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Most women faced their first day of marriage with an anxious, giddy excitement, but I only felt trepidation scurrying around the insides of my body like a swarm of ants, for today…I would meet my husband.
The leather of the limousine seat was hard, the new leather smell still clinging to the overly air-conditioned air. The rest of the interior was wood paneling and chrome.
Outside, through the heavily tinted windows, trees and gates rolled by, the afternoon sun out in the cloudless Californian sky. The United States of America; the land of promise…
I didn’t know where we were going. Somewhere a few hours northwest from Los Angeles was all I knew. The driver had the black partition up between us, so I couldn’t see him nor could I hear him.
In my hand I clutched my husband’s business card, a thick, expensive cream rectangle embossed with gold lettering:
 
Drake Blackwell
C.E.O.
Blackwell Industries
 
I had expected my new husband to be waiting at the small airfield where I landed in the private jet he had sent for me. Instead, the chauffeur was there. He handed the business card to me when he approached, a paper stand-in.
Perhaps I could send Mr. Blackwell an origami chocho, the Japanese word for butterfly, in my place as a reply. Would he get my joke? More importantly, would he laugh?
I was dragged from my thoughts when the limousine pulled up to a set of tall iron gates that disappeared out of my limited window view. There was a moment’s pause in which my heart crawled into my throat before the gates began to open.
We crawled down a long gravel driveway lined with solemn trunks and thick shrouds of leaves. It seemed to me that the air in here grew colder. I barely breathed as we passed through this dark tunnel.
We made it through to the sunlight on other side. The limo curled around the circular motor court, a marble fountain and statue in the center, and rolled to a perfectly smooth stop. I unlocked my door, pushing it open slightly, until I remembered that I shouldn’t be doing things like this for myself anymore.
The driver hurried to my side and pulled the door open. I guessed him to be in his early thirties, wearing a full suit even in this heat, showing only his chocolate hands and the bright face under his cap. When I met his gaze, his cocoa eyes were wide. I almost made a joke, something about also being on Mr. Blackwell’s staff, but he looked away too quickly. I held my tongue.
I stepped out and straightened, shading my eyes to the sun. On my shoulder was a small handmade cloth bag containing my new passport and a few toiletries, the only things I had been allowed to bring with me.
“Welcome to Blackwell Manor, Mrs. Blackwell,” the driver said.
It took a second for my brain to register that he was talking to me. I was Mrs. Blackwell. The name hung about me like an ill-fitting coat.
I didn’t reply. I was too busy staring at the monstrosity that was to be my new home.
The building was so large I had to turn my head from side to side and up and down to take it all in. Even so, the two projecting wings of the house spanned so wide they disappeared out of my view. It was three stories of gray slabs of stone with a dark, steeply pitched roof, spires and turrets, and ornamental sculptures and gargoyles edging the thing like morbid cake decorations. It sat like an alien among the peaceful trees surrounding it.
For the first time since I started down this irreversible path, this thought entered my mind:
Run.
I didn’t have time. The front door opened and a figure stepped out.
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It wasn’t my husband, but a woman, golden-skinned from the sun and her long hair was so blonde it was almost silver. Over her slim body she wore a tight, short cream skirt suit with a pink business shirt underneath. A wide cream leather belt cinched in her waist, accentuating her large breasts.
Where was Mr. Blackwell? Where was my husband? My insides tightened.
This feeling was exacerbated when she stopped in front of me, towering over me in her shiny blood-colored stiletto heels, a matching clutch in her manicured hand. She was pretty but she was wearing too much makeup, her cheekbones were shaded in, and a set of thick fake lashes protruded from her eyes like she stole a pair of butterfly’s wings and stuck them right on.
She gave me a sticky pink smile. “Riko,” she said in a slightly nasally accent. I grimaced. Riko is not my name. “I’m Sasha van Scheurs, Drake’s personal assistant. Unfortunately, Drake is tied up in meetings all afternoon and can’t be here to greet you.”
“Mr. Blackwell,” I said.
“Excuse me?” Despite her obvious confusion, her painted eyebrows didn’t move at all.
“You shall refer to my husband by his proper title: Mr. Blackwell. And you will address me only as Mrs. Blackwell.” I couldn’t help myself but to add, “After all, you’re merely an assistant running his errands for him and not a personal friend.”
Her lips pinched, resembling the backside of the stray dogs that would often come to our door back looking for scraps. Even though the rest of her face remained motionless, I felt the rage vibrating off her. The driver sniggered behind me, hiding it with a series of coughs.
“Is there a problem, Miss van Slur?” I said, very deliberately.
To her credit, Sasha only took another second to compose herself. “No problem, Mrs. Blackwell.”
“Proceed then.”
“Follow me. Please.” Sasha turned with a whip of her hair and stormed up the steps to the front door, her blonde mane and ass both swaying with fury.
I followed, smiling to myself. As we approached the entry door it swung open. A woman, perhaps in her forties, her back board-straight and her chin held high, was holding the door open. A conservative black dress sat on her plump form and a pristine white apron circled her waist. I couldn’t help but wonder how she kept it so clean.
She ignored Sasha and focused on me, beaming as I stopped before her. “Mrs. Blackwell,” she said, her voice shaking with obvious pleasure. She took my hand in both of hers and I was treated to such an enthusiastic handshake that it rattled the teeth in my skull. “We are so pleased you’ve arrived.”
“Thank you.”
“I’m Loretta, the head housekeeper here. If you need anything, anything at all, or have any problems, come straight to me.”
“I’m Noriko. And thank you. Again.”
“Welcome home.”
Home. This word echoed around in my head like a gong.
“Please,” she said, “come in.”
My low-heeled shoes echoed as I stepped into the marble of the entryway. I had to hold back my gasp as I raised my eyes up.
Inside, the manor was even more obscene. The entryway soared up all three stories with thick marble pillars and a gliding stairway that wrapped around it. Further in were more hallways and marble.
The door clicked shut, casting out the sun and leaving me in the white-cold glare of the huge crystal chandelier hanging down like a wasp’s nest.
“There’s no need for you to come with us,” Sasha said, addressing Loretta. She then turned her contempt towards me, thinly veiled by a fake smile. “I can take our new guest.”
Sasha led me up the staircase and we spiraled up and round.
“So, Mrs. Blackwell,” she said. My guard immediately went up. “It was quite a whirlwind romance you two must have had.”
“Indeed.”
“You met in Japan?”
“Yes.”
“How exactly did you meet?”
I almost stumbled up my next step, but I corrected myself at the last second. I didn’t know what Mr. Blackwell had told people.
“We met…through mutual friends.” This was the safest thing I could think of to say.
“Really?”
“Yes.”
“Where did you meet? I’m sure it’s a wonderfully romantic story.”
“At a party,” I lied.
“Oh. Really.”
“Yes.”
“I thought you two met at a gallery.”
Shit. I messed up. But damn Mr. Blackwell for not exactly giving me a heads up on what he was telling people. “I think we initially met at a gallery but we only became acquainted at the party.”
“I see.”
Sasha glanced at me out of the corner of her eye, a smug sly look on her face like she had caught me out. I tried to ignore it.
We reached the top of the stairs and she waved her arm out. “The top floor is the family residences.” I glanced up and down the two wide and wood-paneled hallways, one brightly lit, the other shrouded in darkness. “You and Mr. Blackwell are in the east wing. Come along.”
I followed her down the eastern corridor, glancing back at the other dark hallway. “Who lives in the west wing?”
Sasha stopped suddenly and turned to stare at me, her eyes widening before narrowing. I had said something stupid. I knew it. But I couldn’t think what.
“No one lives in the west wing.” Her voice dropped to a near whisper, “Not anymore.”
Something felt like it prickled the base of my spine. No one lives in the west wing. Not anymore. What did that mean? But I refused to ask her.
Sasha gave me one more weighted look before carrying on. The hallways were several meters wide, walls lined with paintings. At regular intervals short sections jutted into the walls, displaying a sculpture piece or a green potted plant. This place felt like a museum. Or an art gallery. Not a home.
Sasha took an excruciatingly long time to walk down this hallway, stopping to talk about the various paintings or art pieces as we walked past them.
“…and this is a real Monet.” She waved her hand at a framed painting of waterlilies.
I didn’t know much about art. But I thought the way the artist had somehow captured the light reflecting off the water was simply gorgeous. Mr. Blackwell had refined tastes.
“We bought this one in Paris a few years ago on a business trip.” She laughed. “At first the gallery wouldn’t sell it to us. But Dra− Mr. Blackwell can be so persuasive when he wants something, you know?”
It wasn’t lost on me that she was talking about him so personally. For a moment I wondered if they were sleeping together. Then I let that idea go. If they were carrying on an affair she wouldn’t be so desperate to show off how close they were, she would be trying to hide it.
Part way down the hallway Sasha stopped at a pale blue door, raised cream detailing curling along the inside of the frame. “This is your room,” she said. “Mr. Blackwell’s room is next door to yours, further down the hall.”
“Mr. Blackwell’s room?”
“Yes, my dear.” Her voice was condescendingly sweet, letting me know she knew our marriage was a sham.
I stared levelly back at her. I would not let her get to me. “You may open the door now.”
She scowled for a split second before hiding it. She pushed open the door, speaking through her teeth. “After you, Mrs. Blackwell.”
The room was massive, the tall ceilings making it seem cave-like. The walls had been painted cream and pale blue to match the door. Elegantly shaped yet uncomfortable looking cream chairs were arranged in the center of the room around a low glass table. More tables were dotted about with large empty Japanese vases placed upon them.
White shelves covered one side of the room, holding collections of books. As I moved further into the room I noticed all the book spines were either cream or pale brown and there were no creases on them. These books had been chosen to fit the décor.
In the center of the room I spun around, frowning. Something vital was missing. “Where’s the bed?” I asked.
Sasha gave off a curt laugh. “This is your formal living area. Your bedroom is through your private living area.” She walked to another door and pushed it open.
Another living area?
It turned out that my “bedroom” wasn’t a room. It was an apartment, a collection of several large rooms: two living areas, a bathroom off each one, and a bedroom with a private ensuite. The whole thing was bigger than the house that fit my parents and us five children, just big enough to contain us and our lives, but it was cozy and full of love. My stomach panged, craving to feel the warmth of my home again.
I pushed those thoughts away. I couldn’t think about it. That wasn’t my home anymore. This was.
Sasha opened a set of double doors in my bedroom. It was my closet, another huge room with mostly empty shelves and hangers sitting like bones along silver rails.
“Mr. Blackwell asked me to help him by picking out a few outfits for you to wear, as you didn’t bring anything with you.”
I eyed the few limp kimonos hanging in the otherwise sparse wardrobe. No pants, no shirts. I looked down at my simple black pants teamed with a fading emerald tunic.
“All kimonos,” I said. “How…inspired of you.”
“Goodness,” she let out a soft little laugh, “I had to shop in the girl’s section in some stores; they didn’t have your size. I hope these will suit you for now.”
“It will have to do.”
“The only thing is, it appears I got your bra size wrong. I’ve known Mr. Blackwell for years now and, just between us girls, he does normally choose to date women with more curves. Naturally I assumed you’d be…bigger.”
My cheeks and my barely-there breasts burned under her scrutiny. “He didn’t choose to date me,” I said quietly. “He married me.”
“Oh, Mrs. Blackwell, please don’t take offence. I merely thought I’d offer up my friendly advice just in case you decided to…improve your appearance for your new husband. LA – that’s short for Los Angeles if you didn’t know – is only a few hours away and has a myriad of excellent surgeons.”
I turned to face her front on, my hands in fists by my side. She stiffened, but her smile was still plastered on. I gave her the biggest, fakest smile I could, one to rival her own, one that hurt my cheeks to hold. “Perhaps,” I said, “you can tell me who did all your work. So I can avoid your mistake in using him.”
Sasha’s mouth dropped open.
Internally, I reveled in her shock, I danced about in her discomfort. Take that, you plastic bitch. Something about this woman brought out the worst in me.
She swallowed away my attack. Looking down at me over her nose, she said, “I thought you Japanese girls were supposed to be demure or something.”
…you Japanese girls…
I should have her fired.
I should have her thrown out of my house.
But something in her words made my stomach jumble with fear, overriding my anger. I thought you Japanese girls were supposed to be demure or something.
I had almost given myself away. Mr. Blackwell thought he was getting a quiet, insipid, perfect little Japanese girl as a wife. A good wife. If he were to realize the truth he would annul the marriage…
I couldn’t let that happen.
I forced myself to bow my head. “Miss. van Scheurs, I do apologize. I didn’t sleep on the plane. I’m delirious. I don’t know what I’m saying.”
“Sure,” she said, but I could hear the suspicion in her voice. “It’s already forgotten.”
That was a lie. Sasha van Scheurs wouldn’t forget anything she might be able to use against me.
 
* * *
 
Tonight was my wedding night. My husband would be expecting things from me. I needed to make sure he was happy.
After showering, I stood, dried and naked, in my closet. At the other end was a full-length mirror, making this stark near-empty space seem twice as long. It reflected me in it, my almond eyes looking like a startled doe’s, my long dark hair falling like a curtain to the small of my back, and my fragile-looking body with slight wrists, slim hips and budding breasts, barely a dusting of hair between my legs.
I had been called beautiful before. I knew this was why I had been selected. I hadn’t given much thought to my beauty until recently.
I gave up on the bras. As Sasha said, she had gotten the sizes all wrong. I would just have to forgo one. Thankfully the underwear was in my size. I pawed through all the scraps of lace distributed over several drawers − they were not ones I would have bought for myself.
Finally I chose one in white and slipped it on. White is the bridal color after all. I debated on stockings and garter belt, but after minutes of struggling I gave up on them. Mr. Blackwell should be home any minute now. I had to hurry.
I grabbed a silk kimono in black and cyan, cranes and lilies patterned across it, and wrapped it around myself, tying it closed with a neat bow. It was short, stopping barely an inch under my butt cheeks, showing off my slim legs. Perhaps this was meant to be a shirt.
I had no time to change. There was a knock on my bedroom door. Mr. Blackwell was here.
My heart began to thud like a drum inside my chest. I ran out of my closet into my bedroom, closing the door behind me. The knock sounded again.
“Just a minute,” I called.
I stared around my bedroom furnished with a chaise, several armchairs, a wide, cushioned window seat under one of the casement windows, and a king-sized bed. Where should I greet him? Where would I make the best impression?
I made a bold decision and aimed for the bed. I lay on it along my side, propped up on one elbow. My kimono fell open, showing too much of my pale chest, but I didn’t move to close it. My husband would see all of me soon. No need to be shy.
I forced myself to take a long, deep, calming breath. You can do this, Noriko.
I cleared my throat before I called out, “Come in.”
I licked my lips, which had gone dry. Did I remember to brush my teeth? The door handle turned. Too late now. I pouted my lips.
The door pushed open. “Dear?”
A gray-haired head poked in. It wasn’t Mr. Blackwell. It was Loretta, the housekeeper.
I sat up, snatching my kimono shut at my chest, my cheeks flaming.
“Oh, dear,” she said. “I’m terribly sorry to intrude.”
I shuffled off the bed and stood. “It’s fine. I’m fine.”
I knew she didn’t have anything good to say next when her pale, crinkling face pulled into a kind, apologetic look. “I just received a message from Master Blackwell.”
“Oh?”
“He has been called away on urgent business. He has to fly to London. I’m afraid he won’t be home tonight.”
“Oh.”
“Is there anything I can do? Anything at all.”
“No. It’s fine. I’m fine.”
“Okay. There’s an intercom by your bed so you can call me if you think of anything.”
“Thank you, Loretta, really.” I was grateful for her kindness. She was the only one who had been kind to me here yet.
The door closed behind her. I was left to spend my wedding night alone.
That night I slept fitfully. Partly because I was in a strange bed in a strange room, partly because the tree outside my window had a small branch that tapped against it when the wind blew. Mostly because I spent the night in a battle, fighting off the doubts that rose inside me.
Did I do the right thing?
 
 
The next morning after eating breakfast, I was left to my own devices. I didn’t really care much about seeing the rest of the mansion. But the one room I did want to see was my new husband’s. You can tell a lot about a person from their bedroom and I was desperately curious. Who was the man I agreed to spend my life with?
I opened my door and peered out into the hallway, listening for footsteps. There was no one that I could see nor could I hear coming. I didn’t know why I felt like I had to sneak around. This was my house now.
I looked to where Sasha had indicated Mr. Blackwell’s room was. There was a dark blue door almost at the end of the hallway on the same side as my room. That must be it.
I slipped into the hallway, closing the door behind me, and walked as quietly as I could to the door. I tested the handle. Finding it unlocked, I slipped inside.
It appeared that Mr. Blackwell’s “bedroom” was also an apartment. I passed through his formal living area − dark green and mahogany décor with thick wood furniture and bucket armchairs − then his informal living area − comfortable-looking black couches and a huge flat-screen television that took up an entire wall − to stand at the door to his bedroom, a navy door detailed with curling vines and thorns.
I turned the gold handle. To my surprise, it was unlocked. Slowly I pushed the door open.
Mr. Blackwell’s bedroom was palatial and deeply masculine, dominated by dark wood and black, each piece of furniture thick and boldly designed. In one corner was a glass and wood cabinet that stored several brandy glasses and a decanter of golden liquid. There was a hint of something spicy in the air.
There were three doors that led off his bedroom. One must be his ensuite but…what were the other two? My bare feet sank into the rich blue carpet as I crossed the room.
I tried the first door. It was his bathroom. The spicy scent I detected earlier must have been an aftershave; I could smell it more strongly in here. There was a shower that could easily fit four people, and a large in-built spa bath encased in marble.
Behind the second door I discovered a library, an enviable room that smelled of paper and leather with floor to ceiling books and a huge green chair near the window. Unlike the books in my room, these spines were creased. I ran my fingers across the titles as I peered at his library collection, eager to get a glimpse of the man who was my husband.
His fiction collection was small; only a few works of Poe, Hemingway, and Steinbeck. It seemed he read mostly non-fiction: business books, of course, marketing, finance, economics. He also had a number of books on leadership. I knew nothing about business. But as a good wife I wasn’t expected to interfere in those matters.
He also had a sizable collection on psychology and a small section on Japan, including its history. Now these things I could talk about. I couldn’t help a small smile as I imagined the lively conversations we might have during our evenings together. Perhaps we could be happy together.
The third door wouldn’t open even as I shook and rattled the handle. It was definitely locked. I stared at the simple door of polished wood, looking so different from all the rest of the decorated doors. What was in there? Why was it locked?
I spun to face the room. His king-sized bed, covered in a dark gray spread, beckoned to me. I walked right up to it and stared at the expanse. This was where my husband slept. I fingered the soft cotton. Did I dare?
He was my husband. I would be well acquainted with this bed soon enough.
I crawled into the middle of the mattress and lay down on the cool sheets staring up at the ceiling. I considered, without ever having seen his face, not even a picture, what it would be like to have him above me.
I had a sudden thought. I sat up and stared across to his bedside table. Then to the mantle above his fireplace. Then to the other flat surfaces of this room. That’s odd. Where were his photos? In fact, I didn’t remember seeing a single photo frame in any of the rooms so far.
All the surfaces of my family home were covered in photos of us all; my parents, their wedding, at the birth of all us children, and us five girls, in diapers, in school uniforms, dressed in costumes for school plays...
Where were the photos of him and his family? His parents?
I slipped off the bed and brushed it down to hide that I had been there.
Mr. Blackwell didn’t have a window box so I could walk right up to the glass. The view, unlike mine, wasn’t obstructed by any trees. It looked straight out onto the manicured garden that stretched out like a green cityscape into the distance before turning into thick, dark woodland.
There was a young man walking across the grass towards the mansion. I couldn’t see the details of his face from here, but I could see he was shirtless. He carried a huge sack of something on one shoulder. It looked large enough to crush him, but he was carrying it like it only weighed a few pounds. He was strong. Very strong.
As he neared I started making out the details of his body; rounded shoulders and wide chest, his golden skin shiny from exertion. I couldn’t help but follow him with my eyes. His stride was aggressive, yet so fluid and so…assured. He stopped by a flowerbed and swung the sack off his shoulder so that it landed on the grass beside him. He stood with his back to me and I noted the wide V-shape of his torso, his shapely calves, and his back muscles so sculpted and clearly defined.
In one smooth movement he slashed open the top of the bag, returned the cutting implement to his pocket, and hoisted the bag up again. He moved around the bed, shaking and pouring dirt from the opening, the muscles of his back and his chest and arms dancing and flexing in the morning light. I didn’t know how, but he managed to avoid directing a landslide onto any of the fragile flowers at his feet, pouring the dirt only in the spaces around them instead. What a beautiful display of strength and delicacy. What care and complete control he had. I was utterly mesmerized.
An unfamiliar blush started to spread inside me. The more I watched him, my eyes glued to his form, the hotter my body grew until a knotted burning sat at my core.
I want him, I realized. I had never wanted anyone before.
I was becoming a woman. A woman…who wanted a man.
Would I feel this way about Mr. Blackwell? Would he make my insides heat like this? Would he make me…curious?
My hands clutched at the hem of my dress pulling the front of it up, up up, my fingertips raking up my thighs as I moved them closer, closer to this beautiful ache. My fingers found the lace edge of my underwear. My breath fogged up the window as I leaned forward, craving to see more of this beautiful man.
My forehead hit the cold glass. It was exactly what I needed; a slap on the head to wake myself up. I was standing in the bedroom of my new husband about to touch myself as I watched another man.
Those were not the actions of a good wife.
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I shouldn’t go out to the gardens. I shouldn’t go looking for trouble.
Why shouldn’t I go out to the gardens? They’re my gardens now. It was reasonable that I would want to see them, right?
You don’t care about the gardens. You just want to see him. Close up.
I might not even come across him in the gardens, they’re so big.
Maybe he’d be shirtless again.
Or maybe his face will be horrid like one of the gargoyles around the building. It would seem only fair if God should grant a man a body like that, he should balance it out with a wretched face. Indeed. I should look at his monstrosity close up. It was what I needed to stop thinking about what his muscles might feel like moving under my hands.
This debate raged on inside my head as I made my way down the gray stone stairs that led from the back terrace down to the gardens. I was wearing a new long red Alexander McQueen dress, gathered at my waist to give me a shape, and that billowed as I walked. I felt pretty in it, yet I couldn’t help but feel guilty for loving it so much.
A message had come to me earlier from Mr. Blackwell. He wouldn’t be home today either. With the message came a “small” token of his sincere apology: a personal shopper called Fifi by her friends − she insisted I call her Fifi − from a store named Saks Fifth Avenue and a budget with instructions not to stop buying until I had reached it. As my new friend helped me pick out a new wardrobe, I had to force myself not to hyperventilate like a schoolgirl at all the price tags of the clothes that she made me try on.
In the end, the amount my new wardrobe had cost could have fed all the people in my old neighborhood for a month. I pushed this thought away. It wasn’t my neighborhood anymore. They weren’t my people. I was Mrs. Blackwell of California, United States of America. I would just have to get used to wasting obscene amounts of money on designer clothes and shoes.
At the edge of the garden I already felt lost. This property was huge, rolling out and losing itself in the distance. I wasn’t even sure where to start, so I just picked a direction and began to wander. I figured if I got completely lost they’d send out a search party for me. I could see the headlines now: “Immigrant Bride Lost, Found Wandering Gardens of Her Palatial Home”.
The gardens seemed endless as I meandered my way through them. Paved paths curved this way and that, turning corners to reveal green alcoves with benches or bushes shaped like animals chasing each other across lush carpets of grass. I saw a great many flowers and trees. But I couldn’t see the gardener from yesterday.
I was about to call off my search when the trickling sound of water falling caught my ear. I walked around a bend in the bushes and found myself at the edge of a row of cherry blossoms in bloom, carpeting the grass with soft pink petals like snow, paper lanterns hanging like bells from their branches. I smelled the familiar sweet perfume and felt a pang in my heart.
I was drawn in further by the path lined with stone lanterns. It wound through a series of raked rock gardens of dark moss and pale pebbles, accented with water trickling through open bamboo pipes, then through carpets of pink Shibazakura flowers and clusters of tulips, then turning into a red wooden bridge. I stopped in the middle of it and looked out over the large pond, several Fuji trees with their pastel purple and white flowers hanging over the water like bunches of grapes. Delight skipped through me as I spotted several bright orange carp chasing each other between the lily pads. It was only when I saw a figure reflected in the surface of the water did I realize I wasn’t alone.
I looked up. It was the young man from yesterday, standing on the other side of the pond. I recognized his wide muscular figure. He had seen me too. He was looking at me. In fact, he was staring.
My heartrate fluttered up into the sky as he began to walk around the pond’s edge towards the bridge, his eyes never leaving mine. He was coming here. He was coming to me.
I couldn’t move. I could hardly breathe as he neared. When his boots clattered onto the wooden bridge my body jolted, every cell of my body suddenly hypersensitive. He stopped before me.
I was horribly, horribly wrong. He looked nothing like a gargoyle.
His jaw was chiseled and dusted with dark stubble. He had thick messy dark hair, a leaf caught in it that I was strangely desperate to pick out. His glossy chocolate eyes – deep-set and rimmed with enviable thick, midnight lashes – were wide. He seemed stunned to see me. From his smooth caramel forehead, a crop of hair falling over it, to his strong nose down to his thick Cupid’s bow lips, his face had been sculpted by an artist, perfectly proportioned and put together.
I could see the thickness of his body as his off-white sleeveless shirt clung to him from sweat. His arms were defined and corded like the docking rope or a large ship. The fire he awoke yesterday re-lit into a larger, hotter flame inside me causing all my nerve endings to tingle.
I was in so much trouble.
Those beautiful lips moved and it took me a second to realize he had just said something.
“Excuse me?” I said.
He raised a thick, dark eyebrow, his voice coming out rich and deep. “I said, can I help you?”
Yes, marry me. “I, um…hi.” Well done. Real smooth, Noriko. Now, what came next after hi?
“I’m staring,” he said without a hint of embarrassment.
He was staring? I was staring.
“Forgive me,” he continued, “but you look like a princess standing in my garden.”
Of course his first lines to me came out perfectly.
“Your garden?” I asked.
The corner of his lip tipped up. “Well, it’s not mine. It’s Mr. Blackwell’s, of course. But it was my creation.”
“You…” I stared around me, “you did all this?”
He nodded. “I took inspiration from the Japanese gardens of the earliest twentieth century. We’re standing on the Bridge of Life and…” he trailed off. “You probably don’t want to hear all this.”
“No, please. Go on.” I could listen to your voice for hours.
“Well,” his face and his hands became animated as he spoke and a light shone from his eyes. If it was at all possible, he became all the more stunning. “I wanted to show the journey of the soul through the human experience. See,” he stepped up to my side and pointed out the various sections of the garden. “We start there at birth, then childhood…”
His enthusiasm was infectious. I found myself smiling and nodding along with him as he spoke about his garden, his energy finding its way in and bubbling around inside me. I kept glancing at him out of the corner of my eye, noting the most perfect freckle that sat above his mouth that danced as he spoke. I wanted to press my lips to it.
I could smell his aftershave, something clean and masculine, woody, mixed with a hint of sweat and grass. It was intoxicating. My head felt lighter and lighter as I breathed him in.
“Then in adulthood we move into marriage…” He turned his head to look at me, and our eyes locked. We were so close we were almost breathing the same air. He swallowed before averting his gaze. “Um, then children, retirement and death but those are further along and we can’t see them from here.”
“Right. So we’re standing between childhood and adulthood?”
“Exactly.” He grinned, revealing a set of white teeth, all perfect, except for a slightly crooked upper tooth. Far from detracting from his beauty, this tiny “flaw” just made him seem more…real. I couldn’t help but grin back. “Do you come from Japan?” he asked.
“I do,” I said. I was impressed. He guessed my origins correctly. Once I heard a foreigner back home say to his friend, not thinking I could understand English, gosh, all these Asians look the same, don’t they?
His face brightened. “Did you ever live there?”
I nodded. “Only until recently.”
“Oh God. Tell me everything about it. I mean, please, would you? If I’m not keeping you from anything. Am I keeping you from something?”
I laughed. “No. I don’t have anything to do today.”
“Great. So…will you tell me about your home?”
My home… I repressed a longing for the place I was born and raised. “I came from the island of Hokkaido. It’s one of the larger islands north of Japan.”
“I know of Hokkaido.”
“I lived in a small fishing town called Shibetsu on the eastern coast.”
“Is Japan as beautiful as it looks like in photos?”
“The area around my town is. The only city I’ve ever been to is Tokyo and it was too much for me. In my town it’s a lot cooler than it is here. We have Mount Unabetsu in the background watching over us, always there, even as the seasons go by, even as people grow up, move away…he’s always there. In spring the cherry blossoms are everywhere, the smell of them competing with the salty sea air. It never gets too warm, even in summer. In autumn all the leaves turn and the country looks like it’s on fire; reds and oranges and yellows, like Mother Nature’s one last outburst of passion before winter sends it to sleep…” I couldn’t repress my smile. “But winter was always my favorite season. Father would come home from work, Mother would be cooking and we would all be packed into our dining area. Our small house, full and cozy. Everything outside would be white, blinding new white, everything slated clean. Like a fresh start.”
“You miss it.”
“I do,” I admitted.
“Why did you leave?”
“I had no choice.”
“Oh… Well, it sounds amazing.”
“You’ve done so well to replicate it with this garden. When I first stepped in I almost thought I was home.”
“Really?”
“Really.”
“Thanks. That means a lot, coming from you.” He leaned on the bridge railing and I found myself doing the same.
“Why such an interest in Japan?” I asked.
“When I was a boy I found some of my mother’s things among my dad’s. She had a bunch of postcards from Japan. I remember all of them; there was a picture of cherry blossoms in full bloom, one of a temple on the edge of a lake in autumn. But my favorite one was the shot of Mount Fuji, snow capping the top. There’s just something about Japan…it just seems so pure. So grand and clean. The beauty, the surroundings, the people; it’s so real. So full of simple beauty. Growing up near LA, going to school there, you realize there’s not a lot of beauty here that is real…or simple.”
“Does your mother still have the postcards? I’d love to see them.”
“They have long since been thrown away.”
“What a shame. Why would your mother throw them away?”
“She didn’t. My father did.”
“Why would he do that?”
“I think the reminders of her were too painful for him. She left us when I was four.”
“Oh God.” I recoiled in shock. What would make a woman abandon her child and husband? I couldn’t imagine never knowing my mother or my mother’s love.
I shouldn’t have asked about her. I should have picked up on it when he said, I found some of my mother’s things. But I was too distracted by his scent and that freckle and the way his lips moved around every word. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean−”
“It’s fine.” He waved a hand at me. “It was a long time ago. Anyway, since I found those postcards I’ve always wanted to visit.”
“You should!”
“One day. Maybe.”
“Why wouldn’t you go?”
“Oh, just…you know.” He flushed slightly. “Working here there aren’t really any opportunities for international travel. Plus, it doesn’t pay the best.”
I should have guessed this was the case. I felt terrible. My new husband seemed to have all the money in the world to buy anything he wanted and this young passionate man didn’t have enough to fulfill a lifelong dream. It seemed so unfair.
“I think,” he said, “maybe I should just give up on the idea of ever going.”
“No,” I said fiercely, “you need to hang on to that dream. Don’t let it die. Sometimes dreams are all we have to keep us going. Sometimes they’re all we have to live for.”
He stared at me for the longest moment. I felt silly for such an outburst of passion. What did I know about him and his life?
Finally he asked, “What do you dream about?”
Me? I was startled by that question. What did I dream about?
I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry when I realized…I dreamt of nothing. Not anymore. “I…I don’t know.”
“I don’t believe that. What was your impassioned speech about holding on to dreams?”
“I used to dream of being an English teacher like my father. I wanted to make a difference in other people’s lives like he did.”
“What happened to that?”
I swallowed away a small knot in my throat. “Life happened.”
He made a humming noise in the back of his throat. “Someone very wise once told me never to give up on my dream.”
I laughed softly. He had called me out on myself. “Sounds very wise indeed.”
We shared a comfortable silence, a perfect silence. In this quiet I became conscious of how relaxed I felt around him. He felt familiar, like I had known him for a long time. Yet at the same time, every cell in my body buzzed at his proximity. Every pebble of flesh became more alert and alive with every glance.
“You’re new here,” he said.
“I am.”
“I didn’t realize Mr. Blackwell was hiring again. What do you do here?”
He thought I was a member of Mr. Blackwell’s staff. For some reason I didn’t want to correct him. But I couldn’t lie. He’d find out soon enough.
“I don’t work here exactly.”
He frowned. “Oh? So you’re one of Mr. Blackwell’s friends?”
“I guess you could say that.”
“Are you here on a visit?”
“Not really.”
“I don’t understand.”
“I’m Noriko.”
His stumbled back, his eyes widening so I could see the whites around his pupils. “You are Riko? You’re the new Mrs. Blackwell?”
I winced. “Please, call me Noriko. It’s nice to meet you.” I stuck my hand out as an afterthought. What would his hand feel like in mine?
He didn’t take my hand. The longer he stared at it, the more my hand, perfectly manicured by the stylist yesterday, began to look alien to me.
“It’s a hand,” I said, feeling like an idiot. “You shake it.” I was sure that people in the States shook hands when they greeted each other. Maybe I was mistaken?
His eyes, now cold, rose up to meet mine. His face was guarded. The brightness that had shone from him faded and it was now fading in me. Already I missed it.
“No,” he said, “thanks.”
“Oh.” My cheeks warmed. I lowered my hand and clasped it with my other in front of me.
“My hands are dirty.” His lifted them up. They were large, dirt-streaked, mud caught under his nails in half-moons and the backs of them were brown from the sun.
“Right.”
As we stood there staring at each other my breathing began to go funny. I noticed he was pressing his mouth together as if he wanted to keep from saying something.
“You didn’t tell me your name,” I said, just to say something.
“Why do you need to know my name?”
“Well, I thought…I thought we could be…friends.”
“Friends?” He said the word as if the idea repulsed him.
“There’s no one else my age here, not that I’ve−”
“I don’t have time for this,” he growled.
“What?”
“I have work to do.” He spun and stalked away, his boots clomping on the bridge.
I was left flustered, my cheeks burning. For a long moment I didn’t know what to do. I just stared at his wide retreating back as fragrant petals flittered down around my head.
What just happened? What did I say? I thought we started off so well…
When his footsteps tapered off, all that cut through my thoughts were the sounds of trickling water and the distant call of birds. I was still standing there. Like an idiot. Only then did a thousand clever comebacks enter my mind. Usually I didn’t have a problem talking back. But it was too late now. He was too far gone.
I garnered no satisfaction by spinning and storming off back towards the mansion. I found my way back to my room, where I slammed the door behind me and buried my face into the pillow, my breath leaving a moist patch as it came out in short angry gasps.
As soon as he realized who I was he turned into such a horrible creature. He had no reason to act that way. Like…I was unwanted. And in my own home.
He didn’t deserve any more of my thoughts. I’d not think of him anymore.
 
* * *
 
What an insufferable man. How dare he speak to me like I was a nuisance child? And to refuse my handshake as if it were my hands that were dirty. Who does he think he is?
I wanted to ask Loretta about that infuriating gardener. I wanted to know his name at least, so I had a name to curse. I would ask at dinner, discreetly of course, just some general questions about the staff here and the gardens; I wasn’t an idiot.
Blackwell Manor had several dining areas. Breakfast and lunch were served in the informal dining room on the ground floor, light pouring in from the wall of windows that looked out to the back terrace and over the garden. It was adjacent to the breakfast kitchen, filled with more shiny chrome gadgets than an appliance store, and hardly used at all, most of the cooking being done out in the back kitchen.
Dinner, on the other hand, was served in the formal dining room, where I now sat in one of the high-backed gold and red-cushioned chairs waiting for Loretta to arrive. It was a huge room that took up part of the west side of the mansion on the ground floor, situated near the back kitchen and the staff quarters.
The walls were a salmon color with cream cornices and detailing. Several ornate serving tables and cabinets, holding carafes and decanters of liquor and glasses, lined the walls. A huge crystal chandelier dripped down from the center of the ceiling.
The rectangular heavy wooden dining table stretched across the entire room and could fit twenty-six people around it. I was bored so I counted the seats. A huge silver candelabra fitted with no less than nine tapered white candles was placed in the center on top of a scarlet and gold velvet runner that stretched most of the length of the table. My plate setting was always on the right-hand-side of the head. Mr. Blackwell would sit at the head of the table. If he were ever actually home for dinner.
The staff door swung open and I straightened up in my chair. But it wasn’t Loretta. It was another housemaid, a pretty girl of ebony skin and thick hair the color of ravens tied back at her neck into a prim bun. She kept her eye on the full silver tray she was holding, a slight crease between her brows indicating her concentration. I fought the urge to get out of my chair and help her.
She set her silver tray down on the serving table at the side of the room. In front of me she placed a silver platter domed with a silver lid. When she pulled the silver dome off, steam rushed up around me and the scent of vegetables and garlic filled my noise. It cleared to reveal a bowl of thick vegetable soup garnished with a sprig of parsley. My stomach rumbled.
The server-girl came back and set down a small plate of warm brown bread beside it.
“Hi,” I said to her before she could move away again.
She blinked at me. “Are you speaking to me, ma’am?”
Ma’am. The girl called me ma’am as if I was as old as her mother. But I guessed she would be a few years older than me.
“Yes,” I said, and I gave her a warm smile. “What’s your name?”
“It’s Celeste.”
“How long have you worked here, Celeste?”
Her head flinched back slightly. “Ma’am? Did I do something wrong?”
“What? No. Why would you think that?”
“All these questions…”
“I just want to ask about you. Get to know you a little bit.”
She gazed at me for a few moments, the whites showing around her inky irises, before she quickly lowered her gaze. “I’m sorry. I must get back to work.” She snatched up her tray from the side table before hurrying out of the room.
“I just want to talk,” I called out.
But Celeste was gone.
Back home, dinner would be a rowdy affair; steam and chatter would fill the warm kitchen as we all helped Mother chop and cook and set the table. The seven of us would eat elbow to elbow around our small table, laughing or sharing stories about our day.
I sat in the vast Blackwell Manor dining hall, this chair forcing me to sit upright, eating dinner with only the stiff-lipped portraits around the room for company. My spoon hit the side of my soup bowl, echoing off the high ornate ceilings.
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If there was one thing I was sure of, it was this: that damned gardener wasn’t going to get away with having the last word. The next morning, despite my attempts not to expend any more time or thought on him, he was still there wearing at my mind.
I found him trimming bushes, his deadly-looking shears slicing the twigs and leaves, making them fly everywhere. His gorgeous mouth twisted into a scowl when he noticed me. Damn him. He even looked good scowling. I wanted to slap him. Or to kiss him so hard it hurt.
I stopped in front of him with my fists on my hips, my chin thrust into the air. “Hey,” I said with as much authority as I could.
But he didn’t stop snapping at the bushes. A few seconds of being ignored and already I felt like a twit. Pride forced me to step right up to him, risking the loss of my fingers. “I said hey,” I yelled in his ear.
He snapped his shears shut and threw them down blade first where they embedded in the grass. Almost a full head taller, he towered over me as he glared down at me. “What do you want, hime?”
For a second I was so taken aback I couldn’t speak. Hime is the Japanese word for princess. My chichi − my father − called me hime.
My surprise turned back into anger when I realized he was using the term as an insult. “I demand you show me around my gardens.”
He laughed. “I’m not your personal tour guide. Ask your husband to do it.” He turned to walk away.
Of all the rude, arrogant, insolent, rude−
I was so furious I just reacted. I grabbed his arm, whirling him around to face me. Our eyes locked. He froze, his mouth slightly parted, air sucking back into him.
His eyes were the richest, deepest brown I had ever seen, like melted chocolate with flecks of a lighter pecan brown. His lashes were so naturally thick and black that they seemed almost rimmed with kohl. They drew me in and held me like a lover’s grip. I forgot what I was about to yell at him. I forgot why I was even mad. I almost forgot how to keep myself breathing.
He glanced down and I followed his gaze. He was staring at my hand still on his arm, my fingers barely reaching halfway around his forearm. I felt the strength in his marble-sculpted muscle, the smoothness of his skin under my palm, the heat radiating from the blood that flowed through his veins.
Oh God. I was touching him.
I snatched my hand away. His eyes darted back up to my face.
“Yes?” he said, the word filled with impatience.
“You work for my husband,” I said.
“That’s right. I work for your husband. I don’t work for you.”
“If he were here−”
“He’s not here.”
“If he were here,” I said louder, “he would tell you to take me around the gardens. So do it. Now.”
He glared back at me, defiance flaring in his eyes, his cheek twitching as he tensed his jaw. The air between us filled with a thick, hot electricity. I got the distinctive feeling I had met my stubbornness match.
“And if I don’t?” he said.
He was challenging me. How far would I go to get what I wanted?
“You wouldn’t like that answer,” my voice slid out with menace.
His eyes flashed with…disappointment and the corners of his mouth flicked down for a split second. I had just proven him right; I was just a spoiled princess brat.
I felt ill. I didn’t want him to think that of me. But my pride refused to let me take it back. What did I care what a gardener thought of me?
“Fine,” he said. “The faster I take you around, the quicker I can get back to my real work. Have it your way, hime.”
Hime. My father’s affectionate nickname for me had become a curse in his mouth. It insulted my father’s love for me and my love for him.
“Don’t call me hime,” I said with a hiss.
“Whatever,” he said like he didn’t care.
“And I demand to know your name.”
“Why?”
Was he going to fight me with everything? “Would you prefer I call you boy?”
“I’m not a boy.”
“Then give me your name, boy.”
“It’s Keir.”
I had never heard that name before. Keir. I tested his name out in my head. It sounded like the call of a wild bird rising up through the wind.
“I’m Noriko,” I said, only realizing afterwards I already told him my name yesterday.
“I don’t care,” he muttered.
I hated him. I really, really hated him.
 
