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Chapter 1 : Unexpected
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It’s noon. And of course, I’m already running late.

Milking the cows? Not started.

The other chores? Still there, smiling mockingly, like: "Hey there, we've been waiting since dawn, you lazy bum."

The milk collection truck drove by without stopping, like an ex pretending not to see you on the street.

"What a damn mess," I mutter through clenched teeth, wondering if a cow can get depressed.

Spoiler: I can.

It’s been a month since my father... let’s say, made a final decision.

Not an accident, not an illness. No — he simply decided to bow out.

His farewell? A letter. Full of remorse. And as a little bonus: a mountain of debt.

Charming, isn’t it?

Barely an hour after the funeral, I was already knee-deep in shit, cleaning out the barn like nothing had happened.

It’s wild, how easily life snaps you back into line. No mourning, no break — just a pitchfork and some hay.

Me, who had sworn — sworn — never to set foot here again... and here I am, neck-deep in rural life, milking cows like my résumé never existed.

Sure, my life in Paris was anything but glamorous.

Waitressing in a cocktail bar, paid peanuts, constantly juggling unpaid rent and “handsy” customers.

But at least it was my chaos.

Here? It’s someone else’s debt. And the land of a ghost.

A week after I came back, I posted an ad on Facebook.

Something like: “Looking for strong arms, willing to trade sweat for a cozy room and three (modest) meals a day.”

The result? Three calls from perverts, two shady offers, and one guy who just wanted to crash here with his goats.

I gave up.

But I’m going to have to find someone eventually.

Before all this literally comes crashing down on my head.

Or before I collapse into the mud — which is basically the same thing.

At 3 p.m., just as I’m secretly dreaming of becoming a houseplant — zero responsibility, zero debt — there’s a knock at the door.

And there he is: Jérémy.

The guy I practically grew up with.

Also the guy whose ego I casually crushed a few years back when he offered me a life of farm chores, kids, and Sundays at his parents’ place.

Oh, the irony: here I am, lost, on a farm.

But not his, thank God.

— Hey, he says.

— Hey, I reply. Translation: “Get lost.”

— I wanted to come by earlier, but... you know, the farm, work, all that...

He talks with that poorly trained puppy look — head tilted, shoulders hunched.

Still just as irritating.

— What do you want, Jérémy? I snap.

— To invite you to my wedding.

Ah. Of course. Because what my life really needed was more awkwardness.

He hands me a white envelope. Probably picked out by his fiancée — “chic rustic” edition.

— Your dad got an invite too, in case you didn’t see it...

— Right. I’ll see if I can find a minute between two versions of my life.

Translation: “Don’t hold your breath, buddy.”

He’s got some nerve, seriously. Talking to me about weddings when my father isn’t even cold in his grave.

— Sorry. The wedding was planned before your... your father’s tragic passing. No one expected that...

— That he’d kill himself? I cut in, sharp as a boning knife.

— Yeah...

He blushes, lowers his eyes. Awkward. Embarrassed. Pathetic.

— Really? All those debts and no one noticed a thing?

I cross my arms. And my gaze. Cold. Unflinching.

— My dad says he could’ve pulled through. That he just panicked...

Oh, of course. The king of hindsight.

I clench my teeth. Hard.

If I open my mouth now, I’m going to stab him in the eye with a fork without blinking.

— Right, I... I’ll leave you to it. Hope you’ll come anyway.

Yeah, count on it, asshole.

As soon as he turns his back, I crumple the card in my hand.

Destination: trash.

And honestly, it’s never held anything so filthy.

When night falls, I drag my boots back to the house, completely drained.

I haven’t eaten since that damn breakfast, and my stomach twists in pain with every step.

My legs are buckling from exhaustion, my arms tremble with every movement. Even my eyelashes feel sore — which, frankly, should not be medically possible.

As I approach the front door, my eyes catch a figure, frozen ahead of me.

Broad. Solid. Carved like a block of wood with a dull knife.

He has the build of someone you don’t bump into without losing a tooth — shoulders wide enough to cast shade on a streetlamp.

Muscular, but not gym-selfie muscular — the kind of muscle that comes from lifting heavy things, often, and hitting hard when needed.

He’s standing there like a warning.

My heart leaps like it’s trying to escape on its own.

A cold drop runs down my spine — perfect. Just need creepy music now and we’ve got ourselves a low-budget horror flick.

But I grit my teeth. No way I’m backing down.

