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Chapter 1

The bookshop doorbell tinkled softly as Christy hurried in out of the pouring rain. Shivering, he leaned on it for a moment, allowing the familiar warmth to envelop him in its embrace, and the pungent scent of old paper, ink, and leather to calm him as it always did.

“Good morning, Mr. Shaw.”

Christy shook himself, and glanced over to where the shop owner, Mr. Fenton, sat behind his desk, pen in hand. Mr. Fenton didn’t look up, he continued to write in his ledger, spectacles perched on his nose.

“Good morning, Mr. Fenton,” Christy said, trying not to drip all over the floor. He hurried through the shop into the back room and quickly divested himself of first his coat, scarf, and hat, then the rest of his wet clothes. He slipped into the clean, dry shirt, trousers, cravat, and waistcoat that were hanging there waiting for him, then pulled on his smart coat, and donned the uniform of respectability. Of a bookseller. It made his chest almost burst with pride every time. He tugged his waistcoat down, smoothed his damp hair, and then strode out into the shop.

“Throw another log on the fire, would you?” Mr. Fenton said. The cosy fire in the shop warmed it and drew many a customer during the winter months. Christy hurried over and poked the embers and then rested a log on top. He held out his hands and warmed them. The dreary December drizzle had given way to a ferocious frost last night, then turned into pouring, freezing rain for his morning walk to work. He soaked up the warmth as he waited to make sure the log had taken, then headed for the back room, away from the customers, where the old range burned merrily. He swung the kettle over the fire to boil to make tea. Mr. Fenton liked tea at the start of the day. Today, a large pan of what looked like porridge simmered gently on the plate as well. Christy’s stomach rumbled as he gathered the tea things onto a tray and waited for the water to boil.

The back room of the shop was the warmest, cosiest place on earth and Christy loved being the only person, apart from Mr. Fenton, who was allowed in. Two armchairs of worn, dark red leather sat either side of the range, in the centre of which a fire burned. There was a hot plate on one side, and an oven on the other. A huge hook for holding a kettle or a pan over the burning fire completed the ensemble. It was ancient, but Christy loved it. A big rag rug of myriad hues covered the floor, and the times that he had sat in one of the chairs with Mr. Fenton in the other talking about books, the world, and on occasion, politics, were some of Christy’s happiest moments.

The kettle boiled and he made the tea. There were no customers yet, just Christy and Mr. Fenton. He always took the greatest care to make the tea exactly how Mr. Fenton liked it. He placed the china cup on a saucer, placed it on the tray with a cup for himself, and carried it through to the shop and placed it by Mr. Fenton’s elbow.

Mr. Fenton looked up. He didn’t exactly smile, he wasn’t a smiling sort of a man, but his eyes warmed. He had the most beautiful eyes. Clear, crystalline grey, and so intelligent and sharp they bored into a man’s soul. Sometimes, Christy was a little afraid to hold his gaze too long, afraid of what he might see.

“Thank you, Mr. Shaw.”

Christy had long ago invited him to use his Christian name, but Mr. Fenton had just nodded and continued calling him Mr. Shaw.

“My pleasure. What are we doing today, Mr. Fenton?”

Mr. Fenton put down the quill and closed the ledger in which he had been writing. He had lovely hands too. Long, strong elegant fingers and clean, trimmed nails. The sight of them made Christy curl his fingers into his palms to hide the grime he knew lay beneath his own ragged fingernails.

“Christmas displays,” he said, with a note of irritation in his voice as if pandering to the whims of the customers was something that he shouldn’t have to do. As if people should love and appreciate books in and of themselves, and as though adorning the shop with tawdry gewgaws, in the way that most shopkeepers did at this time of year, should not be something a serious bookseller should involve himself in. Christy felt as though he should adopt the same serious and slightly irritated attitude, but the prospect of Christmas decorations filled him with excitement, and set ideas whirling about his head.

He tried to remain serious. “We’ve a couple of hours before the shop opens, I suppose we could get something ready?” he said with a half-smile and a shrug. He wasn’t sure how long he had been arriving at the shop before seven, even though Mr. Fenton told him that he need not arrive until the time they opened, which was nine o’clock, but as Mr. Fenton seemed to appreciate his help, and, on occasion, his company, Christy continued to arrive as early as he could. Mr. Fenton nodded and picked up his cup of tea and sipped. He sighed and nodded, closing his eyes for a second. “There’s porridge in the back room if you would like some. I can never judge the quantity. I seem to have made enough for a battalion.”

Christy’s stomach rumbled and Mr. Fenton raised an eyebrow. Christy blushed. “Thank you. That would be most welcome. Would you like some too?”

Mr. Fenton nodded. “I think I will.”

Christy hurried into the back room, taking the teacups with him, and filled two bowls with the hot, steamy porridge.

“Sugar on mine, please,” Mr. Fenton called from the shop. “And a little milk. Help yourself.”

Christy smiled and sprinkled sugar on, then poured a little milk over, watching it pool around the edge of the bowl. He added spoons, and Mr. Fenton appeared in the doorway, leaning heavily on his cane.

“I’ll eat here. Will you join me?” There was a smart table with four chairs in the room, but Mr. Fenton lowered himself into one of the armchairs and then rubbed at his thigh. Christy knew that he had a bad hip and a troublesome leg, a problem he had been born with, and it often made walking difficult and painful. He didn’t know a great deal else about Mr. Fenton the man.

Apart from the fact that he was a widow who lost his wife five years ago.

He did, however, know a lot about his views on books and politicians from their many conversations.

Christy handed him a bowl and took the chair opposite. Mr. Fenton’s face looked pale and tired, and the dark hair that flopped onto his forehead seemed laced with more grey than before. Christy watched him in the soft light from the fire and the brace of candles still burning. He held the bowl for a moment, as though warming his hands on it, then took the spoon and started to eat carefully and methodically.

Christy stirred his own bowl and continued watching him out of the corner of his eye.

“You look tired, Mr. Fenton. Are you not feeling quite the thing?”

Mr. Fenton glanced over at him. His clear grey gaze held his for a moment and then returned to the bowl. “Didn’t sleep too well. Cold weather plays havoc with the leg.” He looked back at Christy for a moment before concentrating on his bowl again. “You don’t look too clever yourself,” he said.

The dull ache in his head returned when Mr. Fenton shifted the conversation to him. To his shame, Mr. Fenton knew a little about Christy’s living circumstances because there had been occasions when Christy couldn’t hide the bruises. It was rare that Mr. Fenton commented, which was a good thing, because on the occasion when he had shown a modicum of sympathy or concern, Christy found himself close to tears which was mortifying in the extreme. He wanted Mr. Fenton to see him as capable and dependable and worthy of working in his shop, not as some snivelling boy.

“Haven’t slept much either,” Christy mumbled around his porridge as he shot him a swift glance.

The firelight flickered over Mr. Fenton’s profile. His eyes were firmly on his porridge. “You know, if you ever needed to, you could sleep here on occasion. There are spare rooms upstairs.”

Christy’s heart beat so rapidly in his chest at the unexpected offer it made him lightheaded. “Thank you,” he whispered when he recovered himself. He could think of nothing he would love more than to sleep in the shop. His heart ached along with his head.

Mr. Fenton scraped the last of the porridge from his bowl and Christy watched those slim, elegant hands hold the spoon.

“You could always take a nap before the shop opens if you are particularly tired,” Mr. Fenton said, as he stood up. “The Christmas decorations can wait.”

Christy stared. When he had first come to the shop, Mr. Fenton had been the grumpiest, prickliest man he’d ever met, but as the weeks had ticked by, he had unbent little by little, and now he often made Christy’s life easier by offering small kindnesses, but he’d never gone so far as to offer him a bed.

“Thank you, but I’d best get on, Mr. Fenton,” he said, not looking at him, and finished his own bowl of porridge as quickly as he could.

* * * *

Christy stood back and admired the display in the window. It was a lovely bay window with individual, oblong panels, and customers could stop to look in and see the wares. It wasn’t a fancy window or a large window, it was small, cosy, and inviting. Just like the bookshop. It wasn’t in the fanciest part of London, not in the way the big bookshops like Hatchard’s on Piccadilly were, but Christy felt that the shop was in a perfect spot. Close to the hustle and bustle of Covent Garden down towards the Strand on Southampton Street and near Mr. Bell’s Weekly Messenger. It was well enough away from Seven Dials and St Giles which were now so run down and overcrowded, they were filled with cutthroats and vagabonds. Christy knew all about those people, considering he lived amongst them.

Along the street was the apothecary, the baker and a shoemaker, and several engravers and artists. One of Christy’s favourite shops was Lacy’s, a haberdasher’s shop that sold just about everything that a person could need. Recently, a pie seller had pitched his stall at the top of the road on the corner of Henrietta Street, and very often Mr. Fenton would purchase them warm meat pies for luncheon.

“Not bad. Tasteful,” Mr. Fenton said, looking over his shoulder at the display.

Christy grinned and looked up. Mr. Fenton was a little taller than him. “Do you think so? I did try to keep it restrained, although I saw some really charming little angels in Lacy’s…if you felt it needed more?” The boughs of holly, resplendent with red berries, adorned the bottom edge of the window, and red and gold ribbons purchased from Lacy’s made jolly, festive bows around some of the books and the stands.

Mr. Fenton laid a hand briefly on his shoulder as he leaned over to look, and Christy held his breath at the warm weight. He wanted to lean back into him, but he remained still. Mr. Fenton had never touched him before. Ever. The doorbell tinkled, and Mr. Fenton moved away.

The next couple of hours passed pleasantly enough and Christy was kept busy with customers. Mrs. Anderton, a regular to the shop, came in and bought a packet of writing paper tied with a huge red bow.

“What a lovely idea,” she said to Mr. Fenton. “A perfect gift for my niece.” Mrs. Anderton spent a lot of time in the shop, often browsing and chatting and sometimes buying. Christy was fond of her. Probably in her seventies by now, she was sharp, funny, and observant. He passed some time with her, talking about her family, and when she left, he went and tied some more papers with bows and put them in the window.

Over the course of the day, Christy was pleased to see that several people made purchases. People loved to come and browse in the shop, but didn’t always buy. Christy had suggested that Mr. Fenton stock other things that people often needed like paper, quills, nibs, sand, things like that. It had taken a little while to persuade him, but Christy now had a small section of the bookshop that he had stocked with a variety of letter writing equipment, and he had bundled some of the items with decorative bows and placed them in the window to suggest that they might make pretty gifts. They were selling well, and the notebooks that Mr. Fenton had bought incredibly cheaply, when tied in a bow, looked extremely handsome and they too were selling well.

Mr. Fenton had offered him a job in the bookshop after Christy had haunted it for several weeks earlier in the year, not long after it had opened. His love of books drew him in, the warmth and respectability of the shop held him. It reminded him that once, he and his family had been respectable. Mr. Fenton had eventually asked him if he would be interested in a position in the shop. He said he couldn’t pay much, just enough for Christy to do a few hours a week, and Christy had jumped at the chance, almost incoherent with delight. Spending his days amongst books was his idea of absolute heaven, particularly as Mr. Fenton allowed him to read them. His mother had taught him to read when he was little. When his father had been alive and before their circumstances had become so…straightened. The fact that he found Mr. Fenton to be the most handsome, interesting man once he’d found a way through the somewhat prickly exterior he showed to the world, simply added to Christy’s joy. He’d started with a couple of hours each day, and this had gradually become all day, and then beyond. Mr. Fenton had increased his wages a little, but also offered things like breakfast and lunch in return for his labours. When Christy sometimes saved part of his lunch to take to his mother, Mr. Fenton never commented, but it seemed his portions grew ever larger.

Mr. Fenton found it difficult to navigate the ladders that reached to the highest bookshelves, so Christy was always careful to listen to what the customers were asking for and made sure that he was on hand to climb up to retrieve just the right book to ensure Mr. Fenton was not embarrassed.

By lunchtime, the shop had quieted and Christy returned to his most favourite task, putting the books in order. It seemed that he and Mr. Fenton shared a passion for order and neatness. He regularly took the books from the shelves, dusted and polished both the leather volumes and the furniture, and then made sure that they were in just the right place. People had a habit of taking a book from the shelf, toying with it, and then returning it to the wrong place. He was working to a system which took him around the entire shop. Once he reached the end, he would be able to begin again. He banked the fire and headed for the poetry shelves, which was next on his list, when Mr. Fenton interrupted him.

“Mr. Shaw, could I ask your opinion on something?”

Christy looked up and smiled. “Of course.”

Mr. Fenton was frowning. “First editions,” he said, running a hand over his jaw. “Do you think we are too far out of the way of things to attract buyers who might want to invest in first editions rather than just buy books?”

Christy loved nothing more than Mr. Fenton asking his opinion, so he gave his question serious thought. “I think that should the bookshop acquire a reputation for trading in first editions, then people who would be interested might seek us, I mean you, out. He quickly corrected himself. It was easy to think of them as partnership, but Mr. Fenton didn’t appear to notice his slip. “I suspect buying books as an investment rather than just for pleasure will attract a different clientele?”

“Very true. Very true.” He rubbed his mouth again. “I have the opportunity to acquire a collection of first editions, but it is quite a significant investment on my part.”

“For the right books, it seems that people will always be willing to travel.”

The side of Mr. Fenton’s mouth quirked in the tiniest smile that set Christy’s heart fluttering. “You are, as always, most observant and correct,” he said.

Christy knew that his cheeks must be bright red. He could feel himself blushing over his entire body and with his pale skin it would be painfully obvious.

“As you know, I am quite new to the book world,” Mr. Fenton went on. “I don’t know what I would have done without you these last months.”

Christy was astounded. “But, I know very little…”

“Yet we have muddled through together and now business is brisk enough for me to consider extending the stock. I have you to thank for your part in that.”

“Th..thank you.” Christy swallowed.

The doorbell tinkled and Mr. Fenton walked away as though he hadn’t just handed Christy the most beautiful, precious gift. Heart swelling with pride, he tackled the bookshelves and made sure that everything was just so and hoped that they might be able to eat lunch together uninterrupted by customers.




Chapter 2

Luncheon ended up a hurried affair. Mr. Fenton had bought warm mutton pies from the pie man and some bread and cheese. Christy saved half of it all and wrapped it in the piece of wax paper the pies came in. It sat in his pocket as he made his way to his mother’s home. It was gone six, and he had stayed at the bookshop as long as he could, but now he had to face the other reality of his life. He walked briskly, collar up against the freezing cold and rain though it did no good. He kept his head down as he made his way across Covent Garden Piazza, past the church, and over towards Seven Dials and on to St Giles. He dodged through the increasingly squalid streets, avoiding the worst areas where gangs roaming meant a fellow could take his life in his hands straying onto the wrong path, and ignored the worst of the stink.

He left his smart clothes at the shop because it would make him a target, and, if he brought them home, his stepfather would likely sell them. His own coat was threadbare and no protection from the icy wind and rain. The soles of his shoes were so thin that he could feel every stone and his left foot felt distinctly wet. He nipped down the dingy streets, keeping to his well-worn route. The door of the White Hart pub opened and disgorged a pile of men fighting, yelling, and grappling with each other. The landlord shouted from the door, and a woman pushed another man onto the street. He pressed against the wall to avoid them and skirted around, trying not to breathe in the stench of stale sweat and ale. Sheets which hung on a washing line, were going stiff in the frosty air as he pushed past them. He dodged down the tiny alleys until he found the shabby room that his mother now called home. He knocked and opened the door gingerly, peeping in. His step father was snoring in the chair by a fire that was almost out, and his mother sat stitching at the table by a flickering tallow candle that filled the room with a sickly stench.

“Hello, Ma,” he whispered.