Keir led me through the gardens, his hands shoved deep into his pockets, his movements slow and labored as if I was the most draining task in the world. Every so often he would sigh loudly or yawn. When he did, I had to repress the urge to punch him in the nose.
I tried to ignore his ugly behavior and focused instead on the beauty around me, the neatly trimmed bushes that wound around like a maze, making paths between this garden and the next one, the vibrant flowers − roses of all kinds, carnations, daisies and many more I didn’t know the name of − all bursting with color and sweet scent around me.
I noticed he kept looking at me out of the corner of his eye.
“What?” I snapped.
The corner of his mouth tipped up. “Nice dress.”
I looked down at my new white Philip Lim gathered waist silk dress. I chose it because I thought I looked pretty in it and because the skirt floating around me reminded me of falling cherry blossom petals. I studied his face, but it was deadpan.
“Thanks,” I said cautiously, “I think.”
“Yeah, ’cause it’s a great idea to go walking around in a dirty, muddy garden wearing white.”
Sarcastic bastard. I should have known.
I halted with a stamp of my foot, crossing my arms over my chest. “If you’re going to be such a rude ass, then I’ll leave.”
“Suits me.” He kept walking.
How dare he? I chased after him. “In that case, as it seems to punish you more when I’m around, I’ll think I’ll stay.”
His lips pinched. “Whatever.”
The grassy path moved into a small round lawn fringed with variations of the same flowering plant. The blooms had six petals from white to crimson and every shade in between. Around them bushes rose up taller than my head, creating a private circular space and trapping the heavy, honeyed perfume. Happy bees and butterflies flitted about. A flat stone, perfect for sitting on, was positioned in the center, and I just knew that it was placed there on purpose.
“These are so beautiful,” I couldn’t help but admit as I studied the closest flower.
This particular flower’s petals were flushed pink, edged in white and freckled red like pinpricks of blood. From the center, several stems ended in a cluster of powdery orange. I bent down, cupped my hands around the bloom and inhaled. The cloying scent filled my nose.
“They’re oriental lilies,” Keir said, his voice losing a little of its hard edge. “That one’s a stargazer. But there are four other kinds here too.”
I stared at him, stunned. “Did you plant these?”
He snorted and rolled his eyes at the same time. Multi-talented boy. “I’m a gardener, remember? I plant things.”
My jaw prickled and I looked away, pretending to study the flowers some more. How could such a horrible man create something so beautiful with his hands? Why was he so cruel to me?
“Careful,” he snapped as I knocked one of his flowers with my hand, the pollen scattering from its stem.
I crossed my arms over my chest, refusing to say sorry. It was just a damn flower.
“You idiot,” he muttered.
“I didn’t hurt your precious lily.”
“Stop being such a girl and taking everything so personally.”
“Am not.”
“Are too.”
“You stop being such a jerk and making it personal.”
He rolled his eyes. If he rolled them one more time…
“The pollen of oriental lilies is notoriously difficult to wash out. You had pollen on your arms.”
I unfolded my arms away from my body and stared down at myself.
He tsked. “Now it’s on your dress. Your beautiful white dress.”
He was right. I had orange streaks across my breasts. The very first day I had worn it and I ruined a dress that cost more than my father’s monthly wage. I let out a cry for the heart-breaking waste and scratched at one of the marks.
“Don’t,” he grabbed my hands, pulling them away. “You’ll make it worse.”
His hands were rough and calloused and warm as they held mine. I felt so delicate. I didn’t think, I just reacted as I leaned closer to him like a magnet, my whole body just wanting to fold itself into his palms.
He dropped my hands like they’d stung him and he stepped back, cool air rushing in the widening space between us. Oh that’s right, he hates me.
“I suppose your husband will just buy you another one.” His top lip pulled up. “How much did it cost? Five hundred dollars? A thousand?”
“I… I…” I was horrified. “That’s none of your business.”
“No. I suppose not. Nor will it ever be.” There seemed something so final in the way he said it. As if he’d just said goodbye to me forever. He turned and began to walk away.
Sadness filled my body as I watched him leave. I couldn’t win with him. I couldn’t make him see past my title of Mrs. Blackwell. Why was I even trying?
He stopped at the edge of the lily garden and looked back at me over his shoulder. “Are you coming?”
Am I coming? He wanted me to come with him? Still in shock I stumbled after him.
 
Keir led me to a large wooden shed. He went inside, leaving the door open behind him. I stopped at the entrance and stared into the dim clutter of machines and benches and metal, dust motes floating like dandelions in the thin stream of light coming in from the upper windows. Saws and hammers and other tools hung like skeletons along one of the walls.
He was going to murder me here and hide my body somewhere. He would know the best places to hide a body in the Blackwell Manor grounds.
Keir bent over some shelves, objects tinkering as he moved them around. My gaze drew to his dark pants stretched over a rounded ass. Something tingled between my legs. What was wrong with me? I was about to get murdered and all I could think about was how his butt would feel in my hands.
Keir straightened and spun. I lifted my eyes just in time. He raised an eyebrow at me. “Are you going to come here? Or is this too dirty for the likes of you.”
I set my jaw and stepped inside.
The air in here was musty. As I made my way towards him I had to dodge tools and lawn mowers and other objects placed haphazardly around the shed.
“You’ll have to forgive the state of this place,” he said. “My father forgets where he put things. He rummages through, looking for whatever he’s looking for but doesn’t put anything back.”
“Your father works here as well?”
“And his father before him. It’s my inheritance; to serve your husband’s family. Lucky me.”
I said nothing.
When I reached him he handed out a moist cotton bud stinking sharply of alcohol.
“It’s turpentine,” he said. “You’ll need to dab the pollen with. That should get it out.”
“Thanks.” I took the bud from him, our fingers brushing. Even this small touch sent sparks up my arm.
I lifted my hand to my dress when I realized he was about to watch me rub my breasts. I couldn’t rub my breasts in front of him. Even the idea of it made my nipples harden. And I hadn’t worn a bra under this dress because of the low backline.
Oh God. He could see the poke of my nipples. He knew I was turned on. I’m not turned on, I’m just…cold. Why didn’t I wear a damn bra under this dress?
“I can do this later.” I started to back away. “Thanks again.”
His eyes widened. “Look out!”
My elbow clipped against the edge of a circular saw clamped on the side of a bench. I hissed at the small slice of pain. My shoe slipped on something. The fresh acrid scent told me quite clearly that it was fertilizer. I was going to fall right into a pile of it spilled on the floor out of a broken bag. My dress would suffer more than orange marks today. I’d need more than a cotton bud of turpentine.
But I didn’t fall. Strong arms came around me, holding me up. I dropped the cotton as my hands flew up against him. Keir crushed me to his body as he stepped us both back to safety.
His chest was wide and firm, his warmth seeping into my palms even through the thin cotton of his shirt. I couldn’t help myself; I brushed my fingers against him. I heard him inhale sharply, his fingertips dug just a little deeper into my back. My head spun. My nipples were now so hard they were almost painful. He must have been able to feel them as they pressed against him, but at that moment I didn’t care. The way he was staring at me, his pupils dilated, his thick lips parted…
I wanted him. I wanted him so bad it hurt. Even with the smell of turps and shit around us, if he wanted to kiss me here, up against the gritty work bench, I think I would let him.
“Keir…” I whispered as I tilted my chin up. A small groan fell from his mouth as he drew closer. God help me. He wanted this too…
He pushed me aside. “What the hell is wrong with you?” he said, as he let go of me. He refused to look directly at me. “Don’t you look where you’re going?”
Rejection blazed through my body. “You…you can’t talk to me like that.”
“Newsflash. I just did.”
“I could have you fired.”
“I’d like to see you try.”
“Is this how you treat the new wife of your employer?”
“This is how I treat the wife of my employer who is younger than me. Look at you. You’re just a girl!”
“I’m not a girl!”
“How old are you? Are you even eighteen?”
“I’m eighteen,” I lied.
“He’s almost old enough to be your father,” he sneered. “Or was that not the number you were focused on when you decided to marry him.”
I inhaled sharply. The disgust in his eyes was clear. This was why Keir hated me. He thought I was a gold-digging whore with a meal ticket.
“You judgmental fool. If you knew why…” I stopped myself. I wouldn’t tell him my real reason. Not him. Not an awful person like him. He didn’t deserve to know. “You don’t know anything about me.”
I shouldn’t have come back. I turned and stormed out of the shed into the blinding sunlight outside.
“That’s it,” he called after me. “Go back to your ivory mansion where you belong. And stay there.”
I started to run, tears, clods of dirt and God knew what else shaking off me.
“Noriko, wait,” he called after me, sounding almost remorseful. Or was it just a trick to get me to stop so he could insult me again?
I wouldn’t stop for him. I wouldn’t let him know how much his words had hurt me. I didn’t even know why he affected me so much. I shouldn’t care. But I did.
I didn’t stop running. He didn’t follow me.
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The next afternoon Keir was cutting back the trees and bushes around the back terrace. I knew because I saw him working through the glass windows when I was having my lunch. He looked incredible, the bastard, wearing a black sleeveless top that showed off his strong shoulders, his khaki knee-length shorts hugging his ass.
He didn’t look in to see me. I doubted he even knew I was there. Or if he did, he didn’t care.
I could barely eat, my stomach shrinking upon itself with every involuntary glance towards him. His caramel arms worked like thick pistons and his diamond calves flexed every time he stood on his toes to reach up.
Damn him. Damn him straight to hell.
Now I sat in an armchair in my bedroom trying to use a book to get these images of him out of my head. But I couldn’t. His incredible body and his rude mouth intruded upon my mind, and the hero of this novel − what was I even reading? − kept morphing into him.
It’s because you’re becoming a woman, I told myself. You want things from Keir because he’s a man. You’ll feel this way about your husband too.
Whenever my husband decided to grace me with his presence.
When story-Keir ripped off the heroine’s bodice and threw her onto the bed, I couldn’t take it anymore. I snapped the book shut. My body felt hot like I was running a fever. I squeezed my thighs together to try to relieve this throbbing between them, but it just made it worse.
A knock on my bedroom door made me jump. I patted my burning cheeks before arranging myself in a casual pose. “Come in,” I called.
It was Loretta. Seeing her was like a douse of cold water.
I straightened up. “What is it?”
“Miss van Scheurs is here for you. I made her wait in your formal living area.” As she spoke her top lip curled up slightly and her voice sounded strained.
Loretta didn’t like Sasha either.
This made me like Loretta even more.
I gave her a nod of appreciation. “Tell her I’ll be out in a minute.”
 
I made Sasha wait ten.
When I finally walked into my formal living room, Sasha was standing beside one of my bookshelves. She spun towards me when I entered.
Her long hair was curled in doll-like ringlets. Her outfit of the day was another tight and indecently short skirt suit, this time in bright pink, her lipstick and stilettos both matching.
Excuse me? Barbie called. She wants her outfit back.
“Mr. Blackwell is returning today,” Sasha said as she approached me.
“Excellent.”
“He wanted to send a gift for you, which he asked me to pick out.” She smiled, but I could see the hard glint in her eyes. She held out a large pale blue box tied with a silver ribbon. The box was just a tad smaller in dimension than a sheet of A3 paper, about three inches in height.
Plenty of space to fit in a small bomb.
Cautiously, I took it from her, holding it away from my body with only the tips of my fingers. But it didn’t blow up.
“What is it?” I asked.
“Open it.”
No…it wouldn’t be a bomb. Bombs were too obvious for Miss Sasha van Sneaky. Inside would be a poisonous gas that would release in my face when I opened it. A neural toxin that would be hard to trace and make my last moments on earth very, very painful.
I stared at the box then back at Sasha.
Her eyes widened with feigned confusion. “Don’t you want it? I’d hate to tell him−”
“I’ll open it.”
I set it on the table and pulled the ribbon apart before cautiously lifting the box. Under the cobweb-like tissue paper there was something red and lacy. But there was too much material for it to be underwear.
I pulled it out by the neckline and gasped as it unfolded. It was a dress, red lace over a cream satin underlay, dropping to mid-thigh. It had sheer lace sleeves to the wrist and an open back that dropped in a low-pointed V shape. It was stunning; classy and elegant.
“It’s gorgeous,” I said.
“I’m glad you like it.”
“I’m surprised, Sasha.”
“Oh?”
“It’s not a dress I’d ever imagine you having the taste to pick out.”
She scowled at me but said nothing. I smiled inwardly. She deserved it for being such a cow.
I turned back to the dress and fingered the delicate lace. This wasn’t a dress a girl would wear. Just imagine Keir’s face if he were to see me in something like this.
“Perhaps you’ll wear it for him?” Sasha said.
I was struck dumb with horror. She read my thoughts. She knew of my illicit desires for my husband’s young gardener. I was finished.
With a flood of relief, I realized she meant that I should wear it for Mr. Blackwell, not for Keir. Thank God I had my back to her and that she couldn’t see my face.
I cleared my throat. “Perhaps I will. Is that all?”
I waved my hand at her over my shoulder to dismiss her.
 
When I was alone, I stripped down to my underwear. Carefully I pulled the dress on over my head and smoothed it down over my body. I draped my hair over one shoulder so that my back was exposed. I slipped on a pair of nude leather pointed stilettos before I stood in front of my full-length mirror.
The woman reflected in it gaped back at me, open-mouthed. The dress fit perfectly, hugging her body in all the right places and making her breasts look fuller, cinching in her tiny waist and giving her more curves on her hips and butt than she naturally had. Her legs looked lean and shapely in these heels and they gave her some much-needed height.
That couldn’t be me. I stepped closer to her and stared.
It was me. I looked sexy yet classy. I looked older. I looked…like a woman.
A woman. Not a girl. I’d show that cheeky asshole who’s a girl.
 
Keir was still on the back terrace when I ascended to the ground floor. I lifted up my chin and composed my face into a serene mask before strolling casually through a set of French doors onto the terrace. I walked to the railing and leaned lightly against it with my palm, the white marble cool under my hands. I gazed out to the gardens and waited for his reaction.
I got none.
I sneaked a peek at him out of the corner of my eye. He was still snipping away at those branches, not even looking my way. He hadn’t even noticed me. I repressed a stir of annoyance and looked back to the gardens, staring without really seeing. I wouldn’t be the first to acknowledge him.
His snippers went clack, clack, clack, on and on, and I grew restless.
I cleared my throat.
But his snippers didn’t stop.
I glanced at him again. He mustn’t have heard me over the racket he was making.
“Oh,” I said loudly and as casually as I could, “I didn’t realize anyone else was out here.”
Finally those damn shears stopped. Keir spun towards me. He stopped dead when he saw me, his mouth dropping open, his eyes growing wide and as shiny as two silver dollars. He was completely stunned and he wasn’t even trying to hide it.
Vindication flowed like fire through my veins. I felt sexy. I felt powerful. I felt like a woman.
His shears slipped from his hand and clattered to the ground as his eyes traveled down then back up my body. I had to fight to repress the grin that wanted to burst out from my face.
His gaze reached back up to my eyes where they locked powerfully with mine. Now it was my heart trying to burst out of my chest. The way he was staring, heated aggression rolling off him, and the sense that I was the only thing he could see, set off a shudder through my body.
“Keir,” I said. My voice came out breathy. I didn’t mean it to. I was aiming for casual, but that failed.
Then his face twisted from shock to horror. The longing in his eyes was replaced with disgust. “What the hell are you wearing?”
His sudden change hit me like a slap to the face. “It’s called a dress,” I said. “Perhaps if you didn’t spend all day playing in the dirt you’d know what one was.”
He strode towards me, glancing sharply around us. I stood my ground, thrusting my chin in the air. He halted right before me, so close I could see the slight smudge of dirt on his forehead. So close I could smell his uniquely Keir smell of woody aftershave, crushed leaves, and heady sweat.
He grabbed my arm, his grip almost unbearably tight. “Go back upstairs and take that damn dress off.”
Take it off for me. I tried to yank my arm from him, but his grip was too strong. “Let go of me.”
“Take the dress off.”
“How dare you.” My cheeks flared. “You remember your place, gardener boy.”
Keir snatched his hand away from me and took a step back, his eyes growing cold. “Don’t worry, I won’t touch you again. I just thought you’d like to know that your husband’s mother was found dead in a dress exactly like that one.”
My blood turned to ice in my veins. Sasha wasn’t just being nice. She had planned this. The gift from her was a bomb, now exploding in my face. Suddenly the lace of his dress felt scratchy and rough. What kind of insensitive monster must I have looked like parading around Mr. Blackwell’s mansion in this dress? What did Keir think of me now?
“Sasha gave it to me,” I tried to explain. “I didn’t know.”
“Sasha,” Keir said, contempt clear in his voice. “She’s a snake if I ever saw one. Anything she’d give you is a poisoned apple.”
“She picked it out for me. She said it was from Mr. Blackwell.”
“Do you really think Mr. Blackwell would give you a dress that looked like the one his mother died in?”
“No. Oh God. I swear, if I knew I never would have worn it.”
He shushed at me. “It’s okay. I didn’t think you would wear it on purpose.”
“At least you don’t think I’m that horrible.”
“Only mildly horrible,” he said, but his tone was light.
I rolled my eyes. “Believe me the feeling is mutual.” I lowered my voice. “What happened to his mother?”
He leaned in, his voice dropping low. “She was−”
“Keir,” a low male voice warned. “Don’t.”
A man dressed in dark pants, a khaki shirt and work boots appeared on the terrace. I hadn’t heard him arrive, I had been so focused on Keir.
Keir straightened up and took a step away from me. “I was just−”
“I know what you were doing. This shall go no further, son.”
“This is your father,” I said. I could see the similarities between them; they were the same height and had the same shock of dark hair and strong nose. They had the same colored skin, but where Keir’s was smooth, his father’s had been weathered and beaten thick by the sun.
“Noriko, meet Fernando,” Keir said. “Dad, meet−”
“I know who she is. You keep away from her,” he said as if I was some kind of dangerous animal.
“This is none of your business,” Keir said, his profile stern and his shoulders going tense as he stood by my side.
“Nor is it any of yours. Remember your place.”
Remember your place. I had said the same thing to Keir mere moments ago. Guilt threaded through my stomach. “What if I want Keir to tell me?” I said.
Fernando looked at me, wariness in his eyes. “Forgive me, madam. I say this with all due respect. But if you want to know about your husband’s past, perhaps you should ask him.”
I had nothing to say to that. I knew he was right; I should ask Mr. Blackwell. But, would my husband willingly tell me?
“Mrs. Blackwell,” he continued, “I know my son. He doesn’t listen to me. So when I tell him to keep his distance from you, I know he won’t do it.”
“Dad,” Keir hissed under his breath.
“Perhaps you will be the more responsible one.”
“What do you mean by that?” I asked.
Fernando cleared his throat. “I can see my son has an interest in you. You’re a married woman. Even if you weren’t, you shouldn’t be so cruel as to give him hope of rising above his station.”
My mouth dropped open. I couldn’t believe what I had just heard. Never had I seen a man so determined to put down himself and his son. I felt waves of hot embarrassment rolling off Keir and it made every cell of my body scream to defend him. You’re his father, you asshole. You should be supporting him. Encouraging him. He needs you to love him.
I realized how lucky I am…was…how lucky I was…to have had such a loving father.
Before I could speak, a low buzzer echoed out onto the terrace from inside the house. Both Keir and Fernando turned their heads towards it, their eyes widening in tandem.
“What is it?” I asked.
“It’s the buzzer signaling to the staff that the Master returns,” said Fernando. “And for us to vacate the main house.”
They weren’t allowed in the main house when Mr. Blackwell was home?
“Noriko,” Keir turned to me, “if Mr. Blackwell sees you like this…” Something in his voice that struck a chord of fear in me.
I couldn’t let Mr. Blackwell see me in this dress.
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The only way I knew how to get to my room from the back terrace was up the main stairway near the front door. What if Mr. Blackwell entered while I was on the stairs? What if he saw me?
Keir and Fernando had disappeared, leaving me no one to ask for an alternative route. It was a chance I would just have to take.
I slipped off my heels, carrying them in my hand as I ran back inside. My heart thudded loudly as I peered around a thick marble pillar to the main entry. I didn’t hear any voices or footsteps. He wasn’t inside yet.
I made a run for the stairs just as a figure darkened the cloudy glass in the entry doors. I sprinted up the wide steps as fast as I could. But this damn dress was tight and didn’t have much give, slowing me down.
I just made it up to the second floor when, I heard the noise of the front door opening. I pressed myself against the wall and away from the banister.
A gravelly voice boomed up the stairwell, “…him it’s not acceptable.” I heard his footsteps on the marble as he stepped inside.
I should have kept going, but curiosity beckoned me to look. I crept to the banister and peered over. I could only see the top of his slicked back dark hair and the black suit jacket over his shoulders. He held a shiny silver phone to his ear. “I don’t give a shit, Roger. Just close the fucking deal.” He snapped his phone shut and I jolted back. He let out a string of curses.
I heard a soft patter, then, “Oh, Mr. Blackwell, welcome home.” It was Loretta’s voice and I could see part of her gray head as she stood beside him. “Let me take your jacket.”
“Thank you, Loretta.”
“How was your flight?”
“Terrible.”
Their heads disappeared from sight, but I could still hear their voices along with the echo of their footsteps. “Your wife is waiting for you upstairs.”
“Good.”
“Can I just say, she is just lovely.”
I didn’t stay to hear anymore. I hoisted up my hem and sprinted up the rest of the way.
By the time I shut the door of my bedroom my dress was practically up around my ass. Luckily no one was there to see me. As Fernando said, no staff members remained in the main house except for Loretta, who was downstairs with Mr. Blackwell.
In my closet I yanked the dress over my head and flung it off me like it was a snake. I should have known better than to trust Sasha. Only when I had shoved the poisonous dress into a shopping bag and stuffed it into the back of my closet did I breathe a sigh of relief.
 
* * *
 
I sat in one of the chairs in my bedroom, waiting for Mr. Blackwell’s arrival. Loretta had knocked on my door earlier to let me know that Mr. Blackwell would soon be in to see me. That was over half an hour ago. My husband didn’t seem to think much of my time if he just expected that I should just spend my life waiting around for him. I repressed this bitter little thought. Good wives didn’t think things like that about their husbands. Good wives just sat and waited as long as need be.
Keir said my new husband was old enough to be my father, but surely he must have been exaggerating. It was strange though that Mr. Blackwell kept no photos of himself.
What if he was hideous? I swallowed back that idea. Regardless of what he looked like he was my husband now, and as a good wife I should think my husband the most attractive man on the planet. I was sure, despite not even being available for the first few days of our marriage, he would prove to be a good husband. Right?
He was a little rude to who I assumed to be one of his employees on the phone. But I couldn’t judge a man purely by the way he treated his staff, could I?
More doubts started to sneak in and my impatience to meet him began to turn into anxiety. What kind of man needed to import a young wife from Japan? Why didn’t he find a wife the usual way…by falling in love first? And what happened to his parents? His mother…the poor woman. How did she die? And what had Keir been about to say before his father interrupted him?
My door handle turned.
My fingers clutched at the hem of my simple black Prada dress as the door opened. I stood and I wobbled slightly as I trembled in my black Christian Loubouton heels. I wished I’d worn flat shoes, but Loretta specifically said Mr. Blackwell wanted me in heels.
A man stepped into my bedroom and closed the door behind him. He turned his whole body towards me. I got my first look at Mr. Blackwell, the man I was to share a life with.
His face was quite handsome really, if not a little stern, thick eyebrows over a Roman nose, his lips thin but well-shaped. His dark hair was conservatively cut and swept to one side. He was older, a few distinguished wrinkles etched on his forehead, but he wasn’t as old as my father. I guessed his age to be mid-thirties.
“Noriko,” he said, and I recognized the deep voice from when I heard it downstairs.
“Mr. Blackwell,” I said as I bowed my head.
“Please, call me Drake. Are they all treating you well?”
“Very well.”
“Good. Very good. Do you like it here?”
“I do, sir.”
“Noriko, you’re my wife. Call me Drake.”
“Yes, sir, I mean, Drake.” I added in a whisper, “Sir.”
“Come closer.”
I took tentative steps towards him and stopped a few meters away. He wore a dark polo shirt tucked into black pants. He had showered before he came here, his hair still slightly damp. I smelled his soap and that spicy aftershave I recognized from his bathroom.
In two strides he was right up before me. He was almost a head taller than me even in heels. There was something about him, a menacing energy, which made me want to run. I had to force myself not to back away.
He eyed me all over. “You’re even more beautiful in real life.”
“Thank you.”
His finger came up to graze my cheek. He traced it down my neck and along my shoulders, then brushed off the strap of my dress. I was waiting for the burning, throbbing sensation to begin, the sensation that I got around Keir, but I only felt the jangle of my nerves. Drake traced along my collarbone before pushing the other strap off from my shoulder.
“Turn around,” he ordered.
I did so carefully, so as not to tumble from my heels and make a fool of myself in my first meeting with my husband. He moved the hair from my back and draped it over one shoulder. His fingers traced my shoulder blades before finding the top of my dress.
I closed my eyes as the sound of my zipper ripping open filled my ears. My dress dropped off me in a heavy flutter.
He undid my black lacy strapless bra and pulled it from me. The cool air hit my nipples and they hardened. I repressed a whimper as his fingers tucked into the lace of my panties and scraped down my sides. The last scrap of my clothing, my last shield, fell limp around my ankles like a thin coil of rope.
I was completely naked. For the first time in my life I was completely naked in front of a man. I wanted to wrap my arms around my body, but I was too terrified to move. My fingernails dug into my palms, which had both gone sweaty.
He walked around me, excruciatingly slow, taking me all in. I kept my eyes down, feeling his gaze roaming all over my body. I felt like cattle being inspected for market. Flashes of cold and hot alternated through me. Was this what it should feel like?
“Lovely.” His deep voice rumbled. After walking completely around once he stopped in front of me, about a foot away, his dark blue pair of suede slip-on shoes contrasting against my pale blue carpet. I felt his finger under my chin and he lifted up my head. He stared at me, his eyebrows pressing together.
“Are you scared of me?” he asked.
I considered lying. But I quickly gave up that idea. I was sure he would be able to tell if I lied, his penetrating eyes on me, watching my every flinch and grimace. I wondered what he would do if he ever caught me lying to him.
“A little,” I admitted.
“I’m not going to hurt you. Do you believe me?”
I nodded. My heart was fluttering like a trapped bird in my ribcage.
“You’re a virgin.”
It didn’t sound like a question but I answered, “Yes,” anyway.
“Lay on the bed.”
I turned, almost tripping over my underwear. I didn’t know how but I managed to cross the expanse of my room without falling over. All the way I felt his eyes on my naked ass.
The bed, covered in pristine white sheets, seemed so big like it would swallow me whole. I turned and sat on the edge of the mattress, a little surprised to find Drake right there, watching me, towering over me as I gazed up at him through my lashes. I hadn’t even heard him following me.
I slipped off my heels then pulled my legs up onto the bed. I lay my head on the pillow, the sheets cool under my skin, one of my hands grabbing my other forearm in front of me like a flimsy shield.
Drake pulled his shirt out of his pants and drew it over his head. His chest was firm, not as firm as Keir’s, and sprinkled with dark hair that trailed down to a soft midsection. He draped his shirt over the back of a chair. He slipped off his shoes and undid his pants, also draping them on the chair. Finally he pushed down his dark gray Giorgio Armani boxer briefs, his erection springing free. It was pale and veiny and looked like a fleshy alien salamander rising out of a wiry patch of hair. It was the first time I had ever seen a man naked and I couldn’t help but stare.
But I still didn’t feel that same burning, curious need in my core like I did with Keir. What did this mean?
Drake stepped to the bedside and I shuffled aside to give him room. It was about to happen. He was going to take my virginity. I shivered as the mattress dipped when he lay himself beside me.
“Are you cold?” he asked.
“No.”
He propped himself up on one elbow on his side. “Look at me, Noriko.”
I turned my face towards him.
He hummed under his breath as he eyed my body. “Beautiful girl.” A small satisfied smile pulled at the corner of his lips. “My beautiful girl.”
His hand moved to brush a strand of hair from my cheek. He trailed his fingers down my neck and towards my breasts, his eyes following. His fingers were smooth and soft and I noticed his fingernails were perfectly shaped. I could tell he had never spent a day working out in the garden.
He rubbed across one breast and then the other. Then he turned his attention to my pale brown nipples, rolling and pinching them, making them pebble in his fingers. I flinched when he squeezed one too hard.
His hand moved down across my stomach and my hipbones. My body wanted to rear back as he moved his hand down towards my most private of places. But I stayed still. Like a good little girl.
He hummed as he stroked the wisps of hair at my mound. “From now on I want you to shave.”
“You mean…down there?”
“Yes.”
Then he explored further down. His fingertips brushed over a sensitive spot and I gulped back a mouthful of air. My skin felt cold all over. No one had ever touched me there before. He rested the heel of his hand on me as his fingers circled and strummed between my legs causing a sensation that was a cross between a tickle and a pleasant buzzing.
“Does that feel good?” he asked, his voice getting husky. The end of his erection was now wet and glistening.
“Yes.”
He slipped his finger further down, finding my entrance. He hummed. I wasn’t sure what that meant. Was I…how he expected?
He pushed his fingertip into my entrance, slowly nudging inside. He was watching my face carefully. I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to feel, so I tried a smile. He began to slide his finger in and out of me. At first it felt raw and rough and strange. Then he rubbed his thumb against my clit at the same time. Tingles spread like little tendrils from where he touched me. His finger began to slide easier and I realized I was getting wet down there.
Withdrawing his finger, he took a foil packet from the top drawer of my bedside table and rolled a condom down over himself. I watched him, caught somewhere between intense fascination and complete horror. He climbed over me and lowered himself between my legs.
“This might hurt a little,” he said. “Just try to relax, okay?”
Before I could reply he pushed the head of his erection inside my entrance. I felt a stinging, ripping sensation that made me gasp. He eyed me for a moment. “Are you okay?”
I nodded.
He pushed in further and I felt the ripping sensation again. I held my breath as he pushed all the way in. He groaned and the noise made me feel queasy. “Oh, Riko. You’re so fucking tight.”
It sat uncomfortably inside me, like a bloated belly but lower. I felt full and yet strangely hollow at the same time. He began to move in and out of me, slowly at first. I clung to his neck and squeezed my eyes shut.
His thrusting began to speed up and the sting between my legs began to burn, bringing moisture to my eyes. His breath grew heavy and hot against my ear along with his grunting. I wondered if he was enjoying himself. I sucked in my bottom lip to withhold all noise as he pumped faster.
“Oh yeah. Oh yeah.” He let out a short cry and rammed into me hard, once, twice. He froze, all his muscles hard and contorted, with only his erection pulsing inside me. He relaxed and collapsed on top of me, crushing me.
My body was still tense. I could only just breathe under his weight. It was hot and the sweat was beading between my breasts and in the pit of my neck and I wanted to push him off me. But I wasn’t sure if I should.
Thankfully he pushed himself up onto his elbows. When he pulled out I felt another flash of pain. He rolled off me, grabbed a hand full of tissues from the bedside table and handed them to me.
He walked naked to the bathroom, gathering his clothes from the chair by my bed as he went. I heard the click of the lock and the sink began to run.
I wiped between my legs. There was blood on the tissue when I pulled it away. Not a lot but it still startled me. I just had sex. I was no longer a virgin. The girl in me had died and this was what was left.
Back home I’d sometimes hear the wives giggling to each other about their husbands. To be honest, I wasn’t sure I saw what all the fuss was about. I understood the first time could be painful. Maybe I should reserve my judgement until Drake and I had sex a few more times.
When Drake exited the bathroom he was fully dressed. I sat up in my bed, clutching the sheets around me. He walked to the bedside and placed a kiss on my forehead. “Goodnight, Riko.”
He wasn’t staying? What did I do wrong?
I watched him exit my bedroom, leaving me alone, with only a tender spot between my legs and a girlhood lost to remind me he had ever been here.
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The next morning, a dull soreness reminded me of the loss of my virginity. I got out of bed and opened up my curtains. Through the thick branches of the tree at my window, the day was bright with a few scattered clouds. I was about to turn around when a white fluttering square at the corner of my window caught my eye.
It looked like a piece of folded paper. I slid open the window and retrieved it before it was blown to the wind. It was a note, my name written across the front. From who?
I opened it.
If it is secrets
That you want to know, then in
The garden, find me.
K
 
K. It must be from Keir. My pulse skipped a beat. The format of his note was strange. And yet…familiar. Almost like a poem.
It was a poem. It was a haiku, a form of Japanese poem made up of only three lines with a certain number of syllables in each line, namely five-seven-five.
Keir wrote me a haiku. It wasn’t a very good haiku, but still.
He asked me to find him. He promised to reveal Drake’s family history. Did this mean he wanted to be friends now?
What would he tell me? What was the secret?
I dressed quickly and left my room, pausing at the top of the stairs to stare at the darkened west wing. I repressed a shiver and quickly made my way down the stairs.
 
* * *
 
I couldn’t find Keir anyway. He wasn’t in the gardens; not in the lily garden, not in the Japanese garden, nor the shed, not anywhere. I had wandered around for hours. My palms were itchy, and frustration soiled my mood. Maybe he wasn’t in the garden.
Or maybe I missed him? Maybe I should look again?
Or maybe I just needed a cold shower and a good distraction. I headed back inside the mansion to my room.
On my way back I spotted Celeste dusting one of the main living areas as I passed, the only other soul I had seen all day. I had this odd feeling that the staff was avoiding me. I was probably just being silly.
I paused in the hallway. Celeste might know where Keir was.
I walked back to the doorway. “Celeste?”
She spun towards me with a start. “Sorry. You startled me. I didn’t expect…” She straightened and cleared her throat. “Can I help you, miss?”
“I was just going to ask… Never mind.”
“Are you sure?”
I lingered at the doorway. “It’s not important. I don’t want to bother you.”
“It wouldn’t be a bother.” Celeste smiled at me. It was shy yet friendly.
“It was nothing really. I just wanted to ask one of the gardeners to show me the gardens but I couldn’t find any of them.”
“Fernando should be out there somewhere.”
“I did look but I couldn’t find him.”
“Oh. Maybe he’s out on an errand.”
“What about…the other gardener? The younger one?”
“Keir’s not working today.”
“Oh.” I tried to keep the disappointment out of my voice. “I guess he’s off the grounds, is he?”
“He’s where he always is on his days off.”
“Where’s that?”
“The gym in the west wing of the mansion.”
“If it’s his day off I shouldn’t bother him though. It’s not important. I can wait until tomorrow.” I thanked her before slipping back into the hallway.
 
I made my way straight to the gym. I had to hold myself back from running. What was it about Keir that made me feel like I was pulled towards him by some kind of magnet? I paused for a moment before I pushed open the double doors.
Inside was a proper gymnasium, a large double-storied room with suspension flooring and thick blue mats tiled across it. There were complicated-looking weight machines and racks of dumbbells in one corner, a set of rings dropping from the ceiling, and other gymnastic equipment stationed about, but most of it was a wide open space.
Keir was here. He was swinging around and around on a set of parallel bars. As I watched him, it seemed my body became connected to him. Every time he leapt from bar to bar my heart leapt too. Every time he flipped so did my stomach.
He moved like a sonata, floating and wistful yet aggressive and powerful at times. Or like a golden bird soaring in the wind, every movement fluid and glossy like silk.
He took one final leap and spun several times in the air, the insides of my body twisting with him. Then he landed both feet on the mat.
He was shirtless. Every golden muscle shone under the gym lights − wide chest, thick torso, perfect six-pack − and there wasn’t an inch of fat on him. He was all hardness and coiled power and savage angles. I’d never seen anything like him.
He saw me, his gaze catching mine. He faced me, slowly, his chest slightly heaving as he brushed his hands off.
I stared mutely at him. I knew I was staring. I knew that he knew I was staring and that I had been staring for some time now. But I just couldn’t seem to tear my eyes away. I should explain my presence, give some excuse…
“Keir…just…wow…” I trailed off. Words, sentences, they jumbled around in my head, my usual fluent grasp of English failing me.
His look turned to stone as he walked across the room towards me. “What are you doing here?” he said as he passed me, his voice chilly.
I caught his scent of musky sweat and a hint of his woody aftershave. The combination was strangely alluring, making me want to draw nearer to him.
“What am I doing here? I…” I turned, following him with my eyes, watching as his back muscles rippled as he walked. I couldn’t believe that his body was real.
He walked to a side bench near the doors, picked up a towel and began to wipe himself down. My eyes followed the towel across his shoulders, down his arms and his strong thighs and calves.
“Were you going to finish that sentence?” he said over his shoulder.
My cheeks burned. What was it about him that made me stupid? “I, um…Celeste told me you’d be here.”
“Obviously someone must have told you I was here, but…why are you here? What do you want?”
“Didn’t you write me a haiku?” Who else could it had been?
“Did you read it?”
“I read it.”
He finished with his towel and turned to face me. “Because it said for you to find me in the gardens. Not to go looking for me in here on my day off.”
My fists flew to my hips. “Well excuse me if your little haiku didn’t exactly come with explicit instructions on how to reach you. What does it matter if I found you in the gardens or here?”
“We shouldn’t be seen in this house together.”
“What? Why?”
His eyes narrowed. “There are cameras everywhere in the house.”
“So?”
“Your husband…he’s a jealous man. He has this rule for us…”
“What rule?”
“Forget I said anything.”
“Keir, what rule?”
“I said forget it, okay?”
“Are you going to tell me about−?”
“I need a shower.” He grabbed his shirt from the bench and yanked it on, his back to me.
I was stupid enough to believe that because Keir took the time to write me a haiku that he actually wanted to be nice to me for a change. “Great idea,” I snapped, “I can smell you from here.”
“I don’t stink.”
“Like a pig in shit. That died. Last week.”
He looked slightly offended for a second, then he laughed, throwing his towel over his shoulder as he walked towards the door.
The roots of my hair grew hot. That was the last damn time I fell for his stupid games. He was getting nothing more from me, even if he wrote me a thousand apology haikus and folded them into a thousand paper cranes.
He paused at the exit. “Meet me in the lily garden in half an hour,” he called over his shoulder. Then he was gone.
 
* * *
 
I should just let him stand out in the damn garden until he realizes I stood him up. It would serve him right. I should just go to my room and pretend he didn’t exist. Arrogant, frustrating boy. Who does he think he is?
I cursed him as I stomped my way through the gardens. I cursed him for being such an ass. I cursed myself for not heeding my own advice and staying the hell away. I just couldn’t resist. He was like a riddle; a confusingly beautiful trap, an intricate Sudoku puzzle that I was desperate to figure out.
I wasn’t on time. I refused to be on time. I was already eight minutes later than the half an hour that he told me to be. I walked slowly, deliberately taking my time even as my muscles twitched for me to go faster and my eyes darted around the garden, trying to look around corners so they could catch their next glimpse of him. I hated that he had this effect on me.
I rounded the bushes to the lily garden. Keir was standing there waiting, his arms crossed over his chest. Our eyes met and my mind short-circuited, everything settling to a silence inside me.
“You’re late,” he said.
“And you’re an usagiuma, but you don’t hear me complaining.”
He snorted. “I’m not a donkey.”
I felt like I’d been slapped. “How did you know that?”
He shrugged like it was no big deal, but I could see the smugness on his face. “I learned some Japanese at school,” he admitted. “Although I only seem to remember the bad words and insults.”
“You know some Japanese. And you know what a haiku is.”
“Just because I tend plants for a living doesn’t make me completely uneducated.”
“I never said you were. It was just a surprise, that’s all. I got the impression that you Americans don’t care much about other cultures.”
“And I got the impression that you Japanese girls were all quiet little things.”
“I…” I blinked as if all of a sudden it had gotten too bright. With that seemingly little sentence he had turned on a light that shone on a part of myself that I couldn’t see before. It turned out I bought into stereotypes just as much as anyone else.
“Touché,” I said, humbled. “You said in your note you’d tell me−”
“Not here,” he said, looking over my shoulder. He spun and strode down one of the paths. I looked back to see Keir’s father standing by a row of bushes, watching us, a severe look on his face.
 
I had to jog to keep up with Keir.
“How did you even get the note up to my window?” I asked as we walked deeper into the gardens.
“I climbed up.”
“You climbed up! My bedroom is three stories high.”
“It’s nothing.”
“If you fell you could have killed yourself.”
“I don’t fall. Ever.”
“So you’re Spiderman.”
He shot me a grin. “Mild mannered gardener by day…”
I snorted. “Mild mannered, my ass.”
His grin just widened.
The path led to a huge glass building several stories high, tall enough that I saw trees growing inside. He swung open a door and let me in first. I walked through a small entryway and pushed through a series of plastic strips that shielded the interior.
I gasped when I stepped through. This wasn’t just a greenhouse as I first thought it was. It was a huge birdhouse, the call of birds cutting through the balmy air, trees and bushes rustling with colored movement.
“This birdhouse belonged to Drake’s mother,” Keir said. “She loved birds, especially tropical birds, so Mr. Blackwell Senior had this made for her.”
“That sounds so romantic. He must have loved her very much.”
“He loved her too much.”
“What does that mean?”
Keir pointed to a painted green bench partially hidden behind a cluster of ferns. I took a seat at one end and he sat next to me. Not right next to me, but the space between us was less than I had imagined he would want. Maybe I was growing on him? Maybe I could actually have a friend here.
But the way the air between us seemed to crackle with electricity reminded me that friends with Keir would only lead to me wanting bad things.
“Drake’s mother was decades younger than Drake’s father,” Keir said. “She was very young and from what I hear, she was gorgeous. But his family didn’t approve. He had come from a long line of wealth, you see. And she hadn’t. So he cut off his whole family for her… He loved her and, apparently, she loved his money.”
I blanched as I remembered that this was what Keir thought of me.
He continued, “I heard that they were happy for a while. But she had a difficult pregnancy with Drake. I don’t think it helped that Mr. Blackwell moved to another bedroom during her pregnancy. He said that it was because she kept him up all night. Truth was, she became difficult to deal with, constantly needy and overly-emotional at everything, at least that’s what I’ve heard Loretta saying.”
“Loretta has been here a while?”
He nodded. “Since before Drake was born. She basically helped raise him. Soon after he was born Mrs. Blackwell began an affair…a torrid, passionate affair. One of his husband’s business associates. They met at a party of her husband’s. Ironic, really.”
“Ironic,” I repeated quietly. “Indeed.” I couldn’t help but feel like I’d heard this story before.
“They couldn’t stay away from each other even though they both tried. But their affair was inevitable. They say she even loved him.”
“Did Mr. Blackwell know?”
“Of course he did. Everyone knew. You couldn’t be in the same room as the two of them without knowing something was going on. Even my father, who usually refuses to talk about these kinds of things, said that he could feel the love between them when they were together. As if it filled the air whenever they were together. Mr. Blackwell couldn’t stop her. He never really could control her. And he still loved her, so he wouldn’t leave her.”
“Why didn’t she leave him?”
“Drake. She had a pre-nup. If she left him, she got nothing. And she lost her son. Mr. Blackwell would get full custody and Loretta heard him threaten her several times that if she left him, he would ruin her. Eventually Mrs. Blackwell and her lover ended things.”
“What happened to him? The lover, I mean.”
“He used to be a very wealthy man. Not as wealthy as Mr. Blackwell, but he still controlled a company and had a small fortune. After Mr. Blackwell found out about the affair he made sure that no one would ever hire the man or do business with him in this country again. He went bankrupt, had to sell everything. Business-wise, he was finished. Rumor has it that he moved to Australia to start over, got himself an Australian wife, eventually had children of his own.”
“How tragic.”
“The real tragedy is how it affected Drake. He was a young boy by then. Loretta said that after her affair ended, Mrs. Blackwell became more and more distant towards Drake. She refused to spend time with him, refused to play with him. Loretta thinks she blamed him for the loss of her lover and of the life she could have had. Although she loved him, he became just another shackle on her ankle.”
“And Mr. Blackwell?”
“After he found out about the affair he started drinking. He wouldn’t drink often, but when he did he really went for it. He would fly into the most furious rage. He’d start yelling at her, breaking furniture. Eventually, he hit her. And his drinking got worse. Then he started to beat her regularly.”
“Oh God.” My heart twisted.
“So her affair turned into affairs and packets of white powder…just to escape from him.”
“What a horrible, horrible man.”
“She became just as bad as he was. Drake was a young teen when their relationship became violent. Loretta said that she would bring Drake right into the middle of all their fights, trying to manipulate him against his father. Sometimes she would use Drake as a shield, try to hide behind him when Mr. Blackwell was violent. Mr. Blackwell would sometimes get so drunk he couldn’t tell who he was hitting.”
My heart ached. How could a mother do that to her son?
“They were a perfect and terrible example of a violent and destructive cycle,” Keir said quietly.
I began to understand a little more about the man I married. No wonder he felt that it was safer to “buy” a wife than to risk falling in love. Look at the examples his parents made of themselves. No wonder he was so guarded and distant with me. He thought marriage was a game of power.
“Their relationship continued like this for years, until Drake was seventeen. I remember the day even though I was only five at the time. The household was in an uproar. Police everywhere. I thought it was all so exciting, but I didn’t realize then what had really happened.”
“What happened?”
“Drake found his mother dead in her bedroom.”
“Oh my God. Mr. Blackwell beat her to death.”
“You would think that was the only way this could end, but no. It had been a drug overdose.”
“The poor woman.”
“For months afterwards, people speculated about her death. There was an investigation into Drake’s father. It was thought that he may have had something to do with it.”
“No.”
“Yes. He was cleared but…”
“But what?”
“They say that in this town, you can buy innocence.”
“You think Drake’s father killed his mother?”
Keir pursed his lips. “It was certainly possible. He was a very bitter, angry man by the end of it. After she died he became inconsolable, broken. He died less than a year after she did. A heart attack, apparently.”
“What do you mean ‘apparently’?”
He shrugged.
“There’s more to this story,” I said.
“Maybe. Maybe not. There are some that say…” he trailed off.
“Some that say what?”
“These are only rumors…”
“Tell me.”
“Maybe I shouldn’t say anything.”
“Just tell me.”
“There are some that say that Drake’s father…was murdered.”
“Murdered? By who…?” my voice trailed off when I realized there was only one person who would have benefited. “No.”
“There are ways to fake a heart attack.”
“You don’t really believe Drake killed his own father, do you? Why would he murder his own father?”
“To get revenge for the murder of his mother. To inherit all of their money. Or both. There are even people who believe that Drake killed both of them.”
A chill overtook me and I fought back the shiver.
“They say that Drake looks more like his mother.” Keir glanced around us before leaning closer, speaking again in a lowered voice. “But if there’s one thing Drake has inherited from his father, it’s his temper.”
But he was so careful with me last night when he took my virginity. Would a monster be so gentle with me? Could a murderer be so caring?
It couldn’t be true. It couldn’t. I wouldn’t believe my husband was a murderer. “I don’t believe it. He didn’t kill his parents. That’s just terrible gossip.”
Keir shrugged. “It probably is. But just…be careful.”
Be careful. I couldn’t help but smile a little.
“Why are you smiling?” he said. “I’m being serious here.”
“You almost sound like you care.”
He froze, his eyes widening just a fraction. Then he pulled back, scowling. “I don’t care.”
“Yes, you do.”
“I don’t give a shit. You being here or not doesn’t affect me one bit. In fact, I couldn’t tell you how many shits I don’t give.”
“Why did you go out of your way to warn me?”
“Because…my father told me not to and he can’t tell me what I can or can’t do.”
“Because you care,” I said quietly.
“Because you’re an ignorant girl who needs to know who she married for money.”
“Don’t you dare−”
“It’s true, isn’t it? You married him for money? You barely know him. You didn’t even know about his parents. So don’t tell me you married him for love.”
I didn’t want to admit that he was right. Then I’d have to tell him the truth. “Why are you being horrible to me again?”
“Who says I ever stopped.” He stood. “Find your own way out.” With that he left.
 
