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To Pianoman Tim, for cheering me up on a rainy evening, for bringing positivity into the world, and for charming those keys.


























CHAPTER 1

MY FINGERS FLEW over the piano keys as I played Beethoven’s Sonata No. 14 in C-sharp minor through for the third time. Well, the third time that morning. An old treasure, it was one of my go-to pieces when I was feeling down. I’d been playing it more and more often lately.

As I started the second movement, the Allegretto, my mother stuck her head around the door, smiling as always. 

“Akari, would you like tea?”

“Yes, please, Okasan.”

Drinking tea had become our morning ritual since I moved back to Japan. Every morning at eleven, my mother would ask precisely the same thing, and my answer would never be any different. I’d smile politely, drink the delicately perfumed matcha she poured, then go back to my practice.

I’d just finished my fourth rendition of Beethoven when she laid out the tea-making utensils on the tatami mat on the far side of the music room. My favourite place in the apartment, it was where I spent most of my time and the reason I’d chosen the penthouse in Hiroo in the first place. Well, that and the view. Floor-to-ceiling windows looked out over homes belonging to the rich and famous in neighbouring Azabu, and at times, it felt as if I could see half of Tokyo, the city I’d once thought of as home.

Before I sat down, I checked on my baby, still asleep in his crib in the corner. Although at ten months old, I wouldn’t be able to call Hisashi a baby for much longer. Every day, he seemed to get bigger.

At first, I’d worried about playing the piano with him in the room, relying on the damper pedal to take the edge off the volume. But I’d soon found out he didn’t mind. In fact, even the more raucous pieces made him drop off faster than if I simply rocked him in my arms. I guess he’d inherited my love of music, which right now seemed to be the only genes we shared. To look at, he was the spitting image of his father, something that made me both happy and sad at the same time. Happy because a small part of him lived on in our son. Sad because every time I looked at Hisashi, he reminded me of what I’d lost.

I hitched up my silk pants and knelt on a mat opposite my mother. Nothing changed—she’d spent years mastering the art of the Japanese tea ceremony while I was a child, and she still liked to practice on me.

“Your playing gets more beautiful every day,” she said, sliding a plate of mochi toward me.

The glutinous rice cakes had never been a love of mine, but I shrugged and took one anyway. “It’s just practice. I still have so much to learn.”

“Is Nomura-sensei coming today?”

I nodded. “At four.”

As he did every Tuesday and Friday. Another perk of having money now was being able to afford lessons with the best piano teacher in Tokyo, although I’d give up every dollar in a heartbeat if it brought Hisashi’s father back.

“I’ll finish cleaning before then,” she said. “So I can take care of Hisashi.”

“Thank you.”

The apartment was spotless, as always. Cleaning formed another regular part of my mother’s day. My father insisted on working, even though he no longer needed to, while Okasan was content to stay at home most of the time.

“Are you going out today?” she asked.

“To the park, after lunch.”

Apart from the odd shopping trip, my daily walk was the only escape I got from the apartment, always following a different route for security reasons.

I picked up the dainty china bowl, hand-painted with colourful birds, and raised it to my lips. I’d had that same bowl when I was a child, and my parents had kept it ever since. Oh, how different my world was since the day I first used it. But not Okasan’s tea. The sweet, grassy aroma floated up at me as I sipped. When I first got kidnapped, all those years ago, I’d missed such simple things, dreamed of them every night. My mother’s voice waking me up in the morning. My father sitting straight-backed at the head of the table at dinner. The constant irritation of my little brother as he asked questions about anything and everything.

But as the years passed, the memories faded. I’d spent more of my time on this earth held prisoner than with my own family, and while I tried my hardest to slot back into my old life, they still felt like strangers to me.

My father was the easiest to deal with. He left for work at seven, returning from the factory late in the afternoon. My mother and brother? They were a different story.

Before I could take another mouthful of tea, my phone rang. Again.

“Hiro?” In reality, I didn’t need to ask who was calling. Only a handful of people ever phoned me, and ninety percent of the time, it was my brother at the other end of the line.

“Just checking everything’s okay.”

“I haven’t left the house since you went to work.”

“Good. That’s good. Do you want me to pick anything up from the store?”

“No, there’s nothing I need.” 