She glanced up and gave him a weary smile.

“Where are the little ones?” His mother had married Stanley March earlier in the year, around the time he had started working in the bookshop. A man with six children, whose ages ranged from five to fifteen. He had foisted them upon his mother and promptly buried his head in a bucket of gin. He had never emerged. Some said he grieved for his wife, the mother of his children, some said he was just a nasty bastard. Christy concurred with the latter judgement. March stirred in his chair and farted loudly. Christy watched his mother flinch. Christy knew he wasn’t welcome in the house and March waking to find him there would no doubt set him off in a temper.

She put her stitching down when March belched and settled back to sleep. Christy could smell the alcohol rolling off him. With luck, he would be out for the night.

“Mrs. Wainwright took them for a bit,” she said. “They were upsetting him.”

Christy nodded. Mrs. Wainwright would no doubt feed the children too, thank God, as it was unlikely that there was any food in the house, if one could call the hovel that they now lived in a house. Christy still couldn’t believe it. He had returned from his brief stint in the infantry and the war with Napoleon, flush with success at managing to stay alive, to find his father dead, and his mother on the verge of remarrying.

He looked at her. She looked weary and defeated. Her fair hair was escaping her cap and her eyes were sunken.

“Here.” He pulled out the pie and the bread and cheese and passed it to her, one eye on March.

“Thank you. I’ll put it…” Christy took hold of her arm as she stood to rise. “It is for you. Eat it now whilst he is asleep or I’ll take it away.”

“But…”

“No, Mama. It is for you. You give everything to him and the children, this is for you. Please.”

She reached out and took the pie and her hand trembled. She put it in her mouth and chewed and her eyes slid closed. He watched over her whilst she ate every scrap and then stood and wrapped his arms around her she held him tight for a moment.

“Your papa would be proud of you,” she whispered.

He squeezed his eyes tight against the tears that threatened.

“We need to get you away from here,” Christy whispered into her hair.

“He’s my husband and the children need me. I can’t leave.”

“I don’t care if he’s the king. You need to get away.”

She didn’t say anything. Christy wondered about the children she had lost. He was the only one to survive to adulthood, and he wondered if March’s children were a way of filling the emptiness. The thought made him ache.

March stirred, and they both froze. His mother was the first to move, and she pushed at him. March wouldn’t want to see him in the house. He was only interested in him when he tipped up his wages for him, and even then it was only so he could try and belt him for not earning enough. Stupid bastard. Didn’t he realise he didn’t give him it all? If any portion of it had gone to feeding or clothing his mother, or the children, he would have happily given over every farthing. But it didn’t. March spent it in the Golden Goose on ale, gin, and God alone knew what.


March was a handsome bastard. Tall, dark haired, still virile at forty-five, and he was very much afraid that his mother was besotted by him because she forgave the most unforgivable of behaviour. Apparently he had wooed her so determinedly that she had fallen in with him. He seemed to offer her a way out of the terror of living as a penniless widow faced with the threat of the St Martins poor house, whose husband left her no money, not even the home they lived in.

What she hadn’t seen was that he was a nasty tempered bully, and a drunkard.

Christy fished the pennies from his pocket that he had saved to get himself something to eat and slipped them into her hand, then took the lumps of coal he had from the other and gave them to her for the fire. She put them in her apron and squeezed him tight. He held her and tried to remember something of the life they had led when his father was alive. When they were respectable. Poor, but respectable. Now she was shackled to March it was impossible to imagine ever being that way again.

* * * *

Christy settled into his room for the night. He paid little for it, as it was the tiniest attic room he had ever seen, more of a cupboard really with a small, ill-fitting window from where he could peer over the rooftops of London. There was room for a pallet, a hard chair, and a table. What it did have, though, was a fireplace and a chimney so at least he could be warm, and best of all, he didn’t have to share it with anyone. Mr. Fenton often gave him wood for it, or a few pieces of coal. He took the last of the wood he had left, given he had let his mother have the coal, and set the fire, put a pot of water to boil on the stand, and pulled out the book from his pocket Mr. Fenton had asked him to read. Mr. Fenton liked to read the books so that he could recommend them to customers, but he couldn’t read them all. When he had discovered that Christy could read, Mr. Fenton had been eternally grateful for him in reading the books and writing him a short summary of the good points and not so good points. The book he had given him was a work of fiction named Ivanhoe. He poured a cup of hot water, settled his candle, a wax candle, again courtesy of his employer, one that did not fill the room with the vile stench of tallow, and opened the pages.

Bells tolled midnight and Christy rubbed his weary eyes. Time simply flew in the pages of a book, and he was particularly enjoying this one. He wondered about writing a few comments, but his eyes were weary and his stomach grumbled, so he settled under his blanket and waited for sleep to claim him. He thought of his mother and the children in the tiny room with March and shuddered. No matter how much he begged her to come away with him, she refused, so all he could do was give most of his wages over to March and keep a little back so he had a place to sleep and some coin to feed himself with. Mr. Fenton gave him everything else he needed. He closed his eyes and felt the warmth of Mr. Fenton’s hand on his shoulder, but pushed the feeling away. He’d thought that the attraction he felt to other men would fade as he grew to manhood, that his attention would become drawn to girls as other men’s were, but it had never happened, and he had pretty much accepted it, but the thoughts he often harboured about Mr. Fenton, who had been nothing but good, respectable, and kind, shamed him more than he could say.

* * * *

Lawrence Fenton limped down the stairs in the dark. He gripped his cane with one hand and the bannister with the other, and only breathed out when he reached the bottom. He had to steady himself for a few moments to make sure his leg would hold out before taking the few steps to the room at the back of the shop. As he got older, the hip that had been deformed since birth seemed to get worse. Particularly in the cold.

He needed to get the fires banked and the porridge on before Christy arrived. Lawrence shivered as he raked out the ashes and reset the fire. Once flames began to lick the coals he carefully placed some logs so they would catch, filled the kettle with water, and poured porridge into the pan. As the months turned colder he worried about him. Even to the point where once he had followed him to see where he lived. He wished he hadn’t. The young man sometimes reminded him of a wild animal. Cautiously approaching, but skittering away at the slightest movement. It had taken weeks for him to speak above much, and when Lawrence had hit on the idea of offering him work, the lad’s eyes had filled with tears. He could read. He loved reading. Loved books. It was a perfect solution even if it did stretch Lawrence’s budget at times in the beginning, but as time went on Lawrence could see it was the best decision that he could have made.


He stirred the porridge and left it to simmer, and then saw to the fire in the shop. As he wiped his hands he wondered about the wisdom of getting someone to help with the housework. Christy had transformed his bookstore from a rather dull, lacklustre business that seemed to be overlooked by most, into a warm, welcoming enterprise that, thanks to Christy’s tireless tidying, clearing, polishing, and organising, was doing rather well. He had raised his wages as much as he could, and tried to make sure that he was at least fed during the day, and now he was actually starting to think about expanding. The first editions were one thing, but he was certain that Christy would have other ideas. Talking to Christy was sometimes difficult, because even the smallest enquiry about his home or personal life made him close up. He didn’t talk a great deal as it was, and that, for Lawrence, was one the things he liked about him. He didn’t feel the need to fill every silence with inane chatter. Some of his most enjoyable moments were when the shop was quiet and they worked side by side in companionable silence. On other occasions though, when they sat in the leather chairs in the back room, either at the start or the end of the day, they talked companionably about books, politics, the world…anything, as long as it wasn’t about Christy and particularly not about his time spent as an infantryman in the army.

The fire blazed up the chimney and Lawrence struggled to his feet. Damned hip. Thank God for Christy and his nimble legs that could take him up the ladders so quickly and easily. He picked up the bundle of documents that had been drafted for him. They were wrapped in paper and tied with red ribbon. He rubbed a thumb over them with a sigh. He’d asked for them to be drawn up, but at a time when he’d clearly had too much brandy. It was madness. Lawrence shook his head and put them in the sideboard cupboard. It was too much.

He sat behind his desk in the shop, which also served as a counter, fidgeting until he found a comfortable position for his now aching hip, and picked up his quill. He had barely opened his ledger when the doorbell tinkled and in he came like a glimmer of sunshine in an otherwise bleak world. He glanced up and frowned. The lad looked wet through and frozen half to death again. His coat was hopelessly inadequate, and his hat was ragged. His hair was scraped back against his skull, and Lawrence was certain that if it were to be washed it would be a soft, golden colour. As it was, it was difficult to tell. His eyebrows and lashes were fair though, framing light blue eyes that either brimmed with intelligence and enthusiasm, or wariness and caution.

“Good morning, Mr. Shaw,” he said, peering over the top of the spectacles he now needed when working with the ledgers.

“Good morning Mr. Fenton,” Christy said with a grin, and disappeared into the back room to change into his bookshop clothes. The ones that Lawrence had persuaded him to accept on the pretence that he needed a uniform of sorts to work in the shop. He had decided that his next mission was to persuade him that he should take a bath on occasion and use the magnificent copper beast he had stored in the outhouse just for that purpose. Not that Christy wasn’t clean, but…Lawrence cleared his throat and banished the image of Christy in the bath. However, on looking at him it may be that his next mission needed to be to persuade him to accept a new coat and hat, and probably shoes. Usually, Christie would bring him a cup of tea to his desk, but today Lawrence finished his task, and then followed him into the back room. He gave him time to change, though, for he had walked in on him once before and seen the bruises that his step father had left on him and Christy had been mortified beyond bearing. He could hear the clink of china so deemed it safe to enter.

“It’s a miserable morning,” he said whilst limping over to one of the chairs by the range. Somehow, they had slipped into him using the chair on the left, and Christy the one on the right. He sat in his chair and stretched out his leg with a grimace.

“Is it paining you?” Christy asked with a look of concern.

“Like the devil. Seems worse in the cold and rain.”

Christy poured the tea and brought it to him.

“Thank you.” He took a sip. “Perfect. Just perfect.”

Christy smiled.

“If your clothes are wet, put them over the maiden.” Lawrence glanced upwards and nodded to the contraption above the fireplace, pulled up high, so that, when lowered, it could be used to drape clothes over to dry in the heat of the fire without scorching them. Christy glanced at his wet belongings and grimaced.

“Here. Let me.” Lawrence put down his cup and heaved himself up, ignoring Christy’s protests. He went to the rope that tied the maiden up and lowered it to allow Christy to drape his things.

“They will be warm and dry for when you leave.” He pulled the rope and hoisted the contraption up so that Christy’s clothes hung like flags above their heads.

“Would you pour us both a bowl of porridge?” he said whilst tying the rope and then giving it a tug to test its steadfastness. Christy jumped as though startled, but gathered a couple of bowls and ladled steaming hot porridge into both. He sprinkled both with a little sugar and added a careful drop of milk and then they sat facing each other and ate the porridge by the warmth of the fire.

“What did you make of Ivanhoe?” Lawrence asked after a little while.

Christy’s face broke into a smile. “I haven’t finished it yet, but I am loving it. I think I would recommend it wholeheartedly to anyone.”

“Well, that’s good to know.” They ate in comfortable silence until he scraped the last of the porridge from the bowl, and when he glanced up, Christy appeared to be staring at his hands with something like longing in his blue eyes. Lawrence paused. “Would you like more porridge?” he asked, wondering if he was perhaps still hungry.

Christy flushed. “No thank you. I’ll get to work.” He put his dish in the sink by the door and bolted for the shop. Baffled, Lawrence added his bowl and then followed him.

“I’ve been thinking,” Christy said when Lawrence settled himself at his desk and picked up the large leather-bound ledger. Today was accounts day. Lawrence hated accounts. He sent Christy a questioning look.

“I wonder if we should offer customers a cup of tea, or a cup of coffee?”

“A cup of tea?” Lawrence frowned and shook his head. “Ah…why?”

Christy put down the book he had been shelving and turned to him, excitement warring with worry in his blue eyes. “Well, it is so cold out I don’t think people want to spend much time browsing. We have the fire in the shop now and if we were to add a chair or two with some cushions, we could offer customers who want to browse a warm drink.” He paused, seemingly probing Lawrence’s face for some kind of response. He clearly found something encouraging because he continued.

“People might then head for the bookstore because they know they can sit by the fire a while as well as spend time looking at the books.”

“Wouldn’t they go to the coffee houses for that?”

“Yes, but whilst they are in the coffee house they wouldn’t be surrounded by all these tempting books, would they? If they drank their coffee or whatever here, they might buy a book or some papers too.” He waved a hand, encompassing all the books and looked triumphant. His cheeks were a little flushed.

“Well…”

“I know we, I mean you, don’t have a lot of room, but if we just…” Lawrence watched him gesturing to the shelves, indicating how he’d move things about, “…so that a reading nook could be created by the fire with space for a couple of chairs, a table for periodicals…we could advertise the first editions too?”

Lawrence’s heart swelled. Christy was the perfect protégé.

“I don’t have time for anything like that.” Christy’s face fell, so he continued swiftly. “But if you would like to take it on as a project and see how it fares, then I would be happy for you to do so. Do you intend giving the refreshment gratis, or charging a small sum?”

Christy’s mouth opened and then closed and a look of intense concentration settled on his countenance, a look that Lawrence had seen several times when he was thinking seriously about something. “Do you know, I hadn’t thought of that.” He rubbed his chin and walked over to the desk where Lawrence sat. “I had thought of giving it for nothing, but if we were to make a small charge, perhaps less than one would pay in a coffee house…” He paced a little, clearly warming to his subject. “Enough to pay for the tea and make a small profit? Do you think that would work?”

He scowled, tapped his quill against his lips for a moment, and then looked Christy in the eye.

“I have a proposal for you.”

“You do?” The smile disappeared and wariness in Christy’s eyes was back tenfold.

“I propose that we trial what you suggest, but it will be your enterprise.”

Christy nodded cautiously, curiously.

“I will give you an amount of cash to pay for tea, or whatever you decide to serve, and set up chairs and what not, then whatever you make in profit you can take as part of your salary. Also,” he added when Christy looked about to jump in. “Also, if the customers who partake of your refreshment make a purchase, I will give you ten percent of the profit.”

Christy’s eyes were wide.

“I propose that this is a separate arrangement to the salary that I give you to take home. I propose that whatever you make stays here, in the safe, in a strong box for you to use as you please.”

Lawrence realised his heart was thudding hard, and he was holding his breath as he waited for Christy to respond. He looked at him for a long moment. Lawrence couldn’t read what was in his eyes at all, and that was unusual because Christy was usually something of an open book. When he didn’t speak immediately, Lawrence feared for a moment that he had got the whole thing entirely wrong. He thought about the package that sat in the cupboard in the kitchen. The documents that he had drawn up in a mad moment. The documents that would most likely stay there forever.

But then Christy’s face broke into an excited grin. “How much do you think I will need to start?”




Chapter 3

Christy didn’t feel the cold as he made his way back home. His head was too busy planning and his heart too full of Mr. Fenton’s trust. He could see it now. People flocking to Fenton’s Bookstore to take advantage of the warmth, the hospitality, and the reasonably priced books and lounging happily like they did in the big bookshops. He’d been up to places like Hatchards or Stockdales and that was what the quality did, they lounged. Idle. As rich people did. Well, the people who frequented Fenton’s weren’t rich or idle, but a little time spent in the company of books in a warm bookshop, with a good cup of tea would make anyone happy enough to want to lounge for as long as possible. It was Christy’s idea of a perfect afternoon.

