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The Secret of Silk

 


Kansaburo grinned, all broad-mouthed and
narrow-eyed, as Dr. Ami Sato prodded the strips of rags tightly
wrapped around his torso. Just beneath the ribs of his left flank
the homemade bandages oozed a purplish brown sap, tinged with a bit
of dark dried blood. Small hands clad in exam gloves, she unwrapped
each sticky strip. Earthy odors of decaying flowers wafted up. She
frowned at the exposed wound packed with layers of gummy leaves and
matted yellow flowers.

The old examination table creaked under his
mass. Usually it supported frail little grannies and gramps—not a
heavily muscled young laborer. She sat back on her stool, looked at
his shirtless torso and then met his bemused gaze.

“You’re an idiot,” she said, with
an exasperated shrug. “You’re risking a nasty infection. Why do you
insist on all these weird leaves and berries to cure your
injuries?” She continued to peel off the foliage and petals, slowly
cleaning the small jagged wound. “What’s the point of having my
practice here if you insist on your musty old folk remedies?” Her
words prodded him as the antiseptic swab prodded the
wound.

“But it’s not infected, is it?”
Kansaburo said. “Have you ever seen any of my wounds
infected?”

Ami paused from dressing the injury and glared
at him. “No. But I’m sure that’s just your dumb luck.” But she knew
he was right. The wound was surprisingly clean and healing
unusually fast. All his wounds were like that. Since he seemed to
get hurt frequently, she had more than ample evidence to support
his claim.

With a long backward arc, he stretched into a
slow yawn. His arms spread with fingers outstretched, like some
giant bird about to take flight. His movement and form filled the
stillness of the tiny infirmary. As he inhaled into a yawning
groan, pectorals flared and abs rippled just centimeters from Ami’s
face. A bead of sweat trickled down his deeply tanned skin. Faint
scent of salt and male musk invaded her mind. She held her breath,
and the scent coalesced into a flavor. Salt and sun and leather.
The urge to taste from the source swelled up within her,
threatening to override the professional medical decorum she had so
carefully constructed. Before he could look down, and before she
might actually lean in and lick him, she spun on her stool and
hurriedly searched for something, anything, in a supply drawer. Her
cheeks burned. Then her brows furrowed. It irritated her to no end
this yokel farm worker aroused her as much as he did.

“What’s your problem with all the
‘weird’ leaves and berries anyway? It’s good medicine, you know.”
Kansaburo clucked his tongue at her.

“It’s not medicine. It’s folklore
and rubbish. Why else would the federal program stick me out in
this backwater village?” Ami said.

“The government just wants to
pretend like they’re doing something good for a change—and you took
the program to pay off your school loan.” He laughed.

She glowered at him as she finished dressing
his wound. Merrily ignoring her glare, he wiggled back into the
white tank top, grease-stained and fitting just a bit too snugly
across his vast back. Strange scars crept out from underneath the
cotton. Some were jagged and ripped; others were long, thin, and
sharp. Others still came in multiple arcing stripes of ghastly claw
marks. Latticing his skin, overlapping and varied in age, they
marked his skin like some unknown hieroglyphics.

They worried her.

Turning back to her, he smiled softly.
Something jagged slipped away within her, and her brow
unknotted.

“Do you have any more patients
today?” he asked.

She shook her head. He was her only charge
today. In truth, she had been bored to tears when she saw him
through the diminutive window of the clinic. He was standing on a
neighbor’s roof, adjusting the rag bandages while laying down new
thatch. She yelled out the door at him. After a bit of grousing, he
had scrambled off the roof and strolled over to her office. Perhaps
he too was bored with his duties.

“Honestly, have you known this
village to be a place of sickness?” he asked. She shook her head.
He was right. In the year she’d been assigned here, the villagers
were significantly healthier than the patients she saw during her
internship in Nagasaki and Tokyo. Other than the occasional farming
accidents, snakebites, or aching backs, they suffered no ailments
and lived well past 90, even boasting several
centenarians.

“Would you at least let me show
you some of our ‘weird leaves and berries?’” he pleaded with
charming insolence. Ami rolled her eyes at him but put away the
stethoscope and tools of her trade, closing up shop. It was highly
unlikely anyone would need her for the rest of the day. Should
there be an emergency, someone would clang the firehouse bell,
audible well into the deep woods and mountaintops surrounding the
hamlet. She slipped off the white consultation coat and hung it up
on the rusting hook, secretly grateful for an excuse to leave the
stiflingly hot and musty office.

They walked past the emerald green rice
paddies, quarreling as they often did. The sun, just past its
zenith, beat down on the hunched backs of elderly farmers wearing
conical woven hats. Half a dozen or so of these bamboo hats bobbed
among the knee-high blades of rice, as their owners weeded and
trimmed in the water-filled plots. As the two walked past on raised
levee paths, the farmers continued their backbreaking work, paying
no mind to the chatter of youth.