Apart from some space, but no matter how many hints I dropped, he wouldn’t give me any. I understood why—when your little sister got snatched from the street in broad daylight at the age of thirteen, it was only natural to get a bit overprotective, but that didn’t make his constant attention any easier to take.

“I’ll call you this afternoon, okay? If you think of anything, all you need to do is let me know.”

“I will, I promise.” I tossed the phone back onto the table and sighed.

“Your brother’s a good boy,” Okasan said. “He cares about you.”

“I know,” I said, but my tone must have belied my words.

“He only worries. We all do. Nobody wants to see you go through such a…horrible experience again.”

We’d never really discussed it, what happened. Okasan didn’t want to hear the details, and I didn’t want to put them into words, not again.

I’d done it once, and that was bad enough. The people who rescued me were the only ones who knew the whole story. Hiro had tried sending me to a therapist when we got back to Japan, but I’d hated every second of my time with her. The intrusive questions asked in a soft voice. The patronising words framed as kindness. Apparently, I over-analysed everything and needed to let myself grieve. After half a dozen visits, I’d come home, cried into my pillow for an hour, then cancelled the rest of my sessions. Hiro’s scowl, quickly hidden, told me what he thought of my decision, but it was my life, not his. I wouldn’t be going for “therapy” again.

My father never asked about my time in Colombia either. Denial trumped knowledge in his world. He was simply happy to have me back. So many people told me that he’d never smiled while I was gone, but these days, sunshine lit his eyes.

“What happened was a one-off, Okasan. Nobody wants to take me again, not now. I’m too old.”

She smiled her gentle smile. “You’re still my little girl. Don’t let your tea get cold.”
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The temperature outside was warm enough for me to leave my jacket behind as I tucked Hisashi into his stroller. Until recently, I’d carried him in a sling, but now he’d got too heavy, so I’d finally given in and switched to a stroller. I missed having him close.

“The park again?” Daiki asked, stepping forward from his spot to the side of the front door in the lobby.

I nodded. My life was nothing but predictable. Daiki held the door open for me to go through, then followed along behind. He was one of my regular bodyguards, and I’d got to know him well over the past nine months, well enough for him to confide that although he found minding me a little dull, at least he knew he’d get home on time each evening. His son was only a few months older than Hisashi, so I understood how important it was for Daiki to see his little boy grow up.

Out of the corner of my eye, I glimpsed another of my security detail on the opposite side of the street. He was a younger man, slim, who moved with the power and grace of a leopard. I didn’t know his name, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to. He scared me.

The guards came courtesy of Hisashi’s father. Or rather, the additional family we’d found at the end of the long and twisted path he’d led us on before his death. Blackwood Security. When they saved us, they’d sworn to look after Hisashi and me, and they’d kept their word. After all, keeping people safe was their mission in life. At first, the protection had been a security blanket, the thing that let me sleep at night, but lately, the weight of their presence had started to smother me.

A young boy whizzed past on roller skates, making me jump. Daiki’s hand went straight to his pocket, his frame tense and ready before he relaxed once more. I stroked the soft fuzz on Hisashi’s head, whispering that it would be okay, but the reassurances were more for my benefit than his. He simply babbled non-words and smiled his father’s smile.

One lap of Arisugawa park, then two. On our way past the bench at the far end, I paused to drop a hundred yen into a beggar’s cup. It was the only part of my route that remained constant. As always, the man thanked me politely then resumed his broken stare. Somehow, seeing him there each day made me feel better. Not just because I’d helped him, but because he served as a reminder to be grateful for my own life. I should be happy. I had a family who loved me, a beautiful home, and a son who gave me a reason to get up in the mornings.

So why did I feel trapped?

The first fat plops of rain fell as we reached the exit of the park, and I fiddled with the stroller’s hood as Daiki leapt forward with an umbrella and held it over Hisashi and me, not worried about getting wet himself.

“It’s my job to keep you dry,” he’d told me many times in the past when I’d offered to share.

I hurried my steps, anxious to get home before the rain worsened and soaked him. By the time we reached my apartment building, my mood—so grey of late—had turned as black as the clouds above me.


























CHAPTER 2

“AGAIN. THOSE EIGHT bars should be thunderous. Fortissimo means very loud, not half-hearted,” Nomura-sensei said.