He tucked his head down as the incessant rain seemed to be bent on hitting him in the face, and tugged his cap as low as it would go. Small cakes. Small cakes and biscuits to go with the drinks. He had absolutely no idea how to make such things, but his mother might be able to help with that. Before his father had died, and they had been respectable, he remembered his mother in her neat apron and his father in his smart suit and hat. His smile at the memory was sad for a moment, but then he recalled the treats his mother used to bake and was sure she would know what to do and how to make them. It also struck him quite forcibly that if he could make money he could share with his mother, and possibly keep it away from the thieving hands of Stanley March, she might even be persuaded to get away from him altogether. His heart thumped at the notion as he headed to his mother’s house.

He arrived to find the door wide open and a cacophony of shrieks, banging, and bellowing coming from inside. March’s three youngest children were huddled in filthy misery on the floor outside the door in the freezing rain, crying, the eldest holding tightly to the younger two, and women from the rooms close by hovered on the threshold yelling and gesturing. Christy ran the rest of the way and pushed through to find March raging about the room like a mad bull, stinking of ale, and his mother cowering with her arms up, trying in vain to cover her head. March grabbed her by the hair, yanked her face up, and then slapped her so hard she tumbled back against the table and crumpled to the floor. He pulled her up again, but Christy launched himself at him, roaring with rage as he did so. He was no match for the brutish March, who was twice his size, but he didn’t care. He locked his arms around March’s neck and pulled him off his mother who scrambled under the table. March shook him off with a single move and Christy clattered to the floor, smacking his head on the stone.

“Come on then,” he taunted, weaving about and wagging his fingers in a ‘come and get me’ gesture. “Come on, molly boy. Give it your best.” He ran the back of his sleeve across his nose and mouth, sniffing loudly. “Come on…”

The appellation made Christy’s blood run cold. He faced up to the man who had made his and his mother’s life hell, and then rushed at him again only to have March backhand him across the face and send him spinning. Someone shouted from the doorway and distracted March so Christy leaped forward, grabbed his lapels, and brought his forehead down on March’s unprotected nose, as he had learned to do when fighting the French. Christy saw stars and staggered back, but March howled as his nose erupted and sprayed blood over everything. His mother whimpered under the table and someone yelled excitedly from the doorway. Christy didn’t know what to do. He wanted to send March packing, but the room they were in was March’s. He wanted to take his mother away but he feared she wouldn’t go. March grabbed a towel from the sink and plunged it into some water and then held it to his face, blinking and staggering.

“You,” he said, pointing a trembling finger at Christy, his voice muffled. “You are a dead man.” March’s bleary eyes bored furiously into his.

“No. You are the dead man if you touch my mother like that again,” Christy said, wishing to God he knew how he might achieve that.

March looked him in the eye and held his gaze whilst he turned his body slightly in the direction of his mother who still sat beneath the table.

“You hear that, Cecily? Brat thinks he can take me on.” He turned so swiftly it made Christy jump and swept everything off the table. He kicked out wildly at the chairs, scattering them. “Come on, molly boy.” He was bellowing at the top of his voice, and kicking at anything he could see. His mother scrambled from beneath the table, but before she could get to her feet, he lashed out again and instead of his boot connecting with the chair, he kicked her full in the stomach.

She crumpled to the ground moaning, holding herself, curling in on herself.

“Cecily…” March stopped dead in his tracks and reached out a shaking hand to her. “Cecily…I’m sorry…I never…”

Christy dropped to his knees beside her. “You bastard,” he spat at March. “Don’t dare touch her,” he warned as March snatched back his hand. March’s eldest daughter, Meg, rushed in with the women from the door and they went to his mother’s aid. He stood and faced March, went to push him away from her, but found himself grabbed by the throat so tight, he couldn’t breathe. His heart drummed in his ears, muffling his mother’s tortured gasps for air, the shouts of the women, and the sound of children crying. March dug his fingers into Christy’s airway until black spots flickered before his eyes.

* * * *

In the early hours of the morning, Christy’s mother lay on the cot in his attic, looking small and old. She had lost the baby she had been carrying. That was apparently what the argument had been about. March couldn’t see why he should deny himself his conjugal rights and ignored the consequences. Well, the consequences were gone now, and the child that might have been his little brother or sister gone before they had chance to draw even the smallest breath. Christy’s eyes stung as he blinked back tears again. His mother didn’t cry. She just lay silent and still, one hand resting on her belly.

He turned as the kettle over the fire boiled and he poured the water onto the herbs that the neighbour had given him. Mrs. Wainwright was a kind woman with a huge family, a loving husband, and she seemed to know something about everything. Once March had stomped off into the night, and Christy had regained his senses, she helped him with his mother, made sure that the babe that wasn’t to be was dealt with properly, and then given him herbs and instructions about what to do. She had promised to look after the children, and then come back to sit with her whilst Christy went to work.

“Will you drink this?”

His mother turned her head and gave him a weary glance. “What is it?”

“Mrs. Wainwright gave it to me. Said it would help.”

His mother struggled onto one elbow and heaved herself up. She took the cup and sipped, pulling a face. She sat back against the wall and held the cup to her chest.

“I’m sorry, Christy.”

“Why are you apologising? It should be him.”

She shook her head. “I’m sorry,” she repeated and then sipped at the tea.

Christy didn’t know what to say. His mother was less than forty, but looked much older. Her hair was a mess, her skin dry, blotchy, and thin, her hands red and worn. If he’d had a gun he would have taken it to March’s head and shot the bastard where he stood. He’d never felt so damned helpless, not even when facing Bonaparte’s troops on a damned battlefield. At least he could do something then, but this? This was torture.

“I want you to rest today,” he said, taking the cup from her when she had finished. “I want you to lay here, all cosy and warm, and rest. There is plenty of firewood and Mr. Fenton will give me some more, I’m sure.”

She smiled at him. “You’re such a good boy, Christy.”

“I know, and you need to listen to me.”

She smiled again and Christy was encouraged. “Do you know how to make cakes and biscuits?” he asked, determined to change the mood.

She gave him a quizzical look. “Of course I do.”

“Could you teach me how to do it?”

“Why on earth do you want to know how to make cakes?” She pushed the hair out of her eyes and looked faintly interested, so Christy sat on the edge of the bed and took her hand. He kissed the back of it and quickly explained his fledgling enterprise in the book shop. When he was done she squeezed his fingers. “It’s a good idea,” she said. “People used to love my Shrewsbury biscuits.”

“Perhaps we could make them?” he said, heartened by her praise and her suggestion.

“Perhaps we could, darling.”

They talked for most of the night, and when Mrs. Wainwright came back the bells were tolling six. Christy let her in. She had brought all manner of things and Christy felt that his mother was at least in safe hands.

“Has he said anything?” Christy asked of her, quietly.

Mrs. Wainwright shook her head. “Left the bairns with me and disappeared.”

“For good, I hope,” Christy said bitterly.

“Don’t get your hopes up, love. That kind always bounces back. Like a bad penny.”

Christy feared that she might be right.

* * * *

Christy hurried wearily to the bookshop. He was horribly late, though it was still dark. Rain beat down on his head in torrents, and the cold seeped through his shoes. He half ran across Covent Garden Piazza, around the edges of the stalls, past the church, and then down Southampton Street.

He opened the shop door and slipped inside, keeping his head down.

“Good morning, Mr. Shaw.”

Heart beating fast, Christy glanced over at Mr. Fenton seated as usual behind his desk and nodded. “Good morning.”

He hurried into the back room and started to unbutton his old shirt with shaking hands to get into his clean clothes, but Mr. Fenton surprised him by following.

“Whatever happened?” he said, eyes wide and shocked as he looked him over. Christy blinked and looked down. He was covered in blood. His hands, his clothes…he’d never even thought about how he might look, hadn’t even washed his hands. All he’d been able to think about was getting to the bookshop.

“Oh, oh…I…I’m so sorry,” he mumbled, feeling foolish.

“My dear boy. Sit down.” He found himself steered to the table and chairs whilst Mr. Fenton threw more wood on the fire and then pulled the kettle over it. “Let me take your coat and shirt.”

Christy wriggled out of the wet garments and sat at the table in his breeches, shivering. Gooseflesh covered every inch of him.

Mr. Fenton sat on a chair before him and gently raised one arm and inspected the bruising on his torso, then touched the bruised place on his forehead before tilting his chin so he could look at what were probably bruises the shape of fingerprints on his throat.

“Do you want to tell me what happened?” he said eventually as he poured hot water into a bowl and placed it by Christy’s arm along with a towel and a bar of soap. He dipped a cloth into the water, lathered it with soap, and when Christy just looked at it helplessly, took one of his hands and washed it gently. The kindness of the gesture undid him. He did not want to cry in front of Mr. Fenton. He did not.




Chapter 4

Fury boiled through every fibre of Lawrence’s being as he washed Christy’s hands as gently as he could. The lad had been badly beaten and seemed so dazed he could barely think or speak. His head drooped as he cleaned his hands, and then a warm splash startled him. When another hit his skin, he realised the lad was weeping. Lawrence squeezed his hands and then struggled to his feet. He went through to the shop and locked the door, turning the sign to closed. Any early shoppers would have to wait. He returned to find Christy with his hands pressed to his eyes as he breathed awkwardly, trying to stem the tears. Lawrence wanted to lift him up, sit in the leather chair, and pull Christy into his lap, put his head on his shoulder, and hold him. Instead, he stood beside him and laid a gentle hand on his naked back.

“No need to speak if it upsets you,” he murmured, rubbing gently.

Christy shook his head and dashed at the tears and rubbed his nose with the back of his arm. “Not upset.”

Lawrence pulled out a handkerchief and handed it to him. Christy stared at it a moment and then took it, wiped his face and blew his nose. Lawrence pulled his hand away and missed the contact with Christy’s skin. He was so thin and cold. Lawrence knew he didn’t eat much, but even so…

“Take your time.”

“The shop. We need to get set up.”

“I’ll leave the shop closed for now so that you can get yourself cleaned up and gather your thoughts.”

Christy looked at him, head on one side, frowning. “Why are you so good to me?”

Lawrence’s heart thumped uncomfortably. “You are a good employee.”


Christy nodded, apparently satisfied with that. “I owe you an explanation.”

“No, you don’t. Not if you don’t want to talk about it.”

“My mother was carrying a baby and I didn’t know.” He picked at the washcloth in his hands and didn’t look up.

Lawrence felt an ice cold chill settle about his heart. “Was?” he said, gently, kneeling beside him as far as his leg would allow.

Christy nodded. “Her husband kicked it out of her last night.”

Lawrence squeezed his eyes closed.

“He’s a big brute. A lot bigger than me, and older. I broke his nose. He’ll come after me. And her.” He spoke in staccato, nodding between each part. Then he looked at Lawrence. “I should probably go in case he finds me here. He would hurt you too. Couldn’t bear that.” He started to rise, agitated. Lawrence struggled, but stood up with him, and then they were facing each other.

“Couldn’t bear that,” Christy whispered.

Lawrence hesitated, and then pulled Christy to him. He was stiff at first, and then he leaned awkwardly into him. Lawrence wrapped his arms about his back and just held him. Tight. After a moment, Christy slid his arms tentatively around Lawrence and held on. Lawrence stroked the back of his head, then took his shoulders and pushed him away so he could look at him.

“I’m going to put some water on and then I want you to wash yourself thoroughly, including your hair.”

“Hair?”

“Yes, hair. It’s a mess. Then we will have another cup of tea and talk about how best to support your mother in this terrible time. Do you have other brothers and sisters?”

Christy shook his head. “Only his children. There’s six of them.”

“Six?”

“Six. Aged from about fifteen down to about three.”

“A lot for your mother to take on.”

Christy didn’t speak.

“Once we have done that, we will return to your plan for the shop.”

Christy smiled sadly. “But I can’t stay. He’ll find me and ruin it all.”

“Mr. Shaw. Do you think me incapable of defending what is mine?”

Christy’s reply almost broke his heart. “Well, I hope you are better at it than I was.”

* * * *

Lawrence had to leave the room whilst Christy made himself presentable and got himself together. If he could have laid hands on the lad’s stepfather there and then he would have torn him limb from limb. He busied himself at his desk, tidying a few bits here and there and then built up the fire in the shop. He could hear movement from the back room, so he tackled his invoices and marked them all up, then checked all the orders and stacked them neatly. When he couldn’t bear it any longer, he went back into the room. Christy was sat on the floor by the fire, cross legged like a tailor, tilting his head forward and running his fingers through his wet hair to dry it in the heat of the blaze. As Lawrence had suspected, his hair was drying into fair curls about his head. Lawrence watched as he then leaned against the chair and closed his eyes. His cane must have made a noise as he entered the room as Christy jerked awake and immediately jumped up, but swayed on his feet.

“Forgive me,” he said, rubbing his eyes. “I didn’t sleep much last night.”

“How much did you sleep?”

Christy blinked and then sighed. “Not at all, really.”

“Then you must sleep now.

“I couldn’t possibly…”

“Yes, you could.” Lawrence hardened his voice a little. “You are absolutely no use to me like this. I need you awake and alert. I suggest you go and lie on my bed until noon and then you can go and procure us some lunch and check on your mother.”

Christy wavered. Lawrence’s instinct had been right, he responded far better to instructions than kindness. No doubt a legacy from his army days.

“Now. Upstairs, door on the left. Put a towel on the pillow so your hair doesn’t wet it.” He handed a dry towel to him. Christy took it and with a wary glance over his shoulder, headed up the stairs.

Lawrence crumpled into the chair by the fire against which Christy had been leaning. He took a deep breath and scrubbed his face with one hand. What in God’s name were they to do? If March was the ape that Lawrence had seen in his brief foray into the stews where Christy lived, they had a serious problem. March was a big brute. A mean-spirited bully at that. He imagined he’d be the kind that charmed his way into women’s beds and then took everything that he could.

Heaving a sigh, he got to his feet and went back into the shop where he opened his safe, the one that was hidden behind the rather large portrait of a cavalier on the wall. He took out his set of throwing knifes and secreted one in his boot, another one in his inside pocket beside the knife that was always there, and one on the desk by his inkwell where visitors should not be able to see. He took out a short bladed sword that he propped out of sight by his desk. The knives he was more than comfortable with. The deformity in his hip and leg meant that any form of unarmed combat would have him at a complete disadvantage, but he had spent his entire youth honing his throwing skills to reduce the feeling of abject helplessness that had haunted him following the taunts, blows, and names from school because of his lameness. He’d learned to keep people at bay and stop the attack before it landed. He paused and rubbed his chest, wondering for a moment if that wasn’t a metaphor for his entire life. Keep it at bay and don’t allow it to affect him. He shook his head. If that were the case, then Christy Shaw had barrelled his way through every last defence he thought he had.

He hesitated a moment, and then brought down his brace of pistols. It was some time since they had seen action, but he kept them cleaned and primed, so he put them in the large drawer of his desk and locked it. Feeling marginally more secure, he opened the shop, then sat and waited.

* * * *

Christy pushed open the door to Mr. Fenton’s room cautiously, and peered inside. It felt like he was prying. The room was cold and neat, with very little in it. A bed, a cabinet by its side, a wardrobe, and a small table and chair by the window. On the chair was a white shirt, and beneath it, a pair of brown shoes which sat neatly side by side. The room smelled of wood smoke, wooden furniture, and something else he couldn’t quite put his finger on, but it was a pleasantly masculine. He supposed that he should lay on the top of the coverlet, but it was freezing in the room, and he wore nothing but damp breeches. He hesitated, but then stripped them off and laid them over the back of the other chair, stripped off his stockings and then, wearing nothing but threadbare smalls, climbed beneath the covers, put the towel on the pillow, and lay down. The warmth soaked into him and the scent that clung to the room and the bed linen soothed him. As he drifted away, he realised that the scent he couldn’t quite identify was Mr. Fenton. He breathed it in. Pure Mr. Fenton.