I grab an old rake leaning against the wall. Great. The deadly weapon of gardening.

If this goes south, at least I’ll go down with flair: “murdered while defending her lawn.”

I step forward, rake raised like I have the slightest idea what I’m doing.

The shadow doesn’t move. Not even when my boots crunch the gravel.

As I get closer, his features come into view.

A man. Tall. Massive.

He wears a black ponytail and stands straight as a statue.

— Good evening! I call out, voice tense but steady.

The man turns. Slowly — almost deliberately.

His face, stern and sculpted, catches my gaze at once.

Broad shoulders. A tattooed neck. A posture rigid with precision...

He looks like a character from another world. Another era.

— Good evening, he replies, his voice deep, each syllable laced with a faint accent.

He bows slightly, with a perfectly measured grace — too perfect, in fact.

As if he were playing the gentleman to distract from the wolf under the suit.

I stare at him without filter, because pleasantries are for those who still have something to lose.

His eyes, black and shining, study me like a specimen. No agitation, no anger, just that precise, surgical calm — the kind of calm that always means a well-packaged disaster is coming.

I freeze for a moment, hypnotized by his presence, before snapping back to reality.

— I’m here about the job offer, he says.

I blink.

— What job offer?

— The ad on Facebook, he clarifies, simply.

He steps forward.

His tattooed hands immediately catch my attention. His neck too. Symbols inked stretch up to his jawline.

I swallow hard.

— My plane landed from Japan last night, he adds.

— Japanese? Seriously?

— Half. My mother’s French, he replies with a slight smile.

— My name’s Kineshi Yamaguchi.

He bows again.

My God, the beauty of mixed heritage — it’s a weapon of mass destruction.

— Are you alright? he asks, lifting his gaze back to me.

— Yes... yes, I stammer. I’m Aela. As you probably already know.

My throat tightens. My heart pounds.

Pull yourself together, Aela. Pull yourself together, damn it.

— The position isn’t filled yet? he continues, his voice calmer. His gaze, however, is icy.

— No, not yet. Well... it’s still open, yes. But you show up unannounced, like a bout of food poisoning in the middle of a meeting, and I need to know: have you ever worked on a farm, or are you just planning to come stir up trouble in style?

I stare him down, like I’m scanning for bullshit. If he blinks wrong, I’ll bury him under the manure — CV or no CV.

— I’m tough. Resilient. Test me, he says with unsettling confidence.

I can’t say I don’t want to, I think, blushing like an idiot.

— Fine, I finally answer. But one thing’s clear: no ambiguity here. You get room, board, and laundry. In exchange for real work. And nothing more.

— Of course, he says with a smile that instantly makes me regret the “nothing more.”

— Tomorrow’s trial day. I’ll tell you in the evening if I’m keeping you. And if yes, we’ll sign a little contract.

— Okay, he nods without flinching.

— Did you come by car? Do you have somewhere to sleep tonight?

— I took the bus to the village, then walked. And no, I don’t have anywhere to stay tonight.

I look at him. An alarm flashes somewhere in my brain, like a red siren accompanied by a looping “you’re going to regret this.”

And yet, I already feel my mouth opening to say something stupid. Classic. It’s almost a family tradition: hosting trouble with a smile included.

I sigh and say:

— Follow me.

I lead him to the annex. A simple studio, separate from the house.

Just enough to keep some distance...

Well, in theory.

— Here’s your room for tonight, I say, pushing open the studio door, my heart beating a little too hard for something so mundane.

— You have your own space here, I add in a tone I want to be neutral, like “I’ve got this,” though I don’t at all.

It used to be the winter hideout for skiers, the cozy little spot my father rented out at a fortune to Parisians craving snow and charm. But this year, surprise: no tourists in fluorescent puffers, just a tattooed samurai-looking stranger.

A necessary sacrifice, apparently.

He steps inside without a word, his eyes flickering everywhere, curious like a cat in an unfamiliar room.

The studio’s modest, yes, but functional. A one-and-a-half bed, a kitchenette smelling of disinfected pine, a bathroom where you can shower and sit on the toilet if you stretch your legs. Rural luxury.

— It’s perfect. Arigato, he says with that disarming calm that both annoys and fascinates me.

— I’ll need your passport, I say a little too sharply, suddenly very aware of my own stress.

— It’s a security measure, in case... something happens, I clarify, as if I’m not already imagining his photo in a crime report.