Craving my mentor’s approval, I tried the middle section of the Bach piece again, his Toccata and Fugue. I longed to play it on an organ one day as Bach had intended, rather than a piano, but no matter what, I still loved the composition. Okasan didn’t enjoy the darker music I sometimes channelled, but she’d taken Hisashi out to sit on the terrace, so I had free rein to play as I chose.

“Better. Now, once more from the beginning.”

Sensei drilled me through the music three more times before we switched to Mozart and then finished up with something by The Beatles, played by ear. By the time I lifted my hands from the keys, he was shaking his head.

“Your talent is wasted in here, Akari-san. You should allow others to hear your gift.”

“I’m not good enough for that.”

I’d taken six months of piano lessons as a five-year-old, enough to understand the basics of reading music, but apart from that, I was self-taught. When I was growing up, there simply wasn’t the money for regular lessons. Instead, I’d listened to the radio then copied each song on the old upright piano my father had worked overtime every week for three months to buy. Okasan would listen to me play and bring me tea afterwards. See what I mean when I said nothing changed?

As a child, I’d dreamed of attending the Tokyo University of Music to learn the craft properly, and I’d practised every day in the hope of winning a scholarship. Then in my second year of junior high, that dream was snatched away, and I didn’t play a note for fifteen years. No, I still had a lot to learn.

“Then have you considered my suggestion?”

A month ago, after I’d played “Bohemian Rhapsody” in four different keys, Sensei asked whether I’d thought about going to college.

“I’ve been away for too long. I missed out on five years of schooling, and you know how important that is in this country.”

Children competed from kindergarten for places at the best universities, and not only had I missed nearly all of high school, but I’d also forgotten most of what I’d learned at elementary as well. In South America, I’d discovered how to survive, but beyond speaking Spanish fluently, little of my knowledge would benefit me in the cutthroat education system.

“What about going to a different country?”

My jaw dropped. “I’ve only just got home. I can’t leave again.”

“Why not? I’m an old man, and I won’t be able to teach you forever. Besides, your natural ability far surpasses mine. You need the right teacher to help coax it out of you.”

I shook my head. “My parents would never leave Tokyo.”

“You could go by yourself.”

“I can’t.”

“Why not?”

How did I explain that I’d never done anything alone? My whole life, I’d been surrounded by people, from my parents to my abductors. Yes, I’d hated being treated as a slave, but over the years, I’d grown numb to it. The rapes, the beatings, the way men treated me as an object to be passed around—it became life. I stopped waking up every morning and wishing for things to be different because I didn’t believe they ever would. Then when I’d given up hope, Hisashi’s father helped me to see the silver lining in a world of black clouds.

And in all that time, I’d never been on my own. I’d never needed to make decisions or hold any responsibility or set my own schedule. Nothing scared me more.

“I just can’t.”

Sensei took my hands, so pale because they rarely saw the sun, in his wizened fingers. Even now, when he was in his mid-seventies, few could play the piano better than him. The idea that he thought I would one day be able to was almost as far-fetched as me leaving Japan.

“Promise me, Akari, promise me you’ll think about it. Don’t give up on your dreams. Otherwise, there will come a time when you’ll look back and regret what might have been.”

His plea was so honest, so heartfelt that I couldn’t turn him down. “I promise.”

After all, thinking couldn’t hurt, could it?
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Two months later, the first sakura trees began to blossom. As I stood in the cemetery, Hisashi in my arms and my family by my side, I marvelled at the delicate pink flowers that swayed in a gentle breeze. In the rainforest where I’d spent so much time, the trees had been a wall of green, impenetrable and foreboding. Here, the foliage turned from green to red to golden to brown in the autumn, offering a world of possibilities, and the new buds in spring symbolised life. And now, to me, death.

Nomura-sensei’s last wish had been that he should be laid to rest in the Aoyama cemetery beside his wife of fifty-four years, and despite the tears I couldn’t stop, I needed to be there to see it happen. Hiro handed me another tissue as a sombre man slid the urn containing Sensei’s ashes into a chamber beneath the freshly engraved stone monument.

My teacher’s death had come as a shock to me, but not to him. I’d noticed him looking a little more tired over the months he’d been visiting, but with no reason to suspect anything sinister, I’d put it down to late nights and the changing seasons. Then one Thursday, he didn’t arrive for my lesson. My phone calls went unanswered, and the next day his son came to see me instead.

“I wanted to be the one to tell you,” he started, and straight away I knew my mentor had left us. It wasn’t Takuma’s black suit or the handkerchief he clutched in his hands, but his eyes. The playful glint that once danced beneath his lashes was gone.