* * * *

After arming himself and bracing himself for March, of course, nothing happened. He dealt with a few customers and reassured them all that naught was amiss with Christy. It was surprising how much he brought to the pleasant atmosphere in the shop. He chatted to people, passed the time of day, showed them around, helped them to find things with such relaxed charm and unabashed enthusiasm, things Lawrence was hopeless at. He tried, but he realised how much he had come to rely on Christy to take up the role of charming host and along with it, do all the running about to find just the right book. Mrs. Anderton, however, was quite distraught at finding Christy missing. Most others accepted his absence, but for Mrs. Anderton he found himself having to dissemble and make up a story.

“He took a nasty tumble last night and is feeling a little under the weather,” he said. It might help to explain any remaining visible bruising. “He will be back with us before too long.”

Mrs. Anderton was a charming lady. Probably approaching her seventies and terribly handsome with curls of silver visible beneath her neat bonnet. She held a hand to her throat. “Is someone caring for him? I’ve heard of dreadful things occurring after a fall.”

“He is being well cared for.”

“Such an amiable young man. So kind. So patient. He helped me to find just the right gifts for my niece and my grandchildren, you know. I have them wrapped and waiting for them.”

“Well, only three days to go until the festive season is upon us,” Lawrence said with as much of a jolly a smile as he could muster.

“Do you have family Mr. Fenton?”

“The shop will be closed on Christmas Day as most people will be with family,” he said, sidestepping the question.

“Glad to hear it. Glad to hear it. So you will be spending the day with loved ones.”

Lawrence grit his teeth a little as he smiled and manfully ignored the steely glint in her eye. “Will you be spending the day with family?”

“Oh, no, dear. They all have lives of their own now. I shall be quite happy, but…if you and Mr. Shaw did find yourselves alone, then you would be more than welcome to join me.” She smiled something of a knowing smile and Lawrence wasn’t sure what she was hinting at, so he smiled awkwardly in return.

“That is terribly kind of you.”

“Not at all. Neighbours should stick together.”

“Of course.” As far as he was aware, Mrs. Anderton had a small house on Maiden Lane, not far at all from the shop.

She patted him on the arm, and he ushered her out of the shop. Loved ones. He thought of his loved ones for a moment. He was the only one left. From a family of five siblings, he was the only one left. From the carnage that had been his marriage, he was the only one left. He shook his head and headed back to his desk.

He managed to engage himself for another hour and then decided he would perhaps close the shop for lunch and waken Christy to ensure that he ate. The door tinkled again and he jumped. It was Mrs. Anderton again.

“There you are,” she said, walking towards the desk with something of a purposeful air. She placed a jar in front of him. There was a piece of cloth covering the top tied by string.

Lawrence swallowed and looked at it. “Ah…thank you?”

Mrs. Anderton pushed it a little closer to him. “It is for Mr. Shaw,” she explained. “For his bruises. My mother used to swear by it.”

Lawrence was touched. He picked up the jar and smiled at her. “Thank you. I will make sure that he gets it.”

When she had gone, he opened the jar and sniffed at the ointment within. It was faintly floral, nothing too ghastly. In his experience any kind of medication either tasted or smelled vile. This was neither. He locked the door behind her and turned the notice to ‘closed’, and then made his way upstairs.

* * * *

Christy was curled under his blanket in a tight ball as though he was trying not to take up too much space. Trying not to exist. He had been right about his hair. Guinea gold curls lay about his head and in sleep he looked terribly young. Too young. Lawrence rubbed his chest.

“Mr. Shaw,” he said, and shook his shoulder gently. Christy jumped and jerked awake, sitting up and looking around him.

“Steady,” Lawrence said and put out a hand to touch him on the shoulder. Christy looked down at the hand so he removed it.

“It is time for luncheon. Are you hungry?”

Christy blinked a few times and then yawned hugely and stretched. His torso was naked. Hairless, naked, and creamy gold in the pale light. He scratched his flat belly and then pushed the covers back and swung his legs to the floor. “I’m sorry, I was freezing so I got under the covers.”

“Don’t apologise,” Lawrence said and went to get Christy’s breeches which lay over the back of the chair. They felt damp. He squeezed them and held them to his face to check.

“Still wet,” he said when he noticed Christy looking at him oddly. He cleared his throat and put them down. He went to his wardrobe and pulled out a pair of black breeches and some stockings. “Here. Borrow these until they dry. They should fit. We aren’t too much apart in height and build.” He was taller and broader than Christy but that was probably because he had a good fifteen years on him. Possibly more. Possibly twenty.

Christy took hold of them and smiled shyly.

“Oh, and Mrs. Anderton brought you this,” he said and held out the jar.

Christy took it, looking at it this way and that. “What is it?”

“Ointment for your bruises. She was most distressed to find you missing and I found myself having to construct a tale as to why you were not there. I said you had taken a tumble and she was most concerned. Returned with this. Apparently, you should rub it on the bruises.”

Christy smiled and it lit up his face. “That is so kind,” he said, and took off the top. He sniffed, cautiously, and then smiled some more. He scooped up a little on his finger and applied some to his arm and then his leg. He twisted to get to his ribs but couldn’t reach. Lawrence’s mouth was a little dry.

“Would you?” Christy said holding out the pot.

Lawrence limped over and took it. He quickly smeared the gooey substance on the bruises in question and the gestured to Christy’s neck. He rubbed gently, but quickly on the bruises not wanting to linger over the warm skin. “You will need to wear your cravat quite high to avoid these being on display.”

Christy nodded. His eyes looked sleepy and he swayed a little but then caught himself and blinked rapidly. “Yes. Yes, of course. Yes.”

Lawrence wanted to take him into his arms again, and hold him tightly, so badly it surprised him and he had to move away. He cleared his throat. Perhaps this was the consequence of having no family left. There was no natural outlet for a man’s protective instincts, and it certainly seemed that the full brunt of his undeniably protective nature was being focused onto Christy.

Christy got out of the bed and turned his back on Lawrence whilst he stepped into the breeches and fastened them. He hurriedly donned the rest of the clothing and ran his fingers through his hair. Lawrence passed him a comb and a pot of pomade. He quickly tamed it, and then smiled.

“Ready.”

“Why don’t you go and check on your mother and then get us something to eat on your way back?” Lawrence handed him enough coin to purchase food, enough for him to get something for his mother if needs be.

Christy took it with a smile and headed for the stairs. Lawrence followed slower, frowning as he watched him disappear quickly down the stairs.




Chapter 5

Christy pushed open the door cautiously, in case his mother was still asleep. He had enough money in his pocket to get whatever she needed, even to call for a physician, thanks to Mr. Fenton, so if she was still poorly at least he could bring help.

“Mama?” he whispered into the gloom. A thin curtain was pinned across the single, small window so there was not much light. It didn’t take a lot of light, however, to reveal the room was empty. His heart sank and a wave of pure frustration poured over him. Had she gone back to him? Surely not. He sat on the bed, head in his hands. He scrubbed his face. He would have to go back to the house and find out. If that risked bumping into March, well, so be it. He heaved himself up and was about to leave when a peremptory knock on the door made him jump. Bracing himself, he opened it half expecting March, but was surprised to find his landlord, Mr. Wilson, standing there with an unpleasant look on his jowly face.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Wilson, how can I help you?” He smiled as best he could.

“When I let you take this room it was on the understanding that there were no overnight guests, no visitors, and no funny business.” His brows drew lower and lower as he spoke.

“I know, I understand, but last night was an emergency,” he said.

“I don’t care what it was. I had reservations about letting the room to you and I was right. I will not have that kind of people in my house. How dare you expose me and mine up to such…such…villainy.”

“Villainy?” Horror gripped Christy by the throat. “What happened? Tell me what happened?”

“Don’t you dare speak to me like that,” Mr. Wilson spluttered.

“Mr. Wilson, it was my mother who stayed last night and her husband is a brutal man. If he came and found her I really need to know. Please. Please tell me.”

Mr. Wilson was going a peculiar shade of purple. He gave a nasty laugh. “Mother indeed. The gentleman who called told me exactly what was going on. Now you have one minute to gather your belongings and get out or I’m locking the door and throwing it all on the fire.”

“You can’t do that!”

“I can do whatever I like.”

Christy wanted to scream. He went back into the room and threw his meagre possessions into a bag, handed the key to Mr. Wilson and headed for the stairs.

“Did the ‘gentleman’ who took her have a busted nose and black hair?”

Mr. Wilson just glared so Christy ran down the stairs and out into the street. The bag wasn’t heavy, but it was cumbersome. After a moment, he decided to take it to the shop and then set out to find her. He called and collected pies from the pie man and headed back. It wasn’t far from his room in St Giles to Covent Garden so he broke into a jog.

When he went through the door of the bookshop there were a couple of people in the shop so he headed straight for the back room to deposit his bag and Mr. Fenton’s lunch. He was stopped by both customers who enquired after his health. He was terribly touched and reassured them that he was hale and hearty, and then slipped into the back room. Mr. Fenton was attending to customers, so he had a moment to himself. He stowed his bag at the back of the room and put the paper bag with pies in on a plate on the table. He left them covered as he had no idea how long it would take before Mr. Fenton could eat. He went back into the shop, and the last of the customers was handing over coins to Mr. Fenton who was writing a receipt for the purchase. When they were alone, Christie approached him.

“How was she?”

Christie’s hands were shaking. “Gone. He took her.”

“Good God…” Mr. Fenton looked horrified.

“He came and caused a disturbance so my landlord has thrown me out.” He scrubbed a hand through his hair. “I hope you don’t mind, but I put my things in the back room. There isn’t much, but I don’t know what else to do with it, and I need to go and find her.”

“Leave it as long as you need to.” Mr. Fenton cleared his throat. “I have a spare room if you want to stay here until you find yourself alternative accommodation. Christmas is approaching so I doubt you will get settled until that is over.”

There was a lump in Christy’s throat. “You are altogether far too kind to me,” he said quietly. “I don’t know where I would be without you.”

“Nonsense. Come, let me show you.” He locked the shop door and turned the sign to closed, then headed to the stairs. Christy took his bag and followed.

* * * *

Christy stood in Mr. Fenton’s spare bedroom. It was neat and tidy, like everything else, with a large bed, a chair and table, and a cupboard. Not dissimilar to Mr. Fenton’s own room. Christy took his things from his bag and put them away. He emptied the bag and looked at his possessions. It amounted to nothing. His chest hurt. Mr. Fenton had come in and tried to make the bed up with clean sheets, but Christy had taken them off him. He couldn’t possibly ask him to wait on him, not after the kindness he had already shown. So here he was. In a lovely room with clean sheets, a warm fire, a seemingly endless supply of candles, warm food and books, whilst his mother lived in a hovel with a madman and six children. He slumped on the bed and covered his eyes with his hand. It wasn’t even as though he could find another job that paid better to give her more. Jobs were damned hard to find since the end of the war with Napoleon, and all the thousands of soldiers who had fought were suddenly returned. At least he was healthy and could get work. When he looked at some of the men who had limbs missing, eyes missing…it was shocking that a man could give all for his country and be so poorly served on his return.

The door opened and Mr. Fenton popped his head around. “Are you going to find your mother?”

Christy nodded. “Yes. I need to make sure that she is safe.”

“Eat first.” He disappeared and Christy listened to his hesitant step as he made his way down the staircase. Christy followed and went into the shop expecting it to by busy again, but the door seemed to be still locked.

“Are we still closed?” he said.

Mr. Fenton frowned and nodded. “Until we decide what to do, yes.”

“You can’t close two days before Christmas,” Christy said, feeling agitated.

“I can pretty well do what I like. One of the benefits of owning one’s business.”

“I know you can, but should you?” Christy was imagining all the lost sales, all because of him and grew quite agitated.

“Christy. This is a crisis. When in a crisis a man needs space to think. Now sit down, eat your pie, and drink some tea. A man also needs a full belly to deal with a crisis otherwise his judgement may be impaired. Badly.”

Christy blinked several times and then followed Mr. Fenton into the kitchen and did as he was told.

“Now,” Mr. Fenton said, as he wiped his mouth on a napkin. “Now, we find your mother and see what needs to be done.”

“I think she went back to him. It’s become like a…a horrible game. He gets drunk, shouts at her, hurts her and frequently me, sobers up, apologises, and weeps all over her, and she goes back.”

Mr. Fenton frowned. “If a person has nowhere else to go, sometimes they are forced to stay even in the most trying of circumstances.”

“I took her to my room. Gave her a bed and food. She could have stayed there, but he came around and I’ll wager a penny to a pound wept like a babe, said he was sorry, and she forgave him.”

Mr. Fenton rubbed his mouth, frowning.

“I think she loves him.”

“I see.”

“Have you ever been in love, Mr. Fenton?”

Mr. Fenton looked distinctly uncomfortable. “Have you?”

Christy thought for a moment, and if he didn’t count the incredibly intense feeling Mr. Fenton elicited in him, he didn’t think he had. “No. I don’t believe so.”

“Then, are we in a position to judge?”

Christie thought for a moment and then sighed. “Yes, I think we can. March is a bully and a nasty bastard. And if she does love him, then he should think himself fortunate and worship the ground she walks on, but he doesn’t. He doesn’t look after her, he doesn’t look after his children…I think I can judge that.”

Mr. Fenton dropped his gaze and nodded before looking back up at him. “Yes, I think you can.”

* * * *

Christy hesitated as he approached his mother’s house. All seemed quiet, no children were racing about. In fact, it was too quiet. He walked to the door and hesitated before knocking gently and then stepping back so that March couldn’t suddenly grab him.

His mother opened the door.

“Mama?”

They stared at each other for a moment, and then his mother smiled and held out her arms. He went into them, and folded her gently against him.

“How are you?” he stopped himself from demanding to know why she had gone.

“Well enough.”

“Is he in?”

His mother pulled back and nodded.

“I won’t come in, I just wanted to make sure that you were well.”

“Come in.”

“I’d best not. Don’t want to set him off.”

“He’s sober.”

Christy raised his eyebrows. He didn’t think he had ever seen Stanley March sober since the first days. “Where are the children?”

“With their grandparents.” His mother plucked at a piece of lint on Christy’s coat. They came and took them. They said that their daughter would want better for them.”

“They’d get no better than you,” Christie said, taking her fingers and kissing them. “But they need to be away from him.”

“I know,” she whispered.

“How did he take that?”

“He hasn’t said anything. Yet.”

“So what will you do?”

She squared her shoulders. “I’ll give him one more chance,” she said. Christy’s heart sank. “Not another…please!”

“Christy…”

“What if he kills you too next time?”

“Don’t,” she whispered.

The door opened and March stepped over the threshold. He looked dreadful. Pale, clammy skin, bloodshot eyes, and he appeared to have fine tremor to his hands. His nose was a mess and Christy felt glad. Christy stared at him and refused to be the first to look away. March’s gaze eventually gave.

“Treat her well,” Christy said.

His mother moved towards her man and he put an arm about her. She laid her head on his broad shoulder. Christy’s heart hurt. It felt as though she had made her choice. And it wasn’t him.




Chapter 6

“I’m going to look at a recipe book,” Christy announced over porridge. Lawrence glanced up. He seemed to be bouncing back somewhat. Regaining something of his enthusiasm. It had been desperately hard to watch him so saddened, so low.

“Dare I ask why?”

Christy’s grin was like sunshine. “I am going to make cakes. I am going to use some of the money you gave me for the enterprise to buy tea, coffee, and chocolate, and something to make biscuits and cakes with so with every drink I can offer a small cake or a biscuit.”

“Very well,” Lawrence said, trying very hard to keep his face straight. Christie’s blue eyes shone with that unquenchable enthusiasm, and his hair, still clean, just shone.

“You think I am silly, don’t you,” Christy said, looking at him warily and Lawrence was immediately contrite, and aware that he had probably been staring at him.