* * *
 
Later that evening I sat in the window box in my room, my mind still whirring over what happened earlier with Keir. He was so afraid to care. I could see that.
Remember your place, son.
My father told me not to and he can’t tell me what I can or can’t do.
There was an unworthiness that his father had handed down to him, that was trying desperately to fight. But I could see Keir. I saw the way he shone from the inside.
I wanted to find a way to show him his worth. I wanted to shine a light on that part of himself that he couldn’t see.
But I couldn’t. I should let him keep his distance. Getting closer to him was a path, although beautiful, that would only lead only to ruin. Look at what happened to the senior Mrs. Blackwell.
I thought about Drake’s family tragedies, my mind folding over and over again with every possible truth as fear and pity twisted into a strange potion in my gut. Could Drake be a murderer? Was he just a victim of a horrible family tragedy? Or was he both, a creation of the sins of his parents?
In some ways we − Drake, Keir and I − were the same. I wondered, could we ever escape the legacy of our parents?
The book I chose at random to try to distract my thoughts wasn’t helping; Rebecca by Daphne du Maurier was about a husband who may or may not have killed his ex-wife. As the main character swayed from yes to no, so did I.
My door banged open. I let out a small scream and jumped to my feet, the book jolting from my hands to the floor. Mr. Blackwell stood in my doorframe, crumpled business shirt, tie askew, messy hair ruffled as if he had run his hand through it over and over. He was breathing heavily and his cheeks were red and puffy as if he had just been yelling.
“Drake, what−”
“Come here,” he said, his voice thick with barely contained anger.
I didn’t move.
You don’t really believe Drake’s a murderer, do you?
If there’s one thing he has inherited from his father, it’s his temper.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
Drake didn’t answer. He didn’t even look like he’d heard me. He looked possessed. Fear shot through me. What had I done that displeased him? Did he hear about the dress?
Did Celeste tell him I was looking for Keir? Did he find out that Keir told me about his parents earlier this afternoon?
Your husband is a jealous man.
Drake advanced towards me, a dead look in his eyes. I backed away out of instinct, my heart thudding wildly in my chest. “Mr. Blackwell, Drake, please, you’re scaring me.”
He grabbed my arm in one of his hands. I turned my head and squeezed my eyes shut as I braced for the first hit.
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Drake grabbed my chin with his other hand and forced me to look at him. His eyes were wide and wild, almost black, his pupils almost swallowing up his irises. I held my breath.
He smacked his lips onto mine in a bruising kiss. I was crushed against him by his arms coiling around me. I shivered with a mix of fear and adrenaline. At least this time as he touched me I felt something.
His tongue pushed its way into my mouth. When I fought back with my own he let out a low groan and pressed his hips against me. One of his hands came between us to grab my breast before fumbling at my buttons.
He tore his mouth away from mine and stared down at the dress that was causing him so much angst, a royal blue Alexander McQueen t-shirt dress with buttons all up the front.
“Fucking buttons.” He grabbed either side with his hands and ripped it apart, buttons pinging to the floor like shrapnel.
“Drake¸” I cried as he pushed the dress off my shoulders.
“Don’t talk.” He crushed his mouth to mine again.
I tried to push his face away from mine. He was kissing me so hard my teeth had cut the inside of my mouth, the iron taste of blood on my tongue and his. But he wouldn’t let go. He picked me up in his arms and pulled my legs around his waist, carrying me to the bed as his hands pawed and gripped at my ass.
He dropped me on the mattress and for a second I was too startled to move. I stared up at him through my lashes, my breath rushing in and out of my lungs. He glared at me, his face tight with coiled rage. I wasn’t sure whether he wanted to hit me or fuck me.
He flipped me over to my stomach. I heard his zipper going down. I heard the tear of foil. I crawled across the mattress. It dipped behind me as he followed me, like a widening hole that was going to swallow me up. He grabbed my ankles, his grip tight as shackles, and yanked me closer. Out of instinct I kicked and kicked hard. My heel collided with his solid thigh, but he didn’t even seem to notice.
He slid his arm under my hips and pulled my ass up against him. He yanked my underwear down to my knees. The air rushed between my legs, chilling me. I felt his erection, guided by his hand, push into my body, still tight with shock. I let out a cry as he let out a groan.
He didn’t start slow this time. He held my hips still as he thrusted into me. It hurt, my body still tender, but not as much as the first time. I sucked in my bottom lip and stared at the tight weaving of my snow-white thousand thread-count luxury Egyptian cotton sheets, as he did what he did, his body slamming against mine, his grunting filling the room.
He came quickly and furiously. Then it was over.
He collapsed, rolling to the side so not to crush me. He still clutched me tightly, his fingers digging into me. Eventually his breathing slowed.
I heard the snapping of rubber as he disposed of the condom before he turned me around to face him. With gentle hands, he brushed back the hair from my face.
“Riko, did I hurt you?” he asked, his forehead crinkled with worry. “I couldn’t stand it if I hurt you. I don’t know what came over me,” he whispered. His voice was so soft it startled me.
Where was the man who grabbed me and used me so roughly? Who was this man touching me so gently now?
Despite what had just happened, pity crept into the cracks of my apprehension, softening my heart. My poor husband. My poor broken husband. Victim of his parents’ sins.
“You didn’t hurt me,” I lied. This was what good wives were supposed to do. They lied for their husbands. Sometimes they let their husbands use their bodies like I let him use mine. I hated pretending to be a good wife. But I had to keep Drake happy. The alternative was too terrible to bear.
He seemed to accept my lie, because he breathed out a sigh and his face smoothed out. “Thank God,” he said.
He pulled me against his chest and wrapped his arms around me. We lay there together just breathing. This was…nice.
I made a decision then and there. I had to give this marriage a real shot. The past cannot be rewritten. I had to try to make the best out of it. Or I’d go mad. I had to believe that my husband was a good man. I had to try to understand him. Maybe, one day, I could learn to love him.
I had to stay away from Keir. I couldn’t entertain any more thoughts about him. I had to forget about this intense connection we had, just until it faded.
Drake’s body was still taut. I pulled back to study him. His eyebrows were furrowed and there was a tension in his jaw making the tendons of his neck stand out.
I pushed away from him and he let me go. I knelt on my knees, patting his arm. “Sit up,” I said.
“What?”
“Sit on the edge of the bed with your legs over the side.
“Why?”
“Just do it.”
He raised an eyebrow at me.
“Please?” I added quickly, like a good polite girl would.
He stared suspiciously at me for a moment and I almost laughed. What did he think I was going to do? Shoot him in the back?
He sat up and swung his legs over the edge of the bed. I crawled on my knees behind him and began to rub my fingers along his neck.
He let out a long groan. “Oh, Riko, that’s exactly what I need.”
“You’ve had a very bad day at work,” I guessed.
“I have. How did you know?”
“I notice things. As your wife it’s my job to notice these things in you.”
He hummed under his breath. But he didn’t answer and I didn’t ask what was wrong.
By the time I finished my massage his knots were looser. He grabbed my arm and pulled me down to sit next to him.
“I had a very bad day,” he said.
“Tell me about it.”
“You don’t want to hear about it.”
“Drake, I’m your wife.” I clasped his hand in mine. “I want to hear about the things that trouble you.”
He looked at me for a long moment. There was surprise in his eyes and something else, something I couldn’t quite decipher.
I wasn’t supposed to push but… “If you can’t talk about it with me,” I said, “who can you talk about it with?”
“You really want to know?”
I nodded.
“Okay.” He sighed. “I’ve been going through a takeover of another company. It’s been a…challenging task. The company I’m taking over is more inefficient with their resources then I first thought. There’s a lot of ‘dead wood’ I have to get rid of. Today…” his voice trailed off.
I squeezed his hand. Go on.
“Today I had to fire some employees.” Drake rubbed his face with his free hand. “Over a thousand employees lost their jobs today because of me. A thousand families…” I could see the guilt souring his mouth and crinkling his eyes.
Good wives weren’t supposed to interfere in their husbands’ business matters. But I couldn’t just say nothing. “You said the company you’re taking over was inefficient with resources?”
“They would have gone under in less than three months if we weren’t taking them over.”
“How many employees are in that company?”
“After the thousand I let go today, only around two thousand left.”
“So perhaps it’s not that you took away a thousand jobs today, but that you saved two thousand. You said so yourself that the entire company would have gone under if you hadn’t taken them over.”
Drake stared at me silently, and for so long that I thought I must have said something naïve. I didn’t have much business knowledge, I’d admit.
“Saved two thousand…” he said quietly. “Do you really believe that?”
I smiled. “I do. But it’s more important that you believe it.”
Tenderly he ran his fingers down my cheek. “You are…so much more than I expected.”
“What did you expect?”
Drake let out a small laugh. “I’m afraid to say.”
“Afraid to say because you…think I might be insulted?”
He flinched. “Yes.” He grabbed me, pulling me across him so I was straddling his lap. “You’ve seen through me again. How do you do that?”
“I don’t know. I just do.”
He kissed me and I felt him grow hard.
Soon he was sheathed again and was lowering me onto him. This time he let me control the pace. At first my movements felt awkward, but I soon got the hang of it. As I rode him he gripped me as if I might float away from him, his hushed voice calling out, “Riko. Fuck, Riko,” as he neared orgasm.
It was in that moment, right before he came, when he let his guard down. I felt his loneliness, raw and deep, battering against me like a giant wave.
Drake needed me. He needed me more than I needed him.
Maybe I could learn to love him. Or at least to understand him. Drake wasn’t so different from me. We were both lost and lonely souls, empty of love. Maybe we could be lonely together? Maybe we could fill each other?
But if I was going to love him I needed to let go of the life I lost. I needed to start…wanting things again.
Keir flashed through my mind. I needed to start wanting things that I could have. I needed to have a dream. But first…
After he came, Drake and I lay next to each other on the bed, the sides of our arms touching.
“I meant to ask you something,” I said.
“What is it?”
“I want…to see the sun set over the ocean.”
“The sun set?”
“I…” Would he think it was stupid? “I’ve only ever seen the sun rise over the ocean. Never the sun setting over it.”
“Riko, I’m not letting you gallivant around the country alone.”
“I wouldn’t be gallivanting−”
“No.”
“What if you take me?”
“You can see the sunset from here.”
“But…it has to be over the ocean.”
“Why?”
“I…” I couldn’t tell him. I wasn’t even sure I could express it if I wanted to. “It just does.”
“It seems silly.”
My inside burned. Drake didn’t get it. And I didn’t know how to explain it… “Please, will you let your wife have this one little wish? Think of it as a wedding gift. Please?”
He took a deep breath then slowly let it out, his lips pursing as he appeared to ponder it. “Wouldn’t you rather something else? Diamonds? More dresses?”
I shook my head. “It would mean so much to me.”
“I suppose so… There’s a small beach village, an inlet, only an hour away from here. Remote. Private. My father used to take me sometimes when I was a boy,” his eyes glazed over as he spoke. “Father and son fishing trips. It was nice to go just with him, without… I haven’t been since…” his voice trailed off.
My chest tightened. He hadn’t been since his father died?
“I’d love to see it,” I said.
“Maybe in a few days when my schedule clears up.”
A few days. I could wait a few days. “In a few days. You promise?”
“I promise.” He got up and went to the bathroom to wash up.
When he came out he walked over to my bed and placed a kiss on my forehead. I knew he meant to leave.
“Will you stay?” I asked before I could stop myself. If he would let me have my wish to see the ocean then perhaps he would grant me this too.
“Stay…the night?”
“I don’t like sleeping alone,” I admitted. Back home I shared a bed with my sisters. Their warm limbs and soft snores wrapped me with the feeling of belonging and of warmth. I wanted desperately to feel it again.
“I like my bed,” he said.
I started to climb out of bed. “I can come with−”
“I don’t sleep well with someone else in my bed.” Drake didn’t meet my eyes. “Besides, I have an early start tomorrow. Good night, Riko.”
He disappeared out my door and shut it behind him.
I remained stunned for a moment, half-expecting that he would come back, one leg out of bed, blankets pushed partly back, before it became clear that he wouldn’t.
I turned out the side light and curled myself into a ball, pulling the thin cover over me. In the dark of my bedroom this giant house loomed around me like a canyon. I felt lost and very alone, as I lay deep in the bitter depths of it.
I tried to ignore the tiny sting of tears at my jaw. I missed the ones who loved me. I missed them so fiercely I thought my body might shatter. I couldn’t help but wonder if Drake could ever love me like I wanted to be loved.
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The next day I stayed out of the garden. I explored the rest of the mansion instead. There were lots of sitting rooms. Apparently rich people sat around a lot. I repressed a shudder as I peered into yet another large, overly-dressed room. How could Mr. Blackwell stand to live here?
There was also a library, a ballroom, a spa with treatment rooms and a sauna, and a twelve-seat cinema. Did Drake even use any of these rooms? When was he ever home to use any of it?
 
That night I was returning back up the stairs after dinner alone; Drake had to work late. As I reached the top of the stairs my eyes fell upon the darkened west wing. It was the only place in this manor I hadn’t explored.
The top floor is the family residences. No one lives in the west wing. Not anymore.
Drake found his mother dead in her bedroom.
Would it hurt if I just…looked? I glanced around, but I couldn’t see anyone. I walked quickly into the dim hallway, my heart beating faster in my chest. What would I find?
Discovering the first door was unlocked, I pushed it open and slipped inside.
The room was large and dim, dust motes floating in the only strip of light streaming between the dark drapes drawn across the windows. I didn’t dare turn on any lights. I waited a moment for my eyes to adjust. Slowly the darkness receded.
The room was empty of any furniture. I moved through this room to the next and the next in this apartment − all these rooms were empty.
I stood in what I assumed would have been the bedroom. From the dark green wallpaper and black fireplace I guessed that this may have been Mr. Blackwell Senior’s bedroom. Judging from the thickness of the layer of dust on the fireplace mantle, it was clear these rooms had not been used in a long time.
I exited this apartment and made my way to the second door. This time my footsteps were surer. My heartbeat had resumed a steady pace as I slipped inside.
The rooms in this apartment were also empty. I stood just inside the bedroom, the walls a pastel yellow and cream, and I let out a long breath. It wasn’t terrifying at all. Just another empty room.
I didn’t know what I was expecting. A large cupboard with a skeleton in it? A glaring clue to the answer of whether Mrs. Blackwell and Mr. Blackwell were murdered that somehow everyone else missed? Perhaps I had been reading too many novels.
Perhaps I needed a hobby.
“What are you doing here?” Someone grabbed my arm and I let out a scream.
Drake glared at me.
“You’re home,” I said.
“I just got home. Imagine my surprise when I spot my wife sneaking into this room.” His eyes narrowed. “I suppose someone on my staff has been talking to you, have they?”
“Talking to me?” I feigned ignorance. “About what?”
“Don’t play dumb. Why else would you be in here snooping?”
“I’m not snooping, I swear. I spent the day exploring the mansion. The west wing was the only area I hadn’t explored yet.”
“No one is to go in here.”
“I didn’t know. Sasha just said that no one lived in the west wing anymore.”
“What else did Sasha say?” he growled.
“Nothing. She didn’t tell me not to come here.”
“She should have.”
“She didn’t, I swear. I’m sorry, Drake. I didn’t know I was doing anything wrong.”
He seemed to believe me, his shoulders loosening. He led me back through the rooms. “Don’t come in here again.”
“What happened here?” I asked, giving him a chance to tell me himself.
“What makes you think something happened here?”
“The way you’re acting…it’s a natural assumption.”
He was silent as we walked out from the last room into the hallway. “Nothing happened. These used to be my parents’ bedrooms. Now they’re both dead. That’s all.” He closed the door behind us.
My heart sank. My husband was lying to me. He wasn’t going to let me in.
Would he ever?
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I was going to see the ocean today.
Drake promised he would be home early and we would drive to the small inlet along the coast that he told me about. I was finally going to get out of this stuffy mansion. Thank God, I was about to go mad.
The last few days had simply dragged, all of them dull, watery half-dreams that I had to wade through before I reached this bright purposeful day.
I had avoided the garden, and as a consequence, the enticing bright sunshine, where I would risk running into Keir. Instead I distracted myself from my growing malaise in the shadows of this building with books or by sitting in the flickering images of the dark cinema.
At night Drake came to me in my bedroom. He would strip me and we’d have sex. Sometimes twice. Sex had stopped being painful for me. It could still be uncomfortable at times and at certain angles − like when Drake lifted my knees up against my chest − but I just sucked in my bottom lip and rode it out.
Sometimes, like when I was on top, I could feel a low pleasure simmering inside me, but then Drake would come and the sex was over before it could become anything. I almost understood why some women loved sex.
Afterwards we would talk, always about his business and his work. Then he would leave me to sleep with a kiss on my forehead. He was always gone before I rose for breakfast.
I could be happy here. I was sure I could.
I didn’t have any worries here. I didn’t need to work. All my basic needs were met. I was surrounded by beautiful furniture and wore beautiful clothes…
But I needed to let go of my old life. I was certain it was the pangs of homesickness that stopped me from fully enjoying my new life here.
Once I let go of my old life…what would I make of my new life here moving forward? Maybe I could start a hobby. I could learn to paint or play piano or even take up sewing again. Maybe I could study something or carve out a career for myself? The possibilities stretched endlessly in front of me like a wide horizon, exhilarating and terrifying in its vast emptiness, waiting to be filled.
Today I was so damn excited, I had flung half my wardrobe across my room, trying to decide on the perfect outfit to wear.
A gown? Too dressy.
Shorts and a shirt? Too casual.
Finally, I settled on a pale blue Akris Punto dress that flared to my knees. I paired it with a simple pair of cream ballet flats. I was ready. Now to wait for Drake.
 
I was combing my hair for the second time when a knock sounded on my door. He was here! I dropped the brush and ran to the door, throwing it open wide.
It wasn’t Drake. It was Loretta, standing there with a box tucked under her arm.
Never mind, Drake would be here soon. He wasn’t due for another ten minutes. Patience, Noriko, I told myself.
“Good morning,” she said, looking a little startled.
“Wonderful morning, Loretta,” I gushed and stepped aside for her to come in.
“You’re certainly in a good mood.”
“I am.”
“And I have something that will make you feel even better. Master Blackwell has sent something here for you.”
I froze. “He sent something?” Why wasn’t he here himself?
I had a sinking feeling as Loretta held out the velvet royal blue box. It was just a bit wider and thicker than a book.
“What is it?” I asked.
“Open it.”
I took the box from her. It was light, but it felt like it weighed down my hands. I sat on the chaise in my room − something told me I needed to sit down for this − placed it on my lap and cracked open the lid.
“A necklace,” I said, as everything in me went dead.
It was a large, gaudy thing laden down with, “Blue diamonds the color of the sea,” the note from Drake read. “Something urgent came up. I’ll take you out next time. I know you’ll understand.”
I dropped the note and clutched the necklace in my other fist. Loretta fawned and fussed over me. “Isn’t it just gorgeous!” she cooed. “And real blue diamonds. Good heavens. That would have cost a pretty penny. You’re a very lucky girl.”
Lucky. Was I?
I stared at the sparkling thing in my hands. These diamonds weren’t even the color of the ocean. I had seen the ocean. It was deep and vibrant and real. This expensive bauble was just a pale ghostly blue, a cheap imitation.
“Well go on,” she said. “Put it on.”
“Maybe later.” I dropped the thing on the table next to me and threw the box on top of it. I couldn’t stand to look at it any longer. What I wanted to do was throw it against the wall and watch it break.
“You ungrateful child,” Loretta said. She snatched up the necklace from the table and placed it back in its box. She walked over to my dresser and slid my unwanted gift onto the flat surface. “If Master Blackwell hears about this…”
How would Drake react if he heard my reaction to his gift? Maybe he should hear about it. Maybe then he’d understand that I didn’t give a crap about diamonds or overpriced dresses. Maybe then he’d realize what it was that I really wanted.
“Go on,” I said. “Tell him.”
Loretta straightened up to her full height, her face cinched in disapproval. “Young lady, if Master Drake heard about your behavior just now it would break his poor heart. I won’t tell him. You’re lucky I don’t think it’s right to tell him.”
She strode to my bedroom door before spinning to face me once more. She wasn’t done yet. “He’s more generous to you than you deserve. I suggest you take a good hard, long look at yourself and adjust your attitude.” She gave me one more self-satisfied nod of her head and slammed the door behind her.
Tears pricked at my eyes. Was I just an ungrateful child? Should I care more for diamonds than promises made to me by my husband, promises that meant something to me? Was I being so unreasonable?
Everything in this cold and impersonal bedroom seemed to glare at me. I couldn’t stay in here any longer.
 
* * *
 
I knew what I was risking as I ran through the gardens, everything Keir helped coax into life flashing past me in a blur of green and pastel like a Monet painting.
But I didn’t care. This act of mine wasn’t about Keir.
Or maybe in some way it was. Maybe, deep down, I ran into his territory on purpose. This act of mine, crossing the border from Drake’s mansion into his gardens, was an act of rebellion.
I wasn’t even sure where I was running to, but when I saw Mrs. Blackwell’s birdhouse looming in front of me, I knew that was where I wanted to go.
The instant I pushed through the plastic dividers into the misty tropical paradise I felt my lungs release and I slowed to a walk. I didn’t sit on the green bench; I felt too exposed there. I passed it and pushed farther into the center of my sanctuary.
I found a flat rock and sank onto it, the cool stone a slight shock but a welcome opposite to the humid air. The bushes and trees were so thick I couldn’t see the edges of the cage. Above my head ruby tropical flowers dripped from branches like real jewels. I could almost believe that I was far, far away from the confines of Blackwell Manor.
Only now did I let myself curse why I came to be here. I let myself miss my mother. I let myself miss my sisters. I would trade all the blue diamonds and white diamonds and all the colored diamonds in the world to be adorned by their arms around my neck again and glittering from their precious love.
I couldn’t bring myself to miss my father. Not yet. It would be too much right now.
My sobs joined the birds in their sharp melodic calling as I buried my face in my hands. If only…
“Noriko?”
I looked up. Keir was staring at me from behind a set of palm fronds he held aside, his exquisitely sculpted face marred with concern. I should have been surprised at his appearance, but I wasn’t. In a way I…expected this. Wanted it. Orchestrated it by being here.
I wiped under my eyes and my fingers came away with tears and mascara mixed like watercolor paint. “Go on,” I said as I lifted my eyes to him again, “laugh.”
His mouth dropped open. “Why would I laugh?”
“You seem to enjoy being horrible to me. I’ve just handed you this opportunity on a platter.”
“I…” he swallowed, “I don’t mean… I’m sorry.”
“It doesn’t matter anyway. Nothing you say to me now could possibly hurt me anymore.”
His face twisted. He stepped forward, one of the palm fronds snapping against the tension in his hands. “What did he do to you?”
“Why do you assume…” I trailed off. I didn’t have the energy to make excuses for Drake. “Yes, you’re right. Drake hurt me. But he didn’t hit me,” I added quickly when I saw Keir’s mouth curl and something cold flash in his eyes.
“Sometimes the things that hurt most aren’t physical.”
I didn’t answer.
Keir stepped all the way through to this small clearing and paused. “What did he do?”
“He… You’re going to think it’s stupid.”
“I won’t.”
“You will.”
His eyes flicked to the small space beside me on this rock. But he didn’t move. “Give me a chance to show you I won’t.”
“Give you a chance?”
“I know I probably don’t deserve it after how I’ve acted.” His took the last step between us and sat himself next to me. I forced my eyes to remain forward, staring at the broken palm frond on the ground, even as I felt his gaze heating my face. “Hime, you can tell me.”
My eyelashes fluttered shut. It was his use of my old nickname hime that got me. Or maybe it was his proximity. Keir was so close to me that the sides of our shoulders were touching. From the place where we met scattered all these different things through my body like a tipped-over toy box: tingles, sparks, waves, and a low heat. I had to concentrate if I was going to make any sense.
I opened my eyes when I thought I had a handle on myself. “I told you I used to live in a village on the eastern shores of Hokkaido. I’ve only ever faced the east where I lived, not the west like now.” He watched me so intently, catching my every word like they were gemstones. Once I started talking I couldn’t stop. I wanted to tell him everything. “I’ve only ever seen the sun rising over the ocean, never the sunset. I just thought if I could watch the sun set here…I don’t know how to explain it to you.”
He nodded. “I think I get it.”
I doubted it. “What do you think you get?”
“If you watch the sun set over the sea here…it would be like a goodbye to the life you had. A kind of closing ceremony. You could close that chapter. You would really be here. You could really start your life here. It’s…symbolic. A kind of ritual. We need rituals. They help us move on.”
I stared at him, stunned. He had managed to see inside me with the eyes of an artist and paint into words something I could not. I thought I was alone here. I thought no one could understand me here. I was wrong. This was a gift. A most precious jewel. My eyes watered, but this time it wasn’t from sadness.
“Oh shit,” he said. “What did I say? Please don’t cry again.”
I laughed as a tear escaped me and rolled down my cheek. The confusion was clear in his eyes.
I waved my hand in front of my face. “I just…” I wasn’t ready to tell him how my world just shifted. I wasn’t ready to tell him what his understanding of me meant to me. “Never mind. I’m not crying because of you.”
Keir nodded. He seemed to accept my vague explanation, or perhaps he realized I didn’t wanted to explain right now. “So what happened with Drake?”
“A few days ago I asked him if I could watch the sun set over the ocean. He wouldn’t let me go by myself, but he said we could go when he took me. He promised that he would finish work early today and take me. He promised…”
“But he didn’t.”
“Ten minutes before we were supposed to go he sent a stupid sorry note with a stupid fancy necklace in his place.” It should feel wrong to confess this hurt inflicted by my husband to a man who wasn’t, but it didn’t. I crushed the tiny flutter of guilt before it could grow.
“What an ass− I mean, what an idiot.”
“Asshole. You can say it.” Fresh tears blurred my vision and soaked into my cheeks.
He sighed. “Oh, Noriko, I’m so sorry.” I felt his hand slip, unsure at first, around my shoulder. His voice rushed through my hair. “It’s painful when the people who are supposed to love you, don’t love you the way you need them to.”
He knew. He understood.
It should be Drake out here comforting me and knowing exactly how to read me and what to say and how to touch me. The only person who understood me in this strange new country was the wrong person.
Or maybe he was the right one.
I needed Keir. I couldn’t help myself. I leaned right into him and rested my head in the crook of his neck. His movements were surer now as he curled his fingers around my shoulder and pulled me in closer.
I was a moth. Keir was my flame, something fiery and beautiful but that would burn me if I got too close. I knew this, but still I couldn’t help but draw ever closer. Our legs pressed right up against each other. I felt the strength in his solid thigh muscles. Inside I was tumbling and spinning. I felt hot. Dizzy. To stop from falling I clutched at his shirt with my hand. I thought I felt his lips brushing against my forehead.
What if Drake saw us now? We weren’t doing anything, but the intention behind our touches, the way our bodies folded into each other… I felt more intimacy in that moment just sitting next to Keir than I ever felt being naked with Drake.
It was this intimacy, laced into every touch or look between Keir and me, which made it so wrong. I should only feel these things with my husband. I didn’t need lessons on how to be a good wife to know that.
The thought of my husband sent a shot of guilt through my stomach, making me flinch. Keir must have felt it because he pulled away, his arm dropping from my shoulder.
He swore. “Look what I’ve done. I’ve soiled you.”
I stared down at my dress. There were a few dirt marks transferred from his hand on my shoulder and on my skirt from his shorts. I wasn’t sure why he was so upset. It was just dirt. It’d wash out.
I was about to tell him this when I caught the flash of pain mixed with disgust on his face. It reminded me of the pain I saw in him when his father spoke to him on the terrace in front of me like he meant nothing. Remember your place, son.
I realized something. It wasn’t about the dirt. He was angry because a part of him didn’t think he deserved to touch me.
I grabbed his hands in both of mine. “I don’t care if your hands are dirty,” I said fiercely. “They are the most beautiful hands I’ve ever seen.”
“Beautiful?” he scoffed. “They are calloused and scratched and−”
“Strong and hard-working yet deliberate and tender. I’ve seen the way you care for your plants. You touch them like…” Like I want you to touch me… “Like they’re precious, delicate pieces of clay, unformed at first but so full of potential. With your hands you coax them and refine them into their greatest beauty like an artist.” These words rushed out of me before I could stop them.
He stared at me, his mouth slightly parted; the only sound coming from him was his breath drawing in and out of his lungs.
“What? No veiled insult, no smirk or scowl for me?” I said. I was trying to pick a fight. I was suddenly terrified of the cloak that seemed to have fallen around us both, shielding us from the world and pulling our bodies, our eyes, lips, everything, closer together.
He looked down at our hands, still joined, our fingers laced. I hadn’t pulled them away. He wouldn’t be deterred by my cheap tricks.
He looked back up to me and I was caught in the pull of his gaze again. “Noriko, if I ever say anything to try to repulse you it’s only because…I’m scared of you.”
“Scared of me?”
“Yes.” His eyes burned into mine, begging me to understand. “Scared of how you make me feel things that I know I shouldn’t feel.” His eyes flicked down to my lips. Suddenly my mouth felt full of cotton. He leaned into me until his mouth hovered inches from mine. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t move. “And you make me want to do…” his words came out in a hush, “things I shouldn’t do.” He closed the gap−
“Keir?” A male voice called out through the bird sanctuary making the birds flutter above us in shock. Keir dropped my hands, his face snapping towards the voice.
It was his father. His father was here in the sanctuary.
“I’m coming,” Keir yelled back. He stood and rushed off through the bushes without saying a word to me.
No goodbye. No asking me to see him again. Without even a look back. Rejection burned through my veins.
It wasn’t a rejection. He ran off to stop his father from coming any farther and finding us together, I told myself.
Just as well his father called out. He stopped you from making a huge mistake. Kissing Keir… You’re married, Noriko. You have a husband. You are not a cheater.
But that’s not what this was…
What was it, then?
I was so confused. What was I doing?
My head spun. I couldn’t think about this now. I focused instead on making sure I wasn’t seen as I crept through the birdhouse before slinking back through the garden to the mansion like a criminal.
 
* * *
 
That night Drake appeared late in my bedroom. He apologized for missing out on our sunset outing. “Did you like the necklace I bought you?” he asked.
“I would have preferred to have gone to the ocean.”
“There are a total of 36 pear-shaped and princess-cut blue diamonds in it from the Argyle mine in Australia. Blue diamonds are extremely rare.”
“It’s lovely. Thank you.” I wasn’t sure what any of what he said meant. “When will we go?”
“Where is it? I want to see it on you.”
“Drake, when will we go to the ocean?”
He let out a long sigh. “Not right now, okay? Things have gotten really busy at work again.”
“Oh, of course. But we’ll go soon, right?”
“We’ll see.”
I tried to accept his answer. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t help but sense that he would stall it indefinitely.
Stop being so morose, Noriko. He’s just busy. You just have to be understanding of him.
He’s always busy. And Drake would never understand me. He couldn’t see me. Not like Keir could. I shoved these thoughts away.
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By the next afternoon, I had almost convinced myself that I should just forget about Keir, when I found this on my window:
 
I cut myself on
The glassy sea and spill my
Heart onto your sky.
K
 
I couldn’t see the sunset so Keir had written one for me. He risked exposing himself by writing such a thoughtful gesture and his life by climbing the three stories to my window to deliver his note.
I should stay away from him. I had a husband. I knew this; I could intellectualize it.
But when Keir looked inside me yesterday he left something behind. He tied a string inside me and he held the other end tight.
I needed to see him.
 
I searched for Keir in the gardens. As I passed the entrance to the rose garden, I heard the sound of snipping coming from somewhere inside it. I entered it, a circular maze made of gluttonous rose bushes, proud petal-stuffed faces filling the air with their honey scent. I hurried through the circular paths that wound tighter and tighter before finally spilling into a circular lawn and a covered pergola of wood and ornate iron pillars.
Keir was tending to the bushes fringing the center. As soon as I saw him − his beautiful yet humble face, his golden skin glistening in the sun, his hard-working hands − my heart lifted.
I cut myself on the glassy sea and spill my heart onto your sky. I feel the same way, Keir.
He spotted me when I was only meters away. His eyes widened and he dropped his shears as he straightened. “Stop right there,” he said.
I froze, glancing around me for the source of his concern. I saw nothing. “Keir, what’s wrong?”
“You can’t be here.”
“I know. But I’m here.” Despite everything, I was there.
“Noriko…I don’t want to be your friend.”
“I know. I don’t want to be friends either. I want−”
“No, you don’t understand. We can’t be anything to each other.”
“What?”
“What happened…what almost happened the other day…it can never happen.”
“But your haiku−”
“It was a mistake.”
My jaw stung. “You…You don’t mean that.”
“I do. We can’t even be friends.”
“Why?”
“You know why.”
“No, I don’t,” I snapped. Anger was a better reaction than tears. “Enlighten me.”
“You have to leave.”
“Tell me why or I’m not leaving.” I took a threatening step towards to him.
His face pained. “Don’t come any closer.”
I took another defiant step towards him, the distance between us diminishing.
He said, “If we spend any more time together, I won’t be able to… It’s only a matter of time before…” He swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down his throat. “I can’t even begin to list all the reasons why I need to stay away from you.”
He felt it too. This…thing between us was a small fire, growing and threatening to burn wild and engulf everything around us.
If I reached out I could touch him. “Would it…” I lifted my hand.
“What are you doing?”
“Would it be so bad if we…”
“Noriko, please…”
I slipped my hand onto his chest and closed the gap between us. His heart thumped like a drum under my palm. “I want you, Keir.”
His face twisted. “You selfish little girl.” He shoved my hand off him and I stumbled back. “You think you can just play down here in my world and run back to your ivory tower when you get bored? Your husband would have my head if he knew that I…” he stopped, his eyes widening. He was about to say something he shouldn’t. “Please,” now he was begging, “don’t cause any trouble for me. I need this job.”
I am a stupid selfish little girl.
“I’m sorry,” I said as I stumbled back. “I didn’t think…I’m sorry.”
His eyes softened. I could see the indecision in them. “Hime…” Princess. This time it wasn’t an insult. That one word he infused with longing. It struck me right in my throbbing heart.
He took a step towards me. If he caught me, I wouldn’t be able to resist him. We would both be damned.
So I turned and ran.
He didn’t call for to me to stop. We both knew this was best.
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The next morning I stayed in bed. I couldn’t bring myself to get up. What did I have to get up for? I wasn’t even sure what day it was. I had lost track of time in this mansion, the days just slipping by, fading into each other like colors in a rippled lake, and I was stuck between an old life I couldn’t have and a new one I couldn’t seem to want.
I claimed a headache when Loretta came into my bedroom demanding to know why I hadn’t been down to breakfast yet. She turned into a clucking hen, fussing at my sheets, pressing the back of her hand to my forehead and tugging closed the curtains. It brought tears to my eyes. Mama would have done the same thing. I almost forgot that Loretta wasn’t on my side; she was on Drake’s.
After Loretta left I forced myself back to sleep. Sleep, it seemed, was the only time I was free.
 