“It’s… It’s…” he said.

I took his cold hands in mine, offering what little strength I possessed. “I’m so sorry.”

“I’ve had some time to prepare, but still I can’t believe he’s gone.”

“How did he…?”

“Cancer. He fought it for years, and when it came back last May, he refused further treatment. My father wished to die with dignity rather than prolonging the inevitable.”

Last May. Just a month after I first met him. “I wish he’d told me. I could have done things differently.”

“That was exactly why he didn’t say a word. When he was with you, it allowed him to escape from his body into his mind. He always said you played like an angel.”

“I’m not sure we heard the same notes.”

“You need to have more confidence in yourself.” Takuma freed one of his hands to fish around in his jacket pocket. “My father asked me to give you this.”

As I reached out for the envelope, the tears I’d been fighting escaped, cascading down my cheeks and splashing onto the wooden floor Okasan lovingly polished every other morning. I wiped them away with my sleeve, but it was a hopeless task. The river would never stop.

After Takuma left with a stiff bow, I ran to Hisashi’s nursery and snatched him up into my arms. The tears kept coming, not only for my teacher but for a father who’d never see his son grow up.

An hour passed, then two. At first, I cradled my son in the rocking chair by the window, but as he fidgeted more, I laid his Under the Sea play set out on the floor and sat with him as he threw the cuddly sea creatures around. Try as I might, I couldn’t giggle with him. The whole time, the envelope I’d placed on the small table that held Hisashi’s toy box haunted me. Finally, I could bear it no longer. I needed to know what the letter said.

My name was written on the envelope in Sensei’s flowing script, still neat despite the disease that had ravaged his body: Akari Takeda. Hands trembling, I pulled out a single sheet of paper and paced as I began to read.




Akari-San,

By the time you see this, I’ll have left you, and I need to apologise for keeping you in the dark over my condition. I did not want to be defined by an event beyond my control—I know this is something you will understand.




He was right. My continual refusal to tell the police or the media what happened to me during their fifteen-year hunt had incurred the wrath of the former and the curiosity of the latter. While my bodyguards frustrated me at times, the thought of going out in Tokyo unprotected and leaving myself at the mercy of reporters wasn’t something I could consider. My abduction would forever be a weight around my neck.




Not so long ago, you promised to consider the possibility of continuing your musical education at college, but as the words left your mouth, your eyes spoke differently. Without encouragement, I know you’ll spend the rest of your life locked up in Tokyo.

So I took it upon myself to give you that push. Two weeks after our conversation, I sent a video of you playing to the dean of the Holborn Conservatory. After extensive research, I firmly believe this to be the best place in the world for a budding pianist to learn her craft.




Sensei had done what? The recordings he’d made in my lessons were supposed to be for our ears only, so I could remind myself where I needed to make improvements. How dare he send something so private to a person I’d never met? Teeth clenched, I read on.




If the dean looks upon you favourably and offers you a place, I urge you to take it. If you can open your mind to new possibilities, I believe—no, I am certain—that nobody will be able to touch you when it comes to creating magic with a piano. No one dances with the keys as you do.

I wish you all the luck in the world.

Kosuke Nomura.




I wanted to be angry with Sensei for interfering in my life, but the part of me I hated to listen to admitted he was right. Left to my own devices, I’d never get beyond the city limits. But the Holborn Conservatory? I didn’t even know where that was.

Hisashi let out a cry, unhappy that my attention was focused elsewhere, and I rocked him in my arms until he settled again. Careful not to disturb him, I sat back down and pulled my phone out of my pocket. It was time for some research.


























CHAPTER 3

FROM THAT DAY on, I changed my routine slightly. Instead of settling on the stool to practise as soon as Hisashi closed his eyes for his morning nap, I first took a trip to the lobby to pick up the mail.

Not because I was expecting anything to come of Sensei’s crazy application, but more because I didn’t want Okasan to see the rejection letter. She’d automatically assume it was me who’d wanted to leave Japan, not my teacher who’d tried to decide my path.