“Of course not,” he said, schooling his features into a frown. “I think it is a capital plan.”

Christy looked as though he might say something, but then he just smiled. It spread across his face slowly, eventually warming his eyes, and for a second, Lawrence wondered at what he saw there in those blue orbs. Christy looked away before Lawrence could determine it. Shaking his head, he got to his feet. His leg was aching abominably. It gave way and he grabbed the table. Christy was beside him immediately and held his arm tightly. He was grateful for the support but angry at needing it. He shook him off.

“Are you in pain?” Christy said, hovering.

Lawrence shook his head. “It’s just a little weak in the cold.”

“Can I do anything to help?”

Lawrence turned and Christy was closer than he realised. He froze. He could feel the warmth from Christy’s skin. Could see the texture of his lips. He couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t move.

Christy’s gaze roamed over Lawrence’s face and settled on his mouth.

Lawrence swallowed as his skin broke out in gooseflesh.

“I’ll help you find a book,” he said. Christy jumped, and they moved apart.

* * * *

Mr. Fenton was looking over his shoulder at the recipe for ginger cake. Christy tried to breathe normally but ever since that moment in the back room where they had stared at each other for agonisingly long moments Christy had been on edge. On edge and almost unbearably aroused. It was awful. He was certain that at any moment Mr. Fenton would see and be horrified.

“Perhaps you should ask your mother,” Mr. Fenton said as he scanned the instructions and pulled a doubtful face. “It seems like a lot of mess.”

Christy laughed but it sounded a little wild. “She explained to me how to make cakes and biscuits.”

“Perhaps I could pay her to make them?” Mr. Fenton said. Christy turned to look at him. He was frowning now, thinking.

“Pay her?”

“Why not?”

“Well, I don’t know that March would let her. And I’m not too sure it is a good idea to bring you or the shop to March’s notice.” Christy felt uneasy at the thought. If March had any idea how important Mr. Fenton or the shop was to him he would be sure to want to ruin it in some way.

“Well, think about it. I can’t imagine that March doesn’t know where you work.” Mr. Fenton paused, and Christy thought he was going to say something, but he didn’t, he went through into the shop pondering what he had said. He hadn’t actually told March where he worked, they never spoke to each other, but Mr. Fenton was probably right. It chilled Christy to the bone to think that March could come and find him in the bookshop at any time.

Christy busied himself with plans, and nipped out whilst they were quiet to see if he could get a couple of cheap chairs. He came back with two, a bolt of fabric, and needle and thread. He carried them through the shop, one by one, bumping into the bookcases, and after apologising to customers, took them to the back room. He was inordinately proud of himself. It had cost him hardly anything at all. The chairs were ancient and battered but comfortable. The fabric he could fashion into a cover to go over them and they would be as new. He jumped when the door opened and Mr. Fenton came through.

“What on earth…” he said, staring at the chairs and the pile of fabric.

“I might not be very good at baking, but I do know how to sew.”

Mr. Fenton was still staring. “They look flea-bitten.” He looked up at Christy. “You can sew?”

“They don’t have fleas,” Christy said, horrified. “They were well kept, and yes, I can sew.”

“Christy…”

“Trust me,” Christy said. “Look, once I’ve finished they will look wonderful.” He picked up lengths of dark green cloth. “Just trust me. Please?”

Mr. Fenton gave him a long look and again, Christy couldn’t look away. Those clear grey eyes seemed to be probing for questions and Christy’s mouth went dry. He looked at the chairs afraid that Mr. Fenton might be able to see into his heart.

Mr. Fenton sighed. “I trust you.”

Christy hugged the words tight and felt a warmth in his chest that stayed with him as he sewed slip covers for the chairs.

* * * *

Lawrence wondered at the words for the hundredth time. Trust him. Trust Christy. He’d trust him with his life. He wasn’t sure what he was going to do. Sometimes it felt as though Christy was dragging him back into the land of the living a piece at a time. Making him feel again, making him care. When he looked back over the last six months of his life he had gone from not giving a damn about anything, not caring about anyone, least of all himself, to this perpetual state of interest and anticipation. Anticipation at what Christy would do or say next. All because a slip of a lad wandered into his shop looking hungry and desperately in need of a friend and a purpose.

His chest hurt and he rubbed at it whilst watching Christy stitch covers quickly and place them over the old, battered chairs he had turned up with. He disappeared and came back with another piece of the cloth and put it over the tiny table he had found and then overlaid it with a white lace doily. He stood back to admire his creation, and Lawrence was forced to admit that it looked well. He put a sheet of paper on the table. Christy had laboured over his script to write the note inviting people to take a seat and offering refreshment.

He stood back and surveyed it anxiously. “What do you think?” he asked.

The fire blazed in the hearth, the room was warm and filled with the smell of woodsmoke, books, and leather, the chairs looked charming and inviting.

“It looks very well.”

Christy seemed to let go of his breath. He nodded. “Not too bad. Not too bad.”

Lawrence moved away and brought out a bag of holly he had purchased earlier. “I thought this might go on the mantel and around the fireplace.” He handed it to Christy who dived in and yelped as he pricked his fingers. Then he laughed delightedly and pulled out handfuls. He fashioned it across the top of the mantel, and then spread some on the hearth and added red and gold bows from the ribbon he had left from the window display. It did look terribly festive. When he pulled out a handful of mistletoe and held it up with a huge smile, Lawrence smiled with him.

“Mistletoe!” He waved it about and got to his feet. “Look.”

Lawrence’s heart did a funny flip in his chest. “Indeed,” he managed.

“We should tie some up and then people can take advantage.” He held it over his head and stood there like a cherub. Golden, bright, and infinitely good. Lawrence was stunned beyond belief when he realised that he ached to go and kiss him. Touch his lips to Christy’s and feel the softness of that generous mouth against his. Rub his nose softly against his, touch his lips to Christy’s cheek, his eyes, his ear and whisper how beautiful he was. How good he was. He wanted to feel Christy’s arms slide around his waist, Christy’s head on his shoulder whilst he unbuttoned Lawrence’s shirt…Lawrence’s chest constricted immediately, enough to make breathing difficult.

Completely unaware, Christy looked up at the mistletoe and laughed. He came over, held it over Lawrence’s head, and before Lawrence had the faintest notion of what he was going to do, Christy kissed him softly on the cheek.

Lawrence froze.

It seemed to take Christy a moment or two to realise that Lawrence wasn’t laughing with him. He wished he could, but he was immobile.

“Sorry,” Christy said, putting the mistletoe down. “You probably don’t want customers wandering about giving each other mistletoe kisses in your shop.” He looked awkward. “I probably shouldn’t have done that,” he said and swallowed.

Lawrence still couldn’t speak or move.

Christy put the mistletoe back in the bag.




Chapter 7

Mr. Fenton knew. Christy was sure of it. His face when looking at the mistletoe had spoken volumes. His expression of sheer horror when Christy had kissed him said it all. Christy burned all over every time he thought about what he had done. He still couldn’t believe he’d actually kissed him. Kissed Mr. Fenton. Christie shivered when he thought of the fleeting scent of Mr. Fenton he’d had, that moment of warmth, of closeness. Then he thought about the expression of shock and horror on Mr. Fenton’s face and felt cold and sick. He knew. Knew what Christy was. He couldn’t bear it.

He stood in the back room shivering with anxiety. He needed to check on his mother, so he got out his old clothes and prepared to change. He wouldn’t go in his work clothes in case March made another grab for him. He was pulling up his breeches when Mr. Fenton came into the room. He probably should have changed in his room, but the clothes were just to hand. He hurriedly stuffed his shirt in the waistband, buttoned his falls, ran his hands through his hair, and waited for the axe to fall.

Mr. Fenton was scowling at him. “What are you doing?” His tone was sharp.

Christy felt cold all over. “I’m going to check on my mother.” Was this it? Was he going to throw him out and tell him never to return? Tell him how disgusted he was? Christy stared at the floor and held his breath.

Mr. Fenton seemed to relax a little. “Do you want to take her anything?”

Christy’s heart fluttered in surprise. “I…ah…That is awfully kind, but anything I give her March will take so I don’t tend to take anything with me.”

Mr. Fenton nodded. “Give her my best regards.”

Christy stared at him, heart thumping. Was that it? Wasn’t he going to say anything?

“Thank you,” he whispered.

Mr. Fenton’s hair looked soft in the candlelight. Sparkles of silver caught the light and the soft lines at his eyes crinkled when he smiled. Christy wanted to put his lips there. That soft, lined skin by his eye. The crease of his cheek. He cleared his throat and pulled himself together before he made an even bigger fool of himself.

* * * *

It was freezing cold. Christy pulled his coat around his chin and made his way back across the Piazza, past the enormous columns of the church, towards St Giles. It was two days before Christmas, and there was a merry buzz in the air as people hurried about, laughing and shouting. It was dark, so when Christy arrived at his mother’s house he could stand outside and peer through the window. He could see her, sitting in the chair by the fire sewing. He couldn’t see March anywhere so he risked tapping on the door.

It opened a crack, and his mother peeped out. A smile lit her face when she saw him. She pulled the door wide open.

“Come in.”

Christy stepped inside. The room was cold as the fire was very low. His mother wore two shawls and fingerless knitted gloves. Christy kicked himself for not bringing firewood and candles.

“Where’s March?”

His mother busied herself sitting Christy at the table. “Looking for work. He’s trying, Christy.”

Christy just nodded. “Still sober?”

His mother nodded, but didn’t quite meet his eye.

“Mama, if you ever need me…”

“I’m fine, truly I am.”

“If you need me, I will be staying at the bookshop for a couple of days.”

She frowned as she picked up a rag and took the kettle from the range and poured boiling water into a teapot. “Why?”

“They threw me out after March took you from my room.”

“Oh, Christy I’m so sorry.” She looked mortified.

Christy shook his head. “It’s of no matter. Mr. Fenton offered me accommodation until Christmas is over and I can look for something else. He’s a good man. If you need anything at all just come to the bookshop.”

His mother looked like she might cry.

“Promise me.”

She nodded as she put cups on the table. “Promise.”

“Will you also promise not to tell March where I am or where I work? I couldn’t bear it if he followed me to the shop.”

Colour touched her cheeks. “I promise.”


They drank tea in companionable silence. It was weak, used many, many times. His heart hurt. She needed food. Proper food. How could he stay at Fenton’s warm, dry and well fed whilst she was in such a state?

“You could always come and live with me, we could find somewhere together,” he said.

She shook her head. “Christy, he’s my husband,” she said quietly.

Christy bit his lip to stop himself saying more. “I’ll come tomorrow with my wages.”

“You shouldn’t have to do that,” she whispered.

“I know, but it’s better than him coming and taking them. Less painful,” he tried to joke but it fell flat. He took another drink of his tea.

“Tell me again how to make biscuits?” he said after a while, changing the subject.

“Biscuits are easy,” she said, and proceeded to explain how to make them, and as she did so, the recipe he had looked at began to make sense. They talked about cakes, making bon-bons and they were both laughing at the thought of Christy up to his eyes in sugar and flour when March returned.

They both froze.

He walked into the room, put his coat and black hat on the hook behind the door, and then turned to them.

“Christy,” he said, and nodded.

Christy nodded back.


They eyed each other warily as his mother went about pouring a mug of tea for him. He flopped into his chair by the fire and eyed the dying embers.

“I’d best go,” he said in a low voice to his mother. She just nodded.

He got to the door before March spoke. “You got anything for me?”

Christy didn’t turn around. “Tomorrow.”

March took a loud slurp of his tea, testing the heat, and then drank it all noisily.

Christy glanced back and watched March get up again, put his mug on the table, wipe the back of his hand over his mouth, and walk towards the door where Christy stood.

“Where are you going?” his mother said, picking up the empty mug and wrapping her hands around it, holding it to her chest.

“Out. I’m hungry and there doesn’t seem to be anything here.”

“Stanley…”

March shouldered past Christy, walked through the door, and slammed it behind him.

* * * *

Christy made his way back to the shop, hands in his pockets, shoulders hunched against the cold and rain, deep in thought. Perhaps his mother could make the biscuits and cakes for the shop. Perhaps he could pay her out of his wages, because until he found somewhere else to live, his living expenses were nothing. Perhaps he should simply stop giving March his wages. Perhaps they wouldn’t need as much if the children had gone to live with their grandparents. Perhaps, perhaps, perhaps.

As the shop was closed, he made his way to the back street and through the yard. He knocked gently on the door. Moments later, Mr. Fenton came and opened it.

“I must get you a key,” he said as Christy came in, no doubt bringing the freezing cold and wet with him, but Mr. Fenton didn’t seem to bother.

“How was she?” he asked, holding out his hand to take Christy’s coat.

“Well. No firewood, food, or tea in the house, but otherwise well.” Christy sank into the chair by the roaring fire and felt guilty. “The children have gone to their grandparents. His first wife’s parents.”

Mr. Fenton poured boiling water into the teapot and set out two cups. “Perhaps a good idea?”

Christy nodded.

“She explained how to make the biscuits again,” he said, and Mr. Fenton smiled. Just a small smile, but his eyes were warm. He seemed to have forgiven the mistletoe kiss, and he wasn’t throwing him out, so that lifted a huge weight from Christy’s mind. He sniffed the air. “Something smells lovely.”

Mr. Fenton stirred the tea, handed Christy a cup, and nodded. “Stew.”

Christy’s mouth watered, but he thought of his mother in the cold house with no fire.

“Are you very worried about her?”

The question was gentle. Mr. Fenton sat opposite him, holding his tea.

Christy nodded. “He’s sober at the moment, but I don’t know how long it will last.” He sipped the tea. “I’ll give them money from my wages tomorrow.”

Mr. Fenton frowned as he sipped his tea. A log crackled and hissed on the fire. “Have you considered giving her food and firewood rather than money? That way, your wages actually help her?”

Christy considered the idea. “I could, it would mean a beating, but as long as he doesn’t take it out on her…” Christy shrugged.

“Can’t March find work?” Mr. Fenton asked.

“Doesn’t seem to be able to. He’s got a reputation as a drunkard and a brawler, and he’s not a man people could trust. Who’d employ him?”

“I wish I could offer more help, but it’s difficult to know what to do that won’t simply inflame the situation.”

Mr. Fenton was right so Christy just nodded and sipped his tea. The fire crackled again and they sat in comfortable silence.

“You could take her some of the stew and firewood tonight from here. Is March likely to be in the house?” Mr. Fenton said.

“He went out.”

“Well, we could pop around with something for her to eat and to keep her warm?” He shrugged awkwardly, then went to rummage in a cupboard and came out with a stew pot.

“Here. You could put it in this. It has a lid.”

Christy’s eyes widened. Mr. Fenton ladled some stew from the pot on the stove into the dish, put a lid on it and wrapped it in a tea towel. He went outside and came back holding a bag filled with wood, and then put it on the floor. He hesitated a moment and then added some candles, then cleared his throat. “I will come with you and help you carry it.”

“You can’t do that…”

“I can. Come. Get yourself together.” He took a small bag from a drawer and put some tea into it, then took the loaf of bread that was sitting on the side, sliced some off and put that in another bag along with some cheese.

Christy got himself together, and blinked back tears. Mr. Fenton went back outside and came back with a small wooden crate. He put the dish in, and the bag with the other food items and handed it to Christy. He picked up the bag with the wood in it, and together, they set off.

* * * *

They walked side by side, Christy slowing to allow him to keep pace. Lawrence kept glancing at him, but his head was down and he remained silent. This was getting ridiculous. It now appeared that his protective streak extended to the lad’s mother. He could only hope that they wouldn’t encounter the stepfather because Lawrence was inclined to agree with Christy when he said that it was for the best if he wasn’t brought to the brute’s attention. As they made their way through the narrow streets, the cold seemed to cling harder. Children screamed and doors slammed and there was a pervading smell of boiled cabbage, stale grease, ale, and piss.