* * *
 
The bastard was doing it deliberately. The next day Keir was cutting branches off the tree right under my window, the noise drilling into my brain. Even after I moved my chair to the other side of my bedroom I could hear him.
Well, I wouldn’t demand that he stop it. It would mean that I had to acknowledge him. And I wouldn’t acknowledge him. I ignored him and set about enjoying my book called…whatever it was called.
The buzzing stopped. Why did it stop? Did he leave or was he just taking a break?
Why would I care? I didn’t care.
Like an idiot, I snuck across my room and knelt on the window seat. Slowly, I lifted my head to peer out.
Keir was standing at the base of the tree. He had the nerve to be shirtless again, his white shirt hanging out the back of his shorts. The sweat and dirt on his sculpted perfection just made him ooze raw masculinity.
He wiped his forehead with the back of his hand, his side muscles rippling down to a perfectly cut and symmetrical set of abdominal muscles, all undulating like water as he moved. Songs could be written about the glory of his body. Essays could be written over my stupidity. Why did I still want him? Even after he had made it clear that he didn’t even want to be friends. Why did I still ache for him?
The next thing I saw made my fingers grip like claws on the sill. Keir wasn’t alone.
Celeste was with him. She was standing close to him, very close, too close. She held a tray, the silver tray she served me with, and on it was a jug of pale yellow liquid, lemonade, I guessed, and two glasses. Two glasses. Their fingers brushed as she handed him a full glass.
I hoped it tasted awful. He sipped and smiled. She said something and he laughed. A bitter ripping, tearing feeling went through my body and I almost banged on the glass. Get away from him. His hands were my hands, his laugh was my laugh.
But these possessive thoughts had nothing solid to cling on to − he wasn’t mine. I wasn’t his. And will never be.
I shouldn’t stay here watching them, my blood heating with every flick of her hair and every glance they made towards each other. I should go back to my book. I should stop torturing myself.
But it would be worse if I slunk back to my chair. I knew I would just imagine things instead; like him throwing down his glass of lemonade and kissing her, them tumbling onto the grass together, clothes flying.
Stop being so dramatic, Noriko. This isn’t some tacky porno.
I was a helpless voyeurist as I watched them standing side by side, talking, sharing her lemonade, my thoughts growing more and more bitter. They looked good together; her dark skin, his chocolate. She was closer to his height so she wouldn’t have to be on tiptoes to reach his lips, not like I would.
Please, let me swap lives with Celeste.
You ungrateful child, Loretta’s voice nagged in my ear. Celeste was a servant girl, with nothing, no status, no money, and you want to swap your life − your beautiful home, your fancy clothes, your jewelry bought for you by your successful husband − for hers?
Celeste might seem to have nothing, but she was free to go where she wanted, be who she wanted and love who she wanted. She was free to be with Keir. I only had everything, except for what I wanted.
I should wish them happiness. I should allow them to have found each other amidst the ungenerous lot of their lives, but for once I was wishing selfishly and I couldn’t seem to stop it.
I could find a way to have Celeste fired. She would have to go away from here, but more importantly, away from Keir.
I shoved this thought aside. What was I even thinking?
I hated him. I hated her. I hated myself for hating them both.
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That evening was the first time Drake and I ate dinner together. Usually he worked late or didn’t come home at all. In the dining room I sat in the chair to his side wearing a long green gown. Drake wore a black shirt tucked into tailored cream pants. He insisted that both of us dressed for dinner. I just hoped I didn’t get anything on my dress.
Celeste arrived carrying a silver tray. Even in her conservative black uniform, she looked stunning. Her dark, exotic eyes were highlighted by such thick lashes that she would never need mascara. The short sleeves showed off her slim but firm arms and her shapely calves showed from under her knee-length hem. No wonder Keir liked her. I could barely stand the sight of her anymore.
I turned my head and caught Drake looking at me. From his expectant look I realized he must have just asked me something.
“Sorry,” I said, “what did you say?”
“I said, ‘What did you do today?’”
I tortured myself by imagining your gardener with your maid. “Nothing. Just read.”
Celeste placed down my domed plate, then Drake’s. She removed the silver covers at the same time with a whoosh of steam.
I frowned. Our meals were different. Completely different. His main meal was a thick, juicy-looking steak and roast potatoes. My dinner was a small grilled chicken breast, a cluster of steamed vegetables and a wedge of lemon as garnish.
“Can I have some butter, please?” I asked Celeste before she could disappear.
“Butter isn’t good for you, Riko,” Drake responded instead. “She won’t have butter.”
Celeste bowed her head to him and backed away.
I was so stunned that I couldn’t speak. When I found my voice I asked, “What’s wrong with butter?”
“It’s pure fat. You shouldn’t eat it.”
I picked up my fork and stabbed at one of his potatoes. My anger made me stab too hard and it slid out from underneath my fork prongs.
“What are you doing?” he asked.
I tried again but he blocked me.
“Riko, what’s gotten into you?”
I slumped in my chair. “I want to try some of yours.”
Drake gave me a look. “You have your own dinner.”
“Why is mine different from yours?”
He lowered his knife and fork, staring at me as he finished chewing a piece of meat. He patted his mouth with his napkin. “Your dinners are calorie controlled.”
“My…what?”
“Women of LA pay for their meals to be nutritionally balanced and calorie controlled.” He cut into his steak. “It’s why LA women are slim while the rest of this country grows fatter and fatter. I thought you’d appreciate it.”
Appreciate having my dinners controlled for me? Why, Drake, wouldn’t I be as valuable to you if I got fat? What if I wanted to choose my own goddamn dinner?
Getting angry isn’t going to help, Noriko. Getting angry is not how you get your way.
I repressed my urge to yell back. “Maybe,” I said as calmly as I could, “we can go out for dinner in LA together one night?”
“Don’t you like what the chef prepared for you?”
“I do, but−”
“Miguel is a Michelin star chef. You can’t get food better than this anywhere. We don’t ever need to eat out.”
“You eat out.”
“Excuse me?”
“The nights you don’t come home for dinner, you must eat out.”
“That’s because of work. I don’t eat out because I want to.”
I knew I should bow my head and back down, but I just couldn’t stand to right now. I couldn’t stand to pretend to be this passive Asian wife, consequences be damned. “What if I want to go out?”
“You want…” Drake’s fork clattered to the table. A cold look crept into his eyes. “And where is it that you’re thinking of going?”
“I don’t know.”
“If you want to leave this beautiful house that I provide for you, you must have an idea that there’s somewhere better that you want to be.”
I crossed my arms over my chest. “How about the seaside?”
“I told you why I couldn’t take you that day. I apologized. I sent you an expensive necklace to more than make up for it, which I haven’t actually seen you wear, might I add.”
“It doesn’t have to be the seaside. That’s not the point.” My voice rose. “It can be any-fucking-where.”
“Don’t swear. It’s disgusting on a lady.”
“Why won’t you let me go anywhere?”
“And I don’t appreciate your yelling.”
I leaned over to him, right in his ear, and screamed, “Why won’t you let me leave this fucking house?”
Drake launched to his feet, his chair scraping back from him.
I choked on a breath as he kicked my chair out from under the table. He placed his hands on the arms of my chair, his eyes glittering with anger as he bent down over me. I pressed back into the chair.
“There are people outside these walls who would wish to hurt me,” he ground out. “They’d use anything against me. Even you. Especially you, wife.”
“Drake I was just−”
“Now…you will sit here and you will finish your dinner and I won’t hear another damn word from you about it, are we clear?”
All I could do was stare at him, his face dominating my view, his nostrils flaring, one of the veins in his temple pulsating, the tendons on his neck straining. There was a kind of madness in his eyes.
He leaned closer. My head hit the chair back.
“Are. We. Clear?”
I nodded quickly.
He pushed back up off the arms of my chair and straightened up. His eyes were still glossy but his face had relaxed. “You have to understand, Riko,” he said, his voice calmer, soothing yet patronizing. “I’m not trying to keep you in here. I’m trying to keep them away from you. I’m trying to keep you safe. Tell me you understand.”
“I understand,” I said, my voice hollow.
“Good.” Drake brushed his shirt front as he sat down again. He picked up his knife and fork and recommenced eating like nothing had happened. I sat stunned in my chair, feeling like I had been pinned to it like one of those poor butterflies in a glass display case.
He looked over to me as he chewed his next mouthful. “You should eat, darling. Your food will get cold.”
I stared at him. He was mad. He thought there were people out to get him. But I knew it was just an excuse.
I do understand, Drake. You’ll never let me go. You’ll never let me leave. I’m a prisoner.
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I was going to get outside of these walls. I just wanted to walk outside for a little while, revel in the freedom I had always taken for granted back home. I would come back. Like a trained pet I had to come back, I thought bitterly. I had nothing for me outside.
It was only early evening but a thick gray blanket had kept out the sun for most of the day. The air was so thick with moisture I could feel it like cobwebs on my skin.
I peered out from behind this tree trunk through the dim ghostly light to the front wall of Blackwell Manor, only a few meters away. The security lights were on already, like watery puddles over the dark ivy that clung to the inner walls. Under the ivy, the walls were made of thick blocks of limestone with razor-cut sides, laid down and mortared to create a flush façade. There were no handholds for me there. Not even finger holds.
The gate loomed tall, at least three meters high, made up of thick slippery bars. It seemed to stare sternly back at me, I’m locked. Go back. You will never get past me.
I could just make out the small intercom just inside the front gate. I remembered noticing it when I first entered in the limousine. Someone must be on the other end of the intercom with the power to control the gates. There must be a security room somewhere on these grounds. Maybe in the staff quarters. On the day I spent exploring the manor, when I had tried to enter the staff quarters I was promptly ushered out by Loretta.
I glanced around me again to make sure nobody was watching. I slipped around the trunk and darted towards the wall, keeping close to the bushes that lined it. I slunk along the inside wall until I came to stand at the gate. I curled my fingers around the two closest bars and stared out. The lonely road stretched out along the manor, trees and ferns growing wild along the other side of it. Were those…cars parked farther along? Were those…people?
“Look. There’s a girl.”
The people I saw milling around on the edge of the road ran towards me, a blur of dark colors and lights. Something flashed in my eyes causing me to flinch back.
“Who is she?”
“Who are you?”
I stumbled back from the gate as they fell upon the other side of the bars, their faces pressed, hands clutching the bars of the gate. More flashes went off and I winced, unsure of what I was seeing.
“Mrs. Blackwell?”
“Who are you?”
“Are you the new Mrs. Blackwell?”
A hand grabbed me and yanked me behind a solid back. I smelled a familiar woody aftershave. It was Keir. Everything would be alright now. I was safe.
“Back off, guys,” Keir said. “This isn’t Mrs. Blackwell. This is Kiko, one of the new maids.”
Kiko? I peered out from behind him, my hands on his warm, muscular back, at the people reaching through the bars towards us. They looked like crazed animals desperate to be fed and I was food.
“Kiko, Kiko!”
“Have you seen the new Mrs. Blackwell?”
“Why is a maid wearing the latest Collette Dinnigan? She’s the new Mrs. Blackwell, isn’t she?”
“Mrs. Blackwell! Mrs. Blackwell! Smile for the camera.”
“How big is Drake?”
“What’s Drake like in bed?”
I shrank behind Keir. Who were those people? Were they even people? I had never been asked anything so blatant…so rude…
“I told you she’s not Mrs. Blackwell,” Keir called out. He pushed me away from the gate, keeping himself between the hungry crowd and me.
We kept walking along the bushes of the front wall, Keir’s hand on my shoulder directing me, until I couldn’t hear them anymore.
He stopped and spun me to face him. “What the hell were you thinking?”
“I didn’t know they were there.”
“They’ve got pictures of you now.”
“I just wanted to look outside.”
He took a deep breath. “It’s done now. There’s nothing we can do.”
“Who were they?”
“The paparazzi. Since word leaked out about Drake’s secret new wife, they’ve been camped outside. Sometimes the groups get smaller, sometimes they get bigger.”
“Why are they here? What do they want with Drake?”
He frowned. “You don’t know, do you?” he said slowly.
“Know…what?”
“Drake Blackwell has been on every Billionaire Bachelor of the Year list since he took over his father’s failing company and made it more successful than ever. They’re always hounding him. Everybody wants to know everything about him: what he eats, who he sees, and now, who he has married.”
There are people outside these walls who would wish to hurt me. They’d use anything against me. Even you. Especially you, wife.
Drake wasn’t just being paranoid.
“Drake is, by last count,” Keir continued, “is one of the ten richest man in America.”
“He’s…what?” I couldn’t even fathom how rich that must be. “I mean, I knew he was wealthy but… Are you sure?”
“You really didn’t know?”
“No.”
“Didn’t he tell you when you met him in Japan? Didn’t you look him up or something when you found out who he was?”
“I…” What the hell do I say to that? I didn’t know anything about Drake, only that he was to be my husband and that he lived in California.
“How long had you actually known Drake before you agreed to marry him?” Keir said through gritted teeth.
“It was…a whirlwind courtship,” I said limply.
Keir shook his head. I swear I could smell the disappointment emanating from him.
“I did it for my father,” I snapped. Shit. I didn’t mean to let that slip.
“You did what for your father?”
“Nothing. Forget it.”
His top lip curled up. “What kind of man would force his daughter to marry someone for money?”
“Force?” I inhaled. I’ve made it worse. Accusations scribbled across his face.
Pimp.
Whore.
“My father…” my voice broke as the memories of him came flooding in; his kind face, his gentle encouraging brown eyes, his soft, salt and pepper beard that would tickle me when he kissed my cheeks. “My chichi is the greatest man I know. He’s kind, generous, and endlessly patience, especially with me.” Now that I was finally speaking about him I couldn’t seem to hold it back anymore. “He taught English at our local school, but he volunteered his free time, which wasn’t much with a wife and five daughters, to teach or tutor those who couldn’t afford to get an education. So don’t you even for a second dare to think that he could have been a pimp.”
“Why did you say you ‘did it for him’?”
I took in a deep breath, then slowly let it out. I shouldn’t tell him. I wasn’t allowed. But damn everything I’m not supposed to do. “You can’t tell anyone what I’m about to tell you,” I said.
“I won’t.”
“Swear it.”
“I swear.”
“If Drake found out I said anything−”
“Noriko,” Keir grabbed my hands and squeezed them. “I’ll go to my grave with it.”
He didn’t let go of my hands. I lowered my gaze because I didn’t want to see the inevitable pity on his face when I admitted the truth. I stared at the tiny kissable freckle that sat at the base of his neck as I spoke. “A few months ago my father was diagnosed with cancer. Bowel cancer. It was aggressive and they had to start him on chemo and to operate or else…” I swallowed. The “or else” was too sticky in my throat. “We didn’t have the money. Even with all our friends and family pitching in and raising money for us, we didn’t have enough money for his treatments. We didn’t know what to do.”
I pulled my hands out of his and clasped them together in front of me. My face burned, the shame reigniting as I recalled, “There’s an agency, a ‘private buyers’ agency, that specializes in obtaining perfect Japanese wives for rich clients. I applied and was given an opportunity to ‘audition’ for them. I left my home for the first time in my life and spent four weeks at their good wife training facility in Tokyo. My parents thought I was going to Tokyo to meet with charity organizations who may help my father. I hated lying to them. But I had already applied to all the charity organizations and they couldn’t help. We had run out of options.”
I let out a laugh. “In Tokyo I was able to fool all of my trainers. Soon after I arrived I worked out exactly what they were looking for and I made myself into a perfect little good wife. I was accepted and added to their books. For weeks after I returned home I heard nothing. Then…I received a phone call. I was made an offer. A generous offer. So I accepted.”
Keir gasped. “Drake made you the offer.”
I nodded. “He selected me from a few photos and a stat sheet. I didn’t know anything about him except for his name, not even what he looked like. I hadn’t even met him until I arrived here. It was a condition of my ‘sale’ that I sign a confidentiality agreement and tell no one about the deal. I wasn’t even able to tell my family why I was leaving them and where the money to pay for his treatments was coming from, but…I think they have an idea.”
“Oh my God. I thought…” he trailed off.
Only then did I look up. His face was a mix of everything I dreaded: shock, horror and pity. “You thought I married him for his money,” I finished for him.
“At first, I did,” he admitted. “But as I got to know you I realized that couldn’t be the case. I thought that maybe you were forced into it. That you had no choice. I never expected…”
“Turns out I did actually marry him for his money.” I let out a curt laugh, no humor in it. “But the money wasn’t for me.”
Keir stared at me mutely, making the roots of my hair grow hot.
“Well,” I said, “don’t just stand there. Say something.” Anything. Tell me I’m a fool. An idiot. Just stop looking at me like that.
“But…what if your husband had been hideous?” he asked. “I mean, Drake’s at least good looking, sort of. If you’re into moody billionaire types. What if he had been…ancient or had a skin disease or a fetish for wearing women’s shoes?”
“It wouldn’t have mattered. I couldn’t let my chichi die. I wouldn’t just stand by and watch him waste away until…” I shook my head. “All the money from my ‘sale’ is going to my father. I did it for him, so he could live. I just have to keep Drake happy as part of my contract or he can demand the money back.”
“I just…I can’t believe it.”
“You think I’m a liar?”
“No. That’s not what I can’t believe. I can’t believe everything you sacrificed…everything you risked…”
“You would have done the same thing if it was someone you loved.”
He shook his head. “Firstly, I’m not sure I’d go for much on the open market.”
Despite everything, a laugh escaped me.
“Secondly…I couldn’t make a sacrifice like that for anyone, I’m too selfish and…” he trailed off, a slightly stunned look on his face as he lowered his lashes. When he looked back up at me there was a fresh tenderness in his eyes that tore at me. “Hime…” his voice was raw, “I stand here utterly in awe. You are…the bravest, most selfless person I have ever met.”
I could see his resistance fading in this new light. He took a step towards me and the little space between us compressed, filling with heat. I felt us hurtling towards an inevitable future, an impossible future.
Suddenly I was afraid. We couldn’t go down this path. Keir was right to say that we couldn’t be friends. There was only ruin and destruction for us both if we did.
“I should go,” I said.
“Hime…”
“Thank you for pulling me away from the gate.” I started to back away. “My husband would be so pleased that you offered your assistance to me.”
I saw in his face the moment when he understood. We’d gone back to pretending that he was just a gardener and I was just the boss’s wife. It was the only game that was safe for us to play.
It broke my heart to watch the light fading from his eyes. I couldn’t stand to see it disappear. So I turned and walked back to the mansion, the knot inside me that was tied to him pulling tighter and tighter until I almost couldn’t breathe.
 
* * *
 
The next night I was sitting alone in the dining hall, picking at my dinner − grilled fish with a side of steamed asparagus, a slice of lemon, no damn butter − when the door on the other side of the dining room burst open so hard it slammed off the wall. Drake darkened the doorway.
I leapt to my feet, my chair scraping back, my knife and fork clattering to the table. “Drake, what’s wrong?”
He aimed straight for me, his upper lip curled up, his eyes mere slits, and a newspaper clutched in his shaking fist. “I’d like for you to tell me why the fuck I’m looking at this?” He slammed his hand down on the table so hard it made my water glass shake.
I stared down at the offending broadsheet. My blood turned cold. My startled face in black and white was staring back at me through the front gates of this mansion. The headline, in large black screaming font went right across the page, “Who is Mrs. Blackwell?”
Oh shit. “Drake, please−”
“I told you they’re after me,” he roared. “I told you to stay inside. But you deliberately went behind my back, you stupid girl.”
He advanced towards me as I slid backwards around this massive table. A cat stalking his mouse. “I didn’t know they’d be right at−”
“I told you. I fucking told you they’d be outside. And now they know who you are. They’ve seen you and now they know. They’ve got somewhere to dig. Oh yes, and dig dig dig they will, those little worms. They’ll dig and they use whatever they find to try to tear me down.” He grabbed my dinner plate and hurled it, a roar ripping from his lungs.
I screamed as I covered my face with my arms. It missed me and smashed against the wall meters from my head, showering the floor with shards of ceramic and pieces of my gourmet dinner. I stared at Drake through my fingers, his chest heaving as his breath smashed in and out of his lungs. I realized – this is the real man that I married.
“Master Blackwell?” Celeste was the first one to come running, stumbling as she shoved through the dining room door in her haste. “Is everything alright?”
Drake swung his finger towards her. She jolted as if she had been electrocuted. “You. Leave us. Tell everyone else to leave us.”
Her wild eyes swung between Drake and me and the ruins of dinner on the floor, her mouth flapping open like a dying fish.
Please don’t go, Celeste, please, I silently begged her.
“Get. OUT!” he roared.
She let out a shriek, turned and disappeared out the door.
“As for you…” He turned his glare towards me. I shrank back and back until I banged into the wall behind me, the edge of a portrait frame digging harshly into my spine. He rushed at me, his hands clenched in fists.
I tried to run but I wasn’t fast enough. A scream tore from me as he grabbed my arm and yanked me to him. His grip was so tight it burned. He was going to snap my arm in two. My teeth were chattering so hard I could barely speak. I didn’t mean for it to go this far. I swear.
He raised his other fist.
“Don’t!” I shielded my face with my other arm and braced myself for the first hit.
It never came.
“Riko,” I heard him say, his voice trembling. His grip loosened from my arm. I snatched it back, cradling my red wrist to my chest. “Look at me.”
I refused to. Instead I stared down and lightly rubbed the red finger marks around my forearm.
He wrapped his arms around me, ignoring my attempts to push out of his grasp. He was too strong. I felt his chin on my head. “Riko, my Riko,” he said softly, his voice rumbling through my hair and chilling me down to the bone. “I would never hurt you. You just made me so angry. You know I love you.”
He what? I stared up at my husband. The anger had left his eyes and now they looked dull. The man who left this angry mark upon my arm was nowhere to be seen. For now. But I sensed that he wasn’t far. A monster had been created inside Drake, a shadow inheritance, a darkness he was trying to keep caged. It was there and it was real and it was waiting, clawing and ramming at its cage. It was only a matter of time before he couldn’t keep it contained anymore.
“I’d never hurt you,” he said, one of his hands now stroking over my ass, his touch making my skin crawl. “I’m not like my… I’m not like that. You believe me, don’t you?”
I closed my eyes and lied, “Of course I believe you.”
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Later that night I was alone after Drake had left my bedroom. I sat curled up in my armchair, a silky kimono wrapped around me, naked and used underneath, staring into my cold empty fireplace. I missed our fireplace, full and radiating with warmth. I missed squeezing in between my chichi and one of my sisters as we all huddled around it.
Three taps came from the window, pulling me out of my thoughts. Damn tree. Damn wind.
It came again, another three taps. My skin prickled. Those taps were too regular. Someone was at my window. I turned my head, peering through the low light of my bedside lamp. There was a curled figure silhouetted in my window.
Keir, the thought flashed through my mind.
My body thrummed with energy as I rushed over to the window. Jesus Christ. It was Keir. He was crouched on the thin sill of my window, pressed up against the glass. He gave me a wave and pointed to the latch.
I pushed up the window and he tumbled into the dim glow of my room. After him came the slight chill of the night breeze carrying the sweet scent of jasmine.
“Are you crazy?” I hissed. “What are you doing here?”
What if someone heard him? What if someone came into my bedroom? What would it look like, Keir alone with me in my bedroom in the dead of night. My heart filled with dread. What if Drake found him in here? Drake might not hit me but…
“Keir, you can’t be here. If Drake finds you−”
“I won’t stay long.” His eyes scanned all around my body as if he was looking for something.
“What do you want?”
His gaze flicked up to meet mine. “I just wanted to make sure you’re okay. That he didn’t…hurt you.”
“He didn’t,” I lied.
“What’s that?”
He had spotted the mark on my wrist. “Nothing.” I moved my arm behind my back so it was out of his sight.
He wouldn’t be deterred. He stepped up close to me. “Show me.”
“Keir, no.”
He grabbed for my hand, reaching around my body with his arms. I twisted from side to side trying to stop him. One of his arms went around my back and pulled me against him to hold me still. Our bodies met, my soft front melting against his unyielding body. I almost lost my mind in the tumbling whirling sparkling sensations inside my body; he had set off fireworks. Our matching heavy breaths heated up the air around us.
“I just…” his gaze dropped to my mouth. “I just want…”
We couldn’t.
I pushed my wrist between us into his face. “There. See.” Now please, stop being so close to me.
His arms released from around me and he took a small step back. The pressure around my heart from his proximity released but only slightly. He held my forearm lightly and turned my arm over so he could see around my wrist, the glaring red mark around it like a bracelet, another one of Drake’s gifts to me.
“He did this to you,” he spat out between his teeth. There was a raw anger in his eyes that I had never seen before. But unlike Drake’s anger, directed at me, Keir’s anger circled me like a warm protective shield.
“It looks worse than it feels.”
“Where are the other bruises?”
“There are none.”
“Don’t,” he said softly, “make me search you for them.”
This thought crept under my thin kimono like fingers and I fought a shiver. “He didn’t hit me, I swear.”
“If you’re lying to cover for him…”
“I’m not. It’s the truth.”
He studied my face. “You’re not lying. But Celeste came running back into the staff common room like she’d seen a ghost. I heard you scream. I thought…”
“He almost did,” I admitted softly.
“Jesus, Noriko.”
“But he stopped himself. He...he doesn’t want to become like his father.”
“You have to leave him. You have to leave the manor. It’s only a matter of time before he can’t stop himself…you know it is.”
“I can’t leave him. My father…” I couldn’t get the rest of the words out. My father will lose the money he needs to pay for his treatments if I leave Drake. My father will die and I won’t let that happen.
I didn’t need to say it out loud. Keir understood; I could see a forlorn acceptance in the slight nod of his head. “I wanted to go in there after you but I couldn’t.”
“You couldn’t?”
His jaw tensed. “It doesn’t matter now. I should go. I shouldn’t be here.”
“Why would you risk coming at all? I thought you didn’t want to be friends.”
“I never said that.”
“Yes, you−”
“I said we couldn’t be friends. It doesn’t mean that I don’t care.”
As he turned towards the window the light fell on his right hand. His knuckles were red and grazed raw. “Keir,” I gasped, “What happened to your hand?”
“Nothing.” He moved his hand behind him so I couldn’t see it. It was his turn to hide something from me.
“It’s not nothing.”
“Just leave it alone.” He swung a leg over the sill.
“Keir?” I said. “Thank you. For coming.”
He smiled. It was soft and sad. “I can’t come again.”
“I know. I’m just glad that you did. It means a lot to me.”
He looked like there was more he wanted to say to me. But he turned away and disappeared out my window to climb down the side of the building. I leaned on my sill watching his descent. He was like a cat, his movements graceful and sure.
He paused when he reached the ground, looking back up to me. I lifted my hand up in a goodbye. Before I shut the window between us.
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Drake and I were having dinner together again a few evenings later. The dining room looked eerily normal. As if nothing violent happened several nights ago. But if you looked closely at the far wall, you could see where the plate had scratched the wallpaper when it smashed against it.
This was the first night we had both been back here together since. Even though the air between Drake and me felt sticky in this room, we both acted like nothing was amiss. Neither of us had spoken about the incident and the more days that went by made the memory seem more and more like a fading nightmare.
I had been holding in a question all of today. I picked at my fish as my mind went back and forth about whether to ask Drake, the question burning like a smoldering hole in my chest. I didn’t know how he’d react if I asked.
Ask.
No, don’t.
You’re not a coward, Noriko. Ask him.
“Drake,” I said suddenly, “I can’t find a phone anywhere in the house. I was looking all day.”
“The only landline is in my office.”
“Can I use it?”
“What for?”
“I want to call my parents.”
He placed down his fork and finished chewing his mouthful. “I don’t think that’s a good idea, do you?”
“But I want to speak to my father. His surgery is−”
“Your father’s fine. They’re all fine. Do you think I’d be that cruel that I wouldn’t tell you if something happening to him?”
“You’re keeping tabs on them?” This revelation filled me with dread.
“Of course I am. What is important to you is important to me.”
“But why won’t you let me speak to them?”
“I know you think I’m being mean but trust me, it’s for the best.” His voice had gone all soft. “Your home is here now, with me, and any contact with them is just going to make you homesick. I’m doing this for you, darling.” He reached out to pat my hand, a patronizing move that made me want to punch him straight in the mouth.
I snatched my hand out from under his and crossed my arms over my chest. “I want to speak to them.”
“I’ve just told you why−”
“I don’t care. I want−”
“Riko, I’m not discussing this anymore. The answer is no.”
I was silent.
I was silent as he picked up his fork and resumed eating, as the white-hot rage swirled inside me, forming and taking shape. I would be silent now. But mark my words, Drake Blackwell, I would find a way to speak to my parents even if it was the last thing I did.
 
* * *
 
The next morning, after Drake had left for work, I crept down the corridor from my room wearing black leggings and a dark shirt. A dress just wouldn’t do today. In my right hand I clutched two small hairpins, both bent in a particular way. Drake wouldn’t be back until tonight. But he wasn’t the only one I needed to avoid.
At Drake’s bedroom door I glanced either way along the corridor. Seeing no one, I slipped inside. I passed through his living spaces, entered his bedroom then aimed straight for the locked door. This must be his office. It was the only door that was always locked.
I knelt before it. As I suspected, it was a standard pin tumbler lock. I know the theory behind how to pick a lock, but it’s not what you think. An old school friend of mine wanted to be a magician and spent hours practicing on the doors at my home, as his parents would disapprove if they knew.
I had personally never picked a lock before. But I had to try.
I slipped the first hairpin into the lock and applied pressure. I slipped in the second pin, bent out and the naked end curved up slightly. I started to fiddle around, trying to lift up each pin as I knew had to be done.
“What on earth are you doing?”
I leapt to my feet, spinning, and pressed my back to the lock. Loretta stood at Drake’s bedroom door staring at me with her mouth open and her eyes wide. I was so focused on the lock I didn’t hear her open the door.
“I…nothing.”
“That’s the master’s office. Nobody goes in there.”
What should I do? What side of Loretta should I appeal to? Should I beg her help? Or threaten her?
Somehow I didn’t feel that she would respond well to threats. “Please, I just want to use his phone. I want to call my family.”
“Why are you trying to break into his− Oh, I see. His phone. The master doesn’t want you to speak to them.”
She understood! I pleaded with her through my eyes, releasing out a little of the desperation I kept contained inside. “Please help me. I need to speak to them. My father’s not well,” I added.
Her face softened. I had her. I could see the pity forming on her face.
“Oh my dear,” she said. “You really think that a few tears are going to sway me?”
What? She strode over to me and grabbed my arm. Her grip was tighter than I expected from a lady of her age. She was stronger than she looked.
“If Master Blackwell doesn’t want you speaking to them, then you shan’t. I won’t help you.”
“It’s wrong to keep me from speaking to them,” I argued. “It’s just wrong.”
“I’ve known Drake since he was a baby. He is the most generous man you’ll ever meet.” The pride reverberated through her voice as she spoke. “He doesn’t do anything without good reason.”
“But what if it were your family? What would you do for your family?”
Her eyes narrowed. “Master Blackwell is my family.”
In that moment I knew it wouldn’t matter what Drake did to me − he could imprison me, beat me, kill me − and she would always take his side.
“I will spare the master this distressing news over your behavior,” she said as she marched me out of Drake’s bedroom. “Trying to break into his office and spying through his personal things.” She tsked. “He would be so upset. And after all he does for you.” She shoved me into the corridor. “If I ever catch you in here again, believe you me, I won’t hesitate to go straight to him.”
 
* * *
 
Outside it was dull. For once the California sun was hiding. Gray clouds blanketed the sky and the air smelled like an oncoming storm. Keir was pulling weeds from around one of the rose bushes.
I shouldn’t be here. I know I shouldn’t. But I had no one else to turn to.
I said we couldn’t be friends. It doesn’t mean that I don’t care.
I barely noticed as the clouds began to open up, the rain misting into my lashes and hair like dust. I stood, just watching him, his shoulders rippling out from his sleeveless shirt, and I remembered what those arms felt like around me the other night in my bedroom. My body warmed with heat, making the cool drops feel even starker in comparison.
Please don’t cause any trouble for me. I need this job.
I couldn’t ask him. I turned towards the house.
“Noriko?”
I froze. He must have heard me. I didn’t know whether I was glad that he had caught me out here or not. I turned towards him and we stood facing each other.
“What are you doing out here?” he asked.
I didn’t answer. I didn’t know what to say, my question dying on my lips. It wasn’t that I thought he would say no to me. I knew, if I asked him, he would say yes. I was afraid of the burden I would curse him with if I asked.
The rain started to pour heavier now. I felt it soaking through my thin dress and I shivered.
Keir cursed as he strode towards me. “You shouldn’t be out here. You’ll catch your death.” He took my arm and led me towards the pergola.
Once we were under cover he let go of me. He ran his hand through his hair, raindrops flicking from his dark locks.
“I was looking for you,” I said. I could still feel his hand on me.
“I got that.” His eyebrows furrowed as he searched my face. “Why? What’s wrong?”
“I shouldn’t be here. You said so yourself.”
“You’re here now. So talk.”
“My family…” I said.
“Are they okay?”
“I don’t know. That’s the thing. I asked Drake if I could call them. He said no. He said it was better for me if I didn’t speak to them. I tried to break into his office but…”
“You what?” His eyes went wide. “I don’t know whether to be impressed or−”
“I tried to, but Loretta caught me.”
“No.”
“Yes. She warned me never to try again. She said she wouldn’t tell Drake.”
“Do you believe her?”
“I don’t know.” I looked right into his face. “I need to speak to my father. I need to know how he is. I don’t know who else to ask for help.”
“You want me to help you get access to a phone.”
I slipped my hand into my pocket and pulled out the blue diamond necklace that Drake gave me. “Here. It’s for helping me.”
He stared at it but made no move to take it. “What am I supposed to do with that?”
“You can sell it. They’re real diamonds. They’d be worth something. I don’t know how much but it’d−”
“I don’t want it.” He pushed my hands away.
“You won’t help me?” My throat closed up. I was so sure he’d say yes.
“I didn’t say I wouldn’t help you. Just that I won’t take anything from you to help.” He took a deep breath and glanced out into the rain.
“If I’m asking too much−”
“Stay right here,” he said before leaping off the pergola and running off through the rose bushes.
 
* * *
 
As I waited for him I sat on one of the wooden benches, staring out at the drops falling from the pergola roof. Had I done the right thing by involving Keir? Had I been too selfish?
I leapt to my feet, my heart in my throat, when I spotted him jogging back through the roses towards me. He jumped onto the pergola platform, rain rolling off his hair and nose and along the muscles of his arms, his thick shoulders sprinkled with dampness.
He brushed himself down before he reached into his pocket and held out a slim black cell phone to me. “Here,” he said, “you can call your family on this.”
“Whose phone is this?”
“It’s my personal phone. Drake can’t trace it to Japan. He won’t know you’ve called your family.”
“But a call to Japan…it’s long distance. It’ll cost a fortune.”
“It’s fine. I said I’d help.”
I reached into my pocket for the necklace again. “Take it. Sell it. It’ll pay for the bill.”
“Put it away,” he pushed my hand away. “I won’t take it.”
“How else can I pay you back?”
“I don’t need you to pay me back.”
“But−”
“Noriko, just take the phone.” He took my free hand in his and pushed the phone into it, his touch heating up my skin.
“You don’t know how much this means to me,” I said, blinking back the moisture rimming my eyes, my voice infused with every ounce of gratitude that was coursing through my veins. “Thank you.”
“Just call them,” he said, a slight smile tugging the corner of his lip up. “Before I change my mind.”
I dialed the number of my family home. Japan was sixteen hours ahead of us. It was just after five o’clock in California so it was just past nine o’clock in the morning at home.
My body thrummed with anxious energy as the dial tone sounded in my ear. When I glanced up, I caught Keir staring at me.
I heard a click, then, “Moshi moshi.” My father’s warm voice filled my ear and instantly my eyes flooded with tears. They rolled down my cheeks and added to the drops of water falling off Keir onto the wooden flooring.
“Chichi? It’s me,” I said in Japanese.
“Hime?”
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My father called for my mother and they squabbled as they tried to share the phone receiver. There was a speaker button on their phone but they hadn’t learned how to work that yet.
They told me that everyone was fine there and that my father had started chemotherapy. His surgery was scheduled in a few weeks’ time.
“Where are you?” my father asked.
“You know I can’t answer that.”
“Just tell me…are you okay?” He couldn’t hide the worry in his voice.
“I’m okay.”
“When are you coming home?” my mother asked. “Noriko?”
“I don’t know. Soon, I think,” I lied.
“Hime,” my father’s voice broke, “just come home. Whatever you did for all this money, it doesn’t matter to us. We love you.”
“But your treatments. Your surgery.”
“I’d give up these treatments, surgery, everything. Just come home. Please, hime.”
“I have to go,” I said, trying to keep the tearing sadness from my voice. “I promise I’ll try to call again soon.”
I asked my parents to give each of my sisters a kiss and cuddle for me. I didn’t ask to speak to my sisters because I knew that this phone conversation would then last an age, each sister wanting to give me a full update and get one in return. I was conscious that this phone call was costing Keir, the very man whose eyes I could feel on me as I spoke.
“Goodbye,” I said into the phone. “I love you.” And I hung up.
“Is everyone okay?” he asked.
I opened my mouth to answer but no words came out. Instead I heard myself let out a soft cry as the flood of emotion rushed up through my body, drowning me from the inside. My vision blurred from the tears.
Instantly I felt Keir’s warm presence by my side, like a guardian angel. His arm slipped around my shoulders and he guided us both to sink down to the bench.
“Oh my God,” he said, “your father…is he?”
I shook my head and I started laughing as I cried. I must look crazy to him.
“He’s fine,” I said. “They’re all fine. I just…” I didn’t know how to explain everything I was feeling. I didn’t know where to start or how to describe all these emotions overlapping and knotting into each other so that I wasn’t sure where one started and the other began.
He squeezed my shoulder with his hand. “You miss them,” he said softly. “It must be overwhelming to speak to them again after…everything.”
I nodded as I wiped my eyes. “Why do I always seem to end up crying in front of you?”
“I know. I’m starting to develop a complex.”
His face came back into view, his eyes soft and watching me closely. “You always seem to understand me,” I said.
“You’re easy to understand.”
“No, I’m not. Drake doesn’t understand me.”
“Well, then you’re easy for me to understand.”
“It’s weird,” I said with a small smile. “In a good way.”
“If I could,” he said quietly, “I’d send you back to them. Even if it meant that you’d have to leave Blackwell Manor, I’d send you back to them.”
My heart swelled even further. I turned my head away so he couldn’t see that his words had brought a fresh set of tears to my eyes.
The silence grew awkward between us. His hand seemed to grow heavy on my shoulder. I don’t want to be friends with you.
I shouldn’t linger.
“Thank you for helping me.” I wiped my face once more time and dropped the phone into his hand, which he slipped into his pocket. “I better go.”
I stood and walked towards the edge of the pergola. The rain was still drizzling, casting the garden around us in a muted misty light.
“Noriko…”
I paused.
“Never mind,” he said.
I turned to face him. “No, it’s something. Say it.”
“I was going to ask you something but…”
“Please, ask. You’ve just done me the most wonderful thing. If there’s anything I can do.”
“This might sound stupid.”
“Try me.”
“Can we, just for a while, pretend that you aren’t you and I’m not me?”
“Who would we be then?”
“Anyone.”
“Anyone?”
“I just need…someone to talk to.”
“And you want to talk to me?”
“Yes. No. I don’t want to talk to Mrs. Riko Blackwell. I want to talk to the girl I found standing in my Japanese garden. The one I found so easy to talk to. I don’t think there’s anyone in the world who might understand me, except for her.”
My throat went dry and it stuck when I tried to swallow. “And who would you be?”
“Just a boy.”
“You’re not just a boy.” You’d never be just a boy to me.
“Is that okay?” he asked. “Can we just pretend?”
“Pretend it’s a dream,” I said, a kind of lightness filling my lungs. If it were a dream then it wouldn’t be real and it wouldn’t be wrong. “We could pretend that this is all a dream.”
“A dream.” He smiled. “I like that.”
I walked back over to him and took my seat next to him. “Hi, I’m Noriko. I’m new here.” I stuck my hand out to him.
He laughed softly. “My hands are still dirty.”
“And I still don’t care.”
He grew still and his eyes became serious. “Hi, Noriko.” He lifted up his hand to take mine. It was strong and warm and it engulfed my hand like a glove. Beautiful hands. The sheer touch of them made the skin all over my body tingle. “I’m Keir. I’ve been waiting here for you for a long time.”
The rain drummed down creating a curtain around us. I could almost believe that dream-Noriko and dream-Keir were the only people in this world. If they were the only two people in the world, then I would…
I pulled my hand out of his and gripped it in a fist in my lap before I did something stupid.
“So, tell me something,” I said. “What could I understand that no one else could?”
“You already know I grew up here. Working for the Blackwells was a path that was already laid out for me. My father never expected anything more from me.”
Your father’s an idiot, I thought, but I kept this to myself.
He continued, “For a long time I never thought I could do anything else. For a long time I wanted…things but I never thought I could be brave enough to actually try. You told me once I shouldn’t let go of my dreams… I just…”
I get it. I get him. He needed someone on his side. All his life his father, his boss, everyone around him had been on the opposing side, trying to tell him where his place was, trying to keep him in the box they pulled up around him. He had never had anyone on his side. Until now.
“What do you want to do?” I asked.
His cheeks darkened a shade and he partially turned his face away. “You’re going to laugh.”
“Probably,” I said with a smile and a nudge. “But tell me anyway.”
He paused. I stayed silent and very still.
“I want…” he said, “I want to join the circus.”
My eyes widened. I turned towards him so that our knees bumped aside each other. “Of course!”
He frowned. “Are you being sarcastic?”
“No, silly. Of course you want to join the circus. It makes total sense. You’re a natural performer, you’re strong and can do all those amazing acrobatic things with your body. And you want to travel, which being part of a circus would give you. How did I not put this together myself?”
A smile broke out over his face. “You get it.”
“Of course I get it. So you want to join the circus. How do you do that?”
“Well, here’s the thing…” He pulled a square of slightly damp paper out from his pocket and unfolded it before handing it to me. I took it.
It was a flyer. A colorful flyer with a picture of a big tent and a girl twisted up in a red sash hanging upside down with pointed fingers and toes. It read:
 
Join the Cirque de Luna!
Wanted: Acrobats, performers, dancers
Auditions: Sat 20 June, starts 9 a.m.
 
There was an address in Los Angeles and more details in smaller print further down. The audition was in less than two weeks and only a few hours from here. This was his chance. Right here. It was his chance to do what he wanted instead of being stuck here all his life.
“You have to audition,” I said. “You must. If you don’t I’ll never speak to you again.”
“Really?”
“Truly, not a word. You should know by now that when I set my mind to something, then I will have it.”
“I don’t doubt it. But that’s not what I was talking about.” He paused. “Noriko, if I audition I might get in. If I get in…”
“You’d have to leave. I know.” I swallowed the knot in my throat. “You can’t stay. You don’t belong here.”
“Neither do you,” he said quietly.
“I don’t have a choice. You do. Promise me you’ll audition.”
“Noriko, I−”
“Promise me,” I said fiercely as I grabbed both his hands in mine, the flyer crumpling between us.
His fingers linked into mine. “I promise.” He smiled softly at me. “I knew you would understand.”
I nodded. But my mind was too full of what his audition might mean. If he got in, he would leave. Then what light would I have left to illuminate my prison?
We sat in silence, our hands remaining linked, his thumb running slowly along the back of one of my hands. It felt like heaven, sending small ripples of pleasure up my arm. Our knees were touching. They felt like they were fused together as we both sat there turned towards each other.
I felt wrapped in warmth and sweet peace. Being with him made me feel like…I was home. Even in this strange country, stuck in a cold mansion in a marriage I didn’t want, I had found a kind of home.
“The rain has stopped,” he said after a time. “I guess this means we should go back.”
“All dreams must come to an end.” I pulled back my fingers. After a moment’s hesitation, he let me go.
We both stood and his shoulders and knees drew away from mine and my body emptied. I felt like I had lost something.
“Maybe…” I bit my lip. “Maybe we can dream this again some time?”
“No, we shouldn’t. Could we−?”
“No, you’re right. We shouldn’t.”
“It was such a good dream. I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to do it again,” he said, “I mean, really, it wasn’t that hard to just be friends, right?”
“Right. It wasn’t that hard…”
We stared at each other, the burning in my chest building until I couldn’t stand it. I looked away.
“I’d walk you back,” he said, “but I don’t think it’s a good idea.”
“No, it’s not.”
“But I’ll see you later, friend?”
I nodded. “I’ll see you later. Friend.”
I was lying. He was lying. We were both lying through our teeth and we both knew it. We would never just be friends.
But this audition changed things. He might leave. I might only have weeks left with him and this fact was quickly dissolving any last resistance I still had left.
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Over the next few days Keir and I seemed to find some excuse or other to spend the hours together. Sometimes I’d watch him work, occasionally handing him a trowel or a hose. After he turned the hose on me I learned not to wear anything fancy to the gardens again.
Sometimes he’d play hooky and we sneak through the gardens, avoiding his father, and he’d lead me to a section of the garden I had never been to before.
Every day he caught me stealing glances at him and I caught him staring just as often. Every day our looks became more and more heated until I thought I was going to combust into flames and burn up into nothing.
Each day we grew closer and closer towards the inevitable, the tension between us growing so thick I could feel it on my skin when I was near him. We walked a thin line, a tightrope without a safety net, and it was only a matter of time before one of us tipped.
 
On his next day off, Keir had asked me to meet him in the gym. I walked nervously through the corridors, trying to be as casual as possible as I took a convoluted path through the mansion.
I knew where all the cameras were inside the building, and I knew, thanks to Keir, how to walk through the mansion to avoid them. If anyone were to play back the tapes for today they would think I went down to breakfast then returned to my room, where I stayed.
I prayed as I turned every corner that I wouldn’t bump into anyone on Drake’s staff.
Finally, I turned the last corner and spotted the familiar double doors down the end of the hallway. By the time I pushed open the gym doors my heart was knocking against my ribs and my skin tingled with anticipation.
My eyes darted around the room. Where was he? I stepped farther in, my feet coming onto the edge of the mat. “Keir?”
“Sit down there. Right there. Don’t move.” I wasn’t even sure where his voice had come from because of the echo.
“Keir, where are you?”
“Just sit right there.”
I lowered myself to the ground and sat on my calves, my knees bent, the backs of my feet flat on the mat. The lights dimmed except for a series of spotlights that lit up the entire area of the large cleared space. I shifted on the floor and waited, my nerves jittery.
He appeared out of one side of the gymnasium. Now I could see there was a false wall there with a section behind it. He paused in the corner, just inside the spotlighted area and stood tall, chin lifted, one foot out positioned and pointed. His strong body was clad only in a pair of dark pants that flared slightly at the ankles, his glorious wide torso on display. He held something in his right hand but I couldn’t see it properly from where I sat.
All at once music started to play from the speakers positioned in the corners of the ceiling. The soft lilting tune was so familiar. It was a traditional Japanese song but remixed with a modern bass beat to it.
He started to move and I knew that this was the routine he meant to perform at his audition. He spun across the floor, his legs kicking around him like he was dancing. Then there was a flash of red and black in his right hand.
It was an open fan, which he flapped around his face so only his dark eyes were showing. It flashed closed. Then suddenly he was using it like an extension of his hand. He performed a series of one-handed cartwheels with only the tip of the fan touching the ground.
The music started to speed up, as did Keir. The fan flashed open and closed as he spun and turned. I clutched at my heart and my face, my mouth unhinged and swinging open. His tricks became more and more unreal and more and more dangerous. I squealed and trembled and bit at my nails as the excitement built up through my body.
He was spinning and twirling so fast I could barely keep up with his movements. He looked inhuman, a blurry distant star, as he danced all around this space, using up every corner of the ground and the air. He and the music built and grew and flowed as if they were one and the same thing. As if the music was powered by him and as if he had been given life from the music.
He paused briefly on the opposite side of the gym from me, and I knew that this was the finale. He jumped and leapt and spun in the air so high and so fast I felt dizzy, every movement bringing him closer to me. The music reared to a throbbing crescendo. He leapt in the air and flipped.
There was a second of silence. In that moment, he seemed to slow to a complete stop in mid-air, he seemed to hover, the spotlight shining into his hair like a halo and his arms out to his sides, making shadows like wings.
The cymbals crashed. Everything sped up as he flipped in the air once more and landed in a crouch right in front of me, our eyes level, our faces inches from each other.
All I could hear was the sound of his breathing. His firm chest moved in and out as his breath rushed around my face. Sweat beaded across his forehead and chest, gathering and descending in small rivulets.
I couldn’t take my eyes off him. Every nerve in my body was tight and humming like the music was still going. Except it had stopped. Everything had come to a complete standstill. Even the world seemed to hold its breath.
His eyebrows furrowed. “Did…did you like it?”
My mouth opened but no sound came out.
“For once you have nothing to say?” he joked lightly.
“Keir…” I breathed, “I don’t know what to say.”
“I still need to work on the−”
“No,” I interrupted him. “If I were ever to be convinced that there was a God, you’ve just convinced me because I saw him work through you. That was divine, Keir.”
He smiled and light radiated from his face. “You inspired me, Noriko. You make me believe that anything is possible. You are my muse, you’re my…”
I couldn’t hold it in any longer. I leaned forward and pressed my lips to his mouth. I heard a soft clap as the fan he was holding fell to the mat.
His lips were soft like silk. And yet firm as he pushed back against my mouth with a slight pressure. He tasted sweet and salty from his sweat, the combination making me want more. My tongue edged out of my mouth to graze at his lips. He parted them to let me in and our tongues met. My head spun. I was kissing Keir.
Oh God, I was kissing Keir.
What was I doing? I was a married woman and I was kissing Keir.
He must be horrified at my behavior. I pulled back and searched his face for his reaction.
“I-I…” he stuttered, blinking, as if he couldn’t believe I had the nerve to do what I did.
“I’m sorry,” I said quickly.
“You’re sorry? For what?”
“I shouldn’t have kissed you.”
“But I kissed you back.”
“I know. But we shouldn’t have done it. I’m married.”
“You’re married,” he repeated as if hearing it for the first time. “We shouldn’t have done it. I’m sorry.”
“I’m sorry too.” We were both sorry. Now what?
“Maybe…” he said, slowly, “maybe it was a good thing.”
“Yes. Wait…a good thing?”
“It was just a kiss, right? Just a kiss to get it out of our systems.”
“Right. Of course.”
“Because it had been building for a while.”
I swallowed. “It had been,” I admitted. Since I first laid eyes on you.
“So, it happened and now we both have it out of our systems.” He was lying. I could see clearly the longing in his eyes and the way his gaze licked at my body.
“Of course,” I said. “Completely, utterly out of our systems.” I was lying. And he knew it. I was sure he could see it in the way I matched his stare. And in the way I was breathing heavily, my breasts pushing out towards him with every inhale as if begging for him to touch them.
I felt the resistance inside me crumbling. I didn’t know how much longer I could hold it back. This kiss hadn’t washed it out of our systems but had tangled us even further together, the knots tightening, drawing us both in, closer and closer. The kiss had damned us.
The space between us crackled like a fire. I felt myself drawing towards him with an intensity greater than before, as if he had grabbed me by my shoulders and was pulling me towards him. As I leaned in he leaned in.
“Noriko,” his voice was strained. “We can’t.”
“We can’t,” I repeated. I kept moving into him.
“We shouldn’t.”
“We definitely shouldn’t.”
We can’t, we shouldn’t; I was fighting a losing battle. He was so beautiful…but that’s not why I wanted him. I wanted his strong and hard-working hands on my body. I wanted his smart and passionate mouth on mine. I wanted to unwrap his mind, complex and layered like an origami, and for the depths of his soul to pour into my ear through his whispers.
I wanted Keir more now than ever before. I needed him. The rules I would be breaking seemed to matter less and less with every breath and with every grain of space that was falling away between us.
He stopped, his mouth an inch from mine. I paused too. Was this where it would stop? Would he pull away? Would he have enough sense for both of us?
He sighed, and it was a soft, sweet exhale which I caught in my mouth. “Damn us both,” he said under his breath.
Before he captured my lips with his. Our tongues met again. He pulled me to him, his hands twisting in my hair, and I rose up to my knees. Our torso and thighs pressed against each other. We just couldn’t seem to get close enough.
I should stop, a little voice inside me said.
But Keir’s kisses, his tongue, his hands had all just opened Pandora’s box. This selfish little monster inside me has been unleashed. For perhaps the first time in my life, I was doing something completely and utterly for me.
He tilted his head and I tilted mine so we could go deeper. The longing poured out of him and into me, feeding my need, fanning these flames until any voices inside me were silenced under the roar of my heart.
I didn’t feel in control of my body. I grabbed him around his shoulders and neck then my hands slid across his firm sweaty chest and down to rub over his perfect six-pack. Dear God. If there ever was a heaven on Earth, I had just found it.
“Keir?” A female voice called, and I heard the sound of doors swinging.
Fuck. I tore my mouth away from his, trying to untangle from him, as he tried to untangle from me. Celeste stood, open-mouthed at the entrance.
“Celeste,” Keir said, “it’s…not what it looks like.”
I saw the flash of pain in her eyes as she stared first at him then at me. She turned and ran out of the gym, the double doors swinging behind her.
“Shit,” he said as he scrambled to his feet and ran out after her.
I felt like someone had just poured icy water all over me. He went after her. Keir went after Celeste. What did that mean?
I pushed myself numbly to my feet and fumbled through the doors. I couldn’t see him or her in the corridor, nor could I see any sign of which way they had gone. What now?
I wasn’t sure how, but I managed to find my way back to my room without being caught on any of the cameras. At least, I hoped I hadn’t been caught.
 
