to envelop
her, accompany her every step.

Flora reached fifty and paused to feel the
familiar three beneath her fingers. Despite all of her distracting
thoughts, she’d made it home once again, mostly under her own
power. The cinnamon smell was as strong as ever, and a smile danced
around her lips as she turned around slowly.

“Lionel?”

“You caught me,” came his cutely guilty but
still musical voice. “Please forgive me. I know you said you could
make it home, and you’ve proven it to me.”

“There’s nothing to forgive,” Flora insisted.
“You only did what you thought was right. Do you believe me now —
that I can take care of myself? I’ve been doing it for quite a
while.”

“I don’t want you to have to take care of
yourself,” he said.

“What do you mean?” Flora felt confused.
Independence currently was something to be valued — especially
someone in her condition. At least she wasn’t hunched over on a
street corner, holding out her hand for alms.

“Could I ask you a question, Flora?”

“You already have, Lionel,” she answered,
smiling. “But
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