“Here,” Christy said, stopping as they approached the ramshackle building that his mother apparently lived in. “Would you wait here?”

Lawrence nodded. He handed the bag of wood to him, and helped him adjust his grip on the box so he could carry both. “If March is there, I’m coming back.”

Lawrence nodded and watched him walk towards the door. He hesitated, and peered through the window, and then apparently deemed it safe to enter because he walked through the door. Lawrence dug his hands into his pockets and hunched his shoulders. It was a truly dreadful place. Loud, stinking, and squalid. God alone knew how many people lived in each home, as people poured in and out of the rooms continually. He tried to remain unnoticeable, but inevitably he was challenged.

“Hoi! Got a penny, mate?” Lawrence looked at the young boy glaring up at him. Filthy, ragged, and probably starving. He fished in his pocket, but then bethought himself. The child dispensed a mouthful of obscenities and disappeared.

The door opened again, and Christy came out. He jogged over to where Lawrence stood. “Would…would you come and meet her?” he said, awkwardly. “She would like to thank you.”

Lawrence felt immediately uncomfortable. “I don’t need thanks, really I don’t.”

“But…” He looked hopeful, and Lawrence could see the woman standing at the door. His heart sank a little. “Of course I would like to meet her.”

Christy beamed and took him by the arm.

“Mama, my employer, Mr. Fenton. Mr. Fenton, my mother, Mrs. March.”

They shook hands and she took both of his between hers. “Thank you,” she said, squeezing them. “Thank you for the food and for giving my son a chance.”

“It is entirely my pleasure, Mrs. March. Your son is a hard worker, and frankly, I don’t know what I would do without him. He has transformed my shop. You should call in one day and see.”

“I’d like that,” she said with a sad look. She let go of him and turned to Christy. “You’d best get back before he returns.”

Lawrence watched as Christy gritted his teeth and nodded. He kissed his mother on the cheek and chivvied her back inside to the warmth.

“I hate leaving her there with him,” Christy whispered, staring at the closed door.




Chapter 8

They walked in silence back to the shop, shoulders hunched against the cold. The incessant rain had stopped, but a searching frost had replaced it. Lawrence kept glancing at Christy, but he appeared deep in thought. A frown line drew his brows down and his lips were drawn into a thin line. A gust of wind whipped at his scarf, making Christy grab it and stuff it back into his coat. Every time he looked at Christy, he felt the shape of his lips on his cheek. Unconsciously, he rubbed his fingers against the spot, and then, realising what he was doing, shoved his hands back in his pockets.

When they arrived back at the shop, the back room was still warm. With a sigh of relief, he divested himself of his outer garments and held his hands out to the fire to warm them. Christy followed suit, but slower, still deep in thought.

Lawrence stood and pulled the kettle over the fire. “You are worried.” It wasn’t a question.

Christy nodded. “I don’t know what to do.”

“My dear boy, I don’t know that there is anything you can do.”

Christy’s frown deepened. “She has no choice.”

Lawrence kept his voice as gentle as he could. “She could have stayed with you.”

“No. She couldn’t. He would just beat her again. He’s her husband.”

“Come, sit down.” Lawrence guided him to what had become ‘his’ chair by the fire. “Get warm.” He waited for the kettle to boil in silence, then poured the water into the tea pot. He took time getting out cups and saucers, wandering to the pantry for milk, and then poured and handed Christy a cup.

“I don’t understand how someone as lovely as your mother came to be with a brute like March. Forgive me for saying…”

Christy looked up. “My father died and left us in debt when I was out of the country. Seemingly, March’s wife died and left him with children. It seemed practical. Apparently.”

“But…your father died whilst you were away?”

Christy nodded, a muscle ticking in his jaw. “My mother wrote to me, but I never got it. I spent some time in Europe, and by the time I got back he was gone.” The guilt in his eyes made Lawrence’s chest hurt.

“I sometimes think he hates my mother because she is not his wife.”

“And your mother misses your father?” Lawrence asked.

Christy’s eyes filled with tears and Lawrence pretended not to notice by burying his face in his teacup.

“Yes,” he said eventually.

Lawrence hurt for him. He had no idea what to do, or what to say. Unless his mother decided she wished to leave March, there seemed little to offer. And even if she did, it would be fraught with difficulty as March was clearly prone to outbursts of violence.

He looked at Christy’s forlorn figure.

“We should eat,” Lawrence said, getting up and gathering spoons and bowls. He shared what was left of the stew between them, added a hunk of bread, and they sat in the leather chairs and ate off their knees.

“I’ll wager your mother would be horrified if she saw us doing this?” Lawrence said, gesturing to their informal dining arrangement.

Christy smiled and nodded.

They ate in silence, and when the bowls were emptied and the tea drunk, they sat staring into the flickering firelight.

“I should go to bed,” Christy said, making no effort to move.

“It is late,” Lawrence said.

Neither moved for some time, both lost in thought. Eventually, Christy sighed and got to his feet. Lawrence stood with him and resisted the urge to touch him.

They faced each other on the rug in front of the fire.

“Thank you for today,” Christy said, tilting his head and smiling sadly. Firelight flickered over his face, making his eyes shine.

“For what?” Lawrence’s voice was gruff.

“For helping my mother, coming with me…” He shrugged and then looked shy, dropping his gaze to the floor. “And I’m sorry about…” He waved his hand over his head.

Lawrence had no idea what he was talking about so he frowned and shrugged. Christy flushed. “The mistletoe kiss. I’m sorry about that. Out of order. Sorry.”

Lawrence couldn’t breathe. The moment flooded over him again, and he could feel the warmth of Christy’s lips against his skin and he had to fight not to touch the spot again. The air between them that had been warm and companionable was instantly tense. Lawrence swallowed; Christy licked his lips and his breathing seemed to hitch.

“Well…good night…”

“Good night,” Lawrence said.

Christy looked at him for a moment before turning and trudging up the stairs.

Lawrence slumped in the chair, trembling all over.

He’d been fooling himself. Fooling himself for months. Convincing himself that Christy was just a good employee and a lad in need of some help and support. Fooling himself.

Lawrence put his face in his hands. He wanted him. Wanted him badly. The kiss had simply catapulted him into a vortex of desire and feelings, so long buried they threatened now to overwhelm him. He thought of the brown paper packet in the sideboard cupboard. Not the actions of a friend and employer. More the actions of a lover.

Lawrence sucked in a breath and scrubbed his face. If Christy discerned something of his nature, he couldn’t bear it.

He sat and stared into the fire for a long time.

* * * *

Christmas Eve in the shop was bright and busy. Filled with laughter and excitement. Christy flew about, rushing from customer to customer, serving tea and slightly misshapen biscuits that were a tiny bit scorched at the edges. He and Mr. Fenton had made them first thing that morning. He could see he was going to have to nip back and make some more they were going so well. People loved the holly and more than one person had been the recipient of an enthusiastic kiss under the mistletoe. Mr. Fenton didn’t smile a great deal, but seemed to get into the spirit of things, and all in all, it was a splendid morning.

By lunchtime the shop was still pleasantly full, and Mrs. Anderton had taken up residence in one of Christy’s chairs with a cup of chocolate, much to Christy’s delight. People sat and stood around sipping drinks and eating biscuits and then piled up their purchases for Mr. Fenton to wrap and record in his ledger. Mrs. Anderton had tied a length of red ribbon around Mr. Fenton’s sleeve and he’d actually left it there, huge bow and all.

It was wonderful. Christy helped a customer to the door with a huge pile of books and sundry items and grinned back at Mr. Fenton who smiled. They held each other’s gaze across the shop for a long moment in a way that made Christy’s heart thump. He brought out more tea and the last of the biscuits, and three gentlemen started to sing Christmas Carols with Mrs. Anderton making the shop feel absolutely perfect. Christy was joining in with “God Rest You Merry Gentlemen,” and even Mr. Fenton seemed to be humming, when it all came crashing down.

* * * *

The door slammed open making everyone jump, freeze, and stare. A blast of icy cold wind spread through the shop. The singers stopped, a lady shrieked, and there, in the door, stood Stanley March. Eyes bloodshot, filthy hat at an angle. The stench of ale and gin seeped into the shop as he stood there, swaying on his feet.

Christy wanted to die.

“Ere. You. Money,” he slurred, holding onto the door jamb with one hand and gesturing angrily at Christy with the other.

Every eye in the shop that had been fixed in fascinated horror on March turned with excruciating interest to Christy.

Face flaming, Christy strode over and put a hand on his chest to move him outside. “Yes,” he hissed. “I will bring it tonight when I have been paid. I told you I would.”

March shoved him off, hard. Hard enough to make Christy stumble. “Want it now,” he snarled.

Christy saw Mr. Fenton move from behind his desk and he wanted to beg him not to intervene. Just to let him get March out.

“Very well,” Christy said, fury making his voice tremble. “Wait outside and I will bring it to you.”

“What is going on here?” Mr. Fenton’s voice was its iciest best.

March dragged his eyes from Christy to fix on Mr. Fenton and Christy wanted the ground to open up.

“An’ who are you?” March’s belligerence almost undid Christy. No one spoke to Mr. Fenton like that. No one.

“Eh? Who do you think you are, little man?” March swayed and poked Mr. Fenton in the chest. Mr. Fenton didn’t move. March then narrowed his eyes for a moment before a nasty smile spread over his drunkard face.

“Well, I never…well, I never…I’ve seen you. I’ve seen you…” He broke off, laughed, and staggered further into the shop. Christy grabbed him and tried to bundle him out of the door, but March stood firm.

“Vere Street. White swan.” March started to laugh in a wheezy, drunken way. “Vere Street,” he said again to the people in the shop as if it should mean something. It apparently meant something to Mr. Fenton as his face was white and a muscle ticked along his jaw. His grey eyes were glacial.

When nobody answered, March rolled his eyes and swayed some more. “This bloke ‘ere,” he said and pointed at Mr. Fenton. “This one as is all fancy…e’s a fucking molly.” March set about cackling with laughter. A rumble of disquiet came from the customers, and when March staggered about laughing, Christy took the opportunity to push him from the shop. He got him outside, got hold of his cravat, and pushed his face close.

“Get out of here, you bloody oaf. If you ever show your face here again there will be no more money from me. Get it?” He shook him and March staggered. “You pathetic excuse for a man.”

“Whassup? March said and puckered his lips. Wanna kiss? Always thought you was a molly too?”

Christy was burning. He got back up into March’s face and twisted his grip on his cravat. “Takes one to know one. You been up Vere Street too, Stanley? Hmm? That what you do when you disappear?”

March snarled and made a grab for Christy, but he was too drunk to do anything. Christy pushed him hard and when he stumbled, Christy grabbed his arm, twisted it up his back, and marched him away from the shop. He pushed hard, and March fell to the ground, banging his head hard and scraping his cheek. He roared impotently, and tried to stand, but Christy left him there like an insect flailing on its back.

* * * *

Christy ran back into the shop to find the customers filing out onto the street.

“I am so sorry,” he said to them. A few smiled and shook his hand, a lady patted him on the arm. “You’d best see to Mr. Fenton, my dear. He’s a little upset.”

Christy pushed through to find Mr. Fenton clutching his desk with one hand, ordering the customers out.

“Go on. That’s it for today, the show is over.”

“Mr. Fenton,” he said and walked over to him. “Mr. Fenton…”

“You too. Haven’t you heard enough?”

“Hush,” Christy whispered, glaring at him.

He turned to the rest of the customers. “I am so sorry for that. The man is a drunkard and a fool.”

“I’ll say,” one gentleman rumbled. “Fenton, pay no heed. No one else has. Let me pay you for these.” He held up some books. Mr. Fenton looked about to throw the man out, so Christy jumped in and took them and his money.

Mrs. Anderton surprised him when she appeared by his elbow, took Mr. Fenton by the arm, and guided him into the back room. Christy was astonished that he let her. He turned his attention to the people in the shop.

“Thank you so much,” he said, wrapping the books and handing the gentleman his change. “So sorry.”

The commotion seemed to settle, and Mrs. Anderton came back in and wandered around the shop chatting to people amiably and everything gradually calmed. Some left, but many of them came and paid for their purchases, sympathy in their eyes.

Christy’s heart was hammering so hard his head hurt. What March had said could ruin Mr. Fenton in a heartbeat. If the people in the shop believed him, if they spread the rumour, he would be ruined. Utterly.

Christy handed over more change. “Please pay him no heed. He was drunk and saying ridiculous things.”

Mrs. Anderton came to the counter. “Give Mr. Fenton my very best regards and good wishes for the season,” she said in a loud voice. “As if anyone would believe such arrant nonsense.” She huffed and straightened her bonnet. Christy wanted to kiss her. “His wife was a wonderful woman and any fool could see how much in love they were.”

There was a rumble of agreement from a few of the customers.

“Thank you,” he mouthed, and he was sure she winked at him before returning to her seat by the fire.

It took a little while to deal with the purchases, and of course new customers kept coming in who hadn’t witnessed the altercation, and eventually some who had heard about it and came for a look. Christy was run off his feet. He nipped to the back room to put the kettle back on for more tea and coffee, but Mr. Fenton wasn’t there. Christy felt panicked. He stood at the bottom of the stairs.

“Mr. Fenton? Mr. Fenton? Are you up there?”

Nothing. Christy went back to the shop and dealt with the customers between trying to make tea.

When the doorbell tinkled and his mother came in he wanted to hug her.

“Mama!”

She smiled at him. “I thought I would take you up on your offer.” She was dressed in her Sunday best and was the most welcome sight.

“Oh, Mama, could you help me?”

“Of course, what would you like me to do?”

Christy took advantage of a small lull to quickly explain what had happened. Her face was red with embarrassment by the time he finished.

“If you could make more tea and biscuits whilst I serve the customers, I would be so grateful.”

“Aren’t you going to introduce us?” Mrs. Anderton said, smiling up at him. Christy made the introductions and watched as the two women shook hands.

“My mother is going to help with the biscuits. I ran out.”

“Well, why didn’t you say?” Mrs. Anderton said, getting to her feet. “I can help with that. Come, Mrs. Shaw. Let us go to the rescue!” She headed for the back room and as Christy shared a startled look with his mother, she looked back over her shoulder.

“Come on!”

Christy’s mother shook her head, bemused, and followed, taking off her hat and coat as she went.

Twenty minutes later, she was handing out tea and biscuits to people whilst Mrs. Anderton mixed more dough, and Christy dealt with the sales. He wrote them as neatly as he could in Mr. Fenton’s ledger, whilst his mother bustled about, chatting to customers. Side by side they worked to make sure that the afternoon was a success.


As the afternoon wore on, Christy became more and more convinced that Mr. Fenton wasn’t ruined, and the bookshop would continue to thrive. It was only then that he began to breathe easier. When Mrs. Anderton pottered back into the shop he smiled broadly at her.

“Mrs. Anderton, I cannot thank you enough,” he said, taking her hand and kissing it.

“Nonsense. It was your mother who did all the work. What a lovely woman.”

Christy smiled. “She is.”

His mother followed, wiping her hands on her apron. “Do you think we will need any more today?”

Christy shook his head. I think things will quieten down now as we get towards five o’clock.”

He was right. As the light faded, and the customers dwindled, Christy’s chest became tighter and tighter. He had no idea what to do about his mother, and no idea where Mr. Fenton might be. His first task was to persuade his mother to stay put in the warm with him. She could have his room, Mr. Fenton would understand, of that he was certain.