* * *
 
The seconds of that afternoon stretched out. I alternated between pacing my room and flinging myself to the window seat to peer out for any sign of Keir in the gardens. All the while my mind was whirring. Was Keir just going after Celeste to stop her from telling on us? Or was there something going on between them?
I wanted to leave my room and go looking for him. But what if I left and he came looking for me here? If I stayed here, he’d know where to find me. He’d come here, wouldn’t he?
But Keir didn’t show up. The afternoon bled into evening and soon it was time for dinner.
My eyes were peeled for Keir or Celeste as I made my way through the mansion, but I saw neither of them.
I walked into the dining room and jolted when I saw Drake already seated, his gaze falling upon me.
“Good,” he said. “You’re here.”
My heart almost gave out when I saw Celeste standing by him.
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What had Celeste told Drake?
She flinched when she saw me, but she quickly looked away, her cheeks shading darker with color, refusing to meet my eye.
“Come sit down, Riko,” said Drake. He didn’t seem angry…
Celeste laid down a small plate beside him and my heart started again. She was here to serve us for dinner, not to ambush me with Drake. She turned away to the side table to get the silver serving tray.
I composed myself and walked to my chair. If she said anything to Drake about the kiss, then he wouldn’t be smiling at me, would he? He’d be throwing a plate at my head. Or this time, maybe even a knife.
I sat, my chair scraping horribly as I pulled it in. A terrible thought entered my brain like a knife. Just because she hadn’t told him didn’t mean she wouldn’t tell him.
“How was your day?” Drake asked me.
I got caught kissing your gardener by your maid, who just happens to be the one serving both of us dinner, but apart from that, nothing much, dear. Just the usual.
“It was fine,” I said.
I kept watching Celeste’s back until she turned around, at which point I looked forward, my gaze darting to her out of the corner of my eyes. I couldn’t read her. Or her intentions. What would she do?
“What did you do?” Drake asked, breaking into my thoughts.
Why was he being so attentive? He didn’t usually ask me this many questions. Did he know? He knew, didn’t he? Celeste told him.
But if he knew he wouldn’t be asking you questions, he’d be yelling.
He’s trying to lull you into a false sense of security.
Come on, Noriko, that isn’t his style. Relax or you’ll give yourself away.
I realized Drake was waiting for an answer. I opened my mouth and caught Celeste looking at me. She quickly looked away.
What did I do today? “I, um, just pottered around the house,” I said. “Read a book.”
“Really? Which one?”
“I, um…”
“It was that good, was it?”
She placed a bowl of vegetable soup in front of me.
“It really wasn’t worth commenting about at all,” I said as I stared at her. She refused to meet my eyes. “Thank you, Celeste,” I tried. She couldn’t very well ignore me when I was speaking to her, could she?
Was it my imagination or did her mouth pinch? Was that guilt over what she intended to do? Or anger that I had taken Keir from her? Or was she disgusted at me, a wife who kissed a man who wasn’t her husband?
“Just doing my job, miss,” she said stiffly.
Fear struck me cold in the heart. What did that mean? Did she mean she was just doing her job in serving me soup or that she was just doing her job because she was going to tell Drake? Dear God, I was going to go mad.
I wanted to scream at her, don’t say anything to Drake!
But I couldn’t, so I remained silent and begged her with my gazes, even as she avoided them as she finished laying out everything for our first course.
“You’re not eating,” Drake said, causing me to jump. I tore my eyes away from Celeste and focused on him. He frowned at me, as he studied me. “Are you alright?”
“Fine.”
“You seem flushed.”
“I’m fine.”
“Aren’t you hungry?”
“I am,” I said. I picked up my spoon, scooped up some soup and threw it into my mouth. Shit. Too hot. I hid my open-mouthed attempt at blowing the soup cool in-situ behind my napkin. Drake gave me an odd look, then went back to his dinner.
I went back to watching Celeste, who was pouring Drake a glass of wine and avoiding my eye contact.
Please God, let this dinner be over soon.
 
* * *
 
My head was a mess as I walked through the lonely corridors back to my room for the night. Drake got a call at the end of dinner − work, what else − so he went into a side room to take it, telling me to go up to my room and that he’d be there soon. Celeste was nowhere to be found so I had no chance to speak to her.
I almost screamed when a hand grabbed my arm and yanked me to the left into a side corridor. My breath stuck in my throat when I saw his familiar dark eyes staring intently at me, a finger pressed up against his thick soft lips. Oh, to be that finger.
“Keir,” I hissed, “What are you−?”
He shushed me and pulled me into a small alcove so we couldn’t be seen from the main corridor. It was a small space here, made even smaller by the large ornamental vase standing proudly in the center. I was right up against him, his solid, hard body crowding me, one of his arms leaning up against the wall above my head, the other on my side keeping me tucked into this corner. All my cells buzzed with electricity and I started to feel hot.
“Don’t worry,” he said, “there are no cameras down this hall. I won’t be long. I just I needed to see to you.”
“You ran off without a word. I didn’t know what to think.”
“I know. I’m sorry for that. I need to talk to her, to make sure she wouldn’t tell anyone what she saw.”
“And?”
“Everything’s okay. I spoke to her. She won’t tell Drake.”
“Why did she run?”
“She was just shocked, that was all.”
“How can you be sure she’s telling you the truth?”
“She’s a friend of mine. I trust her. If she said she won’t tell him, then she won’t tell him.”
“Just friends?”
“Just friends.”
“So there’s nothing going on between you two?” I asked, trying to hide the fierce possessiveness rearing inside me.
“There’s nothing going on between me and Celeste.”
“Did you two ever…?”
A sly smile drew across his face. “You’re jealous.”
“Am not.”
“If you’re not jealous, then it doesn’t matter whether there was or wasn’t anything going on.”
“So there was?”
“I didn’t say that.”
Fire flared inside me. Somehow I managed to squeeze a hand up between us so I could shove my finger in his face. “Listen here, if you think that I’m just some−”
He brushed his lips across the end of my finger and my brain short-circuited. “Noriko,” he said, his breath swirling against my fingertip, “there is not nor has there ever been nor ever will there be anything between Celeste and me. Is that clear enough for you?”
“But you know she wants you, right?”
“I know,” he said softly. “But I want someone else.”
“Oh… Who?”
My breath caught in my throat as his warm, wet mouth closed over my entire finger. He drew back, sucking lightly, his tongue dragging along my fingerprint, sending sparks of sensation down my arm, and a hot, sharp stab of need right between my legs. I stifled a moan.
My finger popped from his mouth and I missed it instantly. His eyes flicked down to my lips and the longing in them tied my stomach into a knot. I sucked in oxygen. I needed more air. No, screw breathing. I didn’t need air, I needed his lips on my lips.
I leaned in, our breaths mingling. “Keir…kiss−”
His eyes went wide and he clamped a hand over my mouth, pressing us further into the alcove. I held my breath. He held his. The air in the alcove grew uncomfortably still and I started to sweat, beads forming in the small of my back.
I had lost my mind. What was I doing trying to kiss Keir in the very halls where my husband walked? If we got caught now, there was no amount of clever-talk that could get me out of this.
Finally he relaxed. His fingertips traced my lips as he pulled his hand away. His eyes darted up the corridor and back to me, the corners of his eyes crinkled with concern. “Look, you better go. It’s not safe for us to…talk here.”
“Yes, you’re right.”
He swallowed. He was still gazing at my face, from my eyes to my mouth then back. He looked for a second like he might not let me go. “You…you should go first.”
“Right.”
I slid out from him, my body flaring with heat as my breasts brushed against his solid chest. Before I could do anything stupid, I turned and walked away.
As I turned the corner into the main corridor, I looked back. He was still watching me, his face half hidden behind the alcove. My scalp tingled at his gaze. I gave him a brief smile and forced myself to keep walking.
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Later that night I still couldn’t forget what Keir had said to me in the gym after he finished his routine. You inspired me, Noriko. You make me believe that anything is possible. You are my muse.
He created a whole routine inspired by me. No man had ever done anything like that in my life.
I picked at a loose thread on my bed and watched the shadow of my head moving against the sheets. I didn’t even get a chance to tell him how much that meant to me. First we were interrupted and then in the alcove…
My mind flashed back to how distracting Keir was in the alcove and how utterly impossible it was to think properly with his beautiful soft mouth and his wet tongue all over the end of my finger. My body flooded with heat.
It had been the single most erotic moment of my life. I wanted it again. I wanted more of it. I wanted his mouth on my neck, and on my stomach and…lower. My core clenched and I couldn’t help a soft moan at the thought of his tongue right there where it burned for him.
My bed thumped against the wall, distracting me from my thoughts. Behind me, Drake groaned as his hips rammed into me hard and fast. He was coming.
When he finished he disposed of the condom as usual. I readjusted my bra and tugged up my underwear from around my knees. He pulled me loosely against him and we lay together, both staring at the ceiling.
I had an idea. An idea. It sat in my belly like a flutter of butterflies.
“Drake, can I have sewing materials?”
“Why?”
“I want to make some clothes.”
He laughed. “I can buy you whatever clothes you want.”
As I stared up at him I felt my belly clench with pity. He didn’t get it, did he? He would never get it. “It’s nothing you can buy me.”
His thick eyebrows pressed further and further down. “Then we’ll get it made for you. No wife of mine needs to work a day of her life.”
I sighed deeply and fought the urge to roll my eyes. “It’s not about working. I need something to do with my days. I need an outlet, something creative to do with my time. I love to sew and before I came here I would sew clothes for my sisters. Please, just a needle, a few spools of thread and some yards of material will do.”
He grabbed my hand and kissed the back of it. “I’ll see what I can do.”
 
* * *
 
The next day after breakfast I raced down to the gardens, desperate to see Keir. I felt light and bright inside, my feet barely touching the ground. I found him near the western wall, digging a hole. Young trees lay on their sides in a pile near him, their roots growing in the shape of the pot that they used to sit in.
I was about to yell out to him when I saw a second khaki-clad figure. Fernando was there working with him. Keir spotted me. But his father hadn’t. Not yet.
Keir shook his head and waved his hand. Fernando looked up to him. I ducked behind a bush, hoping he hadn’t seen me. I crept back along the paths to the house, my stomach feeling like the bottom had been cut out of it.
My feet were heavy as I trudged up the stairs to my room. I had wanted to see Keir so much. Damn his father for being there with him today. Today of all wretched days.
Frustration itched my insides like a swarm of ants and all day I couldn’t sit still. I fidgeted and fidgeted until I thought I might go mad.
 
* * *
 
That evening Drake appeared at my room. I was sitting with my legs up on my window seat.
“I have something for you,” he said.
“Great.” I didn’t even turn my head towards him.
“Riko?” I heard Drake’s footsteps as he crossed my bedroom towards me. He took my hands and pulled me up to my feet. Only then did I look up at him. “What’s wrong?”
“I…” I could say that it was the sheer disappointment over not being able to spend today with Keir; I soared so high with hope to see him that when I couldn’t, I fell too far. But it wasn’t just that. Today, for once, I had allowed myself to feel the bars that held me. I felt the chill radiating from the cage that seemed to close even tighter and tighter around me.
“It’s nothing,” I said to Drake. At least, nothing, you would ever understand.
“I have something for you,” he said again. “I think it will cheer you up.”
I tried a smile. “What is it?”
“Come.” He led me from the bedroom and we walked in silence down the corridor.
“I hope you’ll like it,” he said.
“I’m sure I will.” But I couldn’t seem to put any feeling into my words.
He brushed his fingers against my arm and found my hand, pushing his fingers into mine. I almost tripped in surprise.
He had never held my hand before as we walked. I stared down at our hands, my pale bird-like one, and his tanned, large, immaculately manicured one, dotted with two gold rings, one a thick ring on his finger with a large black stone set in it, the other a plain gold wedding band.
I had never really noticed his wedding ring until now. I didn’t put it on him. We never even had a ceremony. We were supposed to have had one in Japan before I came to California. But he had been called away on business and we just signed the necessary documents from two different continents instead.
We stopped at a door on the same floor. I had seen the inside of this room before. It was just another stuffy sitting room. He squeezed my hand before he pushed open the door for me. Was he…nervous?
I stepped inside.
The room was completely different from how I remembered it. It had floor-to-ceiling windows with thick cream curtains all tied back with satin sashes. The carpet was the color of a latte. Against two walls were rolls, rolls and more rolls of materials, all different colors and textures and types. Over against another wall were shelves stuffed with bundles of sunny wool, and clear drawers filled with buttons and beads and needles, and trays crammed with spools of thread, their tails all hanging down over the edge like rows of colored mice. In the center was a large flat table. Next to it was a large sewing machine with a stool. Dotted around the room were cloth dummies on stands.
“It’s your new sewing room,” Drake said.
A sewing room? For me? I spun towards him.
“Do you like it?” The hopeful look on his face softened my heart. He was trying. He was trying to be a good man. He was trying so hard to please me. Guilt shot through me as I thought of Keir. Maybe I should give Drake another chance?
But his possessiveness, his controlling ways, the fact that he wouldn’t let me speak to my family or to even leave this house…
He had his reasons.
And the sheer violence of his anger…
That wasn’t his fault. The monster in him was shaped by others’ hands − he was trying to keep it caged. He hadn’t actually hit me…
Yet.
This was so confusing. Who are you, Drake? Who are you really? Should I fear you or try to love you?
“I…I can’t believe you did this for me,” I said. “It’s wonderful.”
His smile grew until it crinkled his eyes and his crow’s feet deepened. “Good. Great.”
I turned and surveyed the room again − my sewing room. My sewing room that I planned on using to make something for another man. I couldn’t accept this. “It’s wonderful, but it’s too much. I can’t−”
“Nothing is too much for you.” He leaned down to capture my lips with his.
I closed my eyes and kissed him back and tried to conjure up the desire that I knew I was capable of. But my body remained placidly numb.
All my wretched heart could do was sigh because kissing Drake didn’t feel like it did with Keir.
What kind of woman was I to think of another man while her husband was kissing her? It was hard to ignore the guilt on my heart when it cracked with the weight of it.
 
* * *
 
I hadn’t been to see Keir since Drake gave me the sewing room. I wanted to surprise him with what I had planned, but I was scared that if I saw him I just might blurt it all out and ruin the secret. I had been working on it day and night until finally it was done.
I was in my room one evening folding my handiwork into a gift box when I heard a noise at my open window. I spun, my heart going to my throat. Keir tumbled into my room, his eyes fixed on me.
“What are you doing here?” I hissed, trying to close the lid on the box while keeping it hidden behind me. “Get out.”
“This is about the kiss and my despicable behavior in the corridor afterwards,” he said. “I’m sorry. Noriko, if you’re uncomfortable around me after what happened and that’s why you’re avoiding me, I−”
“Stop.” I placed an outstretched hand on his chest so he couldn’t get any closer. He felt so warm and firm under my hand. “I’m not avoiding you.”
“I can always tell when you’re lying.”
“Okay, I was avoiding you but it’s not why you think.”
“Then why?”
“I had things to do.” I pushed him back towards the window. God, his arms felt so good under my hands. I almost forgot why I was making him leave. “Keir, get out of here now. Drake should be here at any minute.”
“I just need to know−”
“Not now. Meet me in the birdhouse tomorrow morning at 10 a.m. I’ll explain everything.”
At the window, one leg over the sill, he turned back to look at me. “Ten a.m.? Definitely 10 a.m. You’ll be there? You’re not just blowing me off?”
“Yes, I promise I’ll be there. Now go.”
Only then did he disappear. I heaved a huge sigh of relief and ran back to the gift box to hide it before Drake arrived.
 
* * *
 
The next day Keir was already waiting inside the birdhouse, pacing like an expectant father, when I arrived. He looked so worried that I wanted to laugh.
“Firstly,” I said as I stood before him, “I was avoiding you because I working on a surprise for you. I was so excited about it I didn’t think I could keep it a secret around you.”
“A surprise?”
“A surprise.” I handed him the gift box. It was the kind that my dresses came in, glossy and white with a thick silver ribbon tying the lid on.
“For me?”
I nodded.
He placed it down on the bench nearby so he could untie it. Then he lifted up the lid, my buoyant heart lifting with it. He pulled out the item and held it up.
It was a costume, radiant white loose-fitting pants in a stretchy material, short blue and silver fringing down the side of the legs and a set of braces that would go over his shoulders, the only thing to cover his glorious chest. Attached to the braces were shoulder caps and a long fitted sleeve, one for each arm. Along the sleeves were long, thin silver feathers that hung like wings from the arms.
“It’s supposed to be a crane, a costume for your audition. I wasn’t sure if you had one. I was inspired to make it after I saw your audition piece. I thought you looked like a bird. When you do your routine wearing this, it’ll look like you’re flying.”
Keir still hadn’t said a word. He just stared at the costume falling from his fingertips.
“I hope you like it…” I tried.
Still no response.
“But if you don’t, you don’t have to wear it. It was just a thought. I just wanted to do something nice for you. To say thank you…” I trailed off as he turned to look at me.
“Noriko…” his voice cracked. “It’s…” He clutched the costume tenderly to his chest as if it were a lover, his thumb rubbing lightly across the material. He didn’t have to say anything. I could read his feelings from his beautiful body.
I placed a hand on his arm. “You’re welcome,” I said.
His warm hand slid over mine. The air between us grew hot and sharp. The memory of our kiss lingered on my lips and my heart banged on my ribs, everything in my body begging me to close the gap between us for another taste.
We both started to move, then we stopped. I could see the question in both our minds. Then what?
If we kissed again it would sate this urge for the moment, but after…? Where would we go from there? There was no future for us, the gardener and the boss’s wife. With every kiss, we both risked too much. I risked my father’s life. He risked his livelihood. If Drake were to ever find out he would make sure that we were separated forever. It could only end badly for us both.
Keir moved first.
“Stop,” I cried.
“What’s wrong?”
“We need to talk…about the kiss.”
He let out a breath, almost like relief. And he nodded. “Noriko, I know I shouldn’t say this but−”
“You were right,” I interrupted him, because I was scared of what he might say.
“I was right?”
I had to fight myself to get these next words out. “We shouldn’t have kissed. We were stupid to do it. We were just lucky that Celeste is your friend and that she won’t tell Drake.”
He drew back, shock clear on his face. I knew it wasn’t what he expected me to say. My heart felt like it was bleeding all through my body, a throbbing bruise that filled me all the way up to the insides of my skin.
“Your father…of course,” he said. “I’m sorry. I was being selfish. I didn’t think…”
“I should go.” I paused.
“Can we still be friends?”
I bit my lip. “Is that a good idea?”
“I was happy to take the risk for my sake. But I won’t risk your father’s life for my selfish wants. I promise you, Noriko, if you tell me that we can be friends, I won’t ever kiss you again.”
I won’t ever kiss you again. My heart stabbed from this unwanted promise.
Could he really be happy just to be my friend? Could I? Would the torture of being around him, being so close to him and to hold back from touching him how I wanted to touch him, be worth it?
“You’re the only one I can really talk to,” he said. “You’re the only one who truly understands me. But if it would be easier for you to not be friends, then I’ll respect your wishes and I’ll stay away from you.”
I imagined my days here if I had to avoid Keir. They drew out in front of me, dull and gray, flat and meaningless. I realized I would rather have him in my life as friends than as nothing.
“You should try the costume on,” I said, “see if I got the sizing right. I had to guess.”
He nodded, his shoulders releasing with obvious relief. “Thank you. I will.”
I pictured my father’s gaunt face lying in a hospital bed and left everything else unspoken and cluttering the space between us.
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In the days following, Keir and I struggled to find an equilibrium as friends. I thought the memory of the kiss would fade. But it didn’t, the ghost of it lingering on my mouth every time Keir’s eyes would drop to my lips. Sometimes when I’d caught sight of his hands the memory would swallow me, and I’d be back there in the gym, his fingers splayed across my back, crushing me to him, and I had to fight to breathe. But the thought of my dearest father pushed each of these temptations aside like solemn, insistent hands.
I made alterations to his costume until it fit him perfectly like a second skin. He performed his routine again − a dress rehearsal − in his costume for me on the day before his audition.
He soared like an eagle as he flew across the gymnasium, his silver wings flashing and glittering in the spotlights. I knew even before he finished that he would get into the Cirque and would soon leave me. Alone here. My heart crumpled in on itself. What would I do when he left the Blackwell Manor? All my days would turn to midnight and storm clouds from the day he left till eternity.
But I couldn’t be selfish. I wouldn’t beg him to stay. Who was I − who was anyone − to clip his wings?
Keir watched me closely as he knelt in front of me in his finishing pose. I couldn’t show him how much his leaving would kill me. I would not be selfish.
I forced a smile to my face so big that it hurt. Up came tears, which I quickly wiped away. But Keir being Keir, he noticed them. He lifted gentle fingers to my chin and tilted my head so he could inspect my eyes.
We were here in this very spot when we first kissed. We both seemed to remember it at the same time, our eyes mirroring each other as they widened. Our breaths hitching at the same moment. I thought he would break his promise and close the distance between us again. But he didn’t.
His face crumpled. “Hime, why are you crying?”
“Your performance…it was just…it was so beautiful, Keir. They’ll love you, without a doubt. They will absolutely love you.”
“Noriko…” His eyes filled with longing and his thumb brushed the underside of my lip. He shifted on the balls of his feet as if ready to launch forward to connect us again.
But he had promised he wouldn’t. He had promised. I watched him swallow all his longing down before he pulled away.
This was a conversation we weren’t going to have. Not right then. If he got accepted…
I couldn’t even finish that sentence. So I closed this future up into a box in my mind and left it to open another day.
 
* * *
 
On the day of his audition I snuck out of my room, covered in a dark hooded cloak, to meet him at the front gate and wish him well.
He had argued that I shouldn’t come. “It’s too risky,” he had said.
“Risky for what? I’m not doing anything wrong. I can always lie and say I was just out for an early walk.”
“But if−”
“Keir, I’m coming. You’ll just have to shut up and accept it.”
I caught him smiling when he thought I wasn’t looking.
“What?” I asked.
“I thought all you Japanese girls were supposed to be demure or something.”
I rolled my eyes, but there was a small smile on my face. “And I thought all you American boys were supposed to be charming or something.”
I was meeting him at the side gate, used mainly as the staff entrance, a barred door set in the thick wall. When I approached the side gate Keir was waiting there, leaning against the wall in the pale light of the pre-dawn, a duffel bag slung over his shoulder. His leg, bent up against the wall, was shaking. His face lit up when he saw me coming through the bushes.
He kicked off the wall. “You came,” he said.
“Of course, I did. You thought that I wouldn’t?”
He shrugged. “I thought that maybe you might change your mind. Maybe sending off a lowly gardener on one of the most important days of his life wasn’t all that important.”
“Don’t!” I grabbed his arm and glared at him.
“I was just joking.”
“I don’t care. Don’t you ever let me hear you call yourself that again, joke or otherwise.”
His face softened and his hand closed over mine, still gripping his arm. My heart started to hammer. We shouldn’t be this close.
The crack of gravel caused us both to jump away from each other. A worn black sedan pulled up outside the side gate. I let out a breath of relief when I saw through the car window that it was just Filipe.
Filipe was Drake’s driver, the same driver who brought me here from the airfield. Keir didn’t have a car so he planned to catch a bus to LA from the closest town. Filipe and Keir were friends despite their age difference, and he insisted on helping by driving Keir to the bus station. He was the only other person apart from me who knew about Keir’s audition today.
Filipe opened his door and stood up, giving me a wave. “Morning, ma’am.” He didn’t seem surprised to see me there.
“Morning, Filipe,” I said back to him.
“You ready to go?” he said to Keir.
“As ready as I’ll ever be.”
I watched Keir key in his staff code on the panel near the gate. He didn’t bother to hide the four-digit number from me. I heard the door click. Keir pushed side gate open and stepped through.
A breeze swept in from the outside and I thought I smelled the salt of the sea. I stared at the brief gap in my cage. I could leave, right now. I could run out and keep running and never look back. I could beg Keir to go with him to LA. We could go together, be together…my head spun and soared with the dream of it like a balloon twirling up toward the heavens.
Then it crashed back to Earth, the dream shattering like china. My father. I was here to save my father. If I left, Drake would take back the money meant for my father’s medical bills and my chichi would die.
I let my freedom swing shut behind Keir. I stepped up to the bars and wrapped my fingers around them, watching as he threw his duffel into the back seat. One day soon I would watch him leave just like this, but then he would never come back.
Keir shut the back door and turned to look at me. “Hey,” he said. He walked up to the other side of the bars and curled his hands around mine. “I’ll be back soon.”
I nodded. “Of course,” I managed, even as my heart jammed up into my throat. “Good luck.”
“I don’t need luck when I have you.”
“You have me?”
“I mean, your costume and the routine that you inspired.”
I forced a smile. “Of course.”
I watched as Filipe drove Keir away, his eyes on me through the back window, until I couldn’t see them anymore.
My eyes landed on the keypad. All I had to do was to type in the four-digit code that I saw Keir type in…I could be completely selfish, forget about my father, forget about my family, do what I wanted…
I turned back to the house to wait for Keir’s return.
 
I paced in my room, hoping that Keir had arrived safely. I cursed the fact that I had no phone of my own and had no way of communicating with him. It was driving me crazy. Pacing pacing pacing. Wondering if… fearing that… Chewing my nails down to the bit.
When the clock struck 9 a.m. that morning, I sank into the armchair in my room, already exhausted. Auditions had started. Which meant Keir would be auditioning soon. I closed my eyes, humming his audition music under my breath, and imagining him flying and twisting underneath a giant tent, the spotlights following his every graceful move.
He wouldn’t be back tonight. He had planned to stay in LA with a friend of his and to come back to the manor tomorrow night. Tomorrow night. He would be back tomorrow night.
 
* * *
 
Tonight. Keir was supposed to be back tonight.
What time would he get in? Would he come straight to my bedroom? Would he be able to sneak away from the staff quarters? Maybe he’d be too tired. Maybe I’d have to wait until tomorrow to see him.
I laid awake long into the night listening for the three taps on my window that never came. I was surprised that I fell asleep at all.
 
* * *
 
As soon as the light hit my eyes the next morning I launched out of bed. He was back. He was back. My blood sang through my veins as I rushed to my window, hoping for a sign that he had been there during the night. I let out a squeal when I spotted the telltale white square in the bottom left-hand corner.
 
Meet me by the Star-
gazers. Oh night! I want to
share it all with you.
K
 
I knew exactly what his haiku meant.
As soon as I was done with breakfast, which I gulped down so fast that Loretta lamented that I would give myself indigestion, I raced into the gardens.
Keir was sitting on the stone bench in the center of the lily garden, waiting for me. His eyes lit up when he spotted me and a bright smile beamed across his face. My heart soared and I felt so full of light that I was sure I was shining too.
“So,” I said as I fell into the space on the rock next to him. “Tell me everything.”
“Oh, Noriko, it was incredible. Have you ever been to see the Cirque de Luna?”
I shook my head.
“It’s not like a normal circus. They don’t have any animals. They only perform using people and every show is based on a story instead of just being a series of unlinked acts. It’s the best circus in the world. If I got in…it would be a dream come true.”
“It sounds amazing. I wish I could have come with you to see it.”
“Maybe you can one day.”
“Maybe.” But we both knew that was a lie. Drake would never let me go anywhere.
“There’s something about the circus,” he continued. “It’s just magic. The lights, the spots of fire twirling at the end of hands, the huge tent filled with noise and excitement and possibilities, the performers, all limbered up and backstage and ready like one big family.”
I couldn’t help but grin. “And your audition?”
His cheeks flushed. “I had a rough start, nerves I think, but I pushed through it and in the end I think I delivered.”
In the midst of my happiness for him, I felt a stab of pain. “When do you leave?”
“Noriko,” his eyebrows crushed together, “I don’t even know if I got in.”
“I know. Sorry.”
“They’re holding auditions in other major cities across the country. Then they have to come up with a long list and whittle that down to a short list and then it depends on how many places they have and whether I’d even fit any of the characters in their next show. Even if I performed well I still might not get a place.”
“I can’t imagine why you wouldn’t.”
He smiled. “You’re biased.”
“Am not.”
“Have you ever even seen another acrobat act?”
“Well, no.”
“How do you know I’m not really rubbish and you just think I’m great because you have nothing else to compare it to?”
“Because I know how you make me feel when I watch you perform. You make me believe in magic. That’s how I know you’re good. Really good. I don’t need anything else to compare it to.”
He studied me, his eyes solemn and wide, his stare so intense it heated up my insides like sun radiating through glass.
“Oh hey,” he said, clearing his throat. “I brought something for you.” He pulled his phone out of his pocket and handed it to me.
“I can’t take it.”
“I’m not giving it to you. Just lending it to you. So you can call your folks.”
I stared at the black phone sitting in my palm, my only connection to the family I so sorely missed. The family who I sacrificed to be here for. “Are you sure?”
“Of course.”
“I still have no money to pay you back.”
“Watching you light up when you talk to your father is still enough payment for me. Now,” he nudged me with his knee, “call them already, will you?”
This time my mother picked up the phone.
“Mama, it’s me,” I said in Japanese.
“Oh, Noriko,” my mother said, her voice tight and strained.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
The silence coming from the other end of the line started to swell. A high-pitched squeaking began to sound in my head.
“What’s wrong, mama?”
I felt Keir staring at me, his eyes dark under furrowed, concerned brows.
Stop staring at me like something’s wrong. Nothing’s wrong.
My mother broke the silence with a sob. “Noriko, Noriko,” she mumbled, “why, Noriko?”
“What happened?” I said, my voice getting louder. “Tell me.”
“The surgery…” she managed out between cries. “There were complications…”
“But he’s okay now, right? Right?”
By now my mother was crying so hard she couldn’t speak. But my father had to be fine. I’d know it in my heart if there was something wrong. Drake would have told me if there was something wrong. He promised.
I stood and walked a few steps to the edge lilies. I couldn’t sit still. “Where’s chichi? Put him on the phone.”
I heard a crackling and fumbling on the other end and then my aunt’s voice came on, my mother’s sister. “Noriko? It’s Rumi. I’m so sorry to have to tell you this…”
Stop it. Stop right there.
I heard mama’s crying in the background, the noise reaching into my heart and slicing it into pieces with every sound.
“There were complications with your father’s surgery,” my aunt continued, her voice quiet and solemn. “I’m so sorry, little butterfly. He didn’t make it.”
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The phone fell from my hand. My Aunt Rumi’s last words echoing in my head, the funeral is in three days.
“What’s wrong?”
My vision went funny. Suddenly I couldn’t seem to see anything. And my ears, everything around me sounded distorted, like I was underwater.
“Noriko, what’s wrong?”
I couldn’t seem to work my legs. My knees gave out and I dropped to the grass, my fingers raking into the earth. I thought I felt someone’s arms around me.
I realized it was Keir who asking me, over and over, what was wrong. He peered at me, his gentle fingers cupped around my jaw, keeping me looking at him, otherwise my head would roll back.
“My father,” I heard myself say. “He’s…” Maybe if I didn’t say it out loud, then it never happened. Maybe I was really still in bed and this was all just a dream.
“Oh my God,” Keir whispered. “Noriko, I’m so sorry.”
Don’t be sorry. Nothing’s wrong. I shoved him back. “Get off me.”
I pushed myself to my feet just as the first sob wretched from my mouth. It came all the way from the depths of my belly, clenching and contracting the very core of me so that I was half bent over. My body shattered into grief. I did the only thing I could.
I ran.
I heard Keir calling for me, but I couldn’t stop running. If I stopped then I had to face him. I had to face it. Maybe if I ran fast enough I could run back into yesterday when everything was fine and my father was alive.
When I ran through the Japanese garden my heart stabbed at the scent of stale withered cherry blossoms under my feet. Winter had come too early for him.
 