He looks at me with a flicker of surprise, then nods almost solemnly.

— I understand.

And without argument, he pulls his passport out of his backpack. As if it’s the most natural thing in the world to hand over your papers to a vaguely muddy stranger, tucked away in the middle of nowhere.

I take it. Check the photo.

Him, younger. Same direct gaze, same jawline too perfectly carved for my own good.

Great. Not only does he have a perfectly charming face, but he’s legal too. My survival instinct screams at me to make him leave. My curiosity, on the other hand, settles in with some popcorn.

I hand him the studio key, and he bows slightly.

— Arigato, he says again, with that half-smile. The kind of smile that can mean “thank you” or “I’m going to slice you up in your sleep.”

— Rest well. Tomorrow’s the big test, I warn, almost military-like.

I turn on my heel, just so I’m not standing there staring at him like a clueless teenager. I step away a few paces, arms hanging loosely, playing it cool — except my heart is tap-dancing like a maniac on stage.

Behind me, the door shuts with a dull click, like a period a little too dramatic.

I turn back and stare at the wood. Because apparently, I’m at the point where I’m waiting for the wood to give me answers. Great. Dignity is dead, rest in peace.

— Fucking hell... what the hell am I doing? I whisper. Seriously, what the hell did I do?

I literally just let a stranger into my home. A guy out of nowhere, who showed up like a mirage with a ponytail and dusty sneakers, and to whom I handed a key.

What if he’s a serial killer? A former yakuza on the run? A raw milk fetishist?

I shake my head, cursing myself inside. Too late to turn back now.

Tomorrow, maybe I’ll be chopped up in the freezer I haven’t even defrosted yet.

But hey. We all have to die of something.

And let’s be honest: I need help. No arms, no farm. And I’m barely holding on. So I trust my instinct.

Even if, between us, my instinct is about as reliable as an Ikea umbrella in a storm.
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Chapter 2 : If Only I Had Expected This!

[image: ]




The next day, I wake up with a start, as if a truck had run me over. Spoiler alert: it didn’t. And it won’t. Missed again.

Sunlight filters through the curtains with an almost personal audacity. My heart races like I’ve swallowed three cups of coffee — which, of course, isn’t the case. I turn my head toward the clock. Ten o’clock.

Ten. O’clock.

— Damn, damn, damn! I mutter like a satanic incantation. I missed the truck again!

I leap out of bed, throw on my clothes with the grace of a hedgehog on roller skates, and shove my feet into my muddy boots, perfectly completing my farm girl on the edge of burnout look.

The cows are waiting. The milk is waiting. The cooperative isn’t. And every passing minute is one step closer to ruin and a stomach ulcer.

I storm through the house like a fury, bursting into the yard with all the grace of a hurried boar.

— Okay... focus, Aela, I whisper to myself, which is always a good sign. The cows. The milk. And call that damn truck to beg it to come back.

I walk fast, eyes glued to the ground, already spinning disaster scenarios worthy of a made-for-TV disaster movie. Until I crash headfirst into a wall.

Well, not a wall. A torso.

A human torso. A torso... solid. Strong. Slightly scented, which catches me off guard.

I take a step back, as surprised as a seagull facing a windshield.

— Crap... I forgot you! I say as naturally as possible, while literally collapsing inside.

He looks at me. A small smile tugs at his lips. Amused, almost mocking.

Ah. The kind of smile that raises the room’s temperature by two degrees.

And me? I just realized I’m in pajamas disguised as farm clothes, my hair looking like organic hay, and probably with dried drool at the corner of my mouth. Glamorous as ever.

Him? Jeans perfectly fitted, black t-shirt hugging every muscle of his torso like a campaign ad in progress. Not a stain. Not a wrinkle. Even his hair is better styled than mine on wedding days.

I instinctively bite my lip, embarrassed, but unable to look away.

— You’re... an early riser, I say, just to say something. Congrats. You’re scoring points.

— You’re... energetic, he replies, clearly amused by the show. It’s impressive.

Touché. Irony level: expert.

I cough and cross my arms, like that might hide the stain on my t-shirt—wait, is that yogurt? Not even sure. Classy.

— How long have you been out here? I finally ask, because someone’s got to break this awkward silence.

— I woke up at 5 a.m. Helped the milk guy and signed the delivery slip for you... I apologize sincerely.

He pauses.

— By the way, he called me “chink” twice, even though I kept telling him I’m Japanese, he adds, deadly serious.