When the last customer was gone, Christy shut the door and put the closed sign up. He was exhausted, and all but vibrating with anxiety.

He went into the back room and found his mother wiping down the table and putting away all the bowls whilst Mrs. Anderton sat by the table nursing a cup of tea.

“Thank you so much,” he said, going and taking his mother into his arms for a hug, and then bowing to Mrs. Anderton. “We made a remarkable team.”

“We did indeed,” Mrs. Anderton said. “Have you had any word from Mr. Fenton?”

Christy shook his head. “I am so worried about him.”

“I am so sorry,” his mother said.

“It’s not your fault,” Christy said

“Yes, it is.” She came to stand before him with a heavy sigh. “I’m going to have to go back now, but I don’t…I don’t think I should…”

“Do you love him, dear?” Mrs. Anderton asked, sympathy in her eyes.

“I did a little.” She looked wistfully up at Christy. “After we lost your father, I was flattered that he would pay me interest. He’s a handsome man,” she said and glanced down guiltily. “And he was miserable and grieving. I thought I could make it better for him and in doing so make things better for myself.”

“But you couldn’t?”

“No.” She patted Christy’s chest. “No, darling, I couldn’t.” She swallowed. “Not for him, or for me.”

“I don’t think it is safe for you to go back to the house,” Christy said. “I can’t give you my wages. Mr. Fenton isn’t here to pay me.” Christy ran his hands through his hair. “What if he comes expecting money and you can’t give him any?”

His mother frowned and shrugged. “He will have to manage.”

“I can’t just pay myself,” Christy said, thinking of the bulging cash box.

“Yes, you can,” Mr. Fenton’s voice made them both jump as he emerged from the foot of the stairs.




Chapter 9

Lawrence’s voice felt strangled so tight was his chest. He cleared his throat and looked at the trio sitting in his back room.

“Mrs. March, Mrs. Anderton, you have my undying gratitude for stepping in and helping out.” He nodded to them, but couldn’t look either woman in the eye. Christy was staring at him, so he avoided his gaze too. He walked past them into the shop, and pulled out money from the cash tin. He hesitated, then added a guinea, then another.

“Here.” He held it out to Christy, who had followed him.

“That’s too much,” he whispered.

“Take it. It’s a…a Christmas bonus. Don’t tell March about it, though. It’s for you and your mother.”

“Mr. Fenton,” Christy began, but Lawrence couldn’t bear it. Couldn’t bear the thought that his shame had been spread so…that Christy had heard…That he knew.

He kept his eyes on the floor and held up a hand. “No. I beg you all to leave me alone. Go. Now. Please.”

He was shaking. From the inside out. His stomach trembled, his heart…everything. He felt cold. Exposed. Now everyone knew. Christy included.

He would not weep.

Out of his peripheral vision he saw Mrs. March take Christy’s arm and pull him. He resisted, but when his mother insisted he went with her, taking Mrs. Anderton’s arm as he did so.

“He doesn’t mean forever, darling,” Christy’s mother whispered softly. “Just let him be for a while.”

Christy hesitated in the doorway. Lawrence glanced at him, but quickly looked away from his pleading gaze.

“It’s fine, you know,” Christy said. “It’s all fine.”

With that, he left leaving Lawrence alone with just the soft tinkle of the bell.

He waited a moment, and then locked the door, turned the sign, and limped to the back room where he slumped in his chair. He’d thought this would be the end of everything. He’d fully expected the shop to empty and people to be horrified, disgusted—Christ, he half expected the Bow Street Runners to turn up and cart him away. But in the middle of it all, Christy had turned it around. Again. Had turned disaster into success and sold book after book after book, to say nothing of his Christmas fripperies.

He tilted his head back against the chair and stared at the ceiling. What did he mean by “It’s fine” anyway? How could it be fine? He got up and limped to the cupboard and took out a bottle of brandy, found a glass, and poured himself a generous amount, and put the bottle back next to the brown paper package there. The package that he had drawn up for Christy. Ridiculous, really, a man of his age mooning over a handsome young man, because that was what he had been doing however hard it was to admit. Mooning.

But what did he mean? He sipped the brandy and wondered again. What did he mean by, ‘it’s fine’? What in God’s name would he say to him when he came back? His belongings were in the spare bedroom, so he would have to come back, wouldn’t he? Lawrence squeezed his eyes shut. He’d nowhere else to go. Would he come back? If he did, would he stay? Lawrence rubbed his face. It was unlikely. He’d come back and take his things and go. Leave. Leave the shop and his heart empty again. Lawrence pressed the heel of his hand against his eyes. Against the pressure behind them. What did he mean?

* * * *

The bells rang at midnight, heralding Christmas Day, and Lawrence listened to them alone. Alone. As always.

He raised his glass, saluted, and then threw the rest of the brandy down his throat, grimacing as it went. He banked the fire up so that it would burn through the night and at least keep the place warm. He wondered about sleeping in the chair. Upstairs there were too many reminders of Christy, but when he looked around, all he could see was Christy.

He was still pondering the options available to him that might do the least damage to his already wounded heart, when a knock came to the back door.

He froze.

The knock came again.

Lawrence limped to the door and opened it to reveal Christy standing there. On the threshold, snow cascading gently over his shoulders, sticking briefly in his fair hair; in his eyelashes, before melting.

“Merry Christmas, Mr. Fenton,” he said. His voice wavered a little and his eyes were wide and afraid.

Lawrence blinked owlishly. Mouth open.

“May I come in?”

Lawrence couldn’t say no. He seemingly couldn’t say yes either because he just stood there, gawping stupidly.

Christy hesitated and then walked into the kitchen, bringing the scent of the cold and the snow with him. Lawrence closed the door. He stood for a moment, facing it, and closed his eyes tight. He sucked in a long breath, locked the door, and then followed, breathing out steadily.

Christy stood on the rug in front of the range and warmed his hands. Golden firelight flickered over him, warming him. Framing him.

“How are you feeling?” Christy said, softly.

Lawrence nodded and shrugged. Words were beyond him.

“No one will take any notice of March,” he said. “No one pays him any heed at all. He’s a fool and everyone knows it.”

“How…” he had to stop and clear his throat. “How is your mother?”

“Mother is fine. She has gone to spend the night with Mrs. Anderton. March won’t find her there.”

Lawrence raised his eyebrows. Mrs. Anderton was an astute woman.

“And March?”

“No notion at all, and I don’t care. I’ve no doubt he will turn up again, but I’ll worry about that when he does.”

Lawrence nodded, then steeled himself and asked the question he dreaded the answer to but couldn’t leave hanging a moment longer. “So, why are you here?”

Christy looked at the rug as though it held all the answers to life. “I wanted to see you.” When he glanced up his eyes were shy and warm and Lawrence’s heart did cartwheels in his chest.

“I wanted to ask if it is true.” Christy swallowed.

Lawrence didn’t want to answer with a lie, but…He closed his eyes and tried to breathe. Tremors shook him as he tried to find the courage to answer.

“Mr. Fenton?” Christy’s voice was a whisper.

Lawrence dragged his eyes open and, blinking rapidly to clear his vision, cleared his throat. Twice.

“Yes. Yes, it’s true.” His voice was a ragged whisper, and his heart beat so fast he felt lightheaded. “I packed your things. No doubt you will want to leave immediately. I quite understand…”

Lawrence looked at Christy for the first time when he stepped closer.

“Mr. Fenton.” His voice was soft, head on one side with something unbelievably warm in his eyes. “Mr. Fenton, the reason I’m asking is because I needed to know if it was true. Hoped it was true. Are…you like me?

“Like you?” Lawrence had the feeling is mouth hung open.

Christy nodded.

Tell him. Tell him, you idiot.

Lawrence cleared his throat and ran a hand over the back of his neck and tried to be absolutely sure he had understood what Christy was asking, and then find some words. He couldn’t.

“Do you prefer men?” Christy blurted, eyes shining with what looked terrifyingly like adoration. “Do you, could you…like me?”

Lawrence’s mouth was definitely hanging open.

Christy stood in the firelight looking unbearably vulnerable. Lawrence closed the gap between them and pulled Christy awkwardly into his arms. He waited for him to resist, to pull away, demand to know what his game was…but he melted into him, buried his face in Lawrence’s neck, and let out a shuddering sigh that pierced Lawrence’s parched, lonely heart. He tightened his arms and Christy squeezed him back before pulling away a little so he could look up at Lawrence, but stay within the circle of his arms. His eyes were wet and his chin quirked, leaving Lawrence shivering at the sight and aching to kiss him. He lowered his head slowly, giving Christy time to pull away, but he didn’t, so Lawrence kissed him gently, chastely, sipping and tasting, barely able to breathe at the sensation of Christy’s warm, soft mouth against his so achingly wonderful. The feel of his hard, distinctly masculine body so utterly right in his arms. Then Christy opened his mouth and licked at Lawrence’s lips and he thought he might simply shatter. Lawrence followed suit and then they were kissing in earnest. Wide, open mouthed, yawning, breathing kisses that devoured and owned. Lawrence was instantly hard as marble and he could feel Christy’s hardness against his own and he was perilously close to the edge.

He dragged his mouth away, panting hard. Christy was staring at his lips, with such hunger and need that Lawrence struggled to speak, but he had to. He had to ask…couldn’t bear it if this was just…

“I need…I need…I need you to know that this is not just a passing fancy for me.”

Christy nodded and tried for another kiss, his eyes were hooded, cheeks flushed, lips swollen. It took everything that Lawrence had to pull away. “I’m too old for you.”

“How old are you?” Christy whispered, eyes fixed on Lawrence’s mouth, lips parted.

“Almost forty.”

“Ancient.” Christy moved to kiss him.

“How old are you?”

Christy pressed up against him and pressed a soft kiss to his chin. “Two and twenty.”

Lawrence groaned. He knew it. Knew it. So many years separated them.

“How close to forty?” Christy asked, still staring hungrily at Lawrence lips.

“Seven and thirty.”

“That’s nothing then.” Christy pushed against him and laid his lips against Lawrence’s and they kissed again until Lawrence pulled away breathing heavily.

“It’s not a passing fancy,” Lawrence repeated, between kissing Christy’s lips. “I…Is it the same for you?”

Christy dragged dazed eyes up to meet Lawrence’s. “Same what?”

“More than just a fancy. More…”

Understanding dawned on Christy’s face and he smiled. A smile that filled his eyes with such emotion Lawrence had to look away.

“Mr. Fenton, I have loved you from the moment I set foot in this shop. I have spent months dreaming that you might one day love me back and even when I thought you wouldn’t, I still loved you. Still wanted to be with you every day. When March…When March said…I was afraid for you, for your reputation, for your business, but all I could think about was…that you might actually be the same as me, if you might want me a little…” He shook his head. “I had to find out. I had to ask even though I knew that just because you had the same tastes as me didn’t mean you would want me. I’ve tried giving you the odd hint over the months and you’ve never taken it so there was a strong chance that even if you were the same as me you might not…find me attractive…” Christy paused to draw breath.

Lawrence took both of Christy’s hands in his. Kissed the palm of one, then the other.

Tell him. Tell him, you fool.

“I…” Lawrence stopped as a shudder ran through him. “I…” He paused, staring hard at Christy’s hand, “I…love you.” The words came out awkwardly, haltingly, but Christy’s eyes widened, and then a smile curved his lips and lit up his entire face.

“You do?” he breathed.

“I do, though I have no idea why you would love me.”

Christy’s eyes widened even more, filled with love, hope and incredulity.

“Well, look at me. Miserable, curmudgeonly, crippled…”

“True.”

Lawrence found his own lips curving into a smile. “Thank you. I think this is the point at which you should offer at least a platitude or two in reassurance.”

Christy reached up and kissed him. “You wouldn’t believe me. You like being miserable.”

That made Lawrence think. Did he like being miserable? Probably. It had become a habit.

“I want you.” Christy breathed the words against this lips and Lawrence shivered deliciously. “I want you here, in front of the fire, on the rug.” He kissed him again, “Naked.”

Lawrence almost spilled in his breeches.

“I’d never get down there, not with my leg,” he said, but his voice was breathy.

Christy let go of him and, never dropping Lawrence’s gaze, dragged the crocheted blanket from the back of the chair and threw it onto the rug in front of the range, then threw down the cushions and looked at him enquiringly.

“Do you want to?”

Lawrence licked his lips. Did he want to? Did he want to make love with Christy?

He nodded.

Christy’s eyes flickered closed in something that looked like relief. He stood, bathed in firelight, and proceeded to undress. Slowly. He removed his coat, his waistcoat, and then unwound his neck cloth. Lawrence could see the strong, naked column of his throat. He toed off his boots and stripped off his stockings. He stood there, barefoot for a moment, and then unlaced the strings on his shirt and pulled it over his head. Oh…Oh…he was beautiful. Sleek, slender; muscled. His arousal tented the front of his breeches, and when his hands went to his falls Lawrence made a peculiar sound in his throat, a half moan half cough. His heart was thundering so fast his head was spinning and he was so hard he…

Oh God. Christy stepped out of his breeches.

He wore no smalls, and then there he was. Completely, gloriously naked. Aroused. Soft fair hair trailed from his naval downwards, and his legs were dusted with that same softness. He moved to touch him, but Christy held up a hand that shook slightly.

“Now you.” His voice wavered.

Lawrence’s breath caught. “I’m…not sure that’s a good idea…I’m not…” He shook his head, grimacing.

“I want to see you. Feel you. I’ve dreamed of holding you with no clothes.”

Lawrence hesitated. More than anything he wanted to be able to stand naked and proud in Christy’s arms. Even more than his embarrassment at his own less than perfect body. He swallowed and took a breath. If Christy was brave enough to come here and find out whether or not there could be anything between them, brave enough to stand here, naked in front of him, then he needed to take himself in hand and offer something in return before Christy decided he wasn’t worth the bother.

It took everything that he had to take off his coat and waistcoat in the way that Christy had done, but the look in his eyes was worth it. He unwound his cravat, and Christy’s gaze followed every move. He toed off his own shoes and stripped off his stockings, not quite as elegantly as Christy had done as he had to hold onto the chair to stop himself falling over, and then he unlaced the strings of his shirt, and with only a short hesitation, pulled it over his head. Christy ran his tongue over his lips and swallowed, making Lawrence feel ten feet tall, and grateful that he was slender too, and reasonably trim. Dark hair shadowed his chest unlike Christy’s bare skin, and Christy seemed to like it. His hands went to his breeches and he hesitated. His hip and leg were not quite right. Never had been, which meant he didn’t stand true like Christy did. It hadn’t mattered to his wife because they only ever came together in the dark, shielded by covers.

But Christy moaned when he undid his falls, and his lips parted. When he took hold of them to push them down, Christy’s cock grew impossibly hard and began leaking.

And he felt…handsome.

“Oh, Christ,” Christy whispered. “Oh Christ, I knew you would look like that. Tall, hard…gorgeous…” He was breathing heavily. “I’m not going to last…”

Lawrence laughed and it had a hysterical edge to it. “You think I will?”

“Lie down.” Christy moved to where Lawrence stood and took his hand. “Lie down for me.”

Lawrence got down, it was an uncomfortably awkward manoeuvre, but Christy waited patiently. When Lawrence lay on his back, on the rug, head on a cushion, stark naked, with Christy looked down at him with absolute adoration and what he could only describe as naked lust, his heart filled so full he feared he might weep.

“Oh, Mr. Fenton,” he whispered.

“Lawrence. My name is Lawrence.”

Christy grinned as he lowered himself down. “Christy.”