In my bedroom, I cried all day. I cried so much I was left bereft of moisture. Until I was a bag of dry, brittle bones. Until even the bones crumbled into ash and blew away. Until I was empty.
Loretta came in to ask why I wasn’t at dinner. I only noticed then that the light from outside had died and I was twisted up in my sheets in the near dark.
She turned on a side lamp. “Are you sick, dear?”
I couldn’t speak, my throat was raw from sobbing and my eyes were swollen and nearly closed. I felt a cold hand pressing to my forehead.
I was vaguely aware that she returned with tea that she set on my bedside table. “I’ll tell him not to come to you tonight,” she said as she brushed the hair from my forehead, drawing the curtains and leaving me in the dim light of my bedside lamp.
Even in the murky depths of the well I now lay in, I knew I couldn’t stay here forever. Loretta, in her mercy, had bought me a day’s reprieve from facing Drake, but I would still have to face him soon. I had to make a decision.
Three days. The funeral was in three days.
If I asked Drake if I could go to the funeral I would reveal that I had been calling my family behind his back. The consequences…
But if I stayed silent, I could possibly hide my grief, disguise it as the flu…but I would miss saying goodbye to the father I loved.
What should I do?
What
What
What?
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“Drake,” I said, my voice wobbling. The next night I stood facing him as he entered my formal living room where I had been waiting for him.
He closed the door behind him before turning back to me. “What’s wrong?”
I had to ask him. I had to. Damn the consequences. I just had to make him see how important it was for me to go. I was his wife. In his own strange and broken way he loved me. He had to forgive me for calling them behind his back. He had to let me go, didn’t he?
“I need to go back to Japan,” I said.
“No.”
I bit my lip to keep it from trembling. I tried again. “Drake, my father…my father is dead. His funeral is in three days. I need to go back.”
His eyes narrowed. “How do you know that?”
“I spoke to my mother, but that’s not the point,” I added quickly. “You’ll let me go back for the funeral, won’t you?”
“You called them behind my back even after I told you it would be a bad idea. You spoke to them against my wishes, against my advice. That is the point. Now look at you. You’re a mess. They did this to you.”
“No,” I said, horror filling my lungs. “My father is dead and all you can say−”
“My father’s dead too. Fathers die.”
I shrank back. “If there’s a shred of feeling in your body, you’d let me go to say goodbye.”
“I told you I was keeping an eye on things back in Japan. I told you I’d take care of it.”
“But you didn’t. My father died and you said nothing to me.”
“I was trying to protect you.”
“By keeping it from me?” I yelled. “When would you have told me? After the funeral?”
“I was trying to figure out how to break the news to you.” His voice remained cold and calm, only infuriating me more.
“You’re lying. You’re lying to me,” now I was shrieking. “You just don’t want me to go anywhere or talk to anyone.”
“What rubbish.”
“You won’t let me out of this house. You won’t let me have friends. I’m a prisoner here. A fucking prisoner.”
“Calm down, Noriko. You sound crazy.”
“Calm down. Calm the fuck down.” I grabbed the first thing in my room I could find. It was a vase, smooth and cool under my hand. I hurled it as hard as I could, a scream tearing from my lungs. “Is this calm enough for you, you son of a bitch?”
Through my tear-blurred vision I saw him duck to the side as the vase flew past his head and smashed against the wall. The crash was like a hammer shattering my brittle rage. As the ceramic rained upon the carpet my anger seeped from my bones. Drake narrowed his eyes at me and I felt the menace rolling off him. Fear wrapped its cold hands around my spine and I shivered. My actions would surely have consequences.
“Please, you have to let me go.” I threw myself at his feet, crying, pawing at his trouser leg. “It’s my father. Let me go to his funeral. Please let me go, I’m begging you.”
“You don’t have access to a phone. How could you have spoken to your mother?”
“What?” I sniffed as I gazed up at his marble face.
“Someone must have helped you. Someone on my staff.”
My blood drained from my limbs. He couldn’t know it was Keir.
“Who gave you a phone?” Drake demanded, his voice rising.
“No one.”
“Don’t lie to me. Who gave you a goddamn phone?”
“I…I broke into your office and used your phone in there.”
“I have call logs from my office. I would have noticed long distance phone calls to Japan on them. Who helped you?”
I was silent. I couldn’t give Keir away. I promised him that I wouldn’t and I wouldn’t break my word.
“Tell me,” he said.
“No.” I shuffled backwards away from him.
“Tell me,” he roared. He advanced, his fists clenched at his sides. “I’m your husband. You are my wife. You will obey me.”
“You’re a monster.”
He bent down over me, grabbing my neck in his large hand. I winced, clawing at his fingers as they tightened. “A monster. A monster? I give you everything − everything. Dresses, jewelry…your own sewing room and you dare to call me a monster? I can be a monster if you like.”
He squeezed my neck tighter and tighter until I couldn’t breathe. He was going to kill me. It was my stupidity for baiting him. My anger, which I couldn’t keep in, was going to get me killed.
Keir…I didn’t get to say goodbye to Keir. I wish I had made love to him. If I could change this one thing before I died tonight that would be it; to have allowed myself to experience real passion, one where my soul was set on fire, one where I was consumed by love. That was the tragedy tonight, not my death.
His hand released from my neck. I inhaled audibly, gulping air into my starved lungs. He grabbed my arm and began to drag me across the floor.
“What are you doing?” I cried as I kicked out. “Let go of me.”
He said nothing as he dragged me from this living room into my private living room. My hand lashed out as I went through the doorway, grabbing onto the doorframe for dear life. I wasn’t strong enough to hang on.
The side of my thigh burned from the carpet as he dragged me towards my bedroom. Oh God. What was he going to do to me? I struggled against him as ugly visions flashed before my eyes.
“Let go. Let go,” I screamed, but it was useless. Even if anyone heard me, they were all on his side here. No one was going to come to my rescue. Drake could do anything to me − anything − and there wasn’t a thing I could do to stop him.
He yanked me to my feet and shoved me into my bedroom. I stumbled, hit the carpet, and immediately started shuffling away from him.
But he didn’t advance. He stood in the doorway of my bedroom, filling it with his menace. “If you tell me who gave you a phone, I’ll consider letting you go back for the funeral.”
The bastard. The manipulative bastard. My heart filled with a bitterness so thick that I felt like I was still choking.
What should I do?
If I gave Keir up I’d lose him forever, but then I’d get to see my family again. I’d get to attend my father’s funeral. Keir would understand, wouldn’t he?
But the thought of breaking my word to Keir, the thought of how much pain I’d cause him when he realized that I had betrayed him, it sliced through my heart, which felt like it was already bleeding. And I’d never see him again.
But my chichi, I needed to see him once more. Just one more time. To say goodbye.
But Keir. I couldn’t betray him. In betraying him I’d betray my own heart…
My soul tore at the decision.
“I’m waiting, Noriko.”
“No one helped me,” I said.
I imagined the sadness in my chichi’s eyes. Would you not come to say goodbye to me, hime? Guilt twisted in my stomach like a knife and I felt it seeping like a cancer down to my marrow.
Drake’s eyes were cold as he glared at me. He wasn’t going to forgive me for this for a long time, I could see it.
“Fine,” he said. “If that’s how you want to play it. I’m a reasonable man, Noriko. If you had let me look after it, then I would have let you go.”
Liar. Liar!
“But you felt it better to disobey me. You need to learn your lesson.” He pulled the small key from the inside of my lock.
“No, please.” I pushed myself to my feet as the realization of what he was about to do ricocheted through me.
“You gave me no choice.” He slammed the door behind him and I heard the key turn with a click.
“No!” I threw myself at the door, slamming my body against it. The surface was solid. There was no give as I banged and kicked against it, begging him to let me out.
He didn’t come back. He probably couldn’t even hear me through the thickness of the walls of the various rooms between my bedroom and his. No one could hear me. I knew this. But I couldn’t stop.
Something happens when you’re trapped, some instinct takes over and your body becomes a mindless thrashing animal, desperate and clawing for a way out. Even if your situation was impossible and you knew it, your body took a long while to realize it.
Only when exhaustion took over did the hopelessness slide over me like a shroud. I slid to the ground and buried my face in my hands. Soon my fingertips were wrinkly with my own tears.
Even if I could get out of my bedroom, where would I go? How would I get to Japan? How far off these grounds could I even go before Drake found me and dragged me back?
I was alone in a strange country that wasn’t mine. No family here. No friends outside these walls. No money. No means. I was a domesticated pet who couldn’t leave her master. This truth hit me hard. I wasn’t sure how I would survive the next three days.
Just hang on for now. For now just hang on.
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The sun had sunk, sucking all its light back from between the bars of my prison. The sun was rising over my family and they would bury my father today.
Since I had been locked in my bedroom, Loretta had been coming in daily with my calorie-controlled meals on silver trays, taking away the previous untouched tray, and chastising me for not eating.
I wasn’t hungry. I wasn’t cold. I wasn’t anything.
I stared blankly at the far wall as I lay in my sheets. I hadn’t been able to cry all day. It wasn’t that it had gotten any less painful; there was so much pain that I couldn’t tell the difference anymore between pain and no pain. It wasn’t that the edges were blurred; it was that there were no edges. I was mutely numb.
I heard a noise at my window. Loretta had opened it earlier today. I barely had the strength to lift my head. I spotted Keir’s familiar figure slipping over my sill and into my room. He crept over to my side.
“What are you doing here?” I croaked out. “If he finds you−”
He brushed the hair caught in my eyelashes and cupped my face. “I’m not letting you be alone today. Not today.”
He knew. He understood.
He lifted up my covers and slipped in beside me. His warmth was like an open fire, drawing me in. He opened his arms and pulled me against him. I was folded against his chest in a tight cocoon.
He smelled like fresh soap but with that unmistakable Keir smell of grass and the wind. For the first time in a long time, I felt safe. I curled my cold fingers into his shirt and pressed my icy feet to his. He didn’t complain even though the stark difference in temperature must have been shocking to his body. Slowly I felt myself start to thaw.
In my well of darkness I looked up and for the first time since I found out my chichi was dead, I saw the stars, gently lighting up my space. I wouldn’t be okay tomorrow or maybe even the day after that, but one day soon I’d be okay.
For the first time in days I let myself go from this world, safe in the knowledge that I was tethered to it by Keir’s arms. I fell into a dark, dreamless sleep.
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I woke slowly, from murky depths to the light. I became aware of the warm, hard body wrapped around me.
Keir, my heart sang. He stayed. Please don’t let this be a dream. Or if this is a dream, don’t ever let me wake up.
I searched him with my fingers and my mouth. I found his chest first, smooth and firm through his thin shirt. Then I found his neck with my lips, brushing his skin, rough from stubble. His Adam’s apple bobbed across my mouth as he swallowed. I moved my fingers up to his face and I found what I was looking for: his lips.
His breathing grew as I felt him waken. I slid my body up so my mouth lined up with his. His eyes opened and I stared into the warm liquid depths.
“Keir,” I whispered against his mouth. “I need you.”
“I’m here.” His voice was husky and raw from sleep and…wanting.
“No…I mean, I need you.”
I closed my mouth over his, willing him to understand me. I poured my fears and hurt and sadness into my kiss, willing him to take them away. I slid one leg over his hip and pressed myself against him. He stiffened against me and the pleasure that shot through my body was like a flash of lightning brightening up my darkened insides. I needed more. I needed him.
I pressed against him. He moaned deep in his throat, but he pulled away, turning his head to the side and squeezing his eyes shut. “Noriko, please…”
“What’s wrong?”
He looked pained when he faced me again. “You’re upset. I can’t take advantage of you like this.”
“You wouldn’t be taking advantage. I want it.”
“No,” he shook his head. “Not like this. I don’t want…” his face pained.
“You don’t want me?” Inside, a part of me started to die.
“No,” his eyes opened wide so I could see the whites around his irises. “I want you. I want you so badly it hurts but…if I’m just a way to get back at Drake−”
I slapped his arm, my mouth opened in shock. “Do you actually think I’d do that?”
“No. But you’ll forgive me if I’m so unsure of myself around you.” He took a deep breath and squeezed his eyes closed. He muttered something to himself that I couldn’t hear.
“What are you saying?
When he opened his eyes again there was a fierce light that shone from them. He slipped a hand around my neck and held me in his gaze. “I’m in love with you, Noriko. I shouldn’t be, but I am. Utterly and irreversibly.”
“What?”
“It’s okay if you don’t feel it, yet, or ever, but I can’t hold it in anymore.”
“I−”
“I’m not finished. I know you have a husband−”
“Only on paper.”
“He’s still your husband.”
“I married Drake to save my father and now my father is…” I swallowed. It was still too early to say it. I shook my head, pushing all the pain back in. “Drake holds no possession over my heart. It’s still mine to give away.”
“But if we…I’d just make you a cheater.”
“Is it really cheating if all I’m doing is being with the one I’m really supposed to be with?”
He grabbed my hand and kissed it. “I want to be with you,” he said, suddenly serious. “I want to be yours. But I don’t have anything to offer you. I have no money, no status, no house of my own. So if you said to me that this was just a one-time thing, I…I wouldn’t like it, but I would understand, and I would treasure the memory of this day forever.”
“Why are you still doubting how I feel about you?”
“Because…because I never dreamed that I could mean anything to someone as precious as you.”
“Keir, I’m in love with you.”
He drew back, blinking. “You what?”
I laughed as I nodded and tears filled my eyes. “Utterly and irreversibly.”
A smile burst from his face and his eyes grew shiny. He pushed his face into the pillow so his next words came out muffled.
“What?”
He turned his face back to me. “How did the gods see it fit to grant me your love?”
He still thought he wasn’t worthy. It pained me so much to see that this beautiful man didn’t see himself as worthy. I grabbed his face in both my hands. “Keir,” I whispered, “you see me, really see me. You understand me like no one has ever understood me. Despite everything that has happened, I’ve never been so happy than when I’m with you. I’m yours. Utterly yours.”
“And I am yours.”
He leaned in, our hands still trapped between us. We both paused, our mouths an inch away, perhaps to pay our respects to the gravity of what we were about to start.
This would not just be a kiss. This would be the beginning of something. It would be the turning of a wheel, the roll of the dice; once set in motion, it couldn’t be stopped.
We had all those chances so far to stop it and stop it we did. This was our last chance, our final chance to call a halt.
Perhaps this moment was inevitable. Perhaps we were inevitable…
This time, I said to myself, I won’t be the one to stop.
Without speaking we both moved at once. Our lips met and it began. The air around us shifted. Like the passing of a rite, nothing outside appeared to have change, but inside us both, it was a new world. A new life.
His lips were soft as doves. His lips parted slightly around my bottom lip and I felt his tongue brush against it. My head spun like I was falling out of bed and I gripped tighter to him.
He slipped his tongue into my mouth and I welcomed it. He found no resistance from me, not anymore. I was his. We explored each other’s lips and mouths and tongues almost languidly drawing out every movement, neither of us in any rush. We had waited this long.
It seemed we both understood that this kiss, each touch, each sense needed to be savored, to truly taste each other. The scent of him filled my nose: of the woods and the wind all mixed with the masculine hint of musk.
My hand still clutched his between us. I brushed my fingers across his fingers and his palm, feeling every earned callous and tenderly caressing every scratch. I loved his hands. They were hands that could till the earth and tear away weeds and yet they could coax beauty to life and touch me like I were made of glass.
He began to run his hands along my body, exploring me. Every inch of skin he touched heated up like he was painting me with rays of sun.
My hands moved across his body, slowly at first. His skin was taut and smooth and I loved the way my fingers dipped and rose over his every muscle. I felt the hardness and strength in him, my body growing softer in response.
His hands slipped under my nightie and I arched my back to let him know to keep going. He paused, my hem partway up my belly. “It’ll be morning soon,” he whispered. “Will anyone interrupt us?”
I shook my head. “Drake will leave for work soon, but he never comes here in the mornings. Loretta won’t come in with breakfast until at least nine o’clock.”
His eyes darted to the clock on my wall, which I already knew read just past six in the morning. I had almost three blissful hours to share with him.
He pushed himself up and kneeled, pulling me up with him and we faced each other on the bed. My breath was coming out in short bursts and my heart was hammering on the inside of my ribcage. He pulled off my short nightie over my head as I lifted up my arms, leaving me just in my underwear, a simple black cotton pair. His eyes traveled across my body and he sucked in a breath. My scalp prickled. I moved my hands across my chest and clasped at my arms.
“Your turn,” I said, but my words came out thickly because my throat felt swollen.
He nodded. In one smooth movement he had pulled off his shirt and cast it over the side of the mattress. His glorious torso was there before me, smooth caramel skin, a smattering of hair that fell from his bellybutton into his shorts, everything perfectly chiseled and strong and deeply masculine.
“You’re beautiful, Keir.” He was. He was so beautiful it almost hurt to look at him.
“So are you.”
He swallowed hard and lifted up his fingers to touch me. They were shaking as they found my sides. My hands came up to his shoulders to steady myself as he dragged his palms, a perfect combination of rough and smooth, up my body. My nipples hardened instantly. Goosebumps spread across my skin as his hands brushed across my small breasts. He made a small noise in his throat.
“Sometimes I wish they were bigger,” I admitted.
He looked startled. “Why would you change anything? You’re perfect. Everything about you is perfect.”
My cheeks heated up. “You’re just saying that.”
“No. Look.” He cupped one breast and rubbed a finger around my nipple. My body ricocheted with heat and I repressed a moan. “Look at how perfectly you respond to my touch.”
He rubbed his finger around my nipple again, then pinched it. My fingers dug into his shoulders as I rocked forward into his hand, wanting more.
“I wonder…” he glanced down to the scrap of cotton around my hips. When he looked back up his eyes glinted like black diamonds. “I bet,” his voice took on a gravelly tone, “you’d respond to me so perfectly if I touched you…elsewhere.”
His gaze held mine as he moved his hand down my stomach, painfully slowly, every inch he moved closer just made the aching between my legs burn hotter and hotter. His fingers paused as they reached the top of my underwear. Surely, he must be able to feel the heat rolling off of me.
He slid his fingers in under the cloth and down between my legs and started to circle the most sensitive spot of me, sliding easily, round and round, back and forth, spreading my wetness. My body shook with pleasure. I collapsed forward against his chest as my thighs gave out, an uncontrollable moaning escaping my lips.
“Look at you,” he said in my ear. “You’re perfect.”
“Keir,” I hissed as he slid a finger inside me. My nails dug into his shoulder as I clung onto him for dear life and his finger glided in and out of me and his thumb flicked lazily against my clit sending spasms of bliss through my entire body. Beautiful hands.
I don’t know what came over me, but God help me, I rocked my hips against him like a mindless creature. I couldn’t stand every bit of air that was between us. I hated every article of clothing that stood between my body and his.
“Keir, please,” I begged, “Take it off. Take it all off.”
He pulled his finger from me and tugged down my underwear. He pushed me down so I was lying on my back. He pulled his shorts and underwear off too, his thick erection springing free. I dropped my legs around either side of him, exposing myself to him, inviting him in. I wasn’t self-conscious anymore. I just wanted him. I wanted him so badly I could hardly see straight.
This was how it was supposed to feel.
“Shit,” he said, “I don’t have anything to…”
Condoms. We needed condoms. I leaned out to grab one from the top drawer. Surely, Drake wouldn’t miss one.
I hand him the packet, my greedy eyes watching him, begging him to hurry up.
When it was on, Keir shuffled forward and lowered his hips against me. I moaned when the head of him pressed right up at my entrance. I was so wet he slipped partly inside. He paused, his hands on either side of my head, hovering over me. What the hell now?
He frowned, his face etching with concern. “Noriko…are you sure?”
I grabbed his face in both hands. “Keir, if you don’t fuck me right now, I swear to God, I’ll−”
He slid into me, that gorgeous half-grin on his face and his eyes boring right into me. The pleasure that lashed through me snapped my eyelids shut and knocked me back flat to the mattress. My breath sucked right into my lungs. What was this?
He pushed all the way in and paused, letting out a low groan. I opened my eyes and he was looking back at me. He lowered himself down onto his elbows so his face was close to mine. We made a little world with our gaze and our breaths heating up the space between his arms. The roaring impatience that had been so furious inside me had stilled. I could stay here, just like this, forever.
“I love you, Noriko.”
“I love you too.”
But when he started to move, dear God, when he started to move inside me, I didn’t want him to stop. Every pull and drag and push and thrust built up this heat, piling fire upon fire in my body and in my soul. My body shuddered as my heart began to fill and kept on filling so that I feared I might soon burst. My fingers dug into his back and pulled him closer and he pressed into me like he couldn’t get deep enough and he pushed and I pulled and he rocked and we rocked and my hands and his hands and our lips and everything and nothing and all the pieces of our bodies became stars, all tightening and compressing and rocking until…
Everything exploded all at once.
Like the birth of a galaxy. Suddenly my world became a space as vast and as infinite as the universe. And Keir and I hung there like swirling pieces of stardust.
Until the pieces of us began to float back down towards the Earth.
I returned to my body slowly and yet suddenly all at once. Keir was staring down at me, wide-eyed, and his hand was over my mouth. I frowned as my gaze flicked down to it.
He pulled his hand away. “Sorry, about that,” he grinned, “but you were screaming.”
Screaming? I started to laugh. “I think…I think I just had my first orgasm.”
His eyes widened further. “Wow.”
“Yeah.” Wow. Exactly.
Keir pulled off the condom and I hid it in some paper under more paper in the trash. He lay on my bed on his back and pulled me against him so my head was against his chest. He traced his fingers along my naked side and I shivered and buried myself deeper against him.
“I think I must be dreaming,” he said.
“Why do you say that?”
“I just never thought that you and I could be here like this.”
It did feel like a dream. Thoughts of Drake threatened to press into this bubble like harsh fingers of dawn. Not yet, I told myself. Not yet.
“Do you want to know the very first thought I had when I saw you?” he said.
“That I was a spoiled little girl?”
He laughed. “That was my second thought.”
I jabbed him in the ribs. He grabbed my hand in his and pulled it onto his heart.
“I had this thought, it just came up out of nowhere…” he trailed off.
“What did you think?” I pushed myself up so I could look at him. “What did you think, Keir?”
“I thought…that’s my wife. I’m going to marry her one day.” He glanced at me. “Did I just scare you?”
“No.” And I wasn’t lying. It felt like the rightest thing I had ever known. Drake might be my “husband” on paper, but I was Keir’s; my heart, my soul, my love, everything that mattered, was his.
“I thought you had stepped right out of one of my dreams,” he said. “The way you carried yourself with this perfect mix of girl and woman, you were fresh and new and still unaware of the true power of your beauty. You were like one of the lilies I planted, your kind face open and smiling at the sun, simple and real.”
I smiled. “That’s a wonderful way to be viewed.”
“So when you said your name was Noriko,” his face darkened, “I realized you were Drake’s Riko. I realized I was dreaming, and that you could never be my wife because you were already married to someone else.”
“Oh Keir.” I buried my face in his chest. “I wish I had never married him. I wish−”
“I’m glad you married him.”
“What?” I lifted my face to his.
“Yes, I’m glad. Because I never would have met you if you hadn’t. Just to know you a little, just to have a part of you, even if I don’t get to keep you…it’s worth it.”
“You have me. I’m not going anywhere. You get to keep me. Always.”
He swallowed. “Of course I do.”
He was lying. And I was lying. Because deep down both of us knew…a house made of glass was too easily broken.
The sound of footsteps beyond my bedroom door made both of us jolt. I let out a gasp. Someone was coming.
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“Get out!” I hissed as I threw on a kimono over my naked body. He was already slipping out of bed and grabbing his clothes and shoes from the floor.
There was a jangle of keys as the footsteps approached the other side of my bedroom door. I ran towards it, tying my kimono around me as Keir struggled to yank all his clothes on.
A key slid into the lock, every slide of the serrated edge seemed to echo throughout the room. I grabbed the chair tucked under the desk near the door and jammed the top of the chair back under the lock so it wedged the door shut. Just as the lock clicked and the handle turned. The door rattled against the chair.
“Riko, what the hell is going on?” The deep voice that boomed through the door was Drake’s.
Not Loretta. But Drake.
Keir had one leg out of the window sill. But at the sound of Drake’s voice he hesitated, his eyes on the banging door.
“Get out of here,” I whispered as I ran to him.
“I can’t leave you here alone with him.”
“He won’t hurt me,” I said, but the confidence in my voice was fake. “But he will hurt both of us if he finds you here. Now go!”
He slid his hand around my jaw. “If he touches you−”
“He won’t. Now go!”
Keir nodded, a helpless look on his face. He gave me a searing kiss that was all too brief before he ducked out of my window and disappeared over the side of the building.
Drake banged against the door, each shudder in its frame making me jump. “Riko, open this door right now.”
I watched Keir climb down the side of the house until he had reached the bottom before I faced the trembling door. The longer I put Drake off, the angrier he’d be. I walked up to the chair and curled my hands around the arms.
Just do it, Noriko. Get it over with.
I yanked the chair away from the door and it flew open, smacking against the side of the wall. Drake stood in the doorway, his eyes darting around the room as if he was looking for someone. I stood facing him, hoping that Keir didn’t leave anything behind that would give his presence away.
His eyes came to rest upon me. “Why did you bar the door?”
“I…I wanted to be left alone.” The tears that sprung to my eyes were real.
His face fell and his voice turned soft. “Oh, Riko.” He took a step towards me and I instinctively shuffled back. He held out his palms to me as he moved slowly towards me. “I’m not going to hurt you. I’d never want to hurt you.”
“So you lock me up like an animal instead?” He caught me before I could dart aside. “Let go of me,” I yelled.
He held me firmly to him, his arms around my struggling body as he made shushing noises as if I was an upset child. “I never wanted to do that,” he said. “But you went behind my back and you needed to learn your lesson.” He gripped my chin with his fingers and forced me to look at him. His dark eyes glittered even as his voice took on this sing-song quality.  “It was for your own good. You understand that, don’t you?”
I chilled to my bones. I never knew with Drake who I would get. The angry, violent Drake? The possessive Drake? Or this Drake, the soft and tender Drake who scared me the most.
“I think you should be allowed to leave your room now,” he said. “Because you’ve learned your lesson, haven’t you? You understand never to go behind my back or to disobey me again. Don’t you?”
I wanted to be able to leave my room to hide away with Keir in our gardens. His visiting my bedroom was too risky. So I nodded stiffly.
“Say you understand.”
“I understand.”
“Good girl.” He wrapped me in his arms again. My blood turned cold when his fingers slipped under my kimono, seeking the place between my legs that he thought he owned. I could do nothing but let him take it.
You won’t break me, Drake Blackwell. You might have my body, but you will never have my heart and you can never take my soul. Those things, the important things, belonged to Keir.
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The next few weeks flew past in a blur. Grief over my father still rushed up over me in the silence between the days, drowning me. But when I was with Keir, I was buoyant with happiness. I spent my days dodging Loretta and the other staff, and running like a shadow through the cover of the gardens with Keir and making love with him in the shade or in the lake on the edge of the property or in the bird sanctuary.
I was a paper butterfly torn in two.
I was Noriko, a girl who was desperately in love with this boy and he was all I could think about. He was the first thing in my mind when I woke, my body rushing alive with anticipation to see him. And when he folded me into his arms and pulled me into our secret places, I was free.
He was the last thing I thought of as my mind rushed towards sleep, dragging my body along with it, so that I could dream about him and be with him the way I was meant to − without fear, without guilt, without secrets. I was a girl who was tumbling and spinning like autumn leaves caught in a breeze deeper and deeper in love.
Then I was Mrs. Riko Blackwell, a wife, married to a man who didn’t know how to love her. A wife who pitied her husband; the man who seemed to have everything but who was really the poorest man in the world. A man who didn’t know how to touch her, nor did his presence make her light up. A man who she was tied to only by the dried black ink on a marriage license. A man who thought he could buy her love with all his money. And take her body when he wanted it.
I sleepwalked my way through the evenings and nights, through my dinners with Drake and after, when he used my body. Those times were the hardest − when Drake was inside me and ramming his hips up against me. My stomach filled with guilt thick as poison because it felt like I was cheating on Keir and I fought to hide my tears.
Noriko and Mrs. Blackwell were two separate people living in one body. It was the only way that we could live with ourselves.
But this careful separation was fragile, the division was thin and tenuous. Mrs. Blackwell was growing to despise Noriko, to hate her freedom, to hate that she was the one that got to be loved.
Noriko was beginning to hate Mrs. Blackwell for forcing her and her lover apart because of a promise she made to save a father who died anyway. Now those promises seemed so worthless, and yet Mrs. Blackwell couldn’t find a way out for them both. Or perhaps she hadn’t found the courage yet.
The girl and the wife were two different people, but they were both prisoners.
As the days went by the call for freedom grew louder and more desperate.
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One morning, like every morning, I rushed down to breakfast, desperate to throw something quickly down my throat so I could meet Keir. My skin buzzed with energy as I raced down the staircase. Today he had planned to work on tidying up parts of the rose maze, and I promised I’d meet him there after breakfast.
I walked into the dining room and jolted when I saw Drake seated at the head of the table. Usually he was already gone by the time I came down to breakfast. Why was he here? What was different about today?
My nerves jangled even louder when I saw that seated next to him on his right-hand side, in my chair, was Sasha. She caught my eye and gave me a nasty smile. Drake didn’t look up from his newspaper. I composed myself and walked solemnly to the chair on his left-hand side where a third place was set.
“Good morning, Riko,” Sasha said, her smile turning to a sneer.
That was a challenge if I ever heard one. “Morning, Miss van Slur,” I said back.
Whose side would Drake take? I wondered. Mine, his wife of only a few months? Or hers, his personal assistant who had been by his side for six years now?
Both of us glanced at him to see if he noticed both of us throwing down the gauntlet, but he was completely occupied with his paper. I didn’t actually care about what he thought, I just didn’t want her to win.
I poured myself a cup of black coffee from the silver pot. I would need an extra kick to survive this morning, I predicted.
“Oh, Riko,” Drake said as he glanced over to me. Over his shoulder, Sasha sneered at his use of the nickname Riko. “You’re here. How did you sleep?”
“Fine, thank you. And you, my darling?” I laid it on thick as I placed a hand softly on his arm and gazed at him adoringly. I could almost hear Sasha making barfing noises in her throat.
“Wonderfully, thank you. In fact, the best I’ve slept in a long time.”
I laughed softly. “I hope I didn’t wear you out.” I leaned in and said in a low voice but just loud enough for Sasha to hear, “I really enjoyed last night.”
He looked mildly surprised before he returned my smile. “Me too.”
I almost felt bad that I was using his affection for me as a way of getting back at her.
Almost.
I leaned in and planted a slow suggestive kiss on his mouth, making a low moaning noise in my throat. When I pulled back he was staring at me, his features soft and warm.
I straightened up and glanced at Sasha. She had gone as red as her suit.
“Oh, and Sasha,” I said. I wasn’t letting her get away with anything. “I’m not sure I thanked you yet.”
“Oh,” she said. “Thank me for what?”
“That gift you bought me, the dress, the one that you said was from Drake?”
She stiffened. “What about it?”
“It didn’t fit, I’m afraid. It was almost as if it was meant for another woman.”
She paled a little. “I see.”
“What dress was this?” Drake asked.
“Oh,” I said, my eyes still on her, “just a dress that Sasha was so kind enough to pick out for me. It was a gorgeous red color, almost the color of blood, but it didn’t fit. Perhaps I should show it to you sometime, darling, and see what you think?”
“I-I didn’t mean it,” she said, “I didn’t mean to…choose the wrong size. It was a poor choice I made. Not meant to be taken seriously.”
I narrowed my eyes at her. “I think you’re right. Very poor taste. And it just didn’t work. Not at all.”
“Yes. I can see that.”
“Perhaps you should just let me pick out my own clothes from now on and you can stay out of it.”
“Whatever you say,” she said as she fussed with her purse. “Drake, we really should be going. We have that meeting with−”
“Cancel it,” he said, his eyes still on me.
“But it’s the−”
“I said cancel it. I’m going to spend the morning with my wife.”
“You what?” Sasha and I both said together.
“Cancel everything on my schedule before lunch.”
I was about to protest, but Sasha beat me to it. “But your meeting−”
“In fact, cancel everything for today.”
A whole day! But I was supposed to see Keir today. My heart sank into the pits of my stomach. Drake’s eyes were on me so I forced a smile to my face. “That sounds lovely. But I don’t want to keep you from your work.”
“It’s nothing I can’t postpone until tomorrow. Right, Sasha?”
She was staring at me with narrowed eyes when he said her name. She knew I didn’t want to spend the day with him.
“Actually, Drake, I don’t think you can,” she said. “That meeting this morning with Mr. Vanderbilt−”
“Send Roger in my place. You go with him.”
“He has the day off today.”
“Tell him it’s cancelled. He can have tomorrow off.”
Her face twisted. “But Drake,” her voice took on a whiney tone, “Roger isn’t as competent as you.”
“He’ll be fine,” Drake said. “He knows this deal inside out.”
“Mr. Vanderbilt might find it offensive that you send your second in command.”
He snorted. “Mr. Vanderbilt will just have to deal with it.”
“Drake,” I said, trying to sound as casual as possible, “this meeting sounds important. Perhaps you should go. We can spend the day together another time.” I couldn’t believe I was actually on Sasha’s side for once. I didn’t dare look at her.
He laughed and tapped the end of my nose. “You’re almost as bad as Sasha. You almost sound like you don’t want me to stay.”
“It’s not that at all. I just…don’t want to be one of those wives who demands too much from her husband.”
He smiled. “My beautiful wife, I knew I did the right thing by marrying you. You’re not demanding anything of me. I’ve been away from home so much lately and you’ve been so patient with me. I want to spend the day with you. Besides, I can’t remember the last time I actually had a day off.”
“That sounds great.” I forced a smile even as all my hopes vanished. I couldn’t meet Keir today. I couldn’t even get a message to him letting him know I couldn’t meet him. Why did my husband have to start paying more attention to me now?
“In fact,” he said, “it’s such a beautiful day, why don’t we go outside?”
“What a lovely idea,” I lied.
“We could have a champagne picnic brunch,” he said, his face brightening up, “how wonderfully novel. We can find a shady spot. Ah, I know just the place.”
“Oh, yes?”
“The pergola in the rose garden.”
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Please don’t be there. Please please don’t be there, I begged with every step from the back terrace, down the stairs and into the garden. When Drake and I began to wind our way through the rose garden into the center, it became harder and harder to breathe. He was holding a picnic basket that Loretta had packed for us. I was holding back my breakfast, the knots in my stomach making me feel sick. On the outside I forced myself to keep a smile plastered on my face.
We stepped out from the rose maze and into the center, and the bottom of my belly dropped out. Keir was there, waiting for me.
His face lit up as he saw me. Then he saw Drake by my side. He only just managed to hide his shock.
“M-Mr. and Mrs. Blackwell,” he said, looking between both of us. His eyes paused for a moment on my arm wound through the crook of Drake’s arm, his insistence, not mine, but Keir would have no way of knowing that. I spotted the flash of pain in his eyes. But there wasn’t a thing I could say to lessen it. “What brings you both to the garden?” he asked.
“Just a picnic,” Drake said. “No need to mind us. Carry on, as you were.”
Keir dipped his head. “Sir.”
Drake and I settled on one of the benches in the pergola, Drake sitting himself closer to me than I wanted. I was so tense I couldn’t get comfortable. Keir picked up his shears from the ground, moving stiffly, and I knew his body was strung as tightly as mine.
Please leave, I silently begged him. Please don’t stay and torture yourself. And me.
But he didn’t. He walked over to one of the rose bushes and positioned himself so that I was in his line of sight. He began to shear away at the leaves and tiny branches, each snap filled with menace, his gaze searing into me.
“Boy,” Drake called out to him.
I winced. Keir’s shoulder’s tensed and his trimming stopped.
“Yes, you,” Drake said.
Keir set his eyes upon Drake. “You’re talking to me, sir?”
“Is it really necessary to make all that noise while my wife and I are trying to enjoy the garden?”
“You told me to… No. I guess not. Sir.” Keir turned to walk away.
“Actually, boy,” Drake called out again.
“He has a name, you know,” I snapped. I couldn’t help myself.
Keir and Drake both stared at me.
“Really,” said Drake, his voice tightening. “What is it then?”
I swallowed. If I admitted that I knew Keir’s name… “I don’t know,” I said. “But where I come from it’s rude to call someone boy.”
“And what makes you so interested in how I treat my staff?”
“Drake, darling, it doesn’t cost you anything to be kind to those beneath your station. It makes a statement about your character,” I said as lightly as I could.
I forced myself to keep my face passive as Drake stared at me. I forced myself to hold his gaze even as I felt the wrath vibrating out from Keir. It doesn’t cost you anything to be kind to those beneath your station.
I wanted to scream at Keir, you are not under me! You’re my equal. I’m only saying this to Drake because this is the only way he could ever understand.
Drake seemed to relax as he patted my hand. “You’re right.” He turned to Keir. “What’s your name, boy?”
I cringed.
“The name’s Keir.”
“Well, Keir, make yourself useful and open this bottle of champagne, will you?”
What? I glanced over at Keir. He slowly licked his lips before answering, “Sure.”
Keir walked stiffly towards Drake and took the bottle of champagne from him. Keir uncurled the foil, unwound the wire cap. Drake wouldn’t be able to notice it but because I knew Keir, I saw the way his shoulders were coiled and there was a tension pressing slightly at his brows. Keir wasn’t happy. And when he wasn’t happy, he could be unpredictable. Drake was unpredictable at any time. God help us all.
Bang.
The cork flew out of the end of the bottle, froth tumbling out from the open bottle. Keir handed the bottle out to Drake, but he wasn’t looking at Keir, he was staring at me. Did Drake suspect something?
He waved his fingers dismissively at Keir. “Now, pour us two glasses. There are two in the basket over by Noriko. That’s a good fellow.”
“Drake, what are you doing?” I hissed.
“Now what?” he said. “I called him by his name.”
“Why are you getting him to serve us? He’s a gardener, not a waiter.”
Drake snorted. “If he can lift tree branches with those arms, he can lift champagne glasses.”
“We’re keeping him from his real work.”
“His real work is serving me. He’s one of my staff. He’ll do what I tell him to.”
Keir walked over to the basket near me, my skin and cheeks growing hot as he neared. He pulled out two champagne flutes and began to pour.
“Slow down,” Drake said, “you’ll create too much froth if you pour it too fast.”
Keir flinched and uprighted the champagne bottle in his hand. There was a terse second where the air between us all seemed to snap tight like a wire.
Please don’t do anything stupid, Keir. Please.
“I’m afraid I’ve never had the pleasure of pouring champagne, sir,” Keir said, each word clipped. “For myself or otherwise.”
He began to pour the champagne again, this time slower. His cheeks had gone a shade of red. I knew he hated this as much as I did. I was desperate to touch him, to comfort him or even just to give him a look to let him know that I hated what Drake was making him do. But I could make no show of concern towards him.
“There you go, Mrs. Blackwell.” He handed me a champagne flute of bubbling liquid, averting his eyes to the ground as he did.
“Thank you,” I said softly. Our fingers brushed when I took the flute. Sparks flew through my hand and I almost dropped the glass. I looked up just as he glanced up too, the air between us simmering. I was all too aware of Drake watching us both, so I quickly looked away.
“And for you, sir,” I heard Keir say to Drake.
He didn’t even say thank you. “Come here, Riko. Let’s have a toast.”
I shuffled a little closer to Drake on the bench. He threw his arm around me and clinked his glass on mine. “To us.”
“To us,” I choked out.
I drank the whole glass down in one go. The flute had barely left my lips when Drake planted his mouth on mine. I turned my head, my cheeks flaming.
“Drake,” I near-whispered, “not in front of the staff.”
“Oh, come on. I’m sure the boy has seen a husband and wife kiss before. Perhaps he’s even been lucky enough to have won a kiss or two in his time.”
Drake held my chin and kissed me again. This time I couldn’t pull away. I had to kiss Drake back or he would think something was wrong. The man I loved had to watch as I kissed another man. I wanted to die. From the pain that speared my heart, I thought I might. I wanted the ground to open up and swallow me whole. But fate wasn’t that merciful today.
Finally Drake pulled away.
“Will that be all?” Keir said, his voice squeezing out from between his teeth. I felt the rage rolling off of him. His hands were gnarled knots by his side.
“For now,” Drake said. “But you can wait around just in case I want you for anything.”
By the terse look on Keir’s face I knew the last thing he wanted to do was to remain anywhere near us. I tried to casually shrug Drake’s arm off of my shoulders, but he wouldn’t let me go. I couldn’t push his arm off me even as I wanted desperately to.
I caught Keir’s eye. I’m sorry, Keir. I’m so sorry, I wanted so desperately to tell him. He looked away and refused to look at me again.
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The day in the garden with Drake and Keir had been torture for me. I couldn’t even begin to imagine how Keir had felt. When I entered my bedroom after dinner with Drake, my head was such a mess that I didn’t notice that someone was already in there.
A hand reached out to slam the door shut behind me and I was pushed up against it. Keir held me tightly by my arms, his face red and twisted into a mask of anger. I had never seen him like this.
“Keir, what are you doing here? Get out. Drake could be here any minute.”
“Do you love him?”
“What? Why are you even−?”
“Just answer the damn question.”
“No, I don’t love him.” I pushed Keir off me and he backed away. “I don’t appreciate you coming in here and accusing me of…what are you accusing me of, exactly?”
“You looked pretty fucking cozy with him earlier today.”
“Please,” I said softly, “don’t do this.”
“Are you still sleeping with him?”
“Jesus, Keir.”
“Well, are you?”
I swallowed hard. How should I answer? I couldn’t lie to him. But I didn’t want to admit it − it would just hurt him. I could see on his face that even the thought of Drake touching me was shredding him into ribbons inside.
“Please, don’t make me answer that.”
“You’re still fucking him.” His face screwed up and he spun away, his shoulders tight up around his ears.
“He’s my husband.”
“And I’m just his gardener,” he snapped. “I get to take care of his plants and his wife when he can’t.”
I grabbed his shoulder. “You are not just his gardener. You are everything to me.” I peered into his face, my hands clutching at his cheeks and his shoulders, willing him to understand me. “Keir, I love you. You have my heart and my soul. Those things are what matter.”
“I almost lost it today. Seeing his arm around you as if you were his…” he hissed.
“I’m not his. I’m yours. Everything that I have to give is yours.”
“But he still gets your body. He still gets to…touch you, to...”
I let out a long shaky breath. “I don’t want him to. But sometimes I have to let him. If I didn’t, he’d get suspicious.”
“I know. Fuck. I shouldn’t have asked.”
“Please don’t hate me.”
“I don’t hate you. Jesus, Noriko.” His voice softened, and he slipped his arms around my shoulders to pull me to him. “I could never hate you. It wasn’t fair of me to ask. On some level I knew that you must still…but I could just ignore it, you know? I could pretend that Mrs. Blackwell was someone else, not you. Until today.”
“I tried to stop him from coming into our garden, but he insisted. And Sasha was there and she’s always so suspicious. She would have been the first one to notice if I protested too hard. He suggested the pergola, not me.”
“I know it’s not your fault. I shouldn’t be angry. But I just…I love you so much, sometimes I can’t think straight.”
“I love you too.”
You had my heart, Keir, and if I could save my body just for you, I would. But I couldn’t. If Drake knew you had my heart he would cut you open just so he could claw it back from you.
So I just had to keep pretending.
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It was getting harder and harder to let Drake touch me. Tonight when he entered my bedroom, I stood in front of my dresser mirror combing my hair. I wore a large t-shirt and tracksuit pants, the unsexiest things I could find.
He stood right behind me. His hand went under my shirt and travelled up my side. In the mirror’s reflection, I saw the lust in his eyes.
I pushed his hand away. “Drake, I’m really tired.”
“That’s okay. I’ll do all the work.”
He tried again and I pushed his hand away a second time. “I’m not in the mood.”
“You haven’t been in the mood lately.”
I stiffened. “What is that supposed to mean?”
“You don’t think I see it.” He grabbed my arm and spun me towards him. “What’s going on, Riko?”
Fear coiled its icy finger around the base of my spine. I pulled my hand out of his arm. “Nothing’s going on.” I dropped my hairbrush on my dresser and tried to move around him, but he stood in my way.
He grabbed my face in his hands and peered at me as if the answer was in my face. “So what’s the problem?”
“Nothing. Just…not right now.”
He grabbed me around the waist and his other hand slid between my legs. “I can make you in the mood.”
“Drake, please.” I tried to push his hand away, but he was too strong. His fingers rubbed against me through my pants. He was touching the right spot, a low buzzing started to build, but with the pleasure came a rash of guilt making me feel sick. “Stop it.”
“I told you it was best that you didn’t speak to your family. Now they’ve upset you. You’ve been upset for weeks now and that makes me upset.”
“Drake−”
“I can make it better.” He pushed his hand into the top of my tracksuit pants and into my underwear. His fingers slid over the most private parts of me, making me whimper.
That wasn’t for you. It wasn’t yours.
“Come on, Drake. I don’t feel well.”
“Let me make it better. Come on, wife,” he said, his voice growing hard, his erection pressing against my side. “Let your husband look after you.”
He yanked down my pants and my underwear. He lifted me to sit on my dresser before pulling them off the end of my legs. Tears came to my eyes and my vision blurred. He grabbed my knees and forced my thighs apart.
“Please, don’t,” I whispered.
He stepped in between my legs. “That’s all I’ve been trying to do is to look after you.” He grabbed my wrists in one large hand and pushed them up above me, pressing against me to keep me trapped between him and the mirror. His other hand dropped between us and I heard his zipper opening.
“I just want to make love to my wife,” he said in my ear, his voice soft and tender, such a contrast to his hand circled painfully around my wrists. “I just want to love you, Riko.”
He pushed himself into me. It felt like a spear stabbing right into the very core of me. He started to thrust, my dresser banging lightly against the wall.
Keir, I pleaded in my head. I need you.
I imagined his voice whispering softly in my head, I’m here, my love.
Whenever you need me. I’m here.
I’m sorry, Keir, I thought. I couldn’t stop him.
Just think of me. Forget about him and think of me.
I tried. I tried to push his face to the front of my mind. I tried to pretend that it was him inside me.
But it was Drake’s voice that grunted in my ear. It was his buffed and manicured hands that held mine above my head. I couldn’t escape him.
Drake let out a low groan and I felt him pulse inside me like a thick, wet worm. Please God, get it out of me. His fingers loosened their grip on my hands, still above my head. I yanked my hands out from his grasp and pushed his chest as hard as I could.
He stepped back and he fell out of me. An unfamiliar rush of wetness flooded from me. The blood drained into my toes. “Oh my God, Drake. You forgot the condom.”
Drake grabbed a few tissues from the side table and cleaned himself before zipping up. He threw the tissues on the dresser beside me. He leaned in, his breath, sour and acidy, swirling around my face. I flinched as he grabbed the back of my head and pressed a soft tender kiss on my forehead.
“I didn’t forget anything,” he said. He turned and walked out of my room.
I didn’t forget anything.
He didn’t wear a condom on purpose. He wanted to get me pregnant. I tumbled off the edge of the dresser and ran to the bathroom. I fell into the bathtub, still with my shirt on. My shaking hands reached for the removable showerhead. The sounds of my sobbing were muffled by the rush of water. I turned it on as hot as I could stand it and directed it between my legs, trying to wash every single piece of Drake from me.
I couldn’t get pregnant with his child. If I had a child with him, I could never ever leave.
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The next day I walked hesitantly towards the birdhouse where I was supposed to meet Keir. I wanted to tell him what Drake did. But…I couldn’t. I feared what he would do if I told him.
He would confront Drake. Drake would kill him. Or Keir would kill Drake and go to jail. Either way, our carefully constructed glass world would crumble. I had to carry this burden alone and hope to God I wasn’t pregnant. If I became pregnant… I shoved these thoughts into a box as I approached Keir.
The brilliant smile and the bounce in his toes was a sharp contrast to the heavy worry I wore around my shoulders like a shawl. As I neared him his face fell.
He pulled me into his arms and studied me. “What’s wrong?”
I forced a smile. “Nothing. Just…just a bad night last night.”
His lip curled and his hands clenched into fists, crushing the material of my blouse. “What did he do?”
“It doesn’t matter. Tell me why you are so happy.”
This seemed to lighten him up. “I heard from the circus today.”
God no. “And?” I asked, my voice barely a whisper.
“I got in!”
He got in. He would leave me. I knew this day was coming, but I didn’t think it would come so quickly. And now…my thoughts flew to my stomach. Even if I wasn’t pregnant now, Drake wouldn’t stop trying. I felt my chains tightening around me.
“I’m so happy for you.” I forced these words out.
I tried so hard not to be selfish. But the finality of my fate was just too much. Anger rose up through my body. I lashed out with my arms, pushing him back as hard as I could. He stumbled as he let out a shocked cry.
“You bastard.” I advanced upon him, my hands tight little balls. “You can’t leave me alone here.” I swung at his chest.
He dodged my fist. “Noriko,” he growled, and he grabbed my wrists before I could attempt to hit him again. “I wasn’t planning to.”
My anger hung suspended in my body. “You weren’t planning to, what?”
“I’m not leaving here without you.”
“What?”
“I can’t live without you. I don’t even want to try.” He grabbed my face in his hands. They shook as his voice trembled fiercely, “Whatever it takes, you’re coming with me.”
“Yes. Keir, a thousand times yes!”
He grinned and leaned in to kiss me. As our lips moved, a vision of us together forever rushed up over me. My soul vibrated so hard in my body I thought it might break loose of me and fly away. So I held tightly onto Keir. He was my anchor and soon he would be my home.
But reality crashed into this perfect vision of us as fearful voices rose up in me, picking it apart.
I broke off the kiss. “But how will I get out of here without Drake knowing? Even if I manage to escape, where would I go? I can’t travel with you and the circus; I’m not a performer. I don’t have any money. How will I live?”
He grinned a sly little grin like he had already thought of that. “The Cirque de Luna isn’t just looking for performers. They’re also looking for a new assistant costume designer to come on tour with us to be on hand to make repairs and alterations. They loved my audition costume. I told them that you designed it and sewed it.” He grinned. “They want you, if you’ll take the job, of course.”
I stood blinking at him.
I could leave. We could leave. I’d have a job. I wouldn’t just be a burden to him. We could go together. Be together.
These thoughts settled on my skin like silk and I waited for them to sink in. “Are you serious?” I asked, scarcely daring to hope.
“Noriko. I love you. I won’t leave without you. If you said, for whatever reason, you wanted to stay here…then I would stay too.”
“You’d give up your−”
“I’d give it all up. I used to think that what I needed to be happy was to leave here so I could find my real home. But I found my home. It’s where you are.”
My eyes filled with tears. “Then let’s leave and make a home together.”
“Let’s make a home together.”
“We need a plan.”
He nodded. “The troupe leaves LA in four days, at 6 a.m., for their training camp up north near Seattle. We should go with them. When Drake realizes that we’re both gone, he’ll come looking, but he’ll be looking for a couple travelling together, not a group.”
I nodded. “We should stay here and act like nothing’s different until the very last minute we can, the night before the troupe leaves. He’ll start looking in LA first. By then we’ll be on the road to Seattle.”
“It’ll be cutting it close, but you’re right. That’s our best chance. We’ll need to get a lift to LA from here. I don’t want to mess around with buses. Too slow and too much can go wrong.”
“Will Filipe help us?”
“I think so. I’ll ask him.”
“Shit,” I said. “I just remembered, Drake’s going on a business trip then. Filipe will be taking him to the airport late that night. I don’t know what time he’ll be back.”
“That could be a good thing. It means that Drake will be out of the country by the time they realize you’re gone. It’ll buy us more time.”
“But Filipe…”
“I have another friend I can ask to drive us. He owes me a favor. And perhaps it’s better not to get Filipe involved. If Drake were to find out…”
I nodded. “Okay, so we’ll leave here through the side gate and meet your friend outside. What time?”
“One a.m. is our best chance. The security guards change shift at that time and they usually fuss about and chat when the new guard arrives. Hopefully neither of them will be watching the cameras. Just in case, wear something hooded so the camera can’t catch your face.”
“One a.m. Perfect. Everyone will be asleep by then or at least settled in their rooms for the night.”
“And we’ll be in LA with plenty of time to get to the troupe before they leave.”
“How do I get out of the house? Drake had a security camera installed just outside my door. They’ll be watching it. It’ll look suspicious, me leaving just before midnight with a bag over my shoulder.”
“Then don’t go that way. Climb out your window. I’ll come get you. I promise, I won’t let you fall.”
My nerves seized at the thought of climbing down three stories. But I’d do anything to get free of Drake and to be with Keir. I’d even do that. I nodded. “Okay.”
He grabbed my face in his hands. “We’re really doing this?”
“We’re really doing this.”
“Noriko, I fucking love you.”
“I love you too.”
He kissed me. As our tongues fought my body shook with desire and the intoxicating taste of freedom. His greedy hands ran down my body and under my skirt. I moaned into his mouth as his fingers found my sensitive spot. My legs started to tremble. He always knew exactly how to touch me.
I slipped my hands down between us to touch him. I was too desperate to deal with any more foreplay. I needed him, now. I begged him to fuck me in between desperate kisses.
He growled, yanking down my underwear and lifting me out of them. He pulled a foil packet from his pocket and dropped his shorts. I kissed his neck and rubbed my breasts back and forth across his body as he unrolled the condom onto his length.
He picked me up, wrapping my legs around his waist, and I pressed my delicious heat against him as he walked us backwards and dropped us to the bench. He grabbed my hips and pulled me down onto him to the hilt.
“Fuck,” I let out, pausing for a moment to savor the feeling of him filling me up before I started to move furiously against him, pouring my love into him, releasing every single piece of anger at being kept a prisoner that I had bottled up. The pressure built inside me as I rocked my hips down onto him. His fingers dug into my back and my ass as he gripped me, his voice in my ear, cursing at me like he hated me and, in the same breath, telling me he loved me, utterly, irreversibly, in a voice so sweet and desperate it bought tears to my eyes.
I couldn’t hold it back. I slapped my own hand over my mouth to muffle my cry as my universe exploded.
Then he came. Feeling his body tense and him pulse inside me and hearing the low growl leaving his mouth and spilling about around me made pleasure shoot through me again as if we were sharing his orgasm.
I fell forward against him, exhausted and limp, my body tingling, as his hands ran across my back.
“Soon you won’t have to hold it back,” he whispered.
I giggled into his neck. “You want to hear me let go?”
“I can’t wait to.” He shifted me so he could see my face. “And not just when we make love. I can’t wait until I don’t have to worry if someone might realize what’s going on if I look at you for too long.”
“I can’t wait to walk down the street holding your hand.”
“I can’t wait to kiss you whenever I want.”
“And to make love whenever we want.”
“And to sleep in with you on our days off.”
“I can’t wait to share a meal with you.”
“I can’t wait to share everything with you.”
“Me too.”
“I can’t wait to go with you to Japan to meet your family.”
“Really?” I thought of my passport tucked safely amongst my things.
“My troupe will train in the US during the winter but the show will travel internationally from next year, including Japan.”
An image of my family rose to my mind. I could see my mother and my sister’s faces bursting into surprise when I appeared at their door. I couldn’t wait to see them again. And to take Keir home with me to meet them… My heart would be completely surrounded with love. It wouldn’t be quite the same without my chichi, but it would be as happy as I could be. My life would be complete.
“Oh Keir,” I breathed, “that would be so perfect.”
He smiled. “I’m glad.”
“What about your father?”
His mouth drew to a pinch. “What about him?”
“Won’t you be sad to leave him?”
“No.”
“But he’ll be sad you’re gone.”
Keir snorted. “He probably won’t even notice.”
“How can you say that? Your father loves you.”
“He doesn’t.”
“You won’t even tell him goodbye?”
“We’re not exactly speaking right now.”
My heart stung for him. “At least make up with him before you go, even if you don’t tell him you’re leaving. It might be the last time you ever see him.”
“I don’t care.” His jaw tightened as he scowled. He did care. He cared very much, but his father, whatever he had done, had hurt him so badly.
“But…he’s your only father. You’re his only son.”
“He hasn’t acted like a father in years.”
“My father and I fought too. But we always made up. You might not get another chance to−”
“I know you and your father had a close relationship, but I’m sorry; not everyone’s family can be like yours. Mine definitely wasn’t.”
I stayed silent. I didn’t think that Keir leaving with things so unfinished between him and his father was right. But it wasn’t my father and it wasn’t my place to decide what Keir did. If he didn’t want to speak to his father before we left, then I would support his decision.
I just knew that if I could have had one more chance to say goodbye to my father before he passed, I would. I just hoped that Keir wouldn’t live to regret this decision.
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It was 9 a.m. Tonight was the night.
An energy thrummed under my skin like a swarm of fireflies had been released inside my body. The tension was made worse by the fact that I didn’t have a chance to see Keir today.
But we would meet tonight and then we would never part.
Tonight.
One a.m. seemed so far away.
 