After all, rejection was inevitable. I’d read every page of the school’s website one evening when Hisashi couldn’t sleep, and attending would be any musician’s dream. Located in Boston, the conservatory was founded in the 1980s after an endowment from a wealthy industrialist. The money enabled them to offer each student a full scholarship while they were taught to play their chosen instrument to a world-class standard. I’d spent most of that night watching videos of the students’ performances, and the magic of Bach, Liszt and Chopin almost sent my soul straight to Haneda Airport to get on a plane.

One look at my now-sleeping baby acted as brakes on that dream, though. That and an internet search revealing the school’s rate of acceptance was just ten percent, or around twenty-five students a year. I had more chance of playing for the emperor than I did of getting a live audition.

Then the letter arrived.

A slim cream envelope, not unlike the one Sensei had left me, although that one lay dog-eared in my desk while this one had a Boston postmark. The instant I grasped it in my hand, I half-ran to the elevator and jabbed the button, ignoring Daiki’s curious glance.

The elevator rose slowly, far too slowly. The child in me wanted to rip the envelope open and get it over with, but I forced myself to wait. In truth, I couldn’t make up my mind what I wanted the letter to say. The easy option would be a flat no, and I could stick with my safe, comfortable life in Tokyo. My dull life. My boring, lonely life.

But there was a part of me, one planted as a small seed by Sensei which had grown and spread over the past few weeks, that wished for acceptance and the chance at a different life.

In the sanctuary of my bedroom, I quickly checked on Hisashi in the attached nursery then perched on the edge of my bed. Fingers trembling, I unpeeled the flap of the envelope, extracted the two thick sheets of paper inside, and started reading.




Dear Miss Takeda,

Thank you for applying to the Holborn Conservatory. Although we wouldn’t usually accept students who have not completed high school, it was clear from the accompanying recommendation and recording that we should give your application further consideration.

We would, therefore, like to invite you to attend an assessment day at our campus in Boston on August 12th. As well as a live audition before a committee of faculty members, your knowledge of music theory and ear training will be reviewed by one of our teachers, plus you will need to take an essay writing exam. The day will finish with an interview conducted by one of our senior administrators.




The dean’s signature ended the letter with a flourish, and I flipped to the second page. It gave more details of the time and place and included a list of hotels in the area, making the situation all the more real.

Boston.

I’d only spent a few months in North America, in Virginia to be precise, and I’d been surrounded by my family and people from Blackwood. The thought of making the journey alone terrified me, especially in just two short weeks.

But as I sat down at my Steinway grand five minutes later, and my fingers went to the keys like it was where they belonged, the voice in my head I’d ignored for so long told me I had to try. If you stay in Tokyo, you’ll be the same nothing you’ve always been. After a botched attempt at Debussy and an awkward cup of tea with my mother, I came to the conclusion that I needed to talk to somebody about the problem. But who?

Not my family, and not that awful therapist. There was only one man. He’d said to call him anytime, day or night, but I rarely picked up the phone. Hisashi’s uncle had his own life, and if not for the bizarre twist of fate that threw us together, our paths would never have crossed. Still, as a kind and patient man, I knew he’d listen to what I had to say without judgement.

“It’s Akari,” I said when he picked up the phone.

“Is everything all right?”

He had to know there was nothing physically wrong—Daiki would have called him in a heartbeat if there was a problem. 

“Yes. Well, I’m not sure. I have a…dilemma.”

Over the next few minutes, it all spilled out—Sensei’s death, my worries about the future, the fear of hurting my family and finally, the offer from Boston. 

“I can’t decide what to do. I’m scared to go to Boston, but I’m also scared not to.”

“Where do you see yourself in five years’ time?”

“I don’t know. I never think of the future.” 

The one time I’d dared to, I’d hoped for a life with Hisashi’s father, and that dream had been destroyed.

“You need to change that mindset. If you don’t have a goal, you’ll drift through life until it’s too late, and then you’ll look back and wonder what you could have achieved if you’d only tried.”

“So you think I should go?”

“I think you should decide what you want out of life and go all out to get it.”

Silence stretched between us as I reflected on his words. In five years, ten, did I want to be sitting in this same room? My brother would be at work, Hisashi would be in fifth grade, and my parents would be in their seventies. I could easily waste a decade through inertia.

And in twenty years? My brother would surely meet a girl and marry, Hisashi would be at university, and my parents…well, nobody lived forever. I knew that all too well. If I didn’t change my path, I’d still be right here, sitting in front of the piano and staring out at a changing world I played no part in.

“How do I book a flight?” I asked softly.


