Lawrence wondered how this would work. Would Christy expect him to…oh…no…that was…Christy lay between Lawrence’s thighs and lined up their cocks. Feeling Christy’s slight, yet leanly muscled body and hard flesh against his own was…sublime. The weight of him was unspeakably good. He raised his legs and cradled him. His hip protested, but he didn’t care. Christy took his weight on his arms, dropped to his elbows, and rubbed his chest against him, moaning as he did so.

“I love that you have hair,” he whispered, and Lawrence realised he was rubbing his nipples against it.

He paused and looked down, moved a lock of hair from Lawrence’s forehead, and kissed his nose.

“Kiss me, Lawrence. Kiss me like you will never let me go.”

Lawrence’s chin quirked and he fought to bring himself under control. “I will never let you go,” he choked.

“Lawrence,” Christy whispered.

“Christy,” Lawrence said. It was the first time he had said it out loud.

And then they were kissing. Like wild things. Deep, aching kisses that Lawrence felt to his soul. Christy pulled up his good leg and then ran a finger down his crease and moaned into his mouth. They pushed against each other, rubbing and thrusting until they found a perfect rhythm and then Lawrence was shouting his release and his muscles clamped tight on his bones and pleasure pumped through every fibre of his being. He held Christy tight. Heard his shout of completion as they clung together. Lawrence’s damp eyes were shut tight, his breathing laboured as he sank shaking fingers into Christy’s hair and blindly kissed the parts of him he could reach.

* * * *

Christy lay on top of Mr. Fenton, no, Lawrence, and could feel his heart thundering in his ears. He moved and looked down. Lawrence’s eyes were closed, his lips parted, his cheeks flushed. He couldn’t believe they had just done that. It was the most wonderful…

Mr. Fenton, Lawrence, groaned.

“Am I hurting you?” Christy whispered, pushing up on one elbow.

“No,” Lawrence pulled him back, wrapped his arms around him, and sighed. They squirmed about a bit until Christy could lay partly over him, with his head on Lawrence’s shoulder. Lawrence. Lawrence. He wanted to keep saying his name.

“Are you warm enough?” Lawrence said, running his hand down Christy’s back and then caressing his buttock.


“Mmm,” Christy nuzzled the hair on Lawrence’s chest and licked at his nipple, ignoring the cold draft.

They lay for some time. Fingers softly tracing new flesh, kissing accessible parts, squeezing and sighing.

“What is Christy short for?” Lawrence asked after a while.

“Christopher. I had a younger brother and he couldn’t say Christopher. Christy stuck.”

“Had?”

Christy nodded, drifting his fingers across Lawrence’s chest as he stared into the fire. “He died when he was six. I was ten.”

“I’m sorry.” Lawrence hugged him tighter. “Do you have other siblings?”

Christy shook his head. “Do you?”

Lawrence shook his head. “I did, but there is just me since my parents died.”

“You were…married?” Christy said, then wished perhaps he hadn’t. Not really the moment to bring it up.

Lawrence was quiet. Christy was learning to wait for him to speak. He seemed to like to get his thoughts together before he responded, particularly with regard to important things.

“I was. It…was an attempt to push aside the feelings that I had for men. And, I wanted to settle down. Wanted a family.” He hesitated. “I lost my parents, four siblings…I wanted…needed.” He sighed. “I was tired of being alone.”


Christy nodded and kissed his chest.

“I married and we were happy after a fashion. Until I got her with child.”

Christy looked up. Lawrence’s eyes were far away. His fingers still stroking Christy’s shoulders.

“Her time came, and…and…” he swallowed. “I lost them both. My wife and my son.”

“Oh, Lawrence,” Christy breathed. He pushed himself up and then moved so he could reverse their positions and take Lawrence into his arms. He allowed it, so Christy wrapped him up and held him. “How long ago?”

“Ten years. I often wonder what he would have grown up like. If he might have been like me; looked like me?”

“I wager he would be just like you. Handsome, clever, and kind.”

Lawrence shifted so he could see him and gave him a quizzical look. “Kind?”

“You are the kindest man I know.”

Lawrence shook his head. “I am not kind. I am incredibly selfish.”

“You took me in when I most needed it.”

“Because I admired you. Wanted you. There was nothing kind about it with hindsight.”

“Well, it worked out well because now you have me.”

Lawrence smiled, and it chased the shadows from his eyes. “It would appear that I do.”

“Happy Christmas,” Christy said, dipping to kiss him.

“Happy Christmas,” Lawrence said, reaching up and stroking Christy’s cheek with the backs of his fingers.




Chapter 10

On Christmas Day, the streets were quiet and blanketed with snow. Christy looked out of the bedroom window, careful to stand back so no one could see him, onto the still dark morning.

“What are you doing?” Lawrence’s voice was gravelly with sleep and it made Christy’s stomach flip. They had spent the night wrapped in each other’s arms. Actually slept together in the same bed. Something Christy had never in his life experienced before with a lover. There was, he had discovered, nothing quite like waking in the morning wrapped around the naked body of the man he loved.

“Looking.”

“You will get cold, the fire’s almost out.”

Christy pulled the curtains back swiftly and then jumped back into Lawrence’s bed. “I’ll see to the fire in a minute. There, I can see you now,” he said. And he could. Lawrence was naked. His strong shoulders were bare, as was his hair-dusted chest. Lawrence moved a leg so that it brushed along Christy’s, making his cock perk up. He grinned and pressed closer.

Lawrence groaned. “God, the stamina of youth. You are going to kill me,” he said running a hand up Christy’s thigh.

“Come on, old chap, you can keep up.”

He was rewarded with a pinch to his backside. They had staggered to bed after their romp on the rug, awoken in the early hours and found each other again, and now Christy was aching for more. He wondered if the ache would ever stop. He hoped not. He tunnelled under the blankets and slid his leg over Lawrence and straddled him, holding the blankets up with his shoulders. He propped a hand either side of Lawrence’s head and waggled his eyebrows as he looked down and saw that Lawrence was fully, beautifully aroused.

Lawrence’s smile spread into a rakish grin that looked well on him.

“You should smile more often,” Christy said.

“I smile plenty.”

“No, you don’t. Nowhere near enough.”

“I have a feeling that I will do now.”

Christy leaned down and kissed him. “Good.” Christy wriggled a little and kissed his way down Lawrence’s neck, and then nibbled his collarbone, which made his hips squirm. He licked at his nipples and that made him gasp. He kissed his way down his stomach to his navel and Lawrence’s breathing became sharp and rapid. Christy grinned to himself as he picked up Lawrence’s hard prick and squeezed it. Lawrence moaned and writhed.

“Can I suck you?” he said, glancing up Lawrence’s body.

Lawrence lifted his head from the pillow and stared down, mouth open, eyes wide. “Yes…yes…Please…oh…Oh…”

Christy took him into his mouth and Lawrence shivered all over. Christy laved at him with his tongue and sucked the best way he knew how. He rolled his balls in one hand and then let his fingers trace the velvety soft part behind them that led to his pucker and then pressed gently. Lawrence bucked and grabbed Christy’s head, pulling him off.

“I’m going to…” He was breathing as though he had run all the way around London. Twice. Christy was beginning to realise that his gorgeous lover was not as experienced as he thought he might have been.

“Do you have anything slippery?”

“Slippery?”

Christy nodded and pressed against his pucker again. “Or you could do me?”

Lawrence’s eyes were on stalks. “I’d rather you…” he blurted, then swallowed hard. “I’ve never…”

“Oh love,” Christy whispered.

Lawrence cast frantic eyes about the bedroom and then stopped. “There, it’s the salve for your bruises. Will that do?”

Christie slid off the bed and picked up the pot Lawrence was staring at as though his life depended on it. He opened it and rubbed some between his fingers. He was fairly sure it would. “This will do, but…Lawrence, it can hurt first time.”

“I don’t care. I need…Christy, I need…”

“Shh,” Christy said and crawled back into bed. He would be the gentlest that he could.

“Roll on your side,” he whispered, but Lawrence shook his head.

“I want to watch you. See you.”

Christy’s heart thumped. He hesitated, then opened the jar and scooped up some with his fingers. He spread some gently onto Lawrence, making him flinch and swear. Christy was so close to the edge himself he wasn’t sure that he would be able to do it right, so he got onto his knees, took Lawrence’s prick in one hand and swallowed him down, then pressed gently with his slick fingers until Lawrence’s body yielded and he could slide gently inside. Lawrence was hot. Tight. Frantic. Christy swirled his tongue around, and added another finger. A high-pitched moan came from Lawrence so Christy plunged in and out, simulating the act, and then paused to find the soft, sensitive spot inside that would send Lawrence to the stars. He found it, pressed and rubbed it, and sucked him deep. Lawrence exploded with a howl that reverberated around the room.

Christy swallowed him as best he could, then sat up and tugged himself until he spent all over Lawrence’s chest with a yell, making Lawrence gasp again.

They collapsed together.

“Next time,” Christy whispered. “Next time I will fuck you so hard you won’t be able to walk straight.”

Lawrence huffed a laugh beneath him. “Can’t walk straight anyway.”

Christy nuzzled in his neck and they both laughed uncontrollably. “Silly sod,” Christy murmured between kisses.


* * * *

Lawrence ran his fingers over the paper and string on the parcel before him on the table, wondering if he had time to hide it again before Christy came down. Was it too soon? Too much? The decision was taken from him when he heard Christy thunder down the stairs. He took everything at a run.

He wore nothing but breeches and a shirt loose at the neck. His hair was messed by the times Lawrence had combed his fingers through it, and his neck had a purple bruise, presumably from where Lawrence had licked and sucked at him. God, he still couldn’t believe the things they had done. Christy was so incredibly enthusiastic in bed. He’d never known the like of it. He’d made Lawrence feel beautiful, desirable, wanted, needed…and no one had ever achieved that before. Ever. The marital bed had been a clumsy, awkward affair, and the couple of times that he had indulged with a man had been hurried, guilty, and squalid. He’d certainly never been loved in the way that Christy had loved him.

“Good morning,” Christy said softly as he slid into the chair opposite him. “What’s that?” he asked, nodding at the parcel.

“It’s…It’s…ah…a gift. A Christmas gift for you.”

Christy’s eyes widened. “I didn’t get you anything.” He looked horrified.

“Of course not, I never expected you would, but this is…this is something…I often wondered…thought we might…”

“Lawrence, just spit it out.” Christy was smiling at him now.

Lawrence’s couldn’t speak so he just pushed the parcel at him.

Christy took it and started unwrapping it with a cautious smile. He took out the legal document first and frowned at it. He opened it and read, frowned some more and then put it down to look at the set of drawings beside it and his eyes opened wide and his jaw actually dropped.

“What?” he whispered. “What?” He looked up at Lawrence, a dazed expression in his eyes.

Lawrence’s hands were shaking. “Christy, if you were a woman I would be begging you for your hand.” He paused and sucked in a breath and rubbed his chest. He dared a glance at Christy who appeared frozen. “I can’t do that, so I am asking you to be a partner in my life. For all of my life. Forever.” He held his breath. It was too soon. Too soon.

Christy’s eyes filled. “But this. What’s this?” He gestured to the documents on the table.

Lawrence cleared his throat and carried on despite his misgivings. He couldn’t stop now. “I can’t make a…a…public declaration about being your partner, or give you the protection of my name, but I can make you a partner in my business, make it our business. This—” He gestured at the legal document. “This, once signed by us both will make you an equal partner, and will offer a measure of security for you should anything happen to me, and this,” he said, indicating the artist’s drawings showing the front of the shop and Lawrence’s proposed new sign. “This is the sign I will have made.” He risked a tentative smile. “Fenton and Shaw. Purveyors of Fine Books.”

He swallowed.

Christy stared, and then put his face in his hands.

Lawrence froze for a second, then he was on his feet. “Oh, Christy, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry, we don’t have to not if you don’t want to…oof.” He caught Christy in his arms when he stood and threw himself into Lawrence’s arms.

“Thank you,” he choked.

Lawrence took it as a good sign and held him and rocked him until the storm passed.

They sat down again, and Christy wiped his face and blew his nose. He looked blotchy and red, but to Lawrence’s eyes he was perfect.

“Oh, Lawrence,” he whispered. “Yes. Yes, to everything. I want nothing more than to be a partner in your life. For all of your life. The shop…that is…” Christy sighed. “Just perfect. Thank you.”

Lawrence eventually managed to breathe.

“Good.” He nodded. “Good.”

They looked at each other for a long moment. Lawrence was the first to smile, then Christy laughed, damply.

“But when did you have this done? We’ve only…” He gestured awkwardly between them. “Since last night.”

Lawrence felt his cheeks heat. He ran a hand around the back of his neck. “I…ah…had it done a little while ago. I decided I wanted to offer you a partnership in the business, but I was fooling myself. What I wanted was to have you in my life. I pretended for a long time that I only admired you in a platonic way.” He laughed and shrugged uncomfortably. “Stupid, really.”

Christy kissed him, shutting him up. “Not stupid. Romantic. You really wanted me, all this time?”

Lawrence rolled his eyes, then nodded. “Love you,” he added awkwardly.

“Love you too,” Christy whispered against his lips.

“We should eat,” Lawrence murmured.

“We should…oh…” Christy pulled away, and Lawrence wanted to pull him back.

“What?”

Christy looked awkward. “Well, I, erm, I rather promised that we would go to Mrs. Anderton’s and celebrate Christmas with her.”

“Mrs. Anderton?” That took Lawrence by surprise.

“Well, she and my mother got on famously, and she offered her a bed…” Christy grimaced. “We have no idea where March is, but he will turn up eventually. In the meantime, at least I could rest easy with my mother safe for the night. I said we would join them for Christmas lunch.” Christy scrunched up his face. “Sorry.”

Lawrence laughed. “Well, it is perhaps as well as we have very little to be festive with here.” He got up and poured two cups of tea, holding one out to Christy. He stood up and took it. Lawrence held his up out and clinked it gently to Christy’s.

“Merry Christmas, Mr. Shaw,” he said, solemnly.

“Merry Christmas, Mr. Fenton,” Christy said, equally solemnly.

“Here’s to Fenton and Shaw, Purveyors of Fine Books,” Christy said and Lawrence raised his cup again. They sipped their tea, and Lawrence picked up a piece of rather wilted looking mistletoe from the mantel.

“It started with this,” he said, waving it in Christy’s direction. Christy laughed when he recognised the piece of mistletoe that he had used to kiss Lawrence with.

“I still can’t believe I kissed you. I hadn’t intended to, it just…happened.”

“Well, I’m glad it did because it was the mistletoe kiss that made me realise how much I wanted you. Not just as a friend and business partners, but how much I loved you and wanted you. I had to own up to myself about my feelings. That was hard.”

He took Christy’s teacup, and put it down with his own, then held up the mistletoe over Christy’s head and kissed him softly.


“Mmmm,” Christy murmured into the kiss and deepened it.

“I’ve was thinking,” Christy said when it ended. “We’ve made love in here, in the bed…” Christy pulled back and looked up at him.

“Mm hmm,” Lawrence said and pressed against him. Christy could feel his arousal.

“The shop. We haven’t done it in the shop yet.”

“That is because there are no curtains,” Lawrence said, taking Christy’s bottom lip between his teeth then letting go. “We would shock the neighbours.” Lawrence spent some time kissing him until they were both breathless again.

“I could always fashion a blanket to cover the window,” Lawrence said after a moment, and the glint in Christy’s eye that made Lawrence’s heart beat even faster.

“Good,” Christy whispered, holding his gaze. Because I want you to bend me over the desk, pull down my breeches, and take me. Hard.”

Lawrence choked. “I had no idea mistletoe kisses held such power,” he whispered into his ear.

Christy looked up. His eyes were filled with love and laughter. “Well, now you know.”

Lawrence smiled back and allowed everything in his heart to show.

“Let’s find a blanket,” he whispered.

 

THE END
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