* * *
 
It was three minutes to 9 p.m.
After Drake had said his goodbyes, I sat in my room staring at the clock. He should be leaving soon to catch his flight. My duffel bag, stuffed with a few clothes and toiletries, was hidden in the back of my closet, ready and waiting for 1 a.m. Somewhere on these grounds my lover was waiting to come and free me. A flurry of excitement rose up in me like leaves caught in an updraft of wind, but the feeling was sobered by an anxiousness. I couldn’t relax until we were on our way to LA. There were so many things that could go wrong.
The note I had written to Drake was burning a hole in my pocket. I would leave it on my bed before I left. I debated long and hard whether this was a good idea. But I realized that I couldn’t argue for Keir to make up with his father before he left without leaving an explanation for my husband.
It had taken almost all afternoon to write it. The blank piece of paper had stared mockingly at me as my pen hovered over it. How could I explain my rejection of our marriage? How did I make stark black lines of text carry the weight of “sorry” and “goodbye”?
The final note was far from perfect. But nothing in this life is.
 
Dear Drake,
If there is one thing I have learned, it is that life is often too short. It is with this understanding that I must leave Blackwell Manor to live the life that I was meant to have. You must know that we don’t belong together.
I am not sorry for leaving, but I am sorry for any pain I may cause you by doing so. Please don’t come looking for me.
I hope one day you will understand.
Take care,
Noriko
 
I heard a knock on my door. It was Loretta.
“Just take the tea tray away, thanks,” I said, indicating the small tray on the table at my side.
She walked in silently. Only a tiny part of my mind registered that she still hadn’t said anything. I forced myself to remain nonchalant and for my knee to stop shaking. I didn’t want her to spot my nervousness.
Out of the corner of my eye I saw her stop near the table, but instead of grabbing the tray, she faced me. I looked up. Her eyes were like burning coals and her mouth was pressed into one stern thin line.
“I can’t believe your nerve.”
“Loretta, what are you talking about?”
“After all he’s done for you.”
I swallowed, trying to keep down the rising panic. Don’t jump to conclusions. Don’t give yourself away. She’s talking about something else. “After all who’s done?”
“He deserves to be happy, you know? He works hard and the poor boy has suffered enough loss.”
Drake. She was talking about Drake. “Loretta, I don’t know what I’ve−”
She slapped me across my face and my cheek flared red hot.
“How dare you,” I cried, leaping to my feet and glaring back at her.
“How dare you. Fernando overheard you and Keir talking about your despicable plan to run away together. Fernando is a good employee. He has just informed Master Blackwell. He’s on his way to deal with your lover as we speak.”
No.
My heart stopped. My blood froze, icicles forming along my veins.
“You won’t get away with it,” she said.
I had to warn Keir.
I shoved her out of my way. She let out a cry as she tumbled and I heard a thud as she hit the ground. I didn’t even stop to see if she was alright. I didn’t have time.
I ran through the mansion to the staff quarters the quickest way I knew.
Keir, Keir, I called to him in my head as if it would make any difference. A sickening feeling bubbled away in my stomach as I skidded around corners and flew down the stairs.
“Celeste,” I cried as I almost collided with her in the doorway that led into the staff quarters, the smell of steaming greens and roasting meat coming from the kitchen nearby.
Her eyes widened at the sight of me. “Miss, what are you doing back here?”
“Where’s Keir?”
“He’s probably in his room. Why?”
“Where’s his room?”
“Miss,” she lowered her voice and glanced around. “You shouldn’t be here.”
I grabbed her arms and shook her. “Celeste, it’s urgent.”
“Turn right down the end of this corridor. It’s the second door on your left.”
I started running even before she finished speaking. My breath was heavy as I rounded the corner, rushing in my ears like a storm pounding on a shore along with the banging war drums of my heart.
His door was opened slightly, showing a strip of cream wall. I sprinted for it.
“Keir!” I slammed against the door, jarring my wrists, but not caring. It flew open and hit the wall with a bang. I skidded to a halt just inside the doorway.
Drake was just standing there. He looked towards me, his face pale and contorted with horror. “Riko…”
I didn’t hear the rest of what he said. My eyes fixed on the spot on the floor where Drake had been staring.
I must be dreaming. A nightmare.
My skin started to feel fuzzy. I felt a scream building up inside me, rumbling and building and as it shook its way up.
Keir lay motionless on the floor, his eyes closed. Blood seeping from the back of his head made a violent sunset against the pale blue carpet.
Red made a sunset.
A sunset.
Sunset.
The scream found its escape. It ripped out of my lungs and tore from my mouth, filling my ears. As the breath left my lungs, a darkness filled the space it left behind.
It was a long time before I stopped screaming.
 



 
Don’t weep, insects –
Lovers, stars themselves,
Must part.
~ Kobayashi Issa
 



34
 
Three months later…
 
“How are you feeling today, Noriko?” He had a soft, soothing voice, the kind that would be perfect to read bedtime stories to children. Or lullabies.
Lullaby, and good night,
With red roses bedight.
He sat across me in an armchair in my formal living room. I stared at his scuffed leather shoes, the bottoms worn thin in places, his legs out and crossed at the ankles. A loose thread fell down one side from the hem of his right trouser leg.
I didn’t answer. I hardly ever answer him. What was the point?
“Is there anything you want to talk to me about today? Noriko? Anything? We don’t even have to talk about you.”
With lilies o’erspread,
Is my darling’s sweet head.
“I don’t know what you want from me,” I said.
“I want to help you.”
“You can’t help me.”
“I don’t think that’s true.”
In a rare move, I lifted up my eyes to stare straight at him. He flinched as if I slapped him. I saw his breath catch in his chest. I’m not sure why he reacted like that when I looked at him.
He had a pale baby face that looked younger than his thirty-something years and deep blue eyes that reminded me of the sea. Or at least, what I remembered of the sea. It had been a long time…
“Why are you here, Dr. Grayson?” I asked.
“I’m here to treat you. It’s my job.”
“I think you agreed to do this job for my husband,” my lip curled at this word, “because you had no choice.”
“That’s not true.”
“If you want me to talk to you, then you should stop lying.”
He shifted, his discomfort obvious. “I’m not lying.”
“You don’t even like Drake.”
“I do.”
“No. You don’t. I can see the contempt on your face when I mention him. You don’t think I notice. But I do. You don’t think my husband is a good man. Well done, doctor, you’re right. He isn’t. So you took this job because you need the money.”
“I don’t need the money.”
“Your shoes are real leather. They were expensive when you bought them. But now they need replacing. Your pants are tailored, expensive too. But the hem is coming undone. Business was once good. But now money is tight.”
“You’re…” he cleared his throat. “You’re perceptive.” If I wasn’t mistaken, there was a kind of awe glistening in his eyes.
“I see a lot of things.” That was all I did. I saw everything. But nobody saw me. Not anymore.
“Very perceptive,” he said. “But I could already tell that about you, even just from our few sessions together.”
“The only question left is why Drake came to you to treat me. He hardly trusts anyone, not even me. So you must know him some way, maybe you owe him a favor…”
Dr. Grayson cleared his throat. “It’s true, Drake and I were college buddies.”
“I see. That’s why he thinks you won’t rat on him.”
“Rat on him? For what?”
“For keeping me a prisoner.”
“A prisoner?” He let out a soft envious laugh as he glanced around my luxurious formal living area. “You can hardly call yourself a prisoner.”
“Just because my cage glistens, doesn’t make it any less a cage.”
“I think we’re being a little dramatic now, don’t you?”
We. He said we all the time as if he and I were the same person. I wonder if they taught him that at his head-doctor school. Talk about your patient as a “we”. It’ll make them feel less alone. It’ll make them feel like you’re on their side. Like you’re a team. Like you give a fuck.
I sank back in my chair, lowered my eyes to the carpet, and ignored all of his attempts to engage me.
Lay you down now, and rest,
May thy slumber be blessed.
Finally, Carter let out a long sigh. “Maybe we should call it quits for today.”
He stood, his foot knocking over his brown leather doctor’s bag. I spotted a flash of metal slipping out of the open top before he quickly bent down to shove it back in. When he picked up his bag I felt his eyes on me. I didn’t make any movement to indicate that I had seen it. He seemed to relax.
I didn’t move even as he stepped over to me with his hand out. “I’ll see you in a few days.”
Like always, I didn’t take it.
This time, instead of just leaving as he usually did, he placed a hand on my shoulder. “Noriko, perhaps you can stop thinking of me as a therapist and start thinking of me as a friend.”
I looked up to meet his gaze. His mouth parted slightly and he snatched his hand away as if my shoulder had suddenly grown too hot. He spun sharply and left, the door clicking shut behind him.
I saw a gun. It was a gun I saw tumbling out of his bag. Carter carried a gun with him. Why?
“He’s in love with you, you know?” came a familiar male voice. “I’ve been watching him.”
I stood, spinning towards the door to my bedroom. Keir was leaning against the doorframe, a half-grin on his face. It didn’t matter how many times I saw him, he never failed to take my breath away. A laugh bubbled up out of me.
I ran to him and leapt into his arms. “Keir. What are you doing here?”
“I’m here to see you, silly hime.”
I glanced past his shoulder into my bedroom to where the curtains were floating out from my open window on the evening breeze. Even as the autumn nights were starting to get chilly, he knew I always left it open for him. Outside the dusky light made it hard to see.
I pushed him into my bedroom and closed the door behind me before melting into his arms again. He leaned down to capture my lips with his. The emptiness inside me was filled by his warmth and his scent; his clean soapy scent and the smell of grass and the air caught underneath pine trees.
“What if you get caught?” I said between kisses.
“You know I won’t get caught.”
“I know.”
“I’ve missed you,” he said as he walked me backwards towards the bed, pulling my blouse out of my skirt and up over my head. His eyes traced over my body as his hands moved across my skin, making all the cells of my body spin and dance.
I took off his shirt and unbuckled his pants, which clinked to the floor around our feet. He pulled me in close and buried his face in my neck, inhaling my skin. He let out a small groan. “It’s been too long. It’s been too fucking long.”
He kissed me again. This time his mouth was greedy, his hunger feeding mine. Our hands rushed to remove the last few bothersome scraps of clothing and we tumbled into bed, naked limbs twining around each other, breathing each other in, our twin groans sounding like a harmony as he slipped inside me. My legs wrapped around his waist and his fingers twisted in my hair and our bodies danced and we moved as his lips brushed over my skin.
My bleak and dreary world disappeared outside the tiny bulb of life we grew between us, like a small summer garden in the midst of a wasteland. He was the only light in my darkness. But like a shooting star he would appear in my night sky then be gone too soon.
I gripped the sheets as he set off a soul-consuming firework inside of me.
Afterwards, I lay along his naked body, making patterns on his chest with my finger. I forgot who I was and that I lived in a cage and it was just dream-Noriko and dream-Keir back together again.
“How’s your father?” I asked him.
“He’s lost now that he’s not working for the Blackwells anymore but…he couldn’t stay.”
“I know. I’m sorry.”
“It’s not your fault. You don’t have to keep apologizing for it.”
“It still feels like my fault,” I said quietly.
His hands came under my arms and he pulled me up along his body so we were nose to nose. “Stop blaming yourself. None of it was your fault.”
I ran my hand through his hair and found the knotted scar on his scalp left from when he hit his head against the edge of the table when Drake shoved him.
“I’m sorry you couldn’t go with the circus,” I said. “I’m sorry I couldn’t come with you.”
“That doesn’t matter anymore. I’m here with you and I’m not going anywhere.”
“I wish we could see each other more than these secret meetings. They’re so few and far between. I wish I could find a way to get free…so we could be together always.”
If only I could find a way… But I couldn’t do it alone. I needed help.
He loves you, you know. If Carter loved me, maybe he would help me?
“What are you plotting?” Keir said, snapping me out of my thoughts.
“Plotting?”
“I can always tell when you’re plotting.”
“I’m not plotting anything.”
“I can always tell when you’re lying.”
I snuggled further into him. “But you love me anyway, don’t you?”
“Utterly. Isn’t it enough that you still get to see me?”
At first, it was enough. Getting to see Keir sometimes kept me from going insane. But I was still here. I was still a prisoner. I wanted my freedom. Just as much as I wanted my freedom I wanted Drake to get what he deserved. And I wanted what I deserved.
Maybe there was a way…if I was brave enough to do what I needed to do.
“Noriko,” he said breaking me out of my thoughts. He brushed back my hair from my forehead. “If you reach for too much, you might lose everything.”
You can’t talk, I thought bitterly. You’re free. Free forever. While I’m still here. Still trapped.
His eyes went to the clock on bedside table. I buried my head against his neck, tears already prickling in my eyes at what I knew he was about to say.
“I should go.”
My heart cracked and the light around me began to dim. I felt myself being dragged back into the darkness that I now lived in. “Can’t you stay a little longer?”
“You know I can’t.”
He pulled me back so he could see my face. “Hey. You know I’ll be back soon.”
“When?”
“I don’t know.”
He kissed me and I kissed him back, refusing to let go. I gripped him like he might just disappear and I rolled on top of him, letting my knees fall on either side of him, pressing my hips against him. He stiffened and moaned and I felt myself getting wet again. Even now I couldn’t get enough of him.
With his hands gently around my shoulders he pushed me back from his mouth. “I know what you’re trying to do. I can’t stay.”
I didn’t give up yet. I slipped my hand down between us and wrapped my fingers around him. “Please, Keir. Don’t leave. Not yet.”
His eyes closed and he let out a moan as I slid my hand across him. “If you had your way,” he said, “I’d never leave.”
If I were freed from here, you wouldn’t ever have to leave me, you wouldn’t have to slip in and out of my bedroom like a beautiful dream.
I thought for a moment that I had convinced him to stay, but with what appeared to be considerable effort, he took my hand and moved it off him. “I have to go.”
He lifted me aside him on the mattress and he swung his legs out of the bed to start the process of dressing.
I curled into a ball and tucked my face into my hands. I couldn’t watch him leave. I couldn’t bear it. Tears pricked in my eyes and the pain of losing him seared fresh in my heart.
The mattress depressed and he placed a kiss on my cheek. I didn’t turn my face to him for a proper kiss. I couldn’t stand his goodbye kisses.
“I’ll see you soon,” he said.
Then he was gone. And everything went dark again. And I fell down down down into my well.
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“Dr. Grayson,” I said to him at our next session. “Last session you said you wanted to be friends instead of being my therapist.”
“That’s right.”
I looked at him through my lashes. “I think I’d like that.”
“That’s great.”
“Because I want to know more about you.”
“Me?”
“If that’s okay with you. We can just talk. Like friends. Get to know each other. I get the sense that we’re…kindred spirits.”
His eyes lit up and he scooted to the edge of his seat. “I’d love that, Noriko.”
Keir was right. He was in love with me.
I could use this. I wasn’t sure how yet, but…I could use this.
I smiled shyly at him, my hands sitting demurely in my lap. “What made you become a therapist, Dr. Grayson?”
“Please just call me Carter. I guess I always liked to help people.”
“How long had you been a therapist before you met me?”
“Eight, maybe nine years.”
“Do you like it?”
He smiled. “For the most part, I do.”
“What don’t you like about it?”
“It’s hard when…when you realize that you can’t help someone.” Something in his mood darkened. “As a therapist you try to help all your patients get better, but you can’t help them all.” He blinked and the darkness was gone. “Can I ask you a question now?”
“Of course.”
“Tell me about your relationship with Drake.”
I stiffened. He hadn’t ever asked me outright about Drake. “What do you want to know?”
He peered at me. “Anything you want to tell me.”
“He provides for me,” I said. “I get everything I need here to live…food, water, shelter, clothes…”
“But…?”
I said nothing. In my lap, my hands gripped in tight fists.
Carter moved towards me. The couch depressed as he sat, a little too close for just friends. It felt like he was crowding me, but I forced myself to remain where I was. He placed his hand on my shoulder. “It helps to talk about it with someone you trust. You’re in a safe space here.”
Slowly I turned my face to him. “And you won’t tell anyone?”
“Not a soul.”
“Not even…”
“Not even Drake. I’m bound to you by client privilege. Anything you reveal to me in our sessions I won’t repeat.” He smiled and squeezed my shoulder slightly, his eyes flicking down to my mouth before darting back up to my eyes.
“Carter…” I lowered my voice, forcing him to lean in closer so he could hear me, “Drake is a monster.”
His eyes flicked around my body as if he was looking for something. “Does he hit you?” he finally asked.
Anger rose up in me. Was that what Drake had to do before anyone would help me? Did he have to start beating me before I was considered a victim? Was everything he did okay because…at least he didn’t hit me?
I almost lied and said yes. But it would have done more harm than good. I had no physical signs of abuse on me. Only the emotional ones.
I turned my head. “I don’t want to talk anymore today.”
I wasn’t sure how to approach Carter now. I thought he would have just believed me, assumed the worst. But he wasn’t so easily led. I needed to know more about him. I needed to figure out who he was. Then I could figure out how to “get” him.
 
* * *
 
At our next session, I was standing at my formal living room window staring out to the gardens when Carter was shown in. The garden was different now that Keir was gone. The bushes were trimmed back in uneven lines. Weeds grew unchecked in the flowerbeds. The new gardener didn’t seem to care. Not like Keir did. He didn’t have Keir’s hands or his careful touch. My stomach twinged when I thought of him. I missed him so much. There wasn’t a minute that went by that I didn’t feel his absence. I’d give anything to have him be the one approaching me from behind. He’d slip his arms around me and I’d melt into his warmth.
“Noriko,” Carter burst through into my world.
I spun.
He smiled warmly at me. “How are you feeling today?”
“I feel better today.”
“Good. That’s good.”
“Thanks to you,” I added.
His cheeks flushed. “Shall we sit?”
“Who was she?” I asked softly.
“What are you talking about?”
“The woman you were so scared to talk about the other day. Your ex-patient.”
“How did you…?” With startled eyes he stared at me. I had guessed right. The skeleton in his closet had been a woman.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I shouldn’t have asked. It’s just…you looked so sad when you were talking about not being to help all your patients. I just wondered if you were thinking of someone in particular.” I smiled encouragingly.
“No, no one.” He was lying.
“There’s a pain…” I said softly. I stepped closer to him and watched as his eyes widened. I placed the tips of my fingers to his heart. “Here. Right here.” I traced across his chest and heard his intake of breath. “It helps to talk about it with someone you trust. Isn’t that what you said to me yesterday?”
“I-I did, but−”
“Don’t you trust me?”
“I do…”
I pressed my palm flat to his chest. His heart thudded under my hand like a baby bird. “I want to know you, Carter. Really know you.”
He stared at me, his mouth parting and closing. But he revealed nothing.
I let the disappointment rise to my face and dropped my hand off him. “I thought you wanted to be friends.”
“I do.”
I walked across the room, took the seat I always took and stared at the spot on the carpet I always stared at. He followed close behind me and knelt beside me. “How about we talk about something else.”
I said nothing. I didn’t even blink.
“Noriko, please.” He slipped a hand onto my knee. My skin crawled underneath him, but I made no motion to speak or to look at him, only my chest moved in and out slightly in my peripheral.
I heard him sigh and the weight on my knee increased as his shoulders slumped. “I haven’t really spoken about it,” he said quietly, “not really. I mean, they made me go to therapy after it happened, the terms of my remaining licensed. I mean, me, in therapy.” He let out a curt laugh but there was no humor in it.
Only then did I look at him. His face was at my height. I couldn’t see his eyes as his downcast light brown, almost golden lashes hid them from me.
“Sit here,” I said as I patted the space next to me. “Close to me.”
He shifted from the floor to the seat. I placed my hand on his hand, still on my knee. “I can see you need to talk to someone about this. We’re friends now. Tell me what happened.”
He took a deep breath and let it out. “Her name was Sheryl. She was a patient of mine a few years ago.”
“Sheryl. That’s a pretty name.”
“It is. And she was. She was young, maybe mid-twenties, beautiful, and already diagnosed with manic depression. She was having delusions. Borderline schizophrenic.” He sighed. “What a waste of a life.”
“What happened to her?”
“She was convinced that her husband was hurting her and that he kept accusing her of having an affair. But her husband refuted her story and she had no bruises to confirm all this violence that she was convinced he was inflicting on her. Her husband…well, he was a well-respected doctor, graduated a few years ahead of me from Harvard with top honors, so…who was I to believe?”
Who said that violence needed to result in bruises? Who better to hurt her without leaving evidence? But I kept these thoughts to myself. “That’s understandable, Carter,” I said instead.
“One session she was inconsolable. She believed that he was going to kill her. I shouldn’t have but I…comforted her. Her husband burst in and saw us. It looked bad. It wasn’t what it looked like, it was totally innocent, but it looked bad. Real bad. Oh God.” He buried his face in his hands.
He was lying. The amount of guilt radiating off of him made me distrust his denial of an affair. I was sure they had been doing something, Sheryl and he.
“It’s okay, Carter.” I shushed at him and I gently pulled his fingers with my hands to lower them into our laps. I didn’t let go of his hands and he didn’t pull away. “You don’t have to continue if you don’t want to.”
“I’m okay. I’m okay.” He took in a deep breath. “Her husband turned into something else…almost inhuman. He was furious. Enraged. I’d never seen anyone so angry. He pulled out a gun… He shot her. Right in the face, her beautiful face…”
“Oh God,” I whispered. “That’s horrible.”
“When he realized what he’d done…he started screaming. He dropped to his knees beside her and he held her, blood all over him, rocking, crying.”
I tried to swallow the knot that had formed in my throat. “What happened to him?”
“At first I couldn’t move. I could barely breathe. It was like I was stuck in a crazy nightmare. There was so much blood. Oh God, so much blood. Then I saw the gun that he had dropped on the floor. I moved slowly towards it. His eyes went wild when he noticed me. I leapt for the gun, he grabbed for it the same time. We tussled. But he was too strong. He knocked his elbow into my jaw and the gun came loose in my hands. He had it. For a second I was staring down the barrel, that tiny black hole signaling the end of my life. And I thought, what do I have to show for it? What have I really done in this life that was worthwhile?”
I gasped. “Carter−”
“But he didn’t shoot. He turned the gun on himself and…” His face crumpled.
I saw him now. I knew why he carried a gun. I knew why I was so appealing to him. On some level he wasn’t in love with me, he was in love with the idea of saving me. Like he couldn’t save her.
“I thought I was dead,” he said, “but I was given a second chance. A second chance at life and…what have I done with it?”
“You can’t think that way.” I gripped his hands tightly in mine. “You’re a good man, Carter. I believe you are. You need to know that.”
His bottom lip wavered. I leaned in and softly captured it between my lips. He didn’t pull away. I brushed the tip of my tongue against his mouth, a request for him to part them for me. A request to let me in. He tore his mouth off mine, turning his head. I was so sure he would kiss me back.
“Noriko, we can’t. It’s wrong.”
“Why is it wrong?”
“You’re my patient,” he said before adding, “and your husband…”
I moved in too soon. I could see the shock in his eyes. He needed more time to get used to the idea of being with me. I needed to pull back. “You’re right. Oh, Carter, forgive me.”
“Of course.”
“Please, tell me you won’t stop seeing me? I would die if you left me. You’re the only one who cares about me.”
“Your husband cares−”
“He doesn’t. Not really. He cares about me like he cares for his cars or his clothes.”
“Noriko−”
“I just couldn’t help myself…you make me feel things…”
I could see him fighting with himself; the drama playing out beautifully on his face as I clutched at his shoulders. I flung myself dramatically against him, my arms going around him to clutch at him, scrunching his crisp white business shirt in my hands. “Please, I promise I won’t kiss you again. Just say that you’ll keep seeing me. I can’t lose you.”
His arms came up around me to hug me back. “Of course I won’t stop treating you.” His breath grew hot and heavy against my neck, his fingertips pressing lightly into my skin. “Of course I won’t.”
“Thank you, Carter,” I whispered. “Thank you.”
Over his shoulder I allowed myself a small smile.
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I planned out my next session with Carter carefully. I chose a summer dress patterned in lace and small violet flowers, a perfect picture of innocence. It buttoned up the front to a square neck that sat just at the start of the curve of my breasts. It wasn’t so different from what I usually wore, but there was something quietly sexy about the outfit.
I had just finished draping various materials and patterns from my sewing studio all over the formal living area when I heard a knock at the entrance to my apartment.
“Just a minute,” I called as I walked to the door.
I partially undid my top button. At some point during our session it would innocently pop open and, at the right angle, show off a slip of my white lacy bra.
I opened the door and smiled. “Dr. Grayson. Please come in.”
I turned and walked across the room. I heard his footsteps behind me and felt his eyes on my ass.
“I’m so sorry about the state of this place,” I said, waving my hand casually about the room. “For the first time in a long time I suddenly got inspired and I wanted to take on a small project.” In the middle of the room I spun to face him.
He stopped abruptly before me. “That’s wonderful to hear, Noriko.”
“I’m starting to feel…more alive,” I said, smiling. I wasn’t lying. My hope for freedom, which had been crushed when Keir left, had now returned. “And it’s all thanks to you, Carter.”
He cleared his throat. “What, er, what kind of project are you undertaking?”
“It’s perhaps quite adventurous of me, seeing as I haven’t made anything for anyone in a long time. But I wanted to make a robe. I thought this material would suit wonderfully.” I held up a blue terrycloth material. “Don’t you?”
“For Drake?”
“No, Carter, for you. The blue will match your lovely eyes.”
I watched him start in surprise. He frowned but the corners of his mouth were pulled up in a tiny smile betraying his hidden delight. “Noriko, perhaps it’s not appropriate−”
“Goodness, I’m taking up so much of your valuable time. Shall we start our session? Let’s go into my other living area where we’ll have space to sit.” I dropped the material, spun lightly, and walked towards the door to my informal living room.
It only took a moment before his footsteps began to follow me. I led him into my private living area, one room deeper into my private space, one room closer to my bedroom. I stood with my back against the door, holding it open to let him through. But I only gave him enough space that he was forced to brush past me to step into my private living room. I closed the door behind us.
My private living room was more casual than the formal living room, but only just. There were three dark leather couches surrounding a low table set in front of a flat screen television. When I arrived the shelves were mostly empty, free for me to fill with what I pleased.
Carter walked towards the closest shelf. He picked up one of the paper cranes I had placed upon it. This one in particular was folded out of blue paper, patterned with small yellow flowers. All my cranes, my precious pets, are colorful. All of them. My bright symbols of hope.
“Did you make all these?” he asked.
“I did.”
“Wow,” he placed the crane back on the shelf and walked along the wall staring at them all. “There’re so many.”
“Nine hundred and forty-two to be exact.”
He spun towards me with a frown on his face. “Why are you making them?”
“It’s part of the senbazuru legend,” I said quietly. “The legend says that if you fold a thousand paper cranes you are granted one wish.”
“And you’re going to fold all thousand cranes.”
“Yes.”
“What will you wish for?”
“The only thing I want.”
“Which is?”
Freedom. “I just…I just want to be loved.”
“Oh, Noriko,” he walked right up to me. “You are loved.”
I noticed his eyes kept dropping down to my chest. I lowered my lashes and delighted to see that my top button had popped open. “Here, in this mansion, I have everything but love.”
His finger slipped under my chin and lifted my face up to look at him. “You are a beautiful, intelligent woman who is loved more than she knows.”
“You shouldn’t say those things to me,” I whispered, and glanced around as if there might be someone watching.
“But they’re true.”
“Stop being so cruel.”
“Cruel? How am I being cruel?”
I focused on him. “You honestly don’t know?”
“Know what?”
“I’m…I’m in love with you, Carter.”
“What?” He backed away.
I advanced towards him. “I know I shouldn’t be, but I can’t help it.”
“No, you can’t−”
“You make me love you.”
“Noriko, stop,” he begged. He hit the shelves against my wall with his back. He had nowhere else to go.
“I know you shouldn’t want me. I shouldn’t want you the way I do.” I clutched his shirt and leaned in close.
“You said you wouldn’t kiss me again.”
I hovered my mouth close to his but I didn’t kiss him. He needed to be the one who crossed this line. “If you don’t want me,” I whispered against his mouth. “Just tell me. And you’ll never have to see me again.” He let out a small moan and squeezed his eyes shut, but he didn’t push me away. “Please…don’t hate me for needing you like I do.”
His resistance dissolved and he closed his mouth onto mine. I heard his bag drop from his shoulder and his arms came up to grab me. His tongue pushed into my mouth. He tasted like minty chewing gum, but it didn’t completely mask the hint of stale cigarettes and whiskey.
It wasn’t like kissing Keir. The feel of his lips and his tongue was so different and strange to me that I couldn’t even pretend it was Keir. My mouth filled with bitterness. What was I doing?
Then I thought about what Drake had done to me. My hatred flared like passion and I poured it into my kiss to make it believable.
I would have my justice. I would have my freedom.
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There was one more piece to my plan. And it would be the easiest one.
That night I retrieved the shopping bag that I had shoved into the corner of my closet. I pulled the ill-fated red dress over my head, smoothed the lace hem down over my hips, and fixed the shoulders and sleeves before slipping into a strappy pair of silver heels. When I looked at my reflection I barely recognized the woman staring back at me, no warmth in her cheeks, eyes as hard as onyx.
I found Drake in one of the ground floor sitting rooms. He sat in one of the armchairs, his vacant eyes staring off at a spot on the wall, a glass of brown liquid on the small table at his elbow, a bottle next to it, already half empty.
I closed the door behind me. His gaze rose to meet mine. His eyes widened and he leapt to his feet, knocking over his glass, the liquor dribbling to the carpet. “W-What the hell are you wearing?”
“A dress,” I said as I took a few steps towards him. “It’s new. I bought it specially.” I turned slowly, one hand on my hip, modelling it for him. When I faced him again he had gone a deathly pale. I smiled at him but there was no warmth in my heart. “I thought you of all people would appreciate this dress.”
“Take it off.”
I made sure I said each next word clearly. “Over my dead body.”
He made a gasping noise in his throat like he was drowning. “Riko…” His eyes glistened. For a second I thought he might actually cry.
I should feel sorry for him. But I didn’t. He deserved what was coming.
“Why are you doing this?” he choked out.
“What am I doing, Mr. Blackwell?”
“You’re trying to get back at me. This is for…”
“Keir. Do you even remember his name?”
“Of course I remember his name. Do you think I could ever forget it?”
“You know,” I strode towards him, “you could never fuck me like he could.”
His face twisted, rage seeping into every crinkle. “Stop it.”
“He could make me cum just by whispering all the dirty things he was going to do to me. You never even came close.”
“Stop it!” He grabbed me by the shoulders and shook. “Stop it, you little bitch.”
“The only way I’d even get wet with you is when I thought of him.”
He let out a roar and shoved me. I fell back to the ground, one of my wrists flaring with pain. I welcomed it. I was ready for it. Hit me, you son of a bitch. Seal your fate.
Drake towered over me, his chest heaving as I watched him battle the beast inside him. I should be afraid of him. But he had already hurt me far worse than any bruises could.
“Go on,” I hissed up at him, tears of victory prickling in my eyes. “Do your worst.”
“No.” His voice shook as he stumbled back away from me. “I’m not like that. I’m not.”
“Yes. You are.” I pushed myself up to standing, kicking off my stupid heels in the process. “You’re just as bad as he was, you controlling bastard. Stop thinking that you’re not.”
“I’m not controlling.”
“You’re keeping me a prisoner here.”
“I just want to keep you safe.”
“You want to keep me yours and only yours, like I’m a thing, not a person.”
He backed away as I advanced towards him. “Riko, please, I love you so much. I would die if you left me.”
“I’m already dead. You’ve already killed me.”
“I never want to hurt you. I’d never hurt you. Please.”
I had lost. I pushed too hard. Or perhaps I didn’t push hard enough. The angry Drake was gone and now I was left with this sorry sniveling Drake. I let out a frustrated growl and spun, storming out of the room. The coward didn’t even follow me.
Tears built up in my eyes as I made my way to my room. I was so sure this dress would do it.
I remembered Keir’s face when he first saw me in this dress, before the horror of what it represented took over. If only I could have him standing right in front of me looking at me like that now. Or just looking at me. I’d give anything…do anything.
Yes, I’d do anything.
As I walked through my living rooms I grabbed a wooden statue from one of the side tables. I locked myself in the bathroom before walking over to the mirror. I slammed the statue down on the marble bench and stared at it. It was a statue of a man praying, his head the size of a man’s fist.
What are you doing, Noriko? he asked me.
“Wolves will chew off their own leg just to get free from a trap.”
I will no longer be a butterfly. I am a wolf.
My resolve hardened. I picked up the statue again, gripping it so hard that it hurt. I lifted up my other arm to expose my side. Only a few bruises. A few select places. Hidden. Discreet.
I took in a few rough deep breaths. Then as hard as I could, I swung.
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The door closed behind Carter when he entered my private living room. “Noriko,” he breathed, “I’ve missed you.” He rushed over to me and pulled me into a hug. I winced at the pain as he crushed me. He pulled back, his face drawing in concern. “What’s wrong?”
“N-Nothing.”
“It’s not nothing. You’re in pain.” He scanned my face.
Could he see through me? Would he know what I did? I looked away, my cheeks heating with shame before I shoved all these thoughts away. I am a wolf. “I fell. That’s all.”
“You…” His hand came to my side. I pulled away from him, hissing slightly. “I don’t believe you.”
“Really, it’s nothing.”
“Take off your shirt.”
“Carter, I−”
“Take off your shirt or I’ll do it for you.”
I sighed, seemingly resigned. “Just please don’t overreact.” I began to unbutton my blouse.
His eyes widened. “Don’t overreact?”
I stopped unbuttoning. “Please,” I whispered.
He took in a deep breath. “Okay. I’m okay.”
I finished unbuttoning my shirt first before I let it slip off my shoulders, the white material fluttering dramatically to the ground. He let out a string of curses and his hands clenched at his sides. I didn’t have to look down to know what he was looking at; three fist-sized bruises around my ribs and one on my chest.
“It’s nothing,” I whispered. “I fell.”
“This isn’t fucking nothing. And you didn’t just fall.” He came up close and his fingertips feathered my skin. “Someone did this to you. Drake. Drake did this.”
“Keep your voice down, please. What if he hears you?”
“The bastard. How could he put his hands on you like this?”
“I told you, he’s a monster.” I said quietly, “Like his father was.”
“I’ll tell the police. I’ll go right now.” He spun and strode towards the door.
I ran up after him and grabbed his arm to stop him. “Carter, please. Drake’s too powerful. He’ll pay off the police. You know he will. It’s happened before. He won’t even be arrested, you know he won’t. A man as rich as he is… Then he’ll hurt you for telling them and he’ll come after me. And this time, he won’t stop until I’m dead.”
“He won’t get away with it. I won’t let him.” Carter leaned in to kiss me, his hands encasing my shoulders like I was made of glass.
“I need you,” I said between kisses.
“I’m here.”
“No, I mean, I need you.”
He froze.
“You don’t know what it’s like living with him,” I whispered, my hands roaming over his shoulders and his arms. “His touch is only greedy or brutal. I need you to erase his touch on me. I need to feel like a woman again.” I slipped my hands lower to find that he was hardening. He let out a strangled moan as I rubbed against him.
“I know you said last time we should wait…” I continued, “but I’ve been dreaming about this. About you.” I slipped my left hand up my dress to pull aside my panties. With my other I grabbed his hand and guided his fingers against my sex, dripping with the lubricant I smeared over it earlier. “Feel how wet I am for you.”
“Jesus, Noriko,” he hissed between his teeth as his fingertips ran along the length of me.
“Please,” I begged as I unzipped his pants and slipped my hand inside to stroke him. “Make love to me.”
He crushed his mouth to mine, his tongue whipping wildly inside my mouth, his hands fumbling with his shirt and his belt.
“The ensuite,” I said between kisses, and we and stumbled towards it.
Inside the guest bathroom I turned away from him to lock the door. I heard his pants and belt hit the marble floor with a clink. I turned and stared at his naked erection, staring at me accusingly with its one alien eye.
I can’t do this.
I leaned back against the door and squeezed my lids shut, repressing the sick feeling growing in my stomach. Be strong, Noriko. Be strong. You are a wolf.
He leaned in to kiss me, lightly pressing me against the door.
Just pretend this is Keir. Just pretend it’s Keir who is touching you.
His hand rubbed up under my skirt along the insides of my thigh and I hissed under my breath.
He paused then pulled away. “Maybe we shouldn’t−”
“No,” I cried. “I need this.” From under my skirt I pulled down my white lace underwear. I pulled him by his hand to the long marble bench that took up most of one wall, a glistening pure white sink in the center. In the mirror I could see myself from the waist up, my flat belly and lacy bra on display. I pulled the hem of my skirt up around my waist and bent over to put my elbows onto the bench, presenting myself to him like a sacrifice. I felt his eyes roam across my exposed sex. “Please,” I said, “I need you to wash away any traces of him.”
He kicked off his shoes and socks as I pulled a foil packet from a top drawer and held it up. He grabbed it, unwrapped it and put it on.
I felt his hands against me, and the head of him at my entrance before he eased himself in. My soul felt like I had ripped it in two. I lowered my face into my arms on the bench, before he could see the tears falling, and squeezed my eyes shut.
“Noriko, are you okay?”
“Please,” I choked out from under my hair. My skin itched with the feeling of him under it. Please stop. “Please don’t stop.” I pressed back against him.
He started to move in and out of me, his groans filling the bathroom. I let out an automatic cry every time he thrust. He needed to believe I was enjoying it.
In the dark little world underneath my hair and behind my closed lids, I floated away. I went into my last memory of Keir. I held his face there before me and it was like he was really in front of me; that small freckle he had above his top lip, the slightly crooked top-right tooth in his white and near-perfect smile.
I love you Keir. I’d do anything to be with you again.
I love you too.
My chest tightened. I miss you. I miss you so much I think I might die if you don’t come back.
I could still feel him. I could feel him sliding in and out of me. I could feel the outline of each of his beautiful fingers as he gripped my hips tighter and tighter, as he filled my body and my heart, as our bodies pulled like gravity towards each other and his thrusts became faster and faster.
I heard him cry out behind me, I felt him pulse between my legs. Then he stilled.
When I lifted my head and opened my eyes, a small gasp caught in my throat. It was Carter that I saw, not Keir. My head spun.
Carter.
Not Keir.
I caught the reflection of the girl in the mirror. Her hair was disheveled, bags rested like bruises under her eyes. Her already slim figure was bordering on gaunt. A strange desperate look shone permanently from her eyes.
Who are you?
I knew it must be me, but I couldn’t reconcile this thing in the mirror with me.
What are you becoming?
I shoved that thought aside. I wasn’t some princess sitting around waiting for my prince to free me. I had to set myself free. No one else was going to do it for me.
I dressed and went out to the living room. Carter remained in the bathroom to use the toilet. While he was there I snuck over to his bag and peered inside. I saw the telltale glint of metal. He still carried the gun with him.
When he came out of the bathroom I was waiting for him.
“Carter,” I slipped my hand onto his chest, “do you love me?”
“Of course I do.”
“You need to make sure that Drake can never hurt me again. The police can’t help me. Only you can. Do you know what I’m saying?”
“He won’t ever hurt you again. I promise.”
“So you’ll help me?”
“Of course I will.”
A smile burst out across my face. He just agreed to kill Drake for me. “Tell me again. Say you promise.”
His hands came up to my face. “Noriko, I promise you I’ll get you out of here.”
“What?”
“I’ll come for you. One night soon. And we’ll leave together.”
“But…but he’ll find me. He’ll find me and he’ll bring me back.”
“I’ll take you away, far away so you’re safe from him.”
“Carter, no. You have to make it so that he can never hurt me again. You need to…get rid of him.”
His face paled, his eyes widening with horror. “Noriko. No.”
“I have no money. If he dies, I’ll inherit−”
“Don’t worry about money. I have some saved from what Drake paid me. We can just leave everything behind us and start over. We can go somewhere like Mexico where it’s cheap to live and just be together. Just you and me.”
Then I’d be chained to you, Carter. I’d just be swapping one prison for another. And Drake would remain unpunished. My body grew cold.
Carter, the coward, was studying my face. So I repressed my annoyance and I smiled as an idea formed. All wasn’t lost. “You’re right, darling. Of course, you’re right. What would I do without you? Come for me. Come take me away.
“Just let me know the next time he’s away on business.”
He moved in to kiss me again, but I stopped him with a hand on his lips. “But I don’t have any way to call you. Drake won’t let me have a cell and the only phone line in the house is in his office, which he keeps locked.”
“Here.” He pulled a small black mobile from his pocket. “Have mine.”
“But you−”
“I’ll buy another one and I’ll text you on this phone so you have my new number. Just don’t let him see it.”
“I won’t. Oh, Carter. Are you really going to come for me when I call?”
“Of course I’ll come for you.”
“Aren’t you scared of him? What if…what if one of his staff sees us?”
“Let me worry about that. I love you.”
“I love you, too,” I lied. “Now go. It’s late.”
I left one last kiss on his lips before pushing him out my door into the corridor for him to find his way out as he usually did at the end of our session.
As soon as my door shut I sagged against it, leaning my body and forehead on the cool smooth surface as the life drained from my limbs. I remained for a moment, repressing the urge to throw up as the memory of his body slid inside me.
I needed a shower. I pushed up off the door and walked to my bedroom. I opened my door and my eyes fell upon the man in my room.
I inhaled sharply. Keir sat on the edge of my bed watching me with his beautiful dark eyes, his hands folded in front of him, his elbows on his knees. I closed my bedroom door behind me, the icy breeze coming in from my open window making me shiver.
“I didn’t hear you come in,” I said. I never heard him come in anymore. “How long have you been here?”
“Not long. Aren’t you glad to see me?”
“Of course I am.”
He stood, his face stern and his gaze steady. “No hug for me? No kiss?”
“I just really need a shower.” I needed to wash Carter off me. I walked towards my bathroom. I didn’t hear Keir following me until it was too late.
Just inside my marble bathroom I spotted him behind me in the mirror. He grabbed me by the arm and spun me to face him. He bent down and inhaled deeply. My stomach dropped. I pushed him back and he let go of me.
His gaze narrowed in on me, pinning me to the spot. “You smell like sex.”
I swallowed. “You know I have a husband.”
“I know you haven’t slept with your husband in three months. And besides, Drake isn’t home during the day…” I saw the moment when he realized. “Carter.”
Shit.
“Why did you sleep with him?”
“I didn’t enjoy it.”
“Why did you do it?”
“He’s in love with me. You said so yourself. He can help me.”
“So you’re using him?”
“Don’t feel sorry for him. He’s not innocent in all of this. He’s the one in love with a married woman, fucking a married woman.” I gasped and snapped my mouth shut. I could have been describing Keir.
“What are you doing, Noriko?”
“I can get Carter to help me escape this marriage.”
“You can escape. Just leave. Walk out the side gate. You have the pin code.”
I shook my head. “It’s not enough. Drake needs to pay. Carter’s going to kill him for me.”
His face contorted with horror. “You can’t be serious.”
“Drake needs to pay for what he did to you, to us. His death will mean justice. And my freedom.”
“I don’t believe what I’m hearing.”
I slipped my arms around him, but he made no motion to hold me. “I’m doing this for us.”
“No.” He pulled himself from my grasp and I cried out. It was the first time that he had ever pulled away from me. “Don’t you dare say that you’re doing this for us.”
“But I am.”
“I don’t want you to do any of this.”
“When he dies then I’m freed forever. You can come back. We can be together. Always. You and me. You and me, Keir.”
“At what cost?”
“There’s no cost. I’m free. Drake gets what he deserves.”
“There’s always a cost.”
“Then I don’t care about the cost.”
“You will.”
The blood seemed to clot in my veins. I felt Keir slipping through my fingers. I was losing him. I needed to bring him back. I needed to bring him back to me.
I stepped closer to him and slipped my arms around his waist, his body warm like the sun. He was my sun. My only sun. “Please, we only have so little time together. I don’t want to fight.”
“I don’t want to fight either.”
“Then let’s not.”
“Promise me you won’t do go through with it.”
I can’t promise you that. I leaned up to kiss him, but he lifted his chin so his mouth was out of my reach.
“Promise me.”
I hated this. But he didn’t understand. He couldn’t free me. So I had to do it myself.
“I promise,” I lied. I pushed more guilt into this little box inside me. It was getting so full, it soon wouldn’t close. “I love you, Keir. I’ll never love anyone but you.”
“I know. I love you too.”
He brushed the hair from my cheeks and I leaned into him. His touch soothed me. It was the only thing that calmed this raging vortex inside.
He pressed a kiss to my forehead. “Now. Go have a shower.”
I let go of him and he stepped back to lean against the wall. I unzipped my skirt and let it fall to the ground, conscious of his eyes on me. I felt myself heating up the way I always did when he was around.
“Maybe you want to join me?” I unbuttoned my blouse and shrugged it off.
I heard Keir inhale. I remembered too late that I had bruises across my body.
“What the hell happened to you?”
“It’s fine.”
“It’s not fine. Did Drake do this? Carter?”
“Don’t worry about it. It’s all part of the plan.”
He didn’t say anything. He just stood there. I tried to brush it off − the way he was looking at me.
I stepped into the shower and turned on the water. “So are you going to join me?”
“No.”
“Will you be here when I get out?” I asked him over my shoulder.
“Just…have a shower.” He started to back away towards the door. Even through the glass shower divider, which was starting to mist up from steam, I could see that his face was crumpled with disappointment.
My stomach twisted. “Where are you going?”
“I have to go.”
“Tell me you’re not mad at me.”
He paused at the door of my ensuite. “I don’t know who you are anymore.” Then he disappeared out of sight.
“Come back.” I stepped out of the shower, not bothering to turn it off. I grabbed my towel, cringing as I wrapped it around my bruised torso, and ran out after him.
But my bedroom was empty. He was already gone, the wind blowing my curtains into the room like a ghost. Gone.
I started to hyperventilate. The room spun around me.
Sunset.
Sun set.
I’ve lost him. I lost him. He’ll never come back.
No. No no no. I shoved all those thoughts away. Keir loves me. He loves me. He’ll always be here for me. He said so.
He said so.
I’ll make him understand. Once I’m free I’ll make him understand. He’ll realize that it was all worth it. He’ll forgive me.
He’ll forgive me.
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“Carter,” I whispered into the receiver.
“Hello, darling.”
“Drake is going out of town this evening. Can you come tonight?”
“Of course, I can.”
“The security guards change shifts at 1 a.m. You should have a time frame of a few minutes when the old and new guard stand around and talk. Neither of them should be watching the monitors. Come in through the staff gate then. But wear something hooded and keep your face down and away from the camera just in case. Even if they do see you they’ll just think you’re staff because you have a pin code. Make your way around the house and to the back terrace near the breakfast kitchen. You know the one?”
“Yes.”
“One a.m. I’ll be waiting there for you.”
I gave him Keir’s old staff pin code. Apparently nobody deemed it necessary to remove it from the gate security system.
Then I hung up.
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My fingers shook as I made the familiar folds on the square of blood-red paper. I folded a face and beak. Then his tail appeared. Finally I gave him wings so he could fly.
Fly little bird, fly.
There. It was finished. One thousand paper cranes.
I placed my little bird in the very center of the other nine hundred and ninety-nine cranes. I closed my eyes and made my wish.
 