Though still only early into summer, the air
dripped thick with heat. The white blouse clung to her perspiring
back. The breeze was too feeble to offer comfort, much less move
her heavy denim wrap skirt. The rice stocks rustled but did not
sway. Sweat ran down her inner thigh—and other moisture seeped as
well. He ambled slowly, long legs swinging in an easy gait and
wooden-toothed geta sandals clanking as they knocked pebbles. She
walked swiftly to keep up. She’d abandoned stylish high heels and
urban fashion discipline long ago, but she wasn’t ready to adopt
the locals’ antiquated footwear just yet. Rubber flip-flops were
hardly authorized hospital wear, but here, no one cared.

She scolded him for lack of immunizations. He
reproached her blind trust in artificial compounds. She extolled
the virtue of the scientific method and its rigor. He praised the
wisdom of millennia. He tried to explain the Chinese foundation for
diagnosis of imbalance. She scoffed and compared it to medieval
European bloodlettings and exorcisms. He said maybe she needed an
exorcism herself. She ignored that. She elucidated research and
inspection standards. He reminded her of thalidomide babies and the
recent surge of diabetes. She cited the exceptional education and
research of her medical school. He quoted his
grandmother.

On and on, round and round, they squabbled
through the orchards of plums, peaches, and cherries, past the silk
makers’ mulberry grove and across the pungent wasabi fields. They
crossed the stone bridge straddling Kiyoi River bordering the
eastern edge of the village. Water flowed clear and strong. Dark
forms of fish undulated just beneath, occasionally slicing the
surface with shimmering fins.

The piercing cry of a hawk close by halted
them as they stepped off the bridge. Their chatter faded to
silence.

Shielding his face from the sun with a broad
hand, Kansaburo gazed up admiringly at the circling hawk, a type of
kite common to these mountains. Ami squinted into the moist
darkness ahead of them. Even in the thick heat of summer, this
place gave her chills. Childish fears from long forgotten
nightmares washed over her. She crossed her arms snugly and leaned
imperceptibly toward him.

The forest trail began where the bridge, and
the village, ended. A massive weeping willow hung heavily across
the path, branches laden with some unspoken grief. At the base
stood a small moss-encrusted stone Jizo, protector bodhisattva of
travelers, children, and the dwellers of hell. Serenely smiling
with downcast eyes, its gentle head sat atop a body encased in
layers of tattered babies’ bibs, the tributes of generations of
parents praying for the comfort of the souls of their lost or
stolen children. At its feet lay fresh flowers and a bowl of
rice.

By the time she looked up, Kansaburo was
already far along the steep stone trail snaking into the primordial
cedar grove. She shook off the gaze of the Jizo and bounded up the
steps to catch up to him. The narrow trail forced them closer. The
canopy high above shut out the sun, encasing them in a chilled
verdant darkness. Occasionally his arm would brush her skin, or her
hand would brush his leg. His body radiated heat. Faint curls of
steam rose from his bare shoulders and dissipated into the
coolness. She found his warmth comforting. Every surface in the
forest dripped with moisture. Moss laden stone oozed fluids. Amber
drops trickled down the crevices and folds of cedar bark. Thickly
curled heads of warabi ferns thrust out from fertile black
soil.

They traveled deeper into the woods. Kansaburo
effortlessly led them up the labyrinthine trails winding and
splitting through the hushed grove. Occasionally he would pluck a
leaf, a flower, or a mushroom, call it by some old folksy name, and
rattle off its uses. Some were edible. Some soothed wounds, warded
off colds, or cleared hangovers. One was for male virility. He
chewed nonchalantly on that root while offering her a woolly
looking lichen for women’s fertility and abundance of children. She
rolled her eyes and tossed it off to the side. He looked askance at
her. A few of the plants he only pointed out and stayed far and
well clear of. One of them caused a terrible rash and blindness,
while another could stop the heart.

The steep climb silenced her as she labored
for breath. After a while, she merely grunted or nodded
acknowledgement to his merry recitation of country herbology. She
was actually grateful when he’d stop and make her eat some bitter
herb or vile-tasting berry. She didn’t believe one word of his
education and wondered how ill she’ll be later.

She’d never traveled this far into the woods.
He bounded steps ahead of her, taking no note of her struggling
gait.

Fatigued, she faltered on an uneven stone and
slipped. Mud splattered beneath her feet, a flip-flop strap
snapped. She tried to stand up, but she just fell backward.
Shrieking, she clenched her eyes and fists, limbs flailing out, and
braced for the crash and pain to follow.