Ah, the charm of the countryside: cows, late trucks, and unfiltered racism at dawn.

— Don’t pay attention to him, he’s an idiot. And it’s fine about the signature. You basically saved my life.

Literally. A life of debt and udder infections, sure—but still a life.

— After that, I took care of the cows.

I blink. Sorry? The cows? Alone? No instructions, no croissants?

— You should’ve woken me up. I was supposed to explain how the farm works.

— I rang your doorbell several times, but got no response.

A wave of shame crashes over me. I wish I could morph into a pile of manure and just sink into the gravel.

This was supposed to be my job—welcoming him—not snoozing like a teenager after a house party.

— Have you ever worked on a farm before?

— No, but I’ve read books on the subject.

Books. He’s read books. About farms. Who even does that?

Did he also binge-watch documentaries about rural composting?

Have I taken in a psychopath or some kind of undercover farmer?

— Sorry, it’s your first day and I basically abandoned you.

— We could call it even... if you tell me I got the job.

I raise an eyebrow. Charming. And confident, too. And I hate how much I like that.

— In that case, you’re officially hired. I smile.

However, I should mention there won’t be a formal contract. If something goes wrong, you’ll have to handle it yourself.

Now come on, let’s talk over coffee. I’m in desperate need.

I leave him in the kitchen for a few minutes—just long enough to make myself semi-presentable.

Which means splashing water on my face, taming whatever’s on my head, and ditching that sketchy old t-shirt.

Once I’m made up like a farmer who’s at least trying, I head back to the kitchen and make us two scalding espressos.

— Thank you, he says as I set the cup down in front of him.

— Mister Kineshi, what exactly are you doing here?

I mean, seriously — a Japanese guy in the middle of rural-nowhere France?

Just saying it like it is.

My bluntness seems to amuse him. A half-smile. Not mocking. More intrigued. Maybe a little charmed.

Well, shit.

— I needed a change. I stumbled upon your ad and took it as a sign.

“Why is it so hard for me to believe that?”

Maybe because it smells like a well-wrapped scam, or maybe just because I still have two brain cells functioning.

But let’s be honest: I have zero desire for him to leave.

I need his muscled arms like I need antidepressants.

It’s practically medicinal at this point — mentally prescribed by the Committee for Desperate Decisions.

— A sign, huh. I mutter, tone dripping half-sarcasm, half-curiosity.

— Yes. Sometimes you have to follow your instinct.

He gives me this serious look, like he just quoted Confucius or something.

— Call me Aela. And we can drop the formalities — I think we’re about the same age.

— If you’d like.

And just like that, we’re on a first-name basis.

Warning: slippery slope ahead.

— Right, so as I already told you, there won’t be a formal contract.

You’ll need to work from five in the morning till five in the afternoon, weekends off.

I’m not a tyrant, I swear.

Well, okay — maybe just a part-time dictator.

— I accept your conditions, but I have a few requests of my own.

I raise an eyebrow. Well, well. Someone’s feeling bold.

— I’d like to be able to use your car if needed.

— Do you have a license?

— Yes.

— In that case, sure. But you pay for your own gas if it’s for personal use. I’m not the local transit authority.

— Of course. That goes without saying.

That damn half-smile again. This quiet confidence of his is starting to get on my nerves.

— Just so we’re clear, I’m trying to turn this farm around, and every cent counts...

I add, mostly so I don’t sound like a total cheapskate. Though, let’s be real — it’s probably too late for that.

— You don’t need to explain. I completely understand.

Oh great. If he keeps being this understanding, I’m going to end up marrying him.

— I think we’ve covered the essentials. The rest we’ll figure out as we go.

Oh, one important question: how long are you planning to stay?

— I’ll try to stay for at least two months.

Two months. A polite, hard-working guy who reads books about farming and plans to stick around?

What is this — a scam, or divine intervention?

I smile like a teenager who just found out there’s no English test tomorrow.

— Right, well. The chickens and rabbits still need feeding. And the vegetable garden.

I throw that out there mostly to ground myself again. Bring myself back down to Earth.

The rest of the day flies by.

Hours devoured by the relentless rhythm of the farm.

Kineshi and I work like we’ve been doing this together forever. Perfect coordination, not a single unnecessary word.

It’s kind of creepy, honestly — but I’ll take it.

By the end of this exhausting day, I’m absolutely drained.
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