* * *
 
Drake and I didn’t eat together anymore. Even if he was home, he ate earlier or later than I did or took his meals in his room. I never saw him when I had dinner, but sometimes I could smell the lingering spice of his aftershave in the dining room, letting me know he had been there. He did it deliberately, I guessed, so he didn’t have to face me and his own guilt.
Tonight I waited in my living area in a chair by the door to the hallway. I wore a kimono, black with pale blue cranes on it, and thin black leggings on underneath. I sat very still. So still that if you saw me you could mistake me for dead; open lifeless staring eyes, hands folded in my lap, my chest barely moving as I breathed in and out automatically.
I had become very good at waiting. It was all I did these days.
I didn’t mind. In the silence I could go wherever I wanted. I let my mind fly away into happier times with Keir, his mouth on mine, his hands holding me to him, a complete dissolving of where I ended and where he began, and the exhilarating feeling that I was truly alive. Even though my body was trapped in Blackwell Manor, with Keir my soul had been free.
Now everything of me was stuck here, my soul, my heart, decaying, wasting away like a precious stargazer in a forgotten garden, vines and weeds growing around her, threatening to choke her and pull her down with the weight of them. Without her loving gardener to tend to her, no one loved her.
I could not let her die.
I heard footsteps, breaking me out of my head and snapping me back into my body. I stood quietly and pressed my ear to the door.
Drake was coming down the hallway from the stairs. I could tell it was him by the heaviness of his footsteps. None of the staff stomped around the manor so arrogantly like he did. I listened as he approached.
His footsteps stopped right outside my door. I held my breath and I stared at the door handle. There we were. Husband and wife standing on either side of this divider like we had been for so long.
He could open it. But I knew he wouldn’t. He stopped by my room every night. But he always walked past without coming in.
It could be my imagination, it was probably my imagination, but I swore I heard him sighing. His footsteps started up again and they faded as he continued on to his room. I heard the distant sound of his door opening. Then it shut.
I turned my head and watched the clock until it was quarter to 1 a.m.
Time to go. Time to fly.
 
Drake’s living room was dark and empty. But a dim light shone from under his bedroom door. He was still awake. I curled my bare toes into the soft carpet as I crept towards it.
Was I really doing this?
I was really doing this.
My heart beat solidly in my ears as I lifted my hand up to press down the handle and push open the door. Drake was sitting up against the head of his large black king-sized bed. He froze when he saw me. I watched him struggle to swallow, the only sign of emotion on an otherwise cold face.
“Come to torture me again?” he said, his voice thick with bitterness.
“I don’t want to fight.”
He lowered the papers in his hands and pulled off his black-rimmed reading glasses, setting them on the bedside table. “What do you want then?”
“Just to talk.”
“Talk. Talk about what?”
“Anything. It’s been a long time since we just…talked.”
“You just want to talk?”
“Yes.” I lifted up my hands in surrender. “No tricks. I just want to talk.”
I watched him try to hide the feelings swirling around his features, feelings that I probably understood better than he did. In amidst the suspicion and the hurt I had caused him, lay a sea of guilt, and amongst that, a spark of hope. “Okay, let’s talk.”
“Can I sit?” I indicated the bed.
He nodded.
I walked over and he made room for me. I sat on the edge of the bed, tucking my knee up under my chin. The air between us trembled with tension, like a rubber band stretched tight.
Where would we even start?
I looked down at his papers covered with lines and lines of black ink, marked with red pen and his undeniable scrawl in the margins. “Is that work?” I asked.
“It’s always work.”
“Is it for that takeover you were working on?”
“No. That project was finalized a few weeks ago. I mean, there’s still a few minor ends to tie up, but I have people working on that.”
“Oh. Congratulations.”
“Thank you.”
“What are you working on now?”
“It’s a big government contract we’re thinking of applying for. I’m just reading through the job terms and conditions now.”
“Sounds interesting.”
He settled back on his pillow, his body starting to relax. “It’s not really. Contracts are always over-written drivel by a bunch of stuffy-suited lawyers trying to cover their asses while using big words to show off how smart they are. ”
“Oh.”
“Luckily I have my own group of stuffy-suited lawyers, but I still like to read through the contracts. I am the one signing it, after all.”
“Drake, do you…like what you do?”
“Do I like…?” To my surprise, he began to laugh.
“What’s so funny?”
“You know, in all my years, all the hundreds of interviews I’ve done, no one has ever asked me that question. They all want to know what is the secret to my success or how I feel about my success. They want to know what my tips are for other business-owners or what my plans for expansion are…but no one has ever asked me if I like what I do.”
“So, do you?”
“I…I don’t know.”
I made a humming noise under my breath. “If it was your father’s company and it was handed to you when he died, I guess you felt you had no choice but to continue.”
As he stared I saw his suspicion fall away and a new kind of hurt appeared. “You just see me so effortlessly, don’t you?”
“I guess.”
I saw him. I saw everyone. But no one really saw me back. No one except my father. And Keir.
“Oh, Riko,” he breathed, “I’ve missed you.”
“You’ve barely looked at me in months. You haven’t touched me since…” I was surprised to find my throat filling with the bitter taste of rejection.
“At first I was…angry. Hurt. Then Carter said I should leave you alone while he took you through therapy. He said that my being around you might cause you to regress.”
Carter never told me that. I thought Drake was avoiding me to avoid his guilt.
Are we hiding things, Dr. Grayson? Keeping my husband and me apart so you could have me all to yourself? You’re not so innocent.
He let out a long sigh. “It feels good to tell you all these things. I used to be able to tell you everything.”
I could never tell you anything.
“The last few months have been hell for me,” he said. “Not being able to find my usual peace with you.”
“You poor thing,” I said, my voice laced with hatred. In true Drake fashion he didn’t notice.
“I need to talk to you about that night,” he said, his eyes taking on a tortured look. “About what happened.”
I glanced at the clock on his bedside table. It was almost 1 a.m. “Maybe another time.”
“Carter said that bringing Keir up would be too difficult for you. He said I shouldn’t talk to you about it until you were ready. But it’s like a weight around my neck.”
“I don’t want to hear it.” The familiar chilly hands of darkness began to claw at me.
Blood seeping out−
“You were my wife, my savior, the only one who knew me. I just…I lost control.”
“Enough.”
“I was just so angry. He was taking you away from me.”
Fly away, little bird.
He grabbed my arm before I could escape. “I just wanted him to see what he was doing was wrong.”
“Let go of me.”
His wild eyes bored into mine. “You have to forgive me.”
“Never. I’ll never forgive you.” Never. Never never.
“I never meant to shove him that hard.”
“Stop it.”
“When he hit his head−”
“Don’t say it!” I shrieked.
“I didn’t mean to kill him.”
 



41
 
I shook my head as the memory came flooding back, filling up all the truths I tried to ignore.
Red made a sunset.
A sunset.
Sunset.
Wake up, little bird. Wake up.
Little bird won’t wake.
My sun set.
I yanked my arm from Drake and fixed my eyes on him. “You,” I stabbed a finger at him through the air, “you took my only reason for living from me. He was my only light and you destroyed it.” I climbed off the mattress and started backing away. “You dare to think that all you need to do is apologize.”
“It was a terrible tragedy. I didn’t mean for him to die.” He climbed out of bed, following me, his hands out as if to try to placate me. “I’m sorry, Riko.”
“My fucking name isn’t Riko,” I shrieked.
“Noriko−”
“You should have gone to prison. You should have been hung.”
“It was an accident.”
“You paid off the police, like you paid them off when you killed your father.”
“You don’t know anything about my father.”
“I know he beat your mother. He was a drunk and he beat her for years. He probably killed her too.”
“Shut up!”
“You’re just like him, you sick son of a bitch. You killed Keir. One day, you’re going to kill me too.”
“You can’t think that. I love you.” He stared at me with those beady little eyes, begging me to believe him, to forgive him.
Forgive for give. Give for grief.
Never. Nevernever.
You deserve what’s coming, Drake. You deserve it. Come get it.
I ran out of his bedroom and sped through his rooms to the hallway.
I heard him running after me. “Noriko, come back.”
I led him down the hallway and to the main stairs.
“Noriko, where are you going? Stop.”
I wound my way down the staircase, spiraling down and around, twisting, spinning around. He followed me as if tied to me with an invisible thread, his steps echoing around me as we both went down, down deeper into the darkness.
In the dim light of the ground floor, with only the moonlight filtering in, shadows rose up around me.
Drake grabbed my arm, spinning me to face him. “Please, can we just talk about this?”
“Don’t touch me.” I slapped him across the face as hard as I could. It made a satisfying smacking sound. He stumbled back, giving me the opportunity to yank my hand away, and darted through the main entryway and into the breakfast kitchen.
A dark figure was silhouetted against the floor to ceiling windows. I ran for him, colliding into Carter’s arms. I felt his bag slung over his shoulder.
“Noriko.” Carter pulled me into his side.
“Help me,” I cried. “He’s gone insane.”
I let out a small shriek and pressed further into Carter’s side as Drake’s footsteps sounded closer. “Your gun,” I said to Carter, urgently pressing the bulk of his bag into his side.
“What?” he asked.
I heard a click. The kitchen lights turned on, blinding me temporarily, the harsh downlights glaring off the shiny cream marble countertops like sun on snow.
“What’s going on?” Drake’s voice boomed throughout the kitchen.
“D-Drake,” Carter’s voice trembled. “You’re not supposed to be here.”
“What the fuck is going on?” Drake glared first at Carter, then he zeroed in on me, the sheer menace in his eyes sending tentacles of fear through my body. “You’re sleeping with him?”
“I love him,” I yelled, “and he loves me.” I nudged Carter. “Your gun,” I hissed.
Carter fumbled in his bag.
“Hurry. Hurry!”
“You stupid little whore,” Drake roared as he advanced, his eyes narrowed on me, his beast completely unleashed.
I screamed and stepped back behind Carter as Drake collided with him. They grunted and cursed at each other as they struggled. I edged around them back into the kitchen, trying to avoid their elbows. I needed something heavy, a pan or something.
Bang.
The gun went off. I jumped, a scream escaping from my lungs.
Someone had been shot.
Who?
I heard a pained moan. I couldn’t see Carter; Drake was blocking him from my view. I searched Drake’s back. He didn’t look to be hurt.
Carter.
Carter let out another moan then slipped to the floor at Drake’s feet where he remained. The gun clattered to the marble beside him.
Drake spun towards me, his eyes wild, any humanity inside him scared off like a flock of birds with that gunshot. “Look what you’ve done.”
“You’re the one who shot him,” I screamed.
“I loved you.” He pointed a thick finger at me. “I fucking loved you and you betrayed me.”
I’m fucked. I played the odds and I lost. And now I’m fucked.
I grabbed open the closest drawer, hoping to hell that it contained something I could defend myself with. The downlights glinted off the shiny surfaces of metal. Knives. I grabbed for one.
Drake grabbed my shoulders and spun me away from the countertop. All I could see was his right fist coming towards me. I didn’t have time to duck.
It collided with the left side of my face, a fire blossoming out around my cheek and eye. I went flying back, everything blurring around me. I smacked the side of my head against something. A sharp pain exploding into my brain, meeting the pain from my face.
My vision went colorful and sparkly like I had been staring at the sun for too long. I thought I heard a scream over the ringing in my ears then realized it was my own. I felt gravity pulling me down to the cold marble.
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I blinked, trying desperately to fumble through all of this cotton in my mind. Where was I? What was going on?
“What have I done?” It was Drake’s voice.
I was sitting on the floor, leaning up against the cupboards, my legs splayed. My head felt so heavy. Drake stood in front of me, his face screwed up, staring at his shaking hands. “What have I done?” That’s all he said, over and over, his voice sounding scraped-raw and hollow.
He caught me staring at him and he leaned down towards me. “Noriko, I’m so−”
Bang.
The noise ricocheted through my throbbing head. I wasn’t sure what it was. Until I saw Drake’s chest blossoming with blood across his white shirt.
Someone shot him.
Carter was laying on his side, his face pale, blood flowing from his stomach, one hand pressed against it, trying to hold his life in. He was still alive, the gun in his other hand.
Drake dropped to the ground beside me. His head smacked against the marble with an awful crack. His eyes were dull, no more rage left in them. On the glassy marble floor, his blood made a sunset around his body.
Red made a sunset.
A sunset.
Sunset.
What have I done?
Behind him, Carter dropped the pistol. He coughed, blood spluttering up from his mouth.
My head and my face throbbed with pain, but I pushed it away. I needed to stay conscious. I dragged myself over to Carter and placed my hands along with his on his stomach to try to stop the blood from flowing.
I heard the patter of footsteps arriving at the edge of the kitchen. The staff had been alerted. There were several gasps and cursing. But I didn’t look up to see who it was.
“Stay with me, Carter,” I begged him.
He couldn’t die. He couldn’t.
Not another sunset on my hands. Please.
His face morphed from Carter’s into Keir’s. His dark pained eyes staring into mine.
Can you live with yourself after this, Noriko?
The box of guilt in my soul broke open and my stomach twisted as it began to poison my blood.
“Noriko,” Carter choked out. I blinked and I was back in the kitchen with Carter. “I love−”
“No,” I said, “no goodbyes. You’re going to live. Do you hear me?” I heard sirens in the distance. “Hear that? They’re coming for you.”
But he didn’t seem to hear me. “I love you,” he said.
Tears pushed their way out of my lids. “I love you too,” I lied, just this once more, because I felt it was the kindest thing to do.
Carter smiled. Then he was still.
 
* * *
 
I sat in the back of an ambulance parked in the Blackwell Manor motor court. Someone had bandaged the back of my head and tended to my face. My clothes had been taken as evidence so I was wearing too-big tracksuit pants, folded up at the ankles, and a shirt marked “Police” that someone had handed me. At the end of the long driveway the front gates were wide open. Between the gates and me were a mess of police cars and ambulances, their lights flashing a morbid red and blue disco. I wondered if anyone would notice if I just walked away.
A police officer stopped before me, blocking my view. He was as old as my father had been. He had the same black hair going gray in touches at the temples, a pleasant kind face, but he was clean-shaven. My father had a beard. I loved my father’s beard that tickled when he kissed me.
“Mrs. Blackwell?” he said.
“Please. Just Noriko.”
He introduced himself but even as he said his name it slipped from my mind’s grasp. He handed me a glass of water in a plastic cup, which I took in a trembling hand. “When you’re ready, can you tell me what happened?”
I went too far. I went too far and they paid the price. All the men who loved me paid the price.
I took a sip of my water, before I spoke. “Drake was my husband. He was…a complicated man. For our entire marriage he kept me in that mansion for…it must be over six months now. He never let me leave. No friends, no contact with the outside world. I think…it made me a little crazy.”
The officer nodded slightly.
“Carter was my therapist. He fell in love with me. He was going to rescue me. He was going to get me out. But…it all went wrong. I was supposed to meet Carter at the back entry, which I made sure to leave unlocked. Drake followed me to the downstairs kitchen where he saw Carter and me. He was so furious. He came at us. Carter had a gun. They fought over it. Carter was shot. I thought he was dead.”
I took a shaky breath. And another sip of my water.
“Drake came at me. He punched me here.” I lifted my hand to my swollen face and hissed at the pain when I touched it. “I fell back. I hit my head on the counter. I don’t know if I blacked out for a second or not. Maybe I did. I opened my eyes to see Drake above me. Then Carter shot him. I crawled over to him, tried to stop the bleeding but… it was too late.”
The officer was nodding. He believed me. He had no reason not to. All of the evidence would have supported what I said. And what I did say was the truth. I didn’t lie. But I left out all of my responsibility in all of this. All the things that nobody could prove.
“Is there someone you can call?” he asked.
“What?” I asked.
“This house is a crime scene. You can’t stay here tonight. Is there someone you can call? Someone you can stay with?”
“No.” My limbs drained of blood. “I have no one.”
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“Noriko,” a familiar voice called out. I looked around the detective to see Filipe trying to push his way through the crowd.
“Ma’am,” the detective said, “do you know him?”
I nodded.
The detective signaled to the cop holding Filipe back to let him through.
“Who are you?” the detective asked as soon as Filipe joined us.
“I’m Filipe, Mr. Blackwell’s driver. Have been for over six years now.”
“And you live on the property?”
“No. I just live over in Gaviota.”
“How did you know to come here, then?”
“Loretta, the housekeeper, called me. Noriko, you look terrible. Are you okay?”
“I’m okay,” I said.
“What the hell happened here?”
The detective outlined what they had found when they had arrived and told him my story. As he spoke Filipe kept sending strange looks at me. I avoided his eyes. I knew Filipe suspected that I left some details out.
“Jesus Christ,” Filipe said when the detective had finished. “As long as you’re okay, Noriko.” He patted my hand. “Do you need somewhere to stay? The wife and I have a spare room.”
“Yes,” I said. “Thank you.”
“No, Drake, no,” a female voice shrieked out over the crowd.
“What now,” the detective grumbled.
It was Sasha, running through the mess of police cars towards the house.
“Someone stop her,” he yelled out.
An officer grabbed her, halting her progress.
Her eyes found mine through the crowd. “You killed him,” she screamed, pointing a finger at me. “How could you? How could you? You never loved him.” She screamed and kicked as she tried to get past the officers who were all trying to hold her back. “She never loved him. She killed him. She killed Drake. Arrest her, the fucking bitch.”
The detective shook his head. “Poor girl. Grief can make people a little crazy.”
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After I was cleared to leave, Filipe and I walked to his car parked partway down the driveway. Over my shoulder was a duffel bag of clothes and toiletries, which an officer had escorted me to retrieve from my bedroom. It was the duffel bag I had prepared for when I was supposed to leave with Keir. I never did unpack it after that night.
The tires crackled against the gravel as Filipe drove us slowly out of the manor. When we passed out the front gates I let go of the breath I was holding. A tear slipped from my eye.
It was over. It was finally over. I was free.
If he dies then I’m freed…then we can be together. Always.
At what cost?
There is no cost.
I shook my head, trying to dislodge these thoughts. “Filipe,” I said, “I haven’t seen you in a while.”
“That’s true. Not since the night…” he trailed off.
…the night Keir died.
I cleared my throat. “How are you?”
“I’m doing okay. I miss the rascal.”
“Me too, Filipe,” I said quietly. “Me too.”
“He really loved you, you know,” Filipe said.
“I loved him. I still love him.”
“It’s a funny thing, love. People will do anything for it.”
I swallowed hard. Was Filipe trying to suggest something? “I guess so.”
“It’s a good thing love means that someone will also forgive you, no matter what you did.”
“I didn’t fire the gun that killed Carter or Drake.”
“I know.”
“The police cleared me. The evidence supports my story.”
“I know.”
“Sasha was just talking crazy.”
“Like the detective said, grief can make people do crazy things.”
“What happened with Drake and Carter wasn’t my fault. Just a terrible tragedy. I didn’t mean for…” my voice trailed off.
It wasn’t my fault.
Drake’s voice echoed in my head like a gong.
Just a terrible tragedy.
I didn’t mean for him to die.
I felt like someone had thrown ice water all over me. I felt like I was waking up for the first time in months. I had been asleep for months and now I was awake. I caught sight of my startled eyes in the small mirror set in the passenger visor and had to look away. I couldn’t stand the sight of myself.
“Maybe I’m not the one you need to convince,” Filipe said quietly.
I stared out the window, trying to keep myself held together. Filipe said nothing else for the rest of the ride.
 
Filipe lived in a small cottage along the cliffs of Gaviota just outside of Santa Barbara, only a short drive from the mansion. Stone-built and cozy, he lived there with just his wife, Marina. Keir had once explained to me that they had wanted kids but they couldn’t have them.
Marina was a few years younger than Filipe with thick curly brown hair that tumbled down over her slim shoulders and kind hazel eyes that stood out against her latte skin. She fussed over me like a mother. After making me drink a cup of sweet hot tea she pushed me with gentle hands into the guest bedroom, a modestly furnished room less than a quarter of the size of my Blackwell Manor bedroom. She tucked me into the faded robin-blue sheets, smelling of laundry powder, and backed out of the room, urging me to sleep.
I was so tired, the kind of tired that was weary to the bone. The kind of tired that weighed on your soul. I felt like I could lie down and never get up. But there was a part of me that wasn’t sure I could ever sleep again. When I closed my eyes all I saw was red.
Sunset red.
A sob loosened from my throat. “Keir,” I called out softly, my voice trembling, “where are you? I need you. Please.” I looked around the dark room for him but all the shadows remained mere shadows. I missed him so much I thought I might crack open and die. My insides hurt like someone had their hands inside me and was squeezing tight. I curled into a ball and wrapped myself in the covers.
But at what cost?
There’s no cost. I get freed. Drake gets what he deserves.
There’s always a cost.
Then I don’t care about the cost.
You will.
“You were right, Keir,” I whispered as tears squeezed out from my eyelids. “Please, forgive me.”
I cried and cried until my pillow was soaked and yet still the tears came. But Keir did not.
Sometime during the early morning I mercifully fell asleep.
 
* * *
 
“I’ll let her know…actually, she’s just woken up.”
I stumbled into Filipe and Marina’s small living room, sometime that afternoon I think, my head still foggy, my eyes half shut. Marina stood in a faded yellow skirt and cream blouse, a stained apron tied to her waist. She held out the receiver to me, the corners of her eyes crinkled in concern.
Who would be calling me? The police again?
I cleared the cobwebs from my throat before I tried to speak. “Hello?”
“Mrs. Blackwell,” a crisp male voice spoke through the receiver over a little static. “This is Ed Stevens. I’m your husband’s lawyer.”
Oh. God.
What did he know?
“I, er…yes?”
“I just heard about Mr. Blackwell. I’m so sorry for your loss. He was…a good man. I worked with him for many years. And on many deals.”
“Thank you.”
“I’m sure you know Mr. Blackwell has no heirs, no other family. Only you. Everything of his now belongs to you.”
“Mr. Stevens−”
“Just call me Ed.”
“Ed. To be honest I haven’t even thought about this. I’m still trying to…”
“I understand. It’s just…you’re also now majority shareholder of Blackwell Industries, which means you have the controlling vote. I’m not sure you wish to take on such a responsibility, do you?”
“Control Drake’s company? I guess not.”
“The Board of Directors wish to make you an offer to buy you out of your majority share. They want to do this pretty soon.”
“Oh. Okay…”
“So you’ll sell your share?”
“Yes.”
“Great. I’ll get the paperwork started. You’re a very rich woman, Mrs. Blackwell.”
A very rich woman. What a joke. I had everything, except for what I really wanted.
 
I sat on the back porch, one knee tucked up under my chin, on the rocking chair. The lawn of Filipe’s back garden grew in and around several large rocks, creating an irregular shape. Some lavender and wildflowers trimmed part of the edges, but there were mostly patches of herbs – basil, rosemary, thyme, mint – filling the air with their organic scent. Down the back, the garden turned into wild bushes and trees and a small foot-trodden path disappeared through it.
I felt myself on the precipice, swaying between two possibilities, staring at two futures. I couldn’t have one without giving up the other. I needed to make a choice.
A movement caught my eye. I glanced up to see a figure standing just at the start of the path, looking at me over his shoulder.
It was Keir. My heart started to race and my throat became dry the way it always did when I saw him. He was wearing the same dark blue shirt and black pants as the day he died.
Our eyes met and for a moment we were both just suspended there, caught in each other’s gaze. Then he turned his head and disappeared through the thick overgrowth.
With his name stuck in my throat, I launched to my feet and ran after him.
I followed the path, pushing through the branches in my way and stepping over knee-like roots and fallen branches. I couldn’t see him up ahead. A sinking feeling overcame me; perhaps I had lost him.
The path opened up to a flat grassy ledge, a smattering of rocks, a few brave wildflowers in tight low bunches, with a view out across the Pacific Ocean.
Keir was standing there, waiting for me.
I stopped just before him, just out of reach even if I lifted up my arms.
“Hello, Noriko,” he said.
“Hello, Keir.”
He looked so good. So alive. So real. With the wind whipping through his hair, and his strong body silhouetted in the late afternoon sun. My chest tightened as the string that tied us together folded itself into yet another knot.
“Oh, Keir,” I breathed, “there’s so much I want to say to you.”
He remained silent. I knew he was giving me space to talk.
“You were right.”
“I’m always right,” he said with a soft smile and a wink. “You’re only realizing that now?”
I didn’t smile as I continued, “I realize I have a choice now. I could stay with you. I could keep you here, I could keep you with me, even though you don’t belong here. I could be happy with…you. I could keep pretending you never died. But then I’d still be a prisoner…inside my head.”
He nodded. “Or?”
“Or, I could try to move on. I could make something of what I have inherited. I could try to atone. To build something from my life. But then I’d have to face…everything. I wouldn’t have you. I’d never have you again. I’d be alone.”
“What are you going to do?”
My hands itched to touch him. My chest was so tight. He was my oxygen and I was suffocating without him. I was desperate to hold him so I could breathe again. I could take the last step between us. I could close the gap and fall into his safe comforting arms and completely lose myself again. I could pretend that he had never left. It would be so easy. So so easy. It would be as easy as breathing. The easiest and most natural thing in the world.
But…
“I’m sorry,” my voice broke. I couldn’t believe I was saying this. “I have to say goodbye. Even though it may kill me, I have to let you go. Do you understand?”
He rewarded me with a smile. “Of course I do.”
“Could you forgive me for everything I did?”
“Noriko.” He closed the distance between us and wrapped me in his arms. “I love you, no matter what you did. I’d forgive you for everything. But I’m not the one who you need to forgive you, do you understand?”
I nodded as I clung on to him as tightly as I could because I knew it would be the last time. “I love you,” I said over a sob. “I love you so much. I will never love anyone like I love you.”
“I love you too. Utterly. Irreversibly.” He pulled back, his hands cupping my neck and jaw.
His mouth closed on mine. I squeezed my eyes shut and drank him in. He tasted like Keir, sweet and salty. He held my head firmly to his as our tongues danced one last dance. My hands moved across his arms and down his side and around his back, feeling every firm muscle, trying to memorize his body before I lost it.
I poured all my love and longing into him and I felt his love filling me back up in return. One last time.
Goodbye, Noriko.
He faded into nothing and I was left holding the wind. I inhaled his scent of smoky wood and of wild grass before it, too, blew away.
When I opened my eyes I was staring at the sun, just starting to dip below the edge of the ocean. My first ocean sunset.
I cut myself on the glassy sea and spill my heart onto your sky.
I stayed there watching the closing of the day until the sun finally slipped down under the horizon and disappeared.
 



 
No one travels
Along this way but I,
This autumn evening.
~ Matsuo Basho
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Several weeks later…
 
The passenger seat of the black sedan was soft underneath me. The rest of the interior was a faded cream and matte silver. Hanging from a thin strand of red silk from the rearview mirror was a small royal blue origami chocho, a butterfly.
Outside the autumn colors of fire and earth flashed past, one last gasp of passion before the silent winter. The small vibrant yellow heads of the ominaeshi flowers pushed up through the light frost covering the ground. My favorite season was almost here.
Soon I would start my atonement. It would be a long and difficult path. But before I set out on that journey there was one place I needed to go.
The car windows were opened slightly so I could smell the fresh, crisp air. My hands were gloved and folded in my lap, but they came out occasionally to punctuate something I was saying to Aki, the driver who picked me up from the airport. He was a young man, only twenty-two, but he already had a wife and a new baby.
“Satsumi, her name is,” he said to me in Japanese and showed me a photo of a chubby grinning baby in his wallet. He glanced briefly from the road ahead to me, pride beaming from his face. “She looks like her mother.” He grinned. “Thank God.”
I laughed. “Well, she’s just beautiful.”
We neared our destination and the sedan finally stopped, the gravel crushing underneath the tires. I pushed open my own door and stepped out. The path from here was too narrow for the car to go down, so I would walk the rest of the way.
Aki helped me with the small suitcase from the trunk. I thanked him again and slipped him a wad of cash. “Think of it as the start of your education fund for Satsumi,” I said with a wink.
He accepted it with a stunned look on his face and bowed low, almost with his head to his knees, thanking me over and over before he disappeared into the car.
I began the final walk down this worn earth path, alone, pulling my suitcase behind me.
Back in California, I had sold off Drake’s company to the shareholders. I sold the mansion and everything in it. I gave all of Drake’s staff generous severance packages and references. Everything I physically owned was now contained in this one small suitcase. It felt…liberating.
The only ones it had been hard to say goodbye to had been Filipe and Marina. They had insisted I stayed with them until I left. Their warm hugs and comfortable silences and endless cups of tea helped to nurture me back to myself.
I wondered if they found the gift I left them yet, slipped under my pillow in the guest bedroom. An envelope with a brochure and this note:
 
Dearest Filipe and Marina,
I can’t thank you enough for the kindness you have shown me, a practical stranger, in these last few weeks.
I could never pay you back for what you did for me. But I will try.
I enclose a brochure of California’s finest in-vitro clinic. If you decide to proceed your bill would be fully taken care of by me.
I can’t imagine any two people who would make better parents.
Love, Noriko.
PS. Keir would make a wonderful name if it were a boy.
 
As I neared the house, the familiar low, small, square building with pitched roof, I could see a woman sweeping the small front porch. All my memories of this place and of her came flooding back.
She looked up, saw me and froze. “Noriko?”
I lifted up my hand in a wave, tears already clogging up my throat so that I couldn’t speak.
“Noriko!” Her broom fell from her hands with a clatter and she ran towards me, her hands holding up her skirts. I started to laugh. I had never seen her move that fast before. I dropped the handle of my suitcase and ran forward to meet her.
When I fell into my mother’s warm arms, the dam inside my heart burst and I started to sob.
“It’s really you. Is it really you?” she said, over and over again, her slim yet strong arms crushing me to her.
“It’s me, mama,” I whispered. “It’s me. I missed you so much.”
I heard the sound of the front door creaking and curious voices of my sisters turned to excited shrieking. I felt us jolt as my sisters threw themselves at us one by one to wrap around us tighter into a knot that could not be broken.
As we stood there hugging and crying, I felt the loving presence of my father wrapping around us all. I could almost hear him whispering in my ear,
Welcome home, hime.
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Six months later…
 
I walked alongside Kaiya Enomoto, the headmistress of this brand new school in Shibetsu. Our heels clattered along the polished floors as she led me through the hallways and empty classrooms. The building was silent except for the clack of our heels. There were no children running around or filling the air with their chatter yet. But soon there would be.
Kaiya led me finally out to the schoolyard through the back door. It was a flat grassy area that stretched out to a wire fence lined with maple trees, starting to sprout green tips, and cherry blossom trees in partial bloom, the air filled with the invigorating sweet smell of spring. In the distance Mount Unabetsu watched over us.
Kaiya turned towards me. “The absolute generosity, Mrs. Blackwell. To fund this school−”
“Please.” My cheeks burned as I lifted a hand to stop her. “Don’t thank me. It was…”
How could I explain to her? How could I explain to anyone that this was something I should not be thanked for?
After what happened with Drake and Carter I was finally freed. Only to find my soul, the most important thing of all, was imprisoned in a cage of my own making.
This school, the first one I had built, I had named Juishiro, after my late father. There would be many more to come, all across Japan.
Japan had public and private education, but neither of them were free. The schools and universities I commissioned would always be free for those who needed it, funded indefinitely through the investment trusts I had my own stuffy-suited lawyers and investment advisors draw up.
These would be my paper cranes. One by one, fold by fold, my soul was lifting. Maybe one day I could get my wish, a wish I made all those months ago.
“It’s nothing,” I said to Kaiya. “I came from here with nothing and…I have been lucky. Very lucky.” And I meant it. No more would I lament the things I had lost. I would see them for what they really were, birds returned to the wild where they belonged, their distant calls reminding me to focus on what I still had. You would not find a martyr in me anymore. “I’m just giving back to the country that raised me.”
“Well,” she said, “it’s just wonderful what you’re doing.”
The breeze blew my way, tousling my long hair. Suddenly I could smell the scent of smoky wood and cut grass on the wind.
In the distance I spotted a familiar figure standing there watching me. I couldn’t see his face from here, but I could almost imagine that he was smiling. My chest filled with joy and love and for the first time in a long time I felt a kind of peace.
“Mrs. Blackwell?”
“Yes?” I turned back to Kaiya.
“I want to show you our gymnasium now. The one you specifically asked to be built.”
“Of course.”
She went inside and I followed. At the entrance I paused and glanced back.
He was gone. But I knew he would never be too far away. He was irreversibly tied to me. And I kept the piece of him that he gave me, here in my heart.
 
THE END
 



Author’s Note
I know. You probably hate me for what I did to Keir. Unfortunately no other ending felt right for this story. Not all love can last. Not everyone gets a happily ever after even though they deserve it.
If you read on a little further you’ll find a little surprise from Keir…
 
Noriko’s Japan:
Sadly, I have never been to the island of Hokkaido or the town of Shibetsu in Japan. Although I researched this beautiful island and coastal town extensively, there is only so much I can glean without actually going there myself. Noriko’s Japan is partly fact, partly fiction. To those of you who are familiar with these places, I apologize for any factual errors in my description.
 
Did you enjoy Girl Wife Prisoner?
Please support me as an indie author by posting an honest review on Amazon and Goodreads. Even one or two quick sentences would be perfect! It really helps other readers to decide whether my books are for them. And you can help by recommending me to a friend. Word of mouth is still the best way for new readers to find me.
 
Turn to the next page for Keir’s surprise…



Utterly Irreversibly: A Girl Wife Prisoner Novella
(A Good Wife #1.5)
By Hanna Peach
 
What if…
 
Noriko and I.
 
You already know our story. So you know how it ends. I’m sorry. Some things are irreversible.
 
But others things, things like dreams for example, are not. Dreams are fluid as water, as changeable as the memory of the dreamer. Perhaps, then, I may be given license to re-tell our story the way I dreamed it. The way it should have been…
 
This novel is Girl Wife Prisoner told from Keir’s alternative perspective. Please finish Girl Wife Prisoner before reading this novel as it contains spoilers.
For ages 18+.
 
Available now at your retailer for $1.99
Or subscribe to my romance newsletter (http://hannapeach.com/subscribe) to get your FREE copy as a thank you (limited time offer)
I send out a newsletter only when I have a new release or a sale.



Paper Dolls
By Hanna Peach
 
The rest of my life came down to this. One choice. Two faces.
 
Salem is my twin sister. She’s my best friend and my other half. She protected me when the devil came to visit. She forgave me, even after I failed her.
 
Clay is the love of my life. He’s my redemption and my soulmate. Sweet yet intense and nursing a dark past of his own. He saved me from the nothing I had become.
 
But I can’t have them both.
 
My name is Aria. And today, I must choose. One of the two people I love has to die.
 
TRIGGER WARNING: This books deals with some very dark matters. If you have any trauma triggers, please consider carefully whether you wish to read it.
For ages 18+.
 
Out Jan 2016
Add this to your
Goodreads shelf
Romance newsletter subscribers will be notified when it goes on sale.
 
 



Come hang out or just say hello!
Email:
hanna@hannapeach.com
Website:
hannapeach.com
Facebook:
www.facebook.com/HannaPeachAuthor
Twitter:
@HannaPeachBooks
Goodreads:
www.goodreads.com/hannapeach
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