Which never came.

She landed into the scooping strong arm of
Kansaburo.

How?

She opened her eyes and found his eyes,
darkest of black, staring into hers.

“You’re a klutz!” He laughed,
still holding her in one arm, her body halted in mid-fall and head
hovering just centimeters above the ground. His breath warmed her
chilled cheeks. His scent was maddeningly intoxicating.

She hit him on his chest with her still
clenched fist. His body didn’t budge as her hand bounced off of
him.

“Ow.” He feigned mock distress.
She hated to be made fun of. “Oh, would you like me to let you
go?”

She reconsidered the rocks under her
head.

“No! Help me up. Right now,” she
snapped.

“That’s what I thought I was
doing.” He chuckled and righted her body with the one arm around
her waist. Although she was vertical now, her feet dangled free,
and she was pressed into his body. One foot bare and muddy—another
with a helpless flip-flop dangling. His grip was firm and her body
safe as her waist and pelvis pressed into his torso. He hoisted her
up, face to face with him.

“You’d better let me down, right
now!” she barked.

“Or what? You’ll beat me with your
only sandal? Oh that’s scary. Doc, unless you want to walk barefoot
on these rocks, I’m going to carry you. You’re just a tiny gal.” He
turned up the path and began walking with her still pressed into
his chest like a child’s doll.

“Don’t call me a girl!” she
declared and hit him in the chest again.

“Tell you what, if you can hit me
hard enough for me to notice, I’ll let you down.” He winked at her.
She arched her back, pulled her arm back like a cartoon baseball
pitcher and hit him as hard as she could. He laughed and continued
up the hill.

The path began to level and brighten as the
old growth forest thinned. The moist stillness shifted to dry
rustling. Brightness and pale green enveloped them as they entered
a sun drenched bamboo grove.

“I’ll make you pay for this!” She
cracked playfully. At first she beat his chest and shoulders like a
trapped kitten. The more she arched her back to strike him, the
more her pelvis pressed into his belly. She kept arching. He
continued laughing, so she built up a rhythm as she pummeled his
hard-muscled torso. It was exhilarating.

Kansaburo came to a stop among the bamboo and
relaxed his grip ever so slightly. Her body shifted down his torso
and felt heat and mounting stiffness press into her. He regrasped
her firmly into his body. She didn’t so much hear as felt a
guttural sound from deep within him.

Startled by his arousal, she looked up. His
eyes were narrowed and lips slacked. His groin swelled.

So she hit him again.

Massive hands moved from waist to cup her ass
cheeks.

She hit him, yet again.

He began to rock back and forth, rocking her
harder into his crotch.

She swung her legs around his hips—and decked
him again. His swelling now pressed against her aroused
sex.

He growled low and gripped her ass
harder.

She struck him again, and he fell back onto
soft dry bamboo leaves, pulling her onto the straining crotch of
his work pants.

She pummeled him, her eyes growing wide with
excitement.

He began to buck his hips into her, pulling
her hips harder onto him. Her hair flew wildly. Strands clung to
her sweat-drenched brow and neck.

A gust of hot wind shot around them, making
the bamboo knock, sway, and rustle. Crows gathered on branches
above and cawed wildly.

Stunned by her own violence, she paused and
looked down at his ecstatic face. He looked up with glazed eyes. He
managed a grin and sassed, “I haven’t noticed anything yet.” With
that, he reached up and tore his tank top, exposing sweat streaked
and faintly flushed chest, challenging her.

She heard a wild howl, only to realize it came
from her own gaping mouth. Ripping the remnants of his shirt out of
his grasp, she grabbed his insolent hands and bound them crudely
together. He cackled and threw them over her head as if to pull her
into a kiss. She ducked his embrace, dismounted his hard crotch,
and wrapped the shredded tails of the shirt, wrists and all, to a
thick bamboo stalk just above his head.

He tugged at the bonds but did not escape. He
pulled at them repeatedly as a horse might do to feel the rider’s
command.

She straddled back atop him and stared in
wonder at her newly captured mount.

Black feathered forms agitated
above.

He inhaled deeply, swelling and pushing his
chest toward her. Taking the cue, she hit him hard with a flat
hand. He groaned and bucked against her. She reached to stroke his
face and saw ecstasy. She needed to drink from that well—so she
leaned in and kissed him. His lips felt strangely cold and hard,
though his soft cheeks burned as hot as hers. He whipped his face
away from hers. Weird, she thought, but figured it was part of this
strange little game he’d tricked her into. She kissed his neck and
enjoyed the roughness of stubble. Inhaling his musk she slid a hand
down his taut stomach and then into his trouser waist. Immediately
an enormous mass met her searching hand.
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