CHAPTER 4

THE FLIGHT BOOKED for me came with extra legroom and all the canapés I could eat. Daiki drove us to the airport, a sad smile on his face.

My mother, of course, surpassed that. She dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief as she stood between the stoic frames of my father and brother, and I almost cancelled my ticket.

Almost.

Instead, I shifted Hisashi into one arm and gave Okasan a hug. 

“I’ll be back next week. You’d better have the tea waiting.”

“And then you’ll leave again.”

“I doubt that. Chances are, I won’t be good enough.”

“Of course they’ll want you. As soon as they hear you play, they’ll offer you a place.”

I wished I shared her conviction. Locusts hopped in my stomach, and I wasn’t sure whether to be nervous or excited. 

“We’ll see.”

She turned away. “I already know.”

My brother tucked an arm around my shoulders. “The thought of losing you again is hard for her.”

And him. He’d spent most of yesterday trying to convince me not to go, and every day before that. First, he’d gently explained how much they’d all miss me. When I didn’t change my mind, he’d looked up the crime statistics in Boston and attempted to scare me into staying. And yesterday, when I said I still wanted to go, he played dirty and fetched my therapist.

I knew he meant well, but didn’t he understand pulling stunts like that only made me want to leave more? I’d always love my brother, but I couldn’t live with his nonstop over-protectiveness. Not truly live with the freedom I’d craved for so many years.

And now I tried, and failed, to hold back a sigh as he made his final stand—the guilt trip at the airport.

“She’s not losing me. I’ll call her every day, I promise.”

Hiro turned away from me, unhappy, and I tried to placate him.

“I’ll call you too.”

Nothing.

My father took my free hand, his face blank. “We’re proud of you, Akari, but that doesn’t make your departure any easier.”

“I know, Otasan. But I need to do this.”

He let go of my hand and took a step back. “Ganbatte.” Do your best.

I nodded, my own eyes filling with tears. Of course I would.
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Hisashi cried as the aeroplane took off, and I had to endure glares from the other passengers in first class. Since I’d only be away for a few days, I’d considered leaving him at home with my parents, but every time I imagined boarding the plane without him, I felt sick. He had to stay by my side.

As the pressure settled, so did he, and he was soon sleeping peacefully in my lap. On the whole, Hisashi was a good child, although now that he’d started walking, I knew it was only a matter of time before he began causing trouble. Even now he was curious about everything, and he’d already managed to grip onto the flight attendant’s scarf with surprising strength before I unpeeled his tiny fingers.

The thirteen-hour flight seemed to take twice that, mainly because I spent the duration worrying. Despite practising my audition pieces for the last two weeks solid, I had an irrational fear of forgetting the notes, not to mention my worry about the interview afterwards. English was my third language, and I’d barely needed to speak it for months.

At least Emmy Black had agreed to come to Boston to help me prepare. She was part of our newfound family, a devil with an angel’s wings who’d led the operation to rescue us from a living hell a year ago. Even now, she was still taking care of us—when she heard why I was coming to the US, she’d promised to arrange a piano and somewhere for us to stay as well. Although I felt guilty for pulling her away from her life and job, I hadn’t protested too hard when she offered to make the trip. It was better than being alone.

Despite several hours’ sleep, I was exhausted as I carried Hisashi off the plane. My skin felt dry, my throat parched. I longed to check into whatever hotel we were staying in and get some more rest, even if my son didn’t share that sentiment. His eyes darted all over the place, drinking in the hustle and bustle of a land he was too young to remember.

I soon spotted Emmy hanging over the railing in the arrivals area, a large paper cup of coffee in her hands. When I’d stayed with her last year, she’d started every morning with caffeine, and since it was only half past seven in the US, it stood to reason that she needed her fix.

With a baby in one hand and a suitcase in the other, I couldn’t wave, but she saw me straight away and raised an arm.

“How was the flight?” she asked in Japanese.

I stifled a yawn. “Long. Do you mind if we talk in English? I need the practice.”

“Sure,” she replied in her oh-so-British accent. “You can go back to bed when we get to where we’re staying. The drive shouldn’t take long. Here, give me the suitcase.”

She was right about the journey being quick. I’d almost forgotten how fast she drove, but with a child in the car, I was pleased to note she toned it down a bit. Even so, we still pulled into the driveway of a large, detached house before nine o’